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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/

---------------------------------------------------

Tell us how we did today
Visit us on www.thepluralist.info

or Email us  
thepluralist.rca@gmail.com

Please keep this reciept  
for your records.

&
Thank you for Shopping

at the Royal College of Art

***YOUR PLURALIST***

 



***THE PLURALIST***

ISSUE:  #3
PART:      5/13 
CONTENT: Article 
WRITER: Judah Armani 
DATE: 2018 
HEADLINE: In House Records  

---------------------------------------------------

In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 

---------------------------------------------------

Tell us how we did today
Visit us on www.thepluralist.info

or Email us  
thepluralist.rca@gmail.com

Please keep this reciept  
for your records.

&
Thank you for Shopping

at the Royal College of Art

***YOUR PLURALIST***

***THE PLURALIST***

ISSUE:  #3
PART:      8/13
CONTENT: Overheard 
WRITER(S):   N.N.

---------------------------------------------------

“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
 
---------------------------------------------------

Tell us how we did today
Visit us on www.thepluralist.info

or Email us  
thepluralist.rca@gmail.com

Please keep this reciept  
for your records.

&
Thank you for Shopping

at the Royal College of Art

***YOUR PLURALIST***

***THE PLURALIST***

ISSUE:  #3
PART:      2/13 
CONTENT:  Interview 
WRITER: Anna Schlimm
DATE: 2018
HEADLINE:   A Walk on the Wild Side
 
---------------------------------------------------

The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.

---------------------------------------------------

Tell us how we did today
Visit us on www.thepluralist.info

or Email us  
thepluralist.rca@gmail.com

Please keep this reciept  
for your records.

&
Thank you for Shopping

at the Royal College of Art

***YOUR PLURALIST***

***THE PLURALIST***

ISSUE:  #3
PART:      10/13
CONTENT: Interview 
WRITER:   Freya Sewell
HEADLINE:  Pod – Dead End or Doorway

---------------------------------------------------

Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.

---------------------------------------------------

Tell us how we did today
Visit us on www.thepluralist.info

or Email us  
thepluralist.rca@gmail.com

Please keep this reciept  
for your records.

&
Thank you for Shopping

at the Royal College of Art

***YOUR PLURALIST***

***THE PLURALIST***

ISSUE:  #3
PART:      12/13 
CONTENT: Cartoon 
WRITER:   Rachel Sale
HEADLINE: Previa

---------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------

Tell us how we did today
Visit us on www.thepluralist.info

or Email us  
thepluralist.rca@gmail.com

Please keep this reciept  
for your records.

&
Thank you for Shopping

at the Royal College of Art

***YOUR PLURALIST***

***THE PLURALIST***

ISSUE:  #3
PART:      11/13
CONTENT: Finance 
DATE: 23/11/2017
HEADLINE: RCA – Anual Report

---------------------------------------------------

Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
 
---------------------------------------------------

Tell us how we did today
Visit us on www.thepluralist.info

or Email us  
thepluralist.rca@gmail.com

Please keep this reciept  
for your records.

&
Thank you for Shopping

at the Royal College of Art

***YOUR PLURALIST***

***THE PLURALIST***

ISSUE:  #3
PART:      2/13 
CONTENT:  Interview 
WRITER: Anna Schlimm
DATE: 2018
HEADLINE:   A Walk on the Wild Side
 
---------------------------------------------------

The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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In September 2017, Judah Armani 
had the privilege of working along-
side twelve convicted men to launch 
the first ever record label in a prison. 

In my second year studying on the 
Service Design course at the Royal Col-
lege of Art, I was keen to explore the 
intersection of design thinking, social 
change and enterprise. I had to date 
undertaken extensive research into the 
UK prison system for eighteen months. 
Starting from 2015, I collected insights 
from prisoners, officers and governors, 
which helped me to test assumptions 
and develop an understanding of the 
need for and the process of design 
thinking in a prison setting. Supported 
considerably by head of Service De-
sign, Nick DeLeon, and Neil Sartorio 
and a team from Ernst & Young, we 
have now created an initiative that is 
operating in four UK prisons.

In partnership with Universal Re-
cords, Fender Guitars, Roland Instru-
ments, the Ministry of Justice and HMP 
Elmley the label’s goal inside prison, 
is to positively affect attitude and be-
haviour by providing work experience 
with transferable skills and industry 
accredited qualifications under the 
umbrella of an industry that has the 
potential to capture imagination and 
fuel commitment. Outside prison, the 
label seeks to reduce reoffending and 
create safer, crime-free communities. 

Whilst there is nothing groundbreak-
ing about setting up a record label, 
the application of focusing on pris-
oners experiences is. We focus on 
what’s strong, not what’s wrong and 
use restorative storytelling to help 
prisoners make sense of their lives 
by framing it all with music. The mu-
sic in and of itself offers genuine ben-
efits for reducing anxiety and stress, 
which means that we are able to pos-
itively affect the rehabilitation cul-
ture at HMP Elmley and HMP Roches-
ter and help prisoners take control of 
their futures. Last month, in front of a 
proud audience of friends and family, 
as well as forty trainee prison officers, 
a vibrant showcase for the pioneering 
record label demonstrated previously 
hidden or undiscovered talents. A set-
list of songs written by the co-found-
ers of the label was performed with 
confidence, hitting the right notes be-
tween an even spread of fun, cama-
raderie, and at times, brutally honest 
and confessional narratives.

By encouraging the men to relate 
their interests and experiences 
through a process called restorative 
storytelling, where past experienc-
es are explored, and skills which 
are neutral can be extracted from 
the crime. This process allows the 
prisoner to look on the past not as 
a waste of time, but as a mix of bad 
choices but also salvage some skills 
that can be repurposed for good. The 
label is able to offer opportunities for 
songwriters, managers, radio pre-
senters, produces and performers. 
HMP Elmley has seen some of their 
previously impassive men not just 
take part, but lead the label. The men 
have also been laying down tracks 
for National Prison Radio, which 
seeks to promote the label by playlis-
ting three new singles every month. 
The idea is for the label to expand 
across the UK prison network.

When I began my research a year 
and a half ago I had no idea it would 
end up with me running a record la-
bel from prison. Since August 2017, I 
spend more working days a week in 
prison than I do out. It is incredibly 
draining and tiring, however it also 
provides the fuel and motivation to 
keep going. The difference we are 
already making is so encouraging 
to me; but also to staff of the pris-
on, people like Tom Cunningham. 
Who openly shares “For me person-
ally, the label has been the best part 
of my nine-year career in the prison 
service. Working with men who want 
to change and be the best versions of 
themselves has had a positive effect 
on my attitude.”

When a prison officer is telling me 
that our Record Label is the best 
thing in almost a decade worth of 
experience in the Prison service you 
take notice, and begin to realise the 
change that is taking place not just 
for the prisoners but for prison staff 
too. Of huge encouragement for me 
is the support of HMP Elmley’s Gov-
ernor, referred to as Number One, 
who cities the label as helping staff 
recognise a different way of ap-
proaching rehabilitation. 

In House Records began life in the 
research phase of a Service Design 
project and is now spreading to mul-
tiple UK prisons, changing the lives 
of prisoners and staff alike, it’s in-
credibly humbling. 
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“I think people should be more  
generous with their generals” 

~ Art bar ~ 

“To be honest, there are  
worse things to have thrust  
upon you than brownies”

 ~ 2nd floor Stevens ~ 

“I always touch up my makeup  
before I leave cos I like to make eyes 

with people on the tube” 
 ~ Darwin toilets ~ 

“It’s always balls first, heart later”  
 ~ Art bar ~ 

“He already came out your vagina...
you don’t need to put him back in”

 ~ Ground floor Stevens ~ 

“You’ve not objectified him enough” 
~ Darwin juice bar ~ 

“The first time I saw a dick  
was on chat roulette”

~ Stevens meeting room ~ 

“It wasn’t until after I realised he had 
more than a jacuzzi and a computer,  

that I started to like him”
~ Art Bar ~ 

“Elvis Presley… 
have you heard of him?”

~ CERN ~ 
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With long bold slashes for brows 
and an earnest pose in boxy cotton 
clothes, Tahmina gives vivid answers 
to questions on a wide spectrum of 
subjects. This is not altogether sur-
prising, as her masters dissertation, 
titled, “An Even Greater Compost,” 
is layered with references from com-
munist poetry to contemporary pop 
culture and everything in between. I 
can see these disparate intersecting 
thoughts in her work, where a piece 
is made from an intricate cloth from 
Uzbekistan layered with cat scratches 
and tender painted cavities of color. 
The following are her insights on May-
akovsky, utopianism, and the X-factor.

> > > In your dissertation, you say you 
hope your work appears to be rigor-
ous yet passionate and humane and 
then you compare it to rabbits from 
farmhouses. 

So I have to apologise in advance to 
whoever is going to perhaps read it 
and get pissed off at me because I 
didn't write the whole thing myself. 
In my dissertation I talk about bor-
rowing different podcasts and crops 
out from books and by allocating 
them randomly next to one another, 
I'm creating a different kind of plot. 
So the rigorous but humane is a text 
from the recording of an interview 
with Edmund de Waal from Channel 
4. He's talking about making pots 
and that ritual of coming into the 
studio and throwing some clay and 
trying to stay rigorous but humane. 
I quite liked that. So in that chapter 
that you mentioned, I compare the 
procedure of making clay pots with 
Argentinian novelist, Julio Cortazar. 
He wrote a story about how he 
would throw up the rabbits in this 
lady's apartment in Paris. That pro-
cess of throwing up is not particu-
larly pleasant but once they're out 
there in the world, he's really look-
ing after the rabbits, feels it is his 
responsibility to love them. I found 
it similar to how de Waal talks about 
making his pots. So I put these two 
completely different narratives to-
gether in one and created a dialogue 
between them that just perfectly 
describes to how I feel sometimes 
making when making my work. 

> > > I couldn’t help but notice that 
Alex Katz is ridiculed in your disserta-
tion! Do you hate him? 
 
I respect Alex Katz. I think he makes 
good paintings but they just don't move 
me necessarily. I can recognize the 
thought, skill, concept, interest and in-
tentions, but his work does not resonate 
with mine. It’s completely subjective. 

> > > Could you elaborate on your 
approach? 

So I think it's very important to talk 
about the state that I'm in when I 
make my work. It's even more im-
portant than the context, the literal 
context of the work, because I can't 
quite grasp it and I'm not very much 
interested in it. But the making thing 
is pretty much layering and puzzling 
together bits of paint and trying to 
create that tension between form 
and physicality, quite literally the 
physicality of paint. So the recent 
works are getting more ambigu-
ous in the form and what they are 
attempting to represent. People de-
scribe them as more abstract but 
to me, they're more figurative in a 
way. They seem more honest be-
cause they got rid of that illustra-
tive storytelling narrative, but they 
talk about something that translates 
very thoroughly the state that I was 
making them in. Some of the works 
are made of rabbits hay. Some of 
them are made of terracotta. And 
then I resin them thickly to preserve 
that moment of spontaneity. Some 
of them, like in this work, I peeled 
off bits of paint dried on a palette, 
so I almost didn't use a brush in this 
work. It was that process of putting 
pieces together like the restoration 
of a painting that never existed.

> > > Did you find this paper or did 
you make it?

I bought it in a shop. It went through 
loads of procedures of priming and 
toning it down. I am interested in 
Renaissance art and ancient stuff 
or things that you can find in muse-
ums of arts and craft. I think there is 
something very sincere about how 
they were made.

> > > And then sometimes you use 
these tapestries. Could you mention 
how they came about? 

I'm using my grandma's tapestry in 
this work. It's like an embroidered 
bed cover and I think I'm interested 
in objects that nobody else wants and 
I adopt them and invigorate or break 
them to a certain extent. We have a 
cat and the cat scratched the fabric 
surface. To me, those bits, pulled 
threads looked very interesting. I 
thought they were really beautiful 
but my grandma found it to be a irre-
versibly damaged. Somehow it didn't 
serve as a decorative object anymore. 
It was just not useful. So I took it back 
to London and primed it at the back 
so it became very hard and sculptur-
al, the way it folds, and then I painted 
it with oils. Now I completely vandal-
ized it, in terms of domestic point of 
view but from not from the creating 
the work point of view.

> > > Is your grandmother still alive? 

Yeah. Actually it's her birthday today.

> > > Have you shown this to her?

No. It would give her a heart attack.

> > > Does she not support your art? 

She doesn't get it. But I get the fact 
that she doesn't get it. She's coming 
from a very different generation, like 
pre-war, with very complex heritage. 
She is not interested in anything 
that doesn't serve immediate life 
supporting purpose. How can I put 
it – she's not that keen on the after 
effects of our life like art, music, lit-
erature etc. It's just that generational 
mentality to survive and make sure 
everyone is fine and healthy and well 
fed. But maybe I'm just fooling my-
self and she actually secretly goes to 
the National gallery every weekend 
and just doesn't like my work. I think 
subconsciously the reason I'm work-
ing with these materials and the fact 
that they attract me is the attempt to 
rebel to the certain label that was es-
tablished by my family on me. Which 
was not malicious at all. I grew up 
in a non artistic household you see. 
Every member of the family had their 
own thing. And I was always the odd 
one because I would cut things up 
and paint on things.

> > > What kind of school did you go 
to growing up? < < <

I went to so many schools. I think I 
mention it in my writing; it comes out 
a lot. School was not a very pleasant 
experience. I was born in Uzbeki-
stan. I moved to Russia when I was 
8. I did speak the language; russian 
is my native language, but my men-
tality was very different from the kids 
I went to school with. But I think I'm 
just not very suited for the institution 
anyway. I had to change a couple of 
schools before I graduated.

> > > Because the school didn't agree 
with you?

Sometimes because of that. Some-
times because it was too expensive 
to stay there. For instance my mother 
wanted to send me to private school 
because education was very crucial 
for, I guess it's some kind of instinct 
of the first generation immigrant to 
give their children a golden ticket to 
a lifetime of security and so on. We 
couldn't afford it in the end. I couldn't 
stay for too long. Gladly. And then I 
went to what would be an equivalent 
of the grammar school here, but I 
had a couple of disagreements with 
the teachers, and I think I got kicked 
out, well I was respectfully recom-
mended to consider other schools. 
Which looking back now – I probably 
partially sabotaged it to happen. And 
then I went to a state school where, 
oddly enough, I felt most comfortable. 
They had an art class which I started 
attending which was the first official 
acquainting experience with painting. 
That's how I got interested in coming 
to the studio. So I graduated from 
there and started thinking about go-
ing to art school. But because the art 
scene and our education in Russia is 
very academic and I didn't have that 
academic realism set of skills and I 
wasn't very interested in going down 
that road, I came to London.

> > > You reference a poet Mayak-
ovsky pretty often. 

He helped me to write my dissertation.

> > > Do you have a pretty special 
connection with him?

Oh yes, definitely. He's one of my 
closest friends. His most active years 
were exactly one hundred years ago 
from now, during the October rev-
olution in Russia. I like to connect 
with people from the past and have 
a very special bond with some of 
them. He is maybe an extreme ver-
sion, a portrait, an idealised figure 
in my head of something that end-
lessly fills me up with a motivation 
to live and make sense of it all with 
the bitter understanding that it’s all 
meaningless, but you have to make 
it eccentric at least. He was a Soviet 
poet, labouring under the illusion 
of communism; that's how he is re-
membered in history. Part of that is 
true but he was a romantic at first, 
and believed in some kind of ideal-
ised version of Communism which, 
in his head, was closer to Futurism – 
very different from the way in which 
Communism came into real life. 
So he was inspiring people to quit 
their mundane way of living and 
become nihilists of their comfort 
and philosophers and forget about 
religion and give up something that 
would limit their artistic abilities. 
But it was all focused on a positive 
Romantic liberation belief in society 
itself. His poetry is fantastic.

> > > Would you say that you share 
the same political orientation as him? 

No. It was a different time in histo-
ry. Those sorts of actions and slo-
gans, if you take them as a manual 
of instruction of how to live, it just 
wouldn't work in our age. That was 
a hundred years ago in the Soviet 
Union during World War I and it was 
heavily propagandistic implemented 
on all of those people going through 
all of these reforms.

If I had to describe myself politically, 
I would say I'm very left-wing as was 
he, but I am against the actual revo-
lution in a political sense because it 
takes out of a lot of liberation from 
people's lives. Not everyone likes to 
abandon their natural habitat as he 
did. Not everyone wants to be com-
manded by the working class bol-
sheviks, which was not necessarily 
what he aspired, but it was a factual 
consequence. They destroyed the ar-
istocracy which culturally I think was 
quite damaging for the ones who 
had to inherit it – us. I share artistic 
energy and that kind of burning the 
bridges, radical rebelliousness. I do 
like him aesthetically. I do think he 
was a good guy. He was just a bit nuts 
for this world.

Are you a good person but a bit nuts?
I can't judge myself on whether I'm 
a good person or not. I don't feel like 
I'm in a place of authority to give any 
advice on what people should do or 
how they should go about their lives. 
But I pick my own kind of micro soci-
ety which I think everyone does to a 
certain extent. Like a circle of friends 
and family with whom I share a kind of 
micro politics that we agree with. I'm 
publicly left-wing, maybe, in my head, 
romantically, leaning towards anti-cap-
italism and an era of enlightenment in 
terms of arts and music. So that's kind 
of where I'm at. I don't know if I'm a 
very helpful physical or intellectual 
unit for society, globally. Probably not. 
I'm certainly not making great stuff for 
the environment by producing weird 
objects that nobody would probably 
want in fifty years time. But I'm trying 
to be myself at least.

> > > Do you believe in utopianism? 

Depending on where you outline 
the territory of that setting where 
I'm believing in utopianism or not 
believing. In a global sense, no. But 
then we never really exist in a glob-
al sense. We exist in this physical 
environment of our houses or our 
studios or our bedrooms where we 
can be whoever we want. If we have 
that place, then I think we're lucky. 
So, in a way, in the studio, there 
is no other way than to believe in 
a utopia because I wouldn't oth-
erwise be able to carry on making 
work. If I start thinking about the real 
world survival plan too much ques-
tions like – Do I need to be servant to 
people’s understanding so that they 
will perceive it positively? What's the 
political situation right now, so I can 
fit in with my art? Is it market wise 
appropriate? Again, when we start 
thinking about “Am I useful?” or 
“Am I productive in a global sense?” 
I think we start to become pragmatic 
rather than romantic. “Will I be un-
derstood?” “Will I be commercially 
successful?” All of these things are 
really your enemies when you are 
in the studio. In the studio – you are 
the boss – you can create rules and 
settings and do anything for that to 
work. That's kind of cool I think.

> > > Do you feel like you have a mi-
cro-community at the RCA where you 
have a sense of solidarity in the way 
that you think?

I probably won't surprise anyone if I 
say – sometimes but not very often. 
I think I had that kind of ideological 
connection with some people may-
be last year. With one or two this 
year, but not so much with the rest, 
but then we connect on other things 
too. But I have people in my life, not 
necessarily at the Royal College, 
who understand me, who probably 
use the same kinds of tricks to get 
themselves into the mood of mak-
ing work and going on about life in 
general, are interested in similar lit-
erature. So yeah, I do have that little 
circle. I think everyone should have 
at least one person with whom they 
can talk about those sorts of things; 
it's very important. In my experi-
ence, the RCA comes about to be a 
bit apolitical. But it's not like, you 
know, say metaphorically speaking, 
I don't expect people to drop their 
brushes and go out and protest. I'd 
want them to make work because 
that's the only thing they can do well 
and their work can challenge the 
dystopian surroundings. You could 
say so much through the work. A 
lot of the things that I see are may-
be supportive of what's happening 
right now. They fit in. They're not 
necessarily the antagonists. Maybe 
I'm looking for the antagonists.

> > > In what way?

The antagonists of the current poli-
tics. Because I think that's what con-
temporary painting is about. It's not 
about something that hasn't been 
done before. I think that's a bit of a 
joke. I think it's about disagreeing 
with the world right now all the time 
because you need to get that kind 
of ricochet tension. You need to pull 
against something to make some-
thing happen. Something that isn't 
quite comfortable existing in the nor-
mal terms of society is a form of art. 
Because then why don't we just do 
some painting decoration to please 
everyone? 

> > > What do you think will happen 
next once you apply this tension? 

Philip Guston said something about 
this mindset of getting lost. He 
would describe that it’s happening 
when some of his friends and col-
leagues would hang out in the stu-
dio and they'll leave and you stay 
alone with your work and then you 
leave. And you know you are lost 
in the process of your work when 
you can no longer feel yourself, 
feel your presence. I mean person-
ally, for me, the motivation could 
be the disagreement with what's 
happening right now and miscom-
munication with people I encounter 
in everyday places. That is a good 
thing because I can apply that in the 
reason that I am making this work, 
it can add certain visual codes to 
come through. But that has nothing 
to do with exactly how I'm going to 
make the work and that's the big-
gest question. As long as it's going 
to remain ambiguous to a certain 
extent, I will somehow find out how 
to make it. I just have to find a way 
of losing myself. There are loads 
of tricks to do that. Sometimes it 
doesn't work. Sometimes you don't 
need the tricks. Sometimes you just 
need a break.

> > > What about Paul McCarthy's 
method in the “The Painter” video? 

What chapter was that? Oh yeah that 
was my sarcastic comment on high 
end galleries and curators who occa-
sionally interact with us. They dress the 
certain way and have their own tricks. 
It's part of the look, you know. It's part 
of the way of possessing the status of 
power. I was listening to Desert Island 
Disc with Simon Cowell, the judge on 
the X Factor. He's probably the bitter-
est man in the living room in America 
in terms of judging young, naive, uto-
pian souls and breaking them down in 
half by telling them they're awful.

I pretended that he was working 
with visual artists and he was a guru 
who gives his ultimate yes or no. I 
manipulated bits of the recording 
that I wrote down. So he says stuff 
like, “It’s been said about… quite a 
few of these people who have this 
life desperation to trash my gallery 
email box with their CVs, because 
the vast majority don't hit the air. 
Tell me about some of THE worst. 
They are the outpatients of the in-
sane asylum sometimes. I mean you 
just think – Is this a joke?! They're 
sooooo BAD.” Basically he goes on 
and on about how ridiculous and cra-
zy these people are who come to au-
dition for the X Factor. He also says 
things about this despreration of be-
ing a star. “...I guarantee 78 percent 
would just say – famous!” That's who 
they aspire to be. So in a way our 
generation doesn't even know what 
profession they want. Unlike our par-
ents: I want to be a driver. I want to 
be a mechanic. I want to be a nurse, 
– That's a very late post-war genera-
tion mentality. We on the other hand 
don't aspire to do anything which is 
not on the same rank as TV. Our par-
ents' generation was earning twice 
more at our age than we will ever 
manage to make. This is progressing. 
So he's kind of right in terms of this 
generation of people, twenty-some-
thing or thirty-something believing 
somehow that they are special. He 
calls them lunatics from the insane 
asylum but at the same time he says 
that it's kind of great that they exist 
because that makes the good rating 
of the show. Because what X Factor is 
mainly famous for is not good voices 
but good quarrels like in the audition 
stages when the contestants are told 
they are awful and they start throwing 
things at Simon Cowell and he calls 
security and all of that. So they're 
very economically fortunate to have 
all of these as he says ‘lunatics’ enter 
through the door. But I also feel very 
sorry for all of these people who are 
doing these auditions because I'm 
kind of one of them. I'm in a different 
game though – Art world, but who 
knows, maybe I'm ‘singing slightly 
out of tune’ with my ambitions of be-
ing a professional artist. 

Also, I added that quote by Paul McCa-
rthy because that's a reference to the 
1960's film, “The Painter.” He stars in 
it himself and makes the sarcastic re-
mark on abstract expressionists and 
macho male big paintings like Willem 
De Kooning , you know the story. He's 
kind of an awkward guy that doesn't 
know anything about how to carry on 
painting, he somehow still believes 
that something great is going to come 
about. And then I clashed it with the 
most polar opposite example – Bob 
Ross, this American guy from retro 
times now, with his brush that creates 
perfectly graphic and realistic very 
dry sets of American landscapes. He 
had his own television programme tu-
torial, called something like “How to 
learn to paint” I don't remember now. 
By merging both of these narratives 
which are incredibly bad and prob-
ably very eccentric, I was trying to 
maybe describe my own judgement 
of my own work in some other peo-
ple's eyes if that makes sense.

> > > Back to the X Factor, do you 
think that the quarrels that drive the 
economic success of the show is a 
telling fact about our era? 

Greedy capitalists. Yeah, definitely. 
If you look deeper, at how violence 
and humiliation attracts best ratings 
on TV and as a default comes out as 
capitalist benefit, economic benefit, 
it's really Le Bon's crowd psycholo-
gy. I don't exactly know why we ir-
rational. All I know is that people are 
irrational and somehow this desire 
to see someone failing more than 
someone succeeding is almost ani-
malistic to me. But I'm strongly part 
of that. There is nothing different 
about me. That's why I can reference 
the X Factor, because well I watched 
it, and maybe I enjoyed it more than 
the fact that I can draw an intellec-
tual very self complementary argu-
ment that this is wrong. I watch trash 
TV. It doesn't really help me to go 
and get a higher education degree 
or maybe two or three and read phi-
losophy and paint and think of my-
self as this intellectual because I still 
want to watch trash TV. No matter 
what people do or how many quali-
fications and complex self-contracts 
they have – they still somehow want 
to see this low profile stuff. I think 
capitalists recognised it very quickly 
and patronised some of those ideas 
on that irrational behaviour and turn 
it into big money industry.

> > > It seems like you're comfortable 
with tensions and conflicting traits in 
yourself and in the world in general. 
You're content with them.

Oh no I'm not. They make my life 
pretty difficult. But I think on a practi-
cal level, not so much on a romantic 
level, all of these things help me to 
balance the anger I have in my work. 
Also what I like is to make paint-
ings that don't provide this graphic 
political message like some kind 
of social-realism plakats, because 
they're very painterly and scrutiniz-
ingly crafted. They don't hide the fact 
that a lot of time was spent on them 
which is not a reflection of the con-
temporary times where everything 
is fast, time-management designed, 
coffee-to-go, everything wrapped in 
foil paper. If my paintings were to 
mirror what is happening today, it 
would probably be thin and mono-
chrome and very computer colour 
coded, and I want to have something 
very opposite to that. I think that 
could be political.

> > > How much time do you spend 
on a painting? 

Sometimes a week on one painting. 
Sometimes it takes a year to complete 
something but not because there are 
so many layers to dry. Sometimes 
I just disagree with them and wipe 
them out and make twenty or thirty 
layers behind the final one that I'm 
happy with. Some of them are still 
not resolved and it's been like two, 
three years waiting in storage. Maybe 
they're never be resolved. 

> > > Do you sell all of the paintings 
that are resolved? 

I only show stuff that I know are com-
plete and I’m happy with. I believe 
that a painting can be complete. I 
think that you can kill a painting. But 
then you can also leave this aperture 
of breathing and it's resolved. It's liv-
ing on it's own but you don't need to 
bother it anymore.

> > > Where would you want your 
paintings to live once they're sold 
or once they're in the possession of 
somebody, or does that not really 
matter to you? 

If I start worrying about that on top 
of the things I already worry about, 
I think I might officially go mad like 
some guy on cyanide from this pod-
cast, so I'm trying to stay focused on 
what I'm good at or what I want to be 
good at. It's not a point of ignorance 
but if they're going to be sold to 
some Republican without my notice, 
then it's out of my control and well.

> > > Could you say a little bit about 
this wall because it's really beautiful?

I didn't make it. I inherited it from 
the girl called Sophia. She graduat-
ed from the RCA last year. She cre-
ated a whole room which was sort of 
grotto-like tunnel with these walls. 
But an interesting thing was that her 
motivation was to make it completely 
dark so that you couldn't really see 
the wall but you could feel it. Though 
it was exhibited, I thought it would be 
okay to reuse it as a more visual ob-
ject rather than tactile. She left it for 
me because it's very difficult to find 
storage for something like that. I was 
really grateful for that. My work is 
quite small and you always feel that 
weird oppression that it's got to be 
big to be seen. But that's really a bad 
complex. But you still somehow have 
to find a way to look at the work. So I 
can frame my small paintings on this 
big wall and that really helps to ex-
tend them. I don't like how they look 
on just a conventional white wall. It's 
too harsh of a contrast.

> > > The wall really does match 
your paintings. Was this just a coin-
cidence?

It was a coincidence. I don't paint 
for the wall. I've made about six-
ty paintings of this scale and every 
single one I was happy with I've put 
on the wall, and it matched the wall. 
The wall had to adopt itself to the 
paintings. I made some cave paint-
ing inspired drawings with coffee. ]
They have some kind of continuation 
lines matching the lines in the paint-
ings. Maybe it's just that repetition of 
language that I have within my work, 
these crossed lines, awkward melt-
ing into one visual landscape.
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Recently in the mass media it is often 
lamented that the more connected 
we become, the more lonely we feel. 
If this is true could it then follow that 
isolation can become a tool for re-
connection? Throughout human his-
tory we can find examples of objects 
and experiences we have designed 
and built to facilitate just that.

The Pod is a unique concept in de-
sign, a mode of transportation though 
space, consciousness and time. Pod 
furniture is built not just to accommo-
date our bodies, but, in many cases 
more importantly, our mental spac-
es. It’s concave form is a cul’de’sac, 
a dead end, but it is also a doorway 
to new dimensions. Many Pods were 
created to facilitate non-physical 
tasks, for example meditation, reli-
gious experiences or protection from 
negative energies. The Pod features 
strongly in our visions of the future, 
Suspended Animation Tanks, Time 
Travel Vehicles and Medi-Pods pop-
ulate our science-fiction predictions.
 

The Pod is a mode of transportation; 
the submarine, the spaceship and the 
car to name a very few. In this 16th 
century painting we see Alexander the 
Great being lowered into the ocean in 
a glass submersible. This early Pod is 
one of the first examples of a human, 
here Alexander the Great, becoming 
superhuman, by cladding his body in 
technology. Is this not one of the most 
basic traits that separates us from other 
animals? Most animals slowly adapt to 
suit their surroundings, but the ‘naked 
ape’ clads themselves in ‘exoskeletons’ 
allowing them to adapt their immediate 
surrounding to suit their needs. Creat-
ing Pods is what makes us human.
 

After transporting our bodies the 
Pod enables us to travel to and ex-
plore new forms of consciousness. 
From Greek mystics communing 
with the Gods in sacred caves to LSD 
taking scientists in Isolation Tanks, 
consciousness-challenging design-
ers have harnessed the potent pow-
er of Pod. Mind Expander 1 was an 
‘experiment of spatially expanding 
consciousness’, a seat designed for 
two encloses the top half of the cou-
ple, who are forced, by the size of 
the chair, to sit in intimate proximi-
ty. Electronic displays of light and 
sound were intended to induce trance 
like states, similar to those reached 
through drugs or shamanic ritual. 
 
The Pod provides shelter and pro-
tection not just from water or lack of 
oxygen as with the Alexander in his 
glass bubble, but to the individuality 
of the human from the technological 
and sociological pressures of the ur-
ban environment.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
++"The capsule is defined as a space+
+which guarantees complete privacy+
++++++++for the individual.++++++++
+It assures the physical and spiritual+
++independence of the individual."++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++Kisho Kurakawa+++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In 1972 Kisho Kurakawa he complet-
ed the Nagasaki Capsule Tower, a 
startling stack of white cube shaped 
Pods, each one an independent cell 
containing a house in miniature. The 
interior and exterior are dramatically 
distinctive, a potent feature in Pod 
design, the outside appearing uni-
form and homogenous, whilst the 
interior spaces can be thought of as 
‘an expression of the 144 people who 
reside in its 144 units’.
 
I started by reversing the perhaps now 
overworn expression of ‘the more 
connected we become, the more 
lonely we feel’ expounded again and 
again in the mass media. This is far 
from being a uniquely modern mala-
dy, well over one hundred years ago 
George Simmel proposed in his 1903 
essay, ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life,’ that ‘one never feels as lonely 
and as deserted as in a metropolitan 
crush of persons’. Though the pro-
tective power of the Pod we may find 
the solitude to nurture our individu-
ality, so that we may then carefully 
and consciously connect. The Pod is 
a haven of personality, a fortress of 
seclusion from our ever increasingly 
connected and public existence, an 
essential tool for the ‘individual to 
maintain the independence and indi-
viduality of his existence against the 
sovereign powers of society’.
 
The Pod is an essential component 
of the networks exponentially grow-
ing around us, the closed-off and 
plugged-in capsule through which 
we become a part of the systems we 
inhabit. Therefore as our networks in-
crease in size, so proportionally will 
the number of Pods. Additionally, as 
the shell of Alexander the Great’s sub-
mersible provided an airlock of space 
to interpret the dangerous environ-
ment around him, so can the medita-
tive mental state we can experience in 
a Pod serve as a controlled conduit to 
the increasing onslaught of media in 
our Techtronic society, in Kurokawa’s 
words, ‘allowing an individual to re-
cover his subjectivity and independ-
ence. If the cities we live in continue to 
grow, and if the networks we are a part 
of continue to expand and interlink, 
then so too will the need and power of 
the Pod continue to propagate.
 
It is from the womb that each and 
every one of us enters the world, the 
Pod is in all of our pasts, yet simul-
taneously plays a central role in our 
visions of the future. The Pod is a 
perfect paradox, at once ancient and 
modern, constricting and liberating, 
narrowing our physical space as it 
opens new worlds.
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Statement of Comprehensive  
Income & Expenditure  
for the Year Ended 31/7/2017

Year 
ended 

31/7/'17

College
£’000

Year 
ended  

31/7/'16

College
£’000

> > > Income

............................................................

Tuition 
Fees and 
Education 
Contracts

29,153 23,120

............................................................

Funding 
Body Grants

24,717 13,531

............................................................

Research 
Grants and 
Contracts

3,056 3,446

............................................................

Other  
Income

3,774 3,359

............................................................

Investment 
Income

202 251

==============================

Total In-
come Before 
Donations 
and Endow-
ments

60,902 43,707

.............................................................

Donations 
and Endow-
ments

1,991 2,698

==============================
Total In-
come

62,893 46,405

==============================

> > > Expenditure

.............................................................

Staff Costs 19,080 18,460

.............................................................

Other 
Operating 
Expenses

24,462 21,940

.............................................................

Depreci-
ation and 
Amortisa-
tion

2,697 2,631

.............................................................

Interest 
and Other 
Finance 
Costs

151 179

==============================

Total Ex-
penditure

46,390 43,210

==============================

Surplus Be-
fore Other 
Gains

16,503 3,195

.............................................................

Gain on 
Disposal of 
Fixed Assets

1,456 –

.............................................................

Gain on In-
vestments

745 301

==============================
Total Com-
prehensive 
Income for 
the Year

18,704 3,496

==============================
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One day last year, I found Canan Ba-
tur’s flyer with the title “Doing It in 
Public” printed in orange, energetic 
type. It was the first time I had en-
countered an art exhibition at the 
Royal College that directly addressed 
the general public in its concept. For 
a school that continues to sprawl its 
architectural limbs across London, I 
wonder why the school isn’t more in-
volved in the greater community. After 
all, contemporary art continues to be-
come a porous discipline that should 
have no social boundaries. Alongside 
her final curatorial project at the RCA, 
Batur had been devising ambitious 
plans to launch Clearview, a contem-
porary art space by Seven Sisters Sta-
tion in North London. Now a thriving 
organisation, Clearview functions as 
a residency program, a project space, 
a series of events and a collective, 
dedicated to the vision of invited 
practitioners. The website declares, 
“Clearview is not a game.” Batur acts 
as Co-Director, alongside fellow alum-
ni, Cédric Fauq, Joss Heierli, Nilz Käll-
gren, Raoul Klooker, and Filip Zezovski 
Lindh. I met with Batur in November 
to learn about its development and 
its place within her greater curatorial 
practice.

> > > How long as it been since Clear-
view Ltd. started?

This idea of having a project space 
was something we had been discuss-
ing since we started at RCA. However, 
finding the physical space and arrang-
ing the way we live took almost a year. 
During the summer, when we were 
about to start our second year, we fi-
nally managed to arrange everything 
accordingly and moved into the space 
in August. Then, as you might guess, it 
took us 2 or 3 months to come up with 
a strong programme. It necessitated 
hours of meetings and brainstorming 
sessions where we considered what 
we wanted to achieve with such a 
space, who we would like to work with 
and how we would create this intuitive 
visual representation of Clearview in 
people’s minds when they heard the 
name. In short, we discussed how we 
could have some sort of consistency. 

Also, we needed to be smart econom-
ically as we were all still students and 
none of us could afford having both a 
rented room and a studio or gallery. 
So we came up with this Airbnb struc-
ture, through which we were able to 
support all of the residencies and ex-
hibitions we had. 

So, for our first event, we decided to 
give a glimpse of what we wanted 
to do in long term, which took place 
on November 2016. I should say, 
we had a really successful open-
ing/launch event with more than 20 
collaborators and I believe we have 
come very far, since then.

> > > Could you talk a bit about its cur-
rent status?

We’re not looking at the current state 
of Clearview as our final goal. It’s 
some kind of a laboratory, or an ex-
periment. We, the co-founders, are all 
heading towards various directions, 
and evolving into more mature forms, 
and clearview also has to evolve with 
us. Last year, we were mainly aiming 
to give a space to emerging artists, 
whom we believe in. We had a limited 
amount of time to invest in the space 
as we were dealing with different chal-
lenges. So we had this self-sustaining 
system through which we achieved to 
turn what we had into what we want-
ed. This year, our aim is to have more 
research-based projects and metic-
ulously curated public programme 
through which we’ll have strands of 
discussions we want to focus on at 
this phase. We also had to give up on 
the idea of AirBnb and are currently 
applying to different funding bodies to 
get financial support. 

Right now, after leaving the RCA, most 
of us find ourselves in different cities, 
conditions, and responsibilities. We’re 
dispersed all around physically and 
mentally. This is something that we 
want to work with, to consider what it 
means for our collaborative practice, 
as well as how we can utilise this situ-
ation and turn into a discourse. 

> > > It seems like the space exhibits a 
wide variety of work but is also char-
acterized by some underlying themes 
like sculpture work and mixed media?

I guess this happened unintentional-
ly. Each practitioner/artist we invited 
have complete freedom to decide on 
what they want to do with the space 
and the budget. We specifically stress 
the fact that the final form the com-
mission takes in the end doesn’t have 
to be a physical exhibition. Our cura-
torial inputs had always been present 
in the discussions we had with the 
artists, to push our potentialities fur-
ther and achieve the best we possible 
outcome. I guess, that’s the reason 
people felt really comfortable working 
with us. 

I should also mention that we also had 
quite a lot of performances through-
out the last year. Most recently, we 
had a night of performances both 
from artists and DJs titled “Hot Retal-
iations (and Other Acts of Revenge) 
#1” in which we also showed physical 
works by Jack O’Brien, Roxmann Gatt, 
Motoko Ishibashi and Rebecca Jagoe. 

As I said earlier, the way of working 
we have and the outcomes we want 
to achieve are always evolving. So the 
most important thing for us is prob-
ably to push Clearview and try new 
approaches to further our vision, dis-
cussions and, more importantly, our 
existence. 

Lito Kattou did performance “Fight-
ing the Sun” at Clearview in January 
2017. The performance was rooted in 
sculptural objects.

Lito Kattou was someone we all be-
lieved in, in some ways. She has a 
special voice which is reflected in the 
ways she contemplates and produc-
es. In her performance, she created 
these sculptural objects which were 
acting as weapon or armour. Even 
though sculptural objects were dis-
played, the performance was invad-
ed by different ingredients – a text/
script, a soundtrack, and the tracksuits 
accompanied the performance. So, 
I wouldn’t say per se that they were 
rooted in sculptural objects. 

One of your curatorial projects during 
your time at the Royal College was 
“Off to Mahagonny.” The project in-
volved a number of small business 
owners in Peckham through the exhi-
bition of artworks in their stores.

That was the first project I curated 
in London. I would say it was a quite 
ambitious one, however it did work 
out well at the end. My main point of 
departure was the obvious gentrifica-
tion happened in Peckham. My aim, 
however, was not simply to indicate 
that this was happening, but to further 
that discussion with the act of coming 
together and using the medium of the 
exhibition as a tool. I used Rye Lane 
as an exhibition space and hung post-
ers from beginning to end. The road 
itself became a some sort of propa-
ganda machine. The shops that were 
involved nourished that curiosity with 
physical works and became a way to 
gather two different circles together: 
art audience and daily shoppers. I was 
approached by many daily shoppers 
and store owners who were curious 
about what these things they were 
seeing meant, or whether I could do 
the same in their shops. I guess, for 
me, that meant success. 

> > > Some of the work that you exhib-
ited is very poetic.

What I liked about the posters was that 
they were easy to comprehend. Even 
though it was poetic, what they were 
implying was quite obvious within 
their context. They were a sort of cat-
alyst for the whole show. They didn’t 
belong there and that was quite obvi-
ous. I was trying to be really careful 
about the relationship of the piece and 
the environment. One example, are 
the works displayed in Khan's Bargain. 
The shop itself resembles a maze. Su-
sannah Stark, for example, worked 
quite well with the interior of the shop. 
I positioned the sound piece in the 
back where there were mainly rugs, 
plastic containers and chairs. So this 
deep sound coming from that space 
was an interruption to the relation one 
usually has with that space. We hung 
the prints in the most hidden places 
possible so that they worked quite well 
within the usual chaos of the shop. 
Interaction with them were through 
an organic act, or non-curiosity of the 
daily shoppers. As for the audience, 
the shop became almost a problem to 
solve. Mr. Khan also allowed me to use 
the upper floor, a huge storage space, 
where Ittah Yoda displayed quite large 
prints, intended to easily catch people’s 
eye from Rye Lane. Another example 
could be, Sophie Hoyle’s work [shov-
elling leftovers into the black bags be-
ing dragged across the floor…], who 
showed screen-printed biodegradable 
plastic bags in Lay’s Cash and Carry, 
a butcher on Rye Lane, which were 
hanged on the meat hooks instead of 
the meat that is usually displayed. 

What impressed me and moved me 
deeply about this project is how col-
laborative everyone was, especially 
the shop owners, and people working 
there. Each day, I would get feedback 
from the staff, telling me how many 
people came, or had asked questions 
about the works. I already felt that they 
were doing so much for this project by 
opening up their spaces for free and 
keeping an eye on the works, on top of 
that this, voluntary feedback showed 
how passionate they were and how in-
cluded they felt and actually were. I see 
that as an accomplishment. 

Every time I walked into one of the 
shops over the course of 6 or 7 months 
before the show, I was talking about 
why I wanted to do this, what it meant 
for me and what it could possibly mean 
for them. I had kept them updated with 
every decision I was making, consult-
ed them and asked for their opinions. 
I guess they really believed in and felt 
involved with the project. Even though 
I was fronting this by myself, I could 
say that I had a huge team behind me, 
supporting me and this project. 

> > > Could you describe how your fi-
nal Curating project, “Doing it in Pub-
lic,” came about?

My final year Curating project was a 
public commissioning project. Unfor-
tunately, those two words already pose 
a problem; especially ‘public’ in the 
context of London and commissioning 
in the context of art. I guess what we 
had to go through with this project in 
the beginning was quite a good indi-
cation of that. 

Initially, we had this railway arch space 
near the Newport Street Gallery, origi-
nally proposed by Wandsworth Coun-
cil as an option for our graduate show. 
However, by the end of summer, as 
a direct effect of Newport Street Gal-
lery’s presence, that space became too 
valuable for us to use. So, as you might 
expect we had to find a new space as 
quickly as possible to go further with 
the project and meet the deadlines 
ahead. Finding a new space took us 
a month or two. However, as in every 
project, you do encounter these kinds 
of problems and all you have to do is 
play around with what you have and 
be smart in the ways you interpret 
those problems. 

In one of our meetings, we started 
to talk about Beaconsfield Gallery in 
Vauxhall, kind of joking around, saying 
that it would be fun to use their space 
as both of the considered spaces were 
on the same street, under the same 
railroad. One of them was already 
semi-privatised, and the other was 
claimed to be public, waiting for its 
inescapable end to become privatised. 
So, with the initiative from our tutors, 
this idea became a reality and we were 
notified that Beaconsfield Gallery 
Vauxhall was our new partner. 

This process that we went through to 
have a space actually became our main 
catalyst for our research at the end. 
We decided to challenge the notion of 
public art by positioning it in a semi- 
private gallery and to question what 
public art means, in a time when public 
space in London is rapidly diminishing. 
We wanted to have a performative ex-
hibition, as well as to push the bound-
aries of the current understanding of 
public art. What one generally thinks or 
expects to see in public art, is usually 
rooted in sculptural works. 

We had an intense programme of per-
formances for 4 days. It ended with a 
panel discussion with the architect Liza 
Fior, curator and writer Jes Fernie,and 
curator Helen Nisbet. 

I should say that this was probably 
one of the most useful learning expe-
riences that we all had. Obviously, we 
all worked with institutions before, but 
having this many partners and going 
through so many layers of bodies to 
make decisions took this project to 
another level. We were a team of 5 
on paper, however, we were actually 
more than 35 by the end. So to be able 
to have a seamless process, you had 
to be aware of whom you need to ap-
proach, how you are going to approach 
them and whom that person needs to 
approach too. We had countless deci-
sions to make and a limited amount of 
time to get things to gain momentum. 

I guess, despite everything we went 
through in this situation and that 
seemed like a torture at the time, it 
became one of the most valuable and 
educative (as it suppose to be) projects 
for me. 

> > > What were you doing before you 
came to the RCA?

I’m coming from a completely differ-
ent background. I guess that’s why I 
had some problems with RCA, in the 
beginning. I started studying at RCA 
directly after my BA. While I was still 
studying in Istanbul, I was working 
in an art context through different 
projects, museums and institutions. 
I worked at The Moving Museum, Is-
tanbul Modern Museum, Gallery NON 
and last one being the YAMA Project 
which was shut down by the municipal 
police at the end because of an ‘anon-
ymous’ complaint. If you ask what was 
the basis of this complaint, apparently 
it was the video/animation that was 
being shown at the time insulted reli-
gious sensitivities. 

> > > You also have a background in 
music. Is that right?

I play the saxophone and, when I was 
younger, I played drums for a little 
while. But I should say that I have a dif-
ferent relationship with the sax. Even 
then, I remember hearing these songs 
in my mind before I went to sleep. I 
was constantly playing something in 
my mind, which kept me awake for 
hours. Music was a cause of madness 
in some ways because I didn’t know 
how to channel this madness into 
something productive as well as sat-
isfying. When you don't know how to 
outsource that, you get kind of stuck. 
What I’m trying to say is, it was al-
ways there. Through time, I started to 
be more aware of my restrictions and 
how to turn them into advantages. I 
never let that side of mine fade away. I 
guess that’s why I’m so obsessed with 
collecting records, as well. They were 
also a way of injecting music into my 
life. This secret almost obsession kept 
me going. It felt like hunting. I have 
my own problems with art from time 
to time. Where I feel like art fails me, 
music puts me back on track. 

> > > Why do you think the arts and 
music are so separated?

I mean, this is something upon which 
I based my research. I find this sepa-
ration quite problematic, but I guess 
they were separated in me, as well, 
until recently. I have a project space 
and I play music regularly at a radio 
show. Later on, the more I found my-
self integrated in both ends, the more I 
realized this was something worth dis-
cussing. Because what music has so 
organically, is something art is lacking. 
It’s this direct feeling of engagement. 
This ritualistic reaction you get from 
music most of the time is quite difficult 
to achieve through visual arts. Music, 
in that sense, I believe, is something 
to integrate more into arts through 
an organic marriage. It shouldn’t be a 
costume or an add-on but something 
that has equal presence. To think how 
to liberate arts through music became 
a sort of passion. That’s why I’m work-
ing with musicians. At Clearview, or 
example, Duval Timothy, an emerging 
and successful pianist. Also, currently, 
I’m part of the curatorial bureau in Bal-
tic Triennial 13 which has an extensive 
section of poetry and music as well 
through which I’m also interrogating 
how to accomplish this potentiality. 

> > > How did you feel about the Curat-
ing course at the RCA?

Quite a tricky question… Well, if you 
would have asked me this question 
after my first year at the RCA, I would 
have been way too critical about it. 
However, looking back at it now, I 
must say it empowered me so much 
that I would have never been able to 
see myself where I am right now. It’s 
not about the lectures you get but 
more about the people you include in 
your life. It's not about the school at 
the end of the day. It's about the peo-
ple you work with. If I didn't have that 
kind of a group, if I didn't have those 
twenty-seven people, I could have 
been in a different place right now. 
Just because of those within Curating 
Contemporary and across RCA, I'm 
super happy that I continued studying, 
that finished what I started even I had 
my problems initially. 
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I grew up in what used to be a tiny 
fishermen’s village called Tamarin, 
on the West Coast of a small Island 
called Mauritius. Back then not many 
people lived there. We didn't even 
have a proper supermarket.

Slowly this began to change, though. 
They opened one supermarket, then 
a second, shopping malls and a pri-
vate school, a sports club, one new 
villa, two new villas, twenty apart-
ment complexes and so on.

Yet, despite all of this development, I 
could still see the stars. Some nights, 
they were more visible than others, de-
pending on the Moon phases, but they 
were there, loyal friends of the night.

The stars were one of those con-
stants you don't really think about, 
some nights you take the time to look 
at them, others you are busy with dif-
ferent things. But that's ok. Tomor-
row, they will still be there.

It's not as if we really had good 
knowledge of the sky map. Every-
one just knew the Southern Cross 
and was familiar with the Milky Way. 
Living on the West Coast, I often 
watched the Moon set. Until I was old 
enough to keep my attention fixed, I 
had never seen a shooting star, but 
then I realised that if you just lay still, 
you could see more than 10 in a row 
on a clear night.

At 18, it was time for me to go study 
in Paris. I couldn't wait to leave 
Mauritius, this tiny rock full of nar-
row-minded people, to go live in 
one of the world’s capitals of art 
and culture! As soon as I arrived, I 
noticed that something primordial 
was suddenly missing. Even before 
noticing the intensity of air pollu-
tion, constant noise, crowds and 
narrow spaces, I realised the stars 
were gone! While beginning my ca-
reer as a regular smoker, I could still 
see the Moon from the small patio of 
my new home, but the rest of the sky 
was bleak. The colour of the night 
sky in cities is difficult to define. It is 
not blue or black, like I was used to, 
but a sort of brownish-grey doused 
in a constant fog of orange light.

Since then, I've been longing to see 
stars again. I stopped observing the 
night sky. To me, there was no point 
in contemplating at an empty canvas; 
it just deepened my nostalgia. Any 
chance I got to leave the city, I was 
looking for them. That's how I real-
ised how difficult it was. Sometimes 
you manage to see a few in suburban 
areas, or near the coast, but electric 
light is omnipresent. Therefore this 
new sky did not compare to the blan-
ket of thousands of shiny dots glow-
ing over you I was used to.

I then moved to the London, where 
my urban anxiety grew even stronger. 
I started taking more and more trips 
to the countryside, but in the UK, even 
when light pollution isn’t an issue, the 
clouds rarely give way. This made me 
realise how spoiled I used to be! 

Then finally, one night in Northum-
berland around New Year’s Eve, I saw 
the Milky Way again. I was overcome 
by sudden emotion. I could see our 
Galaxy and all our neighbours for the 
first time in seven years. I realised I 
had forgotten how clear and familiar 
it used to be. This experience brought 
back the memory of lying down on 
the warm sand, of looking at an in-
finite sky and seeing millions of stars 
shining so bright that they almost 
became tangible. It could feel over-
whelming, as if your own being might 
be engulfed by the heavenly blanket. 
Maybe it is precisely because we take 
them for granted and perceive them 
as a given, that barely anyone seems 
to have noticed their disappearance.

Now, I have moved back to Mauri-
tius. My tiny village has continued to 
grow. Tamarin has become a wealthy 
seaside town with a coastline that is 
now crowded with new luxury apart-
ments. People have become afraid of 
the dark. The arrival of new wealth 
was followed by a wave of crime 
and robbery. It doesn't feel safe an-
ymore. One particular complex has 
put a spotlight on the beach that is as 
strong as the ones used on football 
fields. It lights up everything within a 
radius of over half a mile. The fear of 
robbery isn't irrational and even we 
have put some small, motion sensi-
tive lights in the garden. It strikes me 
though, that these newcomers have 
no sensitivity to the sky at night. Al-
though there is so much magic right 
in front of them, I don't think they 
have ever watched the Moon set into 
the sea. They unwittingly deprive 
themselves of the chance to listen 
to the waves at night under a veil of 
shooting stars.

The stars are silently disappearing 
everywhere, with only a handful of 
romantics to notice and mourn over 
humanity's loss. I don't exactly know 
what we are losing by taking away 
our ability to see the faint light of gi-
ant balls of fire, some of which died 
long ago. I suppose it can seem like 
a superficial and selfish claim to be 
longing for a darker sky. 

One thing I do know though, is that 
what is causing me so much frus-
tration and painful nostalgia isn't 
good for other species either. Electric 
lights push turtles away from their 
secular nesting grounds, make trees 
grow old faster, and disturb the mi-
gration of birds. They can have an 
adverse effect on a whole ecosys-
tem's behaviour, which is based on 
the regular alternation between day 
and night, light and darkness.(1) It’s 
possible that there are more press-
ing issues to deal with right now, but 
as with many things that first seem 
irrelevant, these disturbances might 
have more damaging consequences 
than are apparent. They might affect 
us in ways still unknown and certain-
ly unconscious to a growing major-
ity of people who have been raised 
in cities. Yet I am sure our species is 
smart enough to find more harmoni-
ous ways of lighting our contempo-
rary lifestyles.

All I know is that I miss the stars. I miss 
the Milky Way and its shooting stars. I 
miss them every night and I wish I could 
convince my neighbour to turn off his 
spotlight and appreciate the beauty and 
calmness of the night. What reassures 
me is that even if we can't see them, 
they are still out there and will be for 
longer than humanity exists.

In the future, I might have to go to a 
desert or somewhere to the middle 
of the ocean to experience the full 
brightness of stars again. 

(1)  http://www.darksky.org/ 
light-pollution/wildlife/
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From the 1990s Korean culture trav-
elled the world with the Korean 
Wave, and I still remember everyone 
watching and talking about K-dra-
mas. While some older values en-
dure, such exposure has challenged 
traditional gender roles. No longer 
are men exclusively engaged with 
society and women confined to the 
home. Also, there’s no shame in men 
taking on the kitchen.

My friend Sandy introduced me to 
Jeram who is from Jeju-do, saying 
she was pretty sure he could cook. 
Jeram is a graphic designer and be-
fore he came to London he worked 
with a book publishing company. His 
family witnessed the dark history of 
Korea and his grandmother is a sur-
vivor of the Jeju massacres in 1950’s. 
These experiences inspired Jeram to 
pursue design as a tool for changing 
society. 

In Jeram’s opinion, today, more 
couples share housework than their 
parents did. Men are proud of their 
culinary skills – and TV shows have 
played a large part in this shift of 
attitude. In fact, cookery programs 
have inspired new etymology where 
yo-sek-nam describes a man who is 
considered sexy because of his abili-
ty to cook. For the readers of The Plu-
ralist, Jeram recommends one such 
celebrity show, ‘Please Take Care of 
My Refrigerator’.
 
Though Jeram frequents a Chinese 
oriental market further away, for 
this instance, we went to the closest 
Sainsbury’s – on an embarrassing 
budget of eight pounds. Our dear 
chef compared prices for different 
ingredients with a final tie between 
minced Irish beef and meatballs. Fi-
nally, we picked foodstuff worth 7.22 
pounds, but when the cashier heard 
about our budgeted lunch project, he 
suggested we pick two more baby 
carrots to make a perfect total of 
7.99. The last penny went to the su-
permarket’s donation box. 

Jeram shares a beautiful house with 
students from twelve different na-
tionalities. They cook for each other 
every week as a way of sharing and 
respecting cultures. That day hap-
pened to be Jeram’s turn. He decided 
to make Korean-style meatballs. Ko-
rean food is often linked to BBQ and 
pork. But it should be noted that Ko-
reans and Japanese are the most avid 
fish eaters of the world. In London, 
since restaurants don’t have access 
to good seafood, they offer chicken- 
and pork-based dishes–giving people 
a meaty image of the cuisine. 

In the kitchen, Jeram’s like a busy elf 
muttering bbalibbali (quickly in Ko-
rean) under his breath. Such is his 
speed that the photographer com-
plained that he couldn’t take enough 
pictures. Four dishes and one dessert 
made the day’s menu, but the elabo-
rate fare was ready in no time. Jeram 
organized himself well;and as some-
one who cooks one dish at a time, I 
learned time management from him. 

Jeram used readymade soybean 
sauce for the meatballs and home-
made pickle sauce for the salad. 
Sauces are the soul of Korean food. 
Bibigo has been popular for its Ko-
rean sauces back home, and recently 
the company opened it’s only res-
taurant in London. Just for a taste of 
their hometown, Koreans frequent 
this place. But it’s cheaper to buy 
sauces from the local market or make 
them yourself. 

With just eight pounds and 45 min-
utes, Jeram whipped up Korean-style 
meatballs, tuna pancakes, brown 
rice, a salad with pickle sauce and an 
apple dessert! It was a simple but su-
per delicious meal; so try the recipes 
– following Jeram’s timetable!

Serves:  3
(Best served with brown rice)

> > > Korean style meatball

1.  Mix the meatballs with ready- 
made Korean BBQ sauce

2. Dice the onions
3.  Add the chopped onions to the 

meatballs and let the mixture rest 
for about 15 mins

4.  Heat some oil in a pan,  
over a moderate flame

5. Fry the meatballs and the sauce
6.  When the meatballs get slightly 

brown, stir the mixture and let it 
cook in a closed pan

7.  Shake the pan so that the meat 
ball can well mixed with sauce

8.   Serve the meatballs in a deep dish

> > > Tuna pancake

1.  Mix 4 eggs, canned tuna, flour, 
pancake butter

2. Dice the onions
3. Add onions to the batter
4.  Heat the pan over a moderate 

flame and add some olive oil
5.  Cut two red chillies into slices, 

then wash and take off their seeds
6.  Ladle some batter into pan make 

three round shape
7.  Sprinkle chillies over the pancakes 

and slightly ease each one’s bottom
8.  Take them off the flame and serve 

the pancakes turned up

> > > Salad with pickle sauce

1.  Mix some soy bean sauce,  
vinegar, and sugar (2:2:1)  
and boil the mixture

2. Cut onions into slices
3.  Add onions to the sauce and  

leave it to marinate in a jar then 
refrigerated

4. Chop the carrots
5.  Dip salad leaf with onion in  

cold water to take away the  
spicy from onion

6.  Mix salad leafs, onions and car-
rots with the cooled pickle sauce

> > > Dessert

1.  Cut apples into pieces and dip 
apple into cold water

2.  Over well the water
3. Serve the apples in a dessert plate
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What did you get up to during the 
winter holidays? Did you pass them 
snoozing peacefully on a bear skin 
by the fire? Were you ingesting det-
rimental amounts of eggnog and 
mulled wine? Perhaps you silently 
became complicit in deforestation, 
by wrapping that pink plastic pres-
ent for your cousin in paper that 
was ironically printed with adorable 
woodland creatures? Maybe you felt 
radical and considered ditching last 
year’s fermented Christmas pudding 
in favour of some food for thought?

What about New Years Eve? Were 
you having a near death experience 
in the streets of Berlin? Did you try 
to feel at one with the Universe while 
tripping on psychedelics? Or did you 
decide that, to honour of the 18th 
Birthday of the 21st century – its 
coming of age so to speak – perhaps 
you should grow up too, and pay 
tribute by resolving to act your age? 

Now to you, 21st century, we’re cu-
rious – what's on your 18th birthday 
wish list? Some gooey fossil fuel 
cake? Plastic pie with a sprinkle of 
misogyny? Maybe you’re longing for 
the new, extra-neoliberal version of 
Monopoly? Or does the prospect of 
owning the complete works of Ayn 
Rand tickle your fancy? Could it be, 
that in fact, your tastes have changed 
altogether? Might you instead ask 
for a set of new and improved par-
adigms? Are you ready to get jiggy 
with a batch of fresh mindsets? Per-
haps you even wished, though self-
ishly so, for us to keep this planet 
alive so that we can keep celebrating 
your birthdays together in the future? 

What will you confront us with, 2018? 
Will this birthday of yours truly mark 
a turning point? Our transformation 
from a century of spoilt, stroppy 
teenagers into progressive and in-
spired adults? Will we begin to tran-
scend the status quo and do things 
radically differently? Might the spark 
of inspiration for your own world-
changing-project-to-be be hiding in 
the following pages, dear reader?
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The Pluralist caught up with Anna 
Dakin, a recent graduate of the Infor-
mation Experience Design course at 
the Royal College of Art. Most nota-
bly, perhaps, she was also the fear-
less head of the Royal Amateur Expe-
dition Society during her time at the 
RCA – a venture which shaped not 
only her own practice, but also left a 
lasting mark on many of those who 
were lucky enough to join her on her 
adventures. She is currently follow-
ing her innate passion for exploring 
the wilderness and befriending exot-
ic species by living and working on 
a remote farm in Australia. Expect to 
find in the following amongst other 
things: Musings on our entangle-
ment with various environments, the 
impact they can have on us and vice 
versa, tales from the Australian out-
back, and insider tips for the best na-
ture escapes in London and the UK. 

> > > To give us some background 
where are you from and what were 
you up to before coming to the RCA?

I am from a farm in Northumberland. 
I spent three years studying painting 
before coming to the RCA. During 
that degree programme, I came out 
to Australia for three months and 
wanted to paint outdoors in the land-
scape. I ended up doing this three 
week hike, just carrying food, water 
and some paints and canvases. Dur-
ing the hike, I realised what I was 
trying to capture in my paintings was 
more about the experience of being 
in the landscape and painting there 
and studying it, rather than what the 
image was actually saying. When I 
got to the RCA I kind of changed my 
practice quite drastically and started 
thinking more about experience than 
about objects I guess.
 
> > > You studied on the Information 
Experience Design course at the RCA 
and were running the Royal Amateur 
Expedition Society (RAES) in paral-
lel. Did these two things influence 
each other?
 
They definitely influenced each oth-
er. When I first got onto IED, I was 
thinking about installation making 
and then moved into film and sound 
as well. Recording sound and making 
sound installations had a huge im-
pact on my practice. The RAES was 
a side project in the beginning. After 
two years, the two became incredibly 
entwined. Again, my sound installa-
tions felt much more meaningful after 
researching and sourcing inspiration 
from natural landscapes. During one 
trip this idea became particularly ap-
parent for me. That was around this 
time last year. I went out to Iceland 
with my friend, Anna Ridler, and we 
recorded sounds. At this time of year, 
there isn’t much daylight, so we’d 
drive ‘round this beautiful country, 
not being able to see any of it, with 
these sound recorders, which was 
absolutely mad. This active listening 
in the dark and trying to understand 
landscape was such an influential 
experience. It created such a specific 
intimacy with the landscape.
 
> > > What inspired you to want to 
take over the RAES and what did you 
hope students would get out of it?
 
After the walk I just talked about, 
the one that changed my painting 
practice, I knew that I wanted to 
share that kind of experience with 
people. I was like, ‘as soon as I get 
back to my university, I’m going to 
start a walking society.’ Luckily, the 
Royal Amateur Expedition Society 
at the RCA had been lying dormant 
for a couple of years since Tom Got-
telier started it back in 2012, getting 
things going again was easy be-
cause there was a hunger for out-
door experiences. I think it’s really 
important to share these kinds of 
experiences with people, particular-
ly with those at universities that are 
based in urban places like London. 
You don’t necessarily get the op-
portunity to just go out for a walk 
with your mates; it’s not that easy in 
the UK. You need a reason to go. I 
just wanted to share the experience, 
make it more accessible, and get 
people to have conversations about 
their work in different locations. 
Hopefully I did that!
 
> > > We’re living in a time when we 
seem as disconnected from nature as 
can be, especially in a metropolis like 
London. How do you think students 
– especially those who come from ur-
ban areas – responded to immersion 
in nature?
 
The society definitely had an impact 
on a lot of people’s creative practic-
es. There’ve been a couple of works 
that people have made that refer-
ence an RAES trip. A lot of people 
on these trips would also say ‘Oh, 
I’ve never been hiking before. How 
do I do this? Is this for me?’. I think 
a lot of the time, people haven’t had 
the opportunity to get out of the city 
and go walking in a place that isn’t 
a paved footpath. To actually get 
out into wild places isn’t as easy as 
it seems. From London, it can seem 
really obvious that it isn’t that easy 
to get into the wild. Well, I say the 
‘wild’-I’ll put that in quotation marks. 
I mean a place that has not been de-
signed by people.

When you’re in a city, it can be difficult 
to take ownership of your own body 
because your environment is so cu-
rated and designed to keep you alive, 
to keep you as safe as possible. The 
act of getting out of that space, going 
somewhere where you then have to 
take ownership of your body and your 
own survival, can seem really dramat-
ic. Actually, I think that it’s interesting, 
that when we are walking in snowy, 
cold mountains in the Lake District 
and we can’t see roads and we can’t 
see shelter, that people actually al-
most go into survival mode. We have 
an intuitive understanding of how to 
stay warm and how to stay safe. That 
can be surprising if you haven’t been 
in that situation before. It can feel very 
dramatic and it can feel like you’re re-
ally exposed, but actually you realize 
that it’s almost an illusion.
 
I guess that makes us underestimate 
our capabilities in a way. We’re al-
ways told to be careful…It almost 
keeps us a bit trapped. You should 
be aware of what your own body can 
do. I remember going on a nine kilo-
meter walk for the first time. I’d nev-
er gone on a walk where I’d known 
the distance. I must have been six-
teen at the time and thought, ‘How 
can I possibly get to the end of this 
walk?’. Now I laugh understanding 
how incredibly short a distance that 
is. Walking is literally what we have 
evolved to do. We’re so disconnect-
ed. We rely on other people to the ex-
tent that we don’t believe in our own 
ability to survive.
 
> > > Can slowing down and explor-
ing land on foot create a different 
kind of connection with the environ-
ment?
 
Absolutely yes. I think there are two 
kinds of relationships that you build. 
The first one is an understanding of 
yourself in relation to the environ-
ment. I think in urban spaces we’re 
often looking out and taking infor-
mation in, often without consent. An 
example is force-fed advertisement, 
or where there’s a lot of sound to di-
gest in the environment – that can 
keep us engaged at a base-level. The 
background traffic is tiring, we’re al-
ways subconsciously aware of all of 
the people around us and you have 
to second-guess every situation that 
could happen.You have to be aware 
of the actions of everybody around 
you all the time. So sometimes 
you don’t have the opportunity to 
explore your inner self that much, 
unless you make space for that, like 
through meditation. But when you 
get out of the city and walk, you can 
develop a relationship with yourself 
in a way that is more difficult in a 
confined space. This is particularly 
true when you’re walking in places 
that have a minimum number of 
human signs. Then, you can allow 
your mind to wander, wherever it 
naturally would. You’re not pointed 
in a direction by external informa-
tion, which is now a strangely unu-
sual experience.
 
The second kind of relationship we 
build while walking in nature, is the 
understanding of the environment. 
So you have that inner relationship 
with yourself, which is different in 
different places and then you have 
that outer relationship with environ-
ment. With this comes the under-
standing of what kinds of things you 
should look out for when you’re in 
a city versus when you’re in a rural 
place. Luckily, in the UK, we don’t 
have to worry too much about how 
our environments will hurt us, how 
to read landscapes, how to waymark, 
this kind of thing.
 
> > > You always encouraged people 
to run workshops and integrate their 
creative practice with what they were 
experiencing on the expeditions you 
led. Do you think experiencing na-
ture in an immersive, first hand way 
can change people’s reactions to and 
perception of the living world?
 
I asked people to run workshops that 
relate to their own practices. The rea-
son for this was that your work that 
relates to urban space makes total 
sense in the urban setting of the uni-
versity, but work that relates to rural 
space doesn’t necessarily make as 
much sense in that context. So when 
you talk about your work in a rural 
place,hopefully it will encourage de-
sign that is more resonant with rural 
space. My hope is that, in the long 
run, it will help us design more envi-
ronmentally-friendly spaces.
 
> > > Could this translate into a mind-
set that we could ‘import’ into an ur-
ban space?
 
Absolutely. A lot of artworks and de-
signs do communicate this very well. 
A lot of people at the RCA have cap-
tured this experience in such an in-
credible way. A girl called Anna Gray 
who just graduated from Glassmaking 
made the most ephemeral pieces of 
glass work that capture such an awe-
some part of the experience of tran-
sient outdoor spaces. So many peo-
ple’s work do capture this very well.
 
> > > How do you feel about the en-
vironmental degradation and loss of 
biodiversity we’re currently living 
through? Is this something you ad-
dress in your work?
 
I don’t know if I address it directly, but 
it’s definitely something I feel passion-
ate about. You’ve got people like John 
Halls, who just graduated from Visual 
Communication, who talks about that 
very clearly. It’s such an important is-
sue and it’s an issue that can seem re-
ally inaccessible. It’s the kind of issue 
that you wouldn’t even necessarily 
be aware of in an urban space with-
out getting out and seeing what kind 
of impact we’re having. I know one of 
the big topics in geography and de-
sign is the anthropocene and the kind 
of impact we’re having on large scale 
environments. Again, all of the infor-
mation that we get about this is com-
municated through media sources.
In wider society, people do genuinely 
struggle to believe that we are having 
such an impact on the environment. 
They don’t experience this impact 
first-hand or get information through 
sources whose interest might not be 
in the complete truth about what’s 
happening to the environment.
 
> > > You’re currently in Australia, 
immersed in quite an amazing ar-
ray of biodiversity right now, right? 
Can you tell us a little bit about what 
you’re doing over there and how it 
extrapolated from your artistic prac-
tice at the RCA?
 
Incredible, yes! Every single day 
out here, I find another species that 
I’ve never, ever heard of before and 
animals that I’ve never seen before.
It is a landscape that is so rare to 
find nowadays. It has genuinely not 
been impacted by human activity 
on the ground, but the environment 
has changed out here for sure. The 
people tell me the rainy season has 
moved back three months. It used to 
start in October and now it starts at 
the end of December, which to me 
seems like a massively clear sign 
of environmental impact by human 
activity. Out here, people don’t even 
believe in global warming because 
a lot of Australian politicians are us-
ing global warming and carbon tax 
as propaganda tools to gain votes. 
It’s absolutely shocking. They can 
see, first hand, the impact of climate 
change on their properties and are 
still believing what they’re being told 
by politicians and the media. People 
aren’t taught to question. Unless ed-
ucation teaches you to have a critical 
eye, you might not be critical of what 
you’re told. Unfortunately, the peo-
ple who are gaining a lot by telling 
us that human activity isn’t having 
an impact on the environment, have 
pretty loud voices around here.
 
> > > So it’s all about short-term 
gains…
 
It’s confirmation bias. People look for 
information that supports whatever 
they’re gaining from without having 
to feel the weight of their conscience. 
I think it’s our job as artists and de-
signers to teach people to look at the 
world with a critical eye and to ques-
tion what we’re being told. We need 
to highlight the fact that our realities 
are curated. Certain people are tell-
ing us things that are not completely 
true. What is so interesting for me 
now is having been in London and 
having been with such a liberal group 
of friends at this amazing art school. 
We were having critically engaged 
conversations. After leaving that en-
vironment, I now have to learn how 
to have diplomatic conversations 
with people who have very different 
beliefs. It’s fascinating trying to un-
derstand perspectives that are from 
a world that is literally a million miles 
from the place that we’ve come from. 
It is like stepping through some kind 
of strange wormhole into a different 
version of reality. It’s uncanny be-
cause people are still people and you 
can have great relationships with 
people who have very different opin-
ions to you, but it’s all about learning 
how to communicate the things we 
understand in a way that isn’t ag-
gressive and alienating.
 
> > > I quite often feel like my love for 
nature and exploration has to exist 
alongside my hectic, day-to-day Lon-
don life. Any thoughts on how to inte-
grate a passion for nature with the work 
people are doing here at the RCA?
 
I think that developing relationships 
with animals is really important 
and that’s something you can defi-
nitely do in cities. You can experi-
ence things that aren’t completely 
human and aren’t completely de-
signed. London is actually a great 
city for doing things like wild swim-
ming. There are a lot of interesting 
birds and very friendly squirrels. It 
sounds basic and unimportant but 
actually putting your body in a sit-
uation that involves communicating 
with something that isn’t human 
helps to build that kind of intuitive 
understanding. I think it’s all about 
taking little steps and considering 
the effect of your actions on things 
that aren’t just things like you.
 
> > > And maybe also taking the time 
to do these things?
 
Yeah..Taking time to be with yourself 
for a little bit and not feeling like you 
owe your time to anybody else, al-
lowing yourself to sit down and read 
a book even. Right now, living on 
this cattle station, everything is slow, 
comparatively. Feeding animals and 
gardening are activities that are in-
trospective, in a way. In London, you 
are constantly trying to not walk into 
somebody, or not put your bag on 
a seat that somebody wants to sit 
on, or not to walk out into the road. 
You’re trying to get to a place on 
time that takes an hour and a half 
to get to, traveling across London. 
Replying to emails and messages 
on the go, all of this. Sometimes it’s 
really important to just turn off your 
phone and spend time thinking. It 
can feel self indulgent to spend even 
ten minutes doing something that 
does not impact other people, when 
you’re living in this kind of hive of 
activity.You always see somebody 
walking somewhere and then I think 
that creates this frantic idea that you 
should also be doing something. It’s 
kind of like living in a feedback loop 
of constant busy-ness. I don’t know 
how you’re meant to stay sane in a 
city like London.
 
> > > Finally, would you like to share 
any of your favourite nature spots 
inside and outside of London for cur-
rent students to explore?
 
Yes! Hyde Park and the Serpentine 
Lido, though the Lido is only open 
in the summer. One of my favourite 
places in the whole of London is the 
anechoic chamber at Southbank Uni-
versity. It is an absolutely incredible 
space, a room designed for almost 
total silence. It’s the closest thing to 
being out in the middle of a field in 
terms of your sound environment. 
Then outside of London, within easy 
reach by train, there’s a really great 
walk from Hassocks to Lewis. It’s re-
ally beautiful. Following the coast 
from Seaford to Eastbourne past Sev-
en Sisters is great. It’s an easy walk. 
There are so many favourite walks. 
The whole of the river Thames ac-
tually. You can walk along the river 
Thames. That’s really beautiful. It’s 
a very special kind of environmental 
feature that defies the urban structure 
of London in some ways.
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I discovered Lavinia Greenlaw’s writ-
ing when I came across her book 
Questions of Travel: William Morris 
in Iceland last fall. It was unlike any 
book I’d ever read. It was part trave-
logue (the original journal entries of 
Victorian artist William Morris from 
the 1870s) and part something else. 
The questions posed by Morris in 
his journal were received by Green-
law as jumping off points for her 
own reflections (or as she calls them 
‘strange interpolations’) about trav-
el and displacement.  Her thoughts, 
laid alongside Morris’ writing, read 
like fragments but are so complete 
in their incompleteness, dialoguing 
with Morris across time. 

Since then, I have read more of 
Greenlaw’s writing, which spans 
poetry, novels, and works of non-fic-
tion, all of which have garnered much 
praise throughout her varied, distin-
guished career. She received the Prix 
de Premier Roman Etranger award 
for her first novel Mary George of 
Allnorthover (2001) and the Forward 
prize for her poem ‘A World Where 
News Travelled Slowly’ (1997). She 
was also shortlisted for the T.S. Eli-
ot Prize, Whitbread Book Award, and 
the BBC Short Story Award. 

More recently, her work has branched 
out in surprising ways. In 2011, she 
created an immersive sound work at 
St. Pancras station for Artangel called 
Audio Obscura, which won the Ted 
Hughes Award. In 2016, she wrote 
and directed The Sea is an Edge and 
an Ending, made when her father de-
veloped Alzheimer’s, exploring ‘what 
it means to be trapped in the present’. 

Last December, I got the chance to 
speak with Lavinia Greenlaw in her 
office at Royal Holloway College 
where she is currently Chair of Cre-
ative Writing.

> > > How do discomfort and disor-
der spark the creative process and 
activate you as a writer? 

I experience the first idea or impulse 
towards a poem as a form of physical 
tension. This is before I have words 
for the idea. I would describe it as 
an imperative, something that has 
started to gather static. It’s often a 
problem of description and the con-
straints placed on that by the fun-
damental problem we have of only 
being able to describe the unknown 
in terms of the known. I create an im-
possible situation for myself and then 
try to inhabit and experience, and ar-
ticulate it without losing that tension. 

> > > I read that before you wrote 
Minsk (2003), there was a period of 
time when it was hard for you to 
write. To disrupt that you ended up 
going to the Arctic. Can you describe 
the impact that trip had on you? 

I think that was in 1998 at a time 
when I couldn't even remember be-
ing able to write. I was making docu-
mentaries for BBC radio about light, 
and went to the Arctic in midsummer 
and midwinter. It was the darkness of 
midwinter that got me writing again. 
Each day there was a brief time of 
pallid, primordial light but other-
wise I was in darkness. I had about 
eight layers of clothes on and so 
forgot about myself, and the world 
was simplified because everything 
was covered in snow. Driving down 
the Arctic Highway I couldn’t see 
the road, the sides of the road, what 
was a field or a river, let alone road-
signs. It was a complete erasure of 
coordinates. I had the most positive 
response to all this blankness and 
emptiness, and found myself moving 
outwards, and into, it. When I went 
back in midsummer, I felt as if I was 
being pumped full of euphoria, and 
forced to feel happy 24 hours a day. I 
couldn’t cope at all. 

In midwinter, although it's mostly 
dark, snow scatters light and the sky 
can be full of color. There’s no mo-
notony unlike at midsummer, which 
has this steady light that I found dif-
ficult. But this kind of travel is a nec-
essary form of unsettlement. I’m not 
an easy traveler, I’m scared of it, I get 
anxious and tentative, but I always 
feel it’s done me good. 

> > > In your writing, you’ve de-
scribed wonder as an emptying out of 
yourself. Can you elaborate on that? 
 
I don’t have a sense of catharsis so 
much as detail giving way. I suppose 
in myself. A sense of simplification 
perhaps, and liberation. I like to be 
taken to the edge of my experience 
and understanding and vocabulary, 
And my mind released and slowed 
down to the extent so that I can ex-
perience the pre-verbal sensation 
I would describe as wonder: when 
something has such an impact that 
you can detect a moment of pro-
found hesitation before the brain 
rushes in to build a response out of 
what it already knows. 

> > > It’s interesting that you use that 
word ‘pre-verbal’. I read your piece 
on Eva Hesse for The Guardian, and 
I find Eva Hesse’s work to be pre-ver-
bal, almost early human. I know you 
appreciate her work – what about her 
work inspires you?   

I'm particularly interested in what 
are referred to as her "test pieces" 
or "studio works":  incidental-looking 
pieces that she gathered in her work-
space. They look as if she interrupted 
herself while making them in order 
to evolve them, and I’m interested 
in interruption because it makes us 
think about all the steps we take that 
we never think about. Those works 
have such poise and are so total and 
subtle in their effect that I find them 
difficult to describe. All I know is that 
when I first saw them, at a wonder-
ful show in the Fruitmarket Gallery in 
Edinburgh, I felt a profound sense of 
connection and recognition. I think 
about them often.

> > > You write not only of physical 
places but imagined places, and the 
friction between the two that we often 
experience as a part of travel. Can you 
talk a little about the role your writing 
plays in navigating that friction? 

When William Morris writes in his 
journal about his first sight of Iceland, 
he describes the cliffs as ‘half-built 
and half-ruined’. For me that says 
something about how we take our 
expectations and pre-conceptions 
with us to a place and that crucially 
we don’t know we’ve got them until 
we get there. I'm interested in the 
idea of preconceptions giving way at 
the same time as you construct your 
first impressions. Both operate at far 
ends of visual reception but are inter-
dependent  – one acts on the other. 

> > > What does writing do for you? 
Why do you it?

I’ve been writing since I could write. 
I can’t imagine not writing. I believe 
if I had never been published I would 
still be writing. It’s my way of trans-
lating the world or experience, or a 
desire to… I don’t know what it is. 
I never imagined being a writer be-
cause although I read avidly I nev-
er thought I could meet a writer, let 
alone that I could be a writer. I didn’t 
connect writing with being a writer 
and I still don’t really. It’s a healthy 
disjunct.

> > > How has your work changed 
formally over the years? 

I’m not outside my writing so I don’t 
think I can evaluate that. I’ve moved 
between forms and that’s never been 
a plan. I wrote two books of poems 
and then one day I was trying to 
write about childhood memories of 
jumping through a window and run-
ning across a frozen plowed field at 
night, and suddenly I saw someone 
in the field and she became a char-
acter and I thought Oh god I’m going 
to have to write a story. It took me 
eight years and that was my first nov-
el. So I wrote two novels quite quick-
ly which were interconnected then I 
went back to poetry.

The Importance of Music to Girls 
(2007) was my first foray into some-
thing which had no conventional 
form. Music’s really hard to write 
about. One day I sat down and found 
this peculiar form. It's not memoir, 
not essay, not poetry, but it has el-
ements of all those things. Now that 
kind of indefinable inter-genre work 
is proliferating but ten years ago, 
when my book was published, no 
one knew what shelf to put it on. 

And then when I was asked to edit 
Morris' Icelandic Journals and found 
that I wanted to create these strange 
interpolations I trusted that. One of 
the lovely things about getting old-
er is that you’re less easily embar-
rassed, which means that you’re 
prepared to take risks. When you’re 
a self-conscious young writer I think 
you’re often more conservative.

I then moved off the page, which 
I had been doing anyway through 
my radio work. Artangel commis-
sioned me to create Audio Obscu-
ra, an immersive sound work.  I've 
taken these steps in an absolutely 
unplanned way, moving towards an 
insistence that the thing will find its 
own form whatever that turns out 
to be. This can be terrifying because 
you’re disequipped. You are back to 
a point where you’re learning from 
the start. 

> > > Can you talk a little a bit more 
about that sound work Audio Obscu-
ra and also your recent short film The 
Sea is an Edge and an Ending? 

In writing, there are no rules but 
there are natural laws, and they op-
erate differently in each work. Each 
work has its own physics so that 
things like metaphor, cadence and 
tone weigh differently. Everything 
finds a level specific to that work. If 
you're moving from one medium to 
another then those differences are 
even more profound. 

I worked on Audio Obscura with an ex-
traordinary sound designer called Tim 
Barker and for days and days we sat 
beside each other listening, editing on 
the ear not on the page. We were us-
ing binaural recording methods so if 
you’re listening to it on noise-cancel-
ling headphones, the voice is placed 
in a certain position in your head. 
Words weigh so differently when they 
are only spoken and small words can 
carry an awful lot of weight. 

The idea for the film came out of a 
commission from Film and Video 
Umbrella and the Jerwood Founda-
tion for four different artists to pro-
duce work over a year on the theme 
of Stay Where You Are. I’m very bad 
at being where I am, at being in the 
present moment. Mindfulness is my 
idea of hell because I like to let my 
mind go. I was working on that when 
my father developed Alzheimer's and 
the writing became more and more 
about memory and what it means 
to be trapped in the present. The 
film is based on these poems, which 
are spoken in voice-over, but I didn’t 
want the action to mimic or repeat 
the poems, I wanted to activate that 
relationship and I was happy to cut 
up, delete, and pull back from things 
in the text if they were powerfully 
present on screen. 

You have to constantly return to a 
place of open-mindedness and treat 
everything as potentially unhelpful, 
irrelevant or superfluous. This re-
lates to the process of unsettlement 
that we started with and perhaps my 
exploration of other forms is another 
way I keep on unsettling what I do.

> > > You’ve spoken frequently about 
your struggle with language, which is 
surprising given your achievements. 
Can you elaborate on that struggle? 
What are the moments of pleasure? 
What are the moments of frustration? 

I used to be really bad at exams be-
cause my essays would branch and 
branch, and I couldn’t, in an hour and 
a half, force myself to follow a cer-
tain line. I think like that and I speak 
like that. Maybe poets are partly po-
ets because they find language so 
runaway and overwhelming and tan-
talizing and frustrating. 

Literature has a particular position 
as an art form because everyone has 
language already. I think that I am 
perhaps hypersensitive to the con-
struction of language. I don’t mean 
unusually so among writers but un-
usually so among people. My daugh-
ter used to say when she was a teen-
ager that the way to annoy me was 
to badly punctuate a text message. 
I can’t let that go myself. It’s ridicu-
lous. It’s almost an illness. 

I had an allergic reaction to the emoti-
con. I’ve never used an emoticon. But 
when emojis came along, I immedi-
ately liked them. I am not against lan-
guage changing and responding. It’s 
fascinating that things such as ‘lol’ 
have entered the language. People 
saying ‘lol’. Some neologisms are 
delightful and the continuing vigour 
of metaphor is delightful too. We 
describe everything new in terms of 
a nostalgic lexicon of mice and win-
dows as if we all live in cottages. 
Once I was on a panel with a scientist 
who said that poetry had absolutely 
no place in his world. So I asked why 
did he then name things? Why not 
just use numbers? He had the grace 
to concede that I might have a point. 

*You can learn more about Audio Ob-
scura at https://www.artangel.org.uk/
project/audio-obscura/
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