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This issue of PMC Notes marks the beginning of what we all hope will 
be a calmer, more positive year, after so many difficult and turbulent 
months. However, as well as looking forward to a lively spring and 
summer, I would like to take this opportunity to note just some of 
the many initiatives that we at the Centre were able to bring to 
fruition over the autumn and winter, despite unusually challenging 
circumstances.

The first is the monumental scholarly project Art & the Country 
House, which was published online in November and led by my 
colleague Martin Postle. I encourage all of you who have not yet 
visited the site to do so. You will find a cornucopia of new research 
and primary source material, generated by more than forty 
contributors. These include compelling art-historical studies of the 
eight country houses that provided the focus for the project; in-depth 
catalogues of a number of these houses’ collections; a set of fully 
transcribed inventories; a series of eight specially commissioned 
films; and a selection of thematic essays by a range of distinguished 
writers.

Our autumn series of the Centre’s podcast, British Art Talks, was 
another exciting project to share. In these episodes, three leading 
British artists – Lucy Skaer, Elizabeth Price, and Ryan Gander – offer 
distinctive reflections on their work, and on the histories and art 
histories with which they engage. Departing from the usual format 
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of a podcast, Price’s contribution to British Art Talks took the form of 
three short audio-visual essays, each one of startling originality and 
ambition, which can now be viewed on the Centre’s website. All of the 
episodes from this autumn offer forms of analysis and practice that 
productively challenge and complicate the conventions of scholarship 
in our field, and I urge you to seek them out.

A third strand of our activity was the string of talks and seminars 
that made up our major academic events programme, British Art 
and Natural Forces, the recordings of which are also available to be 
watched on our YouTube channel and website. Scores of contributors 
brought together art-historical and ecological debates in ways that, 
even to seasoned observers, seemed not only timely, but highly 
original. And this programme, in turn, was complemented by a 
special feature in our online journal British Art Studies, convened by 
Sria Chatterjee, entitled ‘The Arts, Environmental Justice, and the 
Ecological Crisis’, and including no less than twenty participants.

So many voices, and all of them, remarkably, captured online and 
in digital form, one way or another. This gestures to the gains as well 
as the losses experienced by the Centre over this pandemic-shaped 
year. Yes, this period saw a hollowing out of the in-person forms of 
conversation that have always been at the heart of our activities, 
and that we can’t wait to enjoy again. But it has also seen a dramatic 
expansion of our digital presence, and of our ability to engage with 
larger and ever-more international audiences. Even as we warmly 
anticipate welcoming friends and colleagues back to Bedford Square, 
we look forward to maintaining and expanding these new and dynamic 
forms of online conversation.

Mark Hallett
Director of Studies
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8 April
The Original:  

Hogarth’s A Harlot’s 
Progress 

Mark Hallett

15 April
The Sequel:  

Hogarth’s A Rake’s 
Progress 

Mark Hallett

22 April
London Lives:  

Hogarth’s Industry and 
Idleness 

Meredith Gamer

29 April
Pleasure and Violence: 

Hogarth’s Four Stages of 
Cruelty 

Meredith Gamer

6 May
The Marriage of Art and 

Politics:  
Lubaina Himid’s A 

Fashionable Marriage 
Elizabeth Robles

13 May
The Rake and the Dandy: 

Yinka Shonibare’s Diary of 
a Victorian Dandy 

Elizabeth Robles

Lubaina Himid, A Fashionable 
Marriage, as installed in The 

Place is Here, Nottingham 
Contemporary, 2017. 

Photograph by Andy Keate.
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Neil Brownsword is an artist, researcher, and educator 
who holds professorial positions in ceramics at 
Staffordshire University and the University of Bergen. This 
essay is based on a lecture that he gave on 5 December 
2020 as part of the Centre’s Public Lecture Course, 
Ceramics in Britain, 1750 to Now. 

The six towns that constitute Stoke-on-Trent have been famed for 
their industrial-scale pottery manufacture since the early eighteenth 
century. By the 1720s, growing consumer demand for finer ceramics 
led to skill specialisation, and the local population’s integration into 
an economy led by the manufacture of pottery. Alongside pioneers 
of the industrial revolution such as Wedgwood and Spode, the 
Staffordshire potteries were driven by hundreds of smaller factories 
with more than 2,000 kilns firing millions of products a year. By 1938, 
half the workforce of Stoke-on-Trent worked in the ‘Potteries’, with 
employment peaking in 1948 at an estimated 79,000 people. During 
the last three decades, however, many North Staffordshire-based 
companies have struggled to compete in both domestic and export 
markets. In the 1990s, many factories were forced to outsource 
production to East Asia, where energy and direct labour costs were 
a fraction of those in North Staffordshire. This strategy, coupled 
with advances in production technology, has been significantly 
detrimental to traditional practices that once fashioned material 
objects in particular ways – many of which are now endangered as few 
apprenticeships exist to effectively transfer this knowledge.

The displacement of much of Stoke-on-Trent’s manufacturing 
capacity has accelerated regional decline. In such circumstances, 
a strategy of cultural regeneration has often been hailed by 
policymakers as a panacea to transform industrial ruins into 
aestheticised backdrops for artistic consumption. Yet within the 



8

regeneration agenda of place there is often an unseemly haste for 
local government and cultural organisations to circumvent the human 
fallout of industrial change, in favour of a more ‘managed’ account of 
the recent past. Thus, the psychological and emotional dimensions of 
industrial history – the first-hand recollections surrounding networks, 
social bonds, and pride forged by collective skill, can be all too easily 
side-lined. 

Since 2013, I have used my artistic profile to foreground the 
embodied knowledge of skilled personnel formerly employed in North 
Staffordshire’s ceramic industry to challenge both this politicised 
amnesia, and the charge that I am being complicit in a ‘retrospective 
idealisation’ of the industrial past. Through collaborative performance, 
object installation, and filmed re-enactment, my work has sought to 
bring critical attention to people and traditional knowledge displaced 
by the effects of British economic policies that favour low regulation 
in global trade. I have staged site-specific performative interventions 
at numerous post-industrial spaces and high-profile cultural venues, 
to elucidate and rejuvenate skilled practices often considered 
outmoded or economically unviable for contemporary production. 

FACTORY, staged in 2017 at Icheon World Ceramic Center, South 
Korea, centred on six performances that addressed the cultural 
hierarchies and value systems of two distinct ceramic traditions. 
Today, the regressive utopianism of John Ruskin and William Morris 
and Anglo-Oriental doctrines of the studio pottery movement 
continue to galvanise the notions of spiritual and moral superiority 
associated with ‘handcraft’, and to relegate industrial know-how 
to a position of inferiority. Both Bernard Leach and Yanagi Soetsu, 
during a period of British and Japanese imperialist power in the early 
twentieth century, romantically venerated the ‘humble beauty’ of 
‘peasant’ pottery from the Korean peninsula. As part of its processes 
of decolonisation at the end of World War II, South Korea adopted a 
nationalist discourse surrounding the legacy of its Joseon dynastic 
past and subsequently introduced laws to protect its heritage and 
reinforce its cultural identity. Following UNESCO’s 1993 campaign 
to preserve and promote “Living Human Treasures”, South Korea now 
grants special status to individuals with exceptional cultural ability. 
In 2003, the UNESCO convention to safeguard ‘intangible cultural 
heritage’ further advocated support for the transmission of tacit 
knowledge, skills, and practices. A total of 178 countries have now 
ratified this convention, effectively making ‘intangible heritage’ part 
of their cultural policy – but unfortunately the UK is not one of them.  
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In response to this, FACTORY collided the ceramic practices of two 
ex-industry personnel from Stoke-on-Trent – china flower-maker Rita 
Floyd and mould-maker James Adams – with the culturally revered 
dexterity of Korean master artisans. China flower-making remains 
one of the few methods of mass production that relies completely 
upon the dexterity of the hand. With changing fashion, this industry in 
Stoke-on-Trent has all but disappeared, with Rita Floyd being one of a 
handful of still-practising artisans who retain this knowledge. Floyd’s 
performance provided an intimate space for audiences to witness 
her rhythmic intricacies of touch through predetermined patterns 
of repetition, efficiency, and uniformity. Yet to avoid staging passive 
spectacles, typical of ‘authorised heritage discourse’, Floyd was 
instructed to continuously discard her manufacture onto a 6-metre 
production line built within the gallery. These symbolic gestures gave 
unprescribed form to each crafted component, with their distortion 
and random coalescence dictated by gravity and the material’s 
plasticity. 

Floyd’s intermittent performances and the linear deposits of 
waste that accumulated in the space were flanked by two film loops 
that meditated on industrial transition in Stoke-on-Trent. The films 
juxtaposed haptic knowledge, documented during the restructuring 
of the Wedgwood factory in 2004, against a 2016 survey of 
abandoned industrial sites reclaimed by the forces of nature. These 
intersecting modes of expression both signal the British government’s 
disregard for intangible heritage and the human consequences 
of globalisation, and challenge notions that specialist knowledge 
becomes ‘redundant’ once the support networks of the factory cease 
to exist. Instead, they consider industrial heritage as a ‘living process’ 
and seek its rejuvenation and continuation for the future. 

Within the gallery space, production remnants salvaged from 
historic sites of ceramic manufacture were also stripped of their 
previously assigned use and presented inside vitrines. These 
artefacts had been marked by a particular point in time, as prior to 
the factories’ closure they were deconstructed to deter their use 
in subsequent reproduction. To avoid their display becoming mere 
objectification, these items were performatively remoulded by 
Korean master Sinhyun Cho, and subsequently cast in porcelain and 
decorated by other master artisans – carver Yongjun Cho and painter 
Wonjeong Lee. Faced with these fragmentary reproductions of post-
industrial discard, the artisans were given free rein to use traditional 



iconography, creating tension between culturally inherited notions 
of value and perfection. A further collaboration began with a series 
of partially formed moon jars, created by Living National Treasure 
Seo Kwang-su, who is renowned for continuing many archetypical 
forms of Korean ceramics. James Adams then took these casually 
assembled components into a less-revered craft – production mould-
making – which was instrumental to ceramic manufacture in North 
Staffordshire, and paradoxically eradicated human touch through 
modes of standardisation. 

This use of human interaction lay counter to ‘fixed in the past’ 
demonstrations of skill and virtuosity, which heritage tourism 
deploys minus the complexities of social redundancy. FACTORY 
sought to counter such tropes, and practices of ‘othering’ more 
generally – whether experienced by marginalised groups in Britain or 
between British and South Korean artists – via collaborative modes 
of investigation that stimulated discourse, interactivity, and sensory 
understanding through the cultural exchange of tacit and explicit 
knowledge. Reactivating ‘obsolescence’ through non-commercial 
production created a space where people with marginalised 
immaterial heritage could speak for themselves and renegotiate 
their value, in a context where such embodiments of knowledge are 
culturally revered, renewed, and sustained for future generations.

Page 6 
Neil Brownsword, installation shot of FACTORY, 
Icheon World Ceramic Centre, South Korea, 2017. 
Image courtesy of Korea Ceramic Foundation. 

Page 9 
Neil Brownsword, Rita Floyd making china flowers, 
FACTORY, Icheon World Ceramic Centre, South 
Korea, 2017. Image courtesy of Korea Ceramic 
Foundation. 

Page 10 
Top: Neil Brownsword, installation shot of FACTORY, 
Icheon World Ceramic Centre, South Korea, 2017. 
Image courtesy of Korea Ceramic Foundation. 

Left: Neil Brownsword, Rita Floyd discarding china 
flowers, FACTORY, Icheon World Ceramic Centre, 
South Korea, 2017. Image courtesy of Korea 
Ceramic Foundation.  
 
Right: Neil Brownsword, discarded china flowers, 
FACTORY, Icheon World Ceramic Centre, South 
Korea, 2017. Image courtesy of Korea Ceramic 
Foundation.  
 
Page 13 
Neil Brownsword, post-industrial discard, 
FACTORY, Icheon World Ceramic Centre, South 
Korea, 2017. Image courtesy of Korea Ceramic 
Foundation. 
 
Neil Brownsword, Yongjun Cho at work, FACTORY, 
Icheon World Ceramic Centre, South Korea, 2017. 
Image courtesy of Korea Ceramic Foundation. 
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Roger Stalley, Fellow Emeritus at 
Trinity College, Dublin, reflects 
on the meanings that Irish high 
crosses may have held for their 
makers and original audiences. 
His book Early Irish Sculpture 
and the Art of the High Crosses was 
published by the Centre in 2020.

At a time when much of Europe 
was convulsed by war and invasion, 
early medieval Ireland witnessed a 
remarkable burst of stone carving, 
centred on the production of large 
free-standing crosses. Best known are 
two stunning monuments that adorn 
the ruins of the ancient monastery 
at Monasterboice in County Louth. 
Belonging to the years around AD 

Art and 
Politics in 
Ancient 
Ireland

900, the crosses are embellished 
with almost fifty panels of Christian 
imagery, along with an array of animals, 
beasts, and abstract patterns. In the 
tenth century it may have been colour 
rather than sculpture that attracted 
most attention, for there is no doubt 
that the carvings were originally 
enhanced with paint. Today it is the 
scale of the monuments that is more 
striking: one of the crosses is more 
than twenty feet high, while the other is 
carved from a single block of stone that 
must have measured over fifteen feet in 
length when extracted from the quarry. 
Given that stone was rarely used in the 
construction of buildings at this time, 
the creation of these monuments was 
a formidable undertaking, one that 
required an assured grasp of practical 
engineering. 
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Fashioned from tough quartzy 
sandstone, the crosses and their 
images provided a permanent and 
enduring expression of the Christian 
faith. But it has long been assumed 
that the images had a more specific 
purpose, namely the instruction of the 
laity. This idea goes back to the early 
days of Christianity when Pope Gregory 
I justified the use of images as a means 
of teaching those who were illiterate. 
Gregory’s words were frequently 
cited in the Middle Ages since they 
provided a convenient excuse for lavish 
expenditure on works of art. While 
the Irish carvings illustrated some of 
the fundamentals of Christian belief, 

they were far from ideal as teaching 
aids (especially in adverse weather). 
Sequences are hard to follow, some 
panels are awkward to see, and others 
are so erudite that it is hard to imagine 
how the laity would have coped. One 
gets the impression they were intended 
for an audience well acquainted with 
Christian history and theology. Given 
their scale and their original colour, 
the crosses may have been the focus 
of liturgical ceremonies during the 
Christian year, though we have no 
direct information about this. Good 
Friday and the feast of the Exaltation 
of the Holy Cross (14 September) are 
likely occasions. 
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Whatever the religious rationale, 
more prosaic motives were also 
at work. There is a useful clue at 
Monasterboice, where the south cross 
carries an inscription requesting a 
prayer for Muiredach, who ‘caused 
the cross to be made’. Muiredach was 
abbot of Monasterboice between 890 
and his death in 923/4. He was no self-
effacing cleric, as his obituary in the 
Irish annals explains. He was described 
as the ‘chief counsellor’ of the men of 
Brega (the local kingdom), ‘both laymen 
and clerics’, and he served as the ‘chief 
steward’ of the southern Uí Néill, one of 
whose dynasties, the Clann Cholmáin, 
dominated Ireland at the time. 

Muiredach was also a pluralist, serving 
as deputy abbot of Armagh as well as 
abbot of Monasterboice. He was thus 
an influential figure, working on behalf 
of Flann Sinna, the Clann Cholmáin 
king. Like many abbots of the time, he 
was evidently more bureaucrat than 
spiritual leader. Not the least of his 
achievements, however, was securing 
the services of a highly talented 
sculptor, an anonymous craftsman 
with a distinctive style, appropriately 
described as the ‘Muiredach Master’. 
One of the craftsman’s most 
memorable carvings depicts the 
Second Coming, where Christ is shown 
as a military hero surrounded by 
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warriors bearing circular shields, akin 
to those carried by Irish armies of the 
day. In addition to Monasterboice, the 
sculptor’s work can be identified at a 
number of other sites, all located in 
territories controlled by King Flann.

One of these sites was 
Clonmacnoise, a monastery 
strategically located in the centre of 
Ireland beside the River Shannon, a 
place of special importance to the 
Clann Cholmáin dynasty. The carved 
cross, the so-called ‘cross of the 
scriptures’, was erected outside the 
west door of the ‘great church’, which, 
as the annals explain, was rebuilt in 
stone by Flann in 909. As the king’s 
name appears on a much-damaged 
inscription on the cross, it appears that 
church and cross were part of the same 
operation. In fact the royal connections 
were made explicit by a carving that 
illustrates the foundation of the 
monastery over three hundred years 
before. Here St Ciarán and the ‘high 
king’ of the time, Diarmait mac Cerbaill 
(a revered ancestor of King Flann), are 
shown holding a substantial staff or 
post. By reconstructing the church in 
909, Flann was reinforcing the bond 
that existed between Clonmacnoise 
and his own family. In political terms it 
was a triumphant time for the king. The 
previous year his army had shattered 
the forces of Munster, one of the 
major threats to his authority. There 
is no suggestion that the cross at 
Clonmacnoise was a victory monument, 
though it certainly marked a high point 
in Flann’s reign. It may be significant 

that sculptured crosses like those at 
Clonmacnoise and Monasterboice 
are not found in Munster. Were they 
just too closely identified with King 
Flann and the lands over which Clann 
Cholmáin had control?

It has long been asserted that 
virtually every panel on the Irish 
crosses represents a biblical scene or 
a well-known episode from Christian 
history, but this is simply not the 
case, as the foundation panel at 
Clonmacnoise demonstrates. Moreover, 
scenes on the base of the cross are 
strikingly secular in appearance: 
horsemen, soldiers, chariots, hunting 
scenes, and fabulous animals. There 
have been valiant efforts to interpret 
these in Christian terms and it is 
true that an educated monk, skilled 
in biblical exegesis, might well have 
discerned esoteric references to the 
psalms or other Christian texts. But, 
what, one wonders, would the crowds 
gathering at Clonmacnoise in 909 have 
made of them? No amount of learned 
gymnastics can avoid the impression 
that we are looking at the trappings of 
aristocratic power. Here the Christian 
faith, symbolised by the cross itself, 
appears to be visibly supported 
and reinforced by the activities of 
a powerful secular elite. And that, 
perhaps, is exactly what the makers 
had in mind.
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Page 14 
Monasterboice, Muiredach’s cross. The main 
section of the cross was made from a single huge 
block of stone. Image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

Page 16 
Monasterboice, Muiredach’s cross. The inscription 
mentioning Muiredach was added around the 
carving of the cats, with the letters ‘MU’ visible 
between their heads. Image courtesy of Roger 
Stalley. 

Page 17 
Monasterboice, tall cross. The centre of the east 
face is dominated by an impressive composition 
of the Second Coming. Image courtesy of Roger 
Stalley.

Page 19 
Clonmacnoise, the ‘cross of the scriptures’. The 
base with its depiction of chariots and horsemen.  
Image courtesy of Roger Stalley. 

Clonmacnoise, the ‘cross of the scriptures’. The 
foundation panel depicting St Ciarán and King 
Diarmait mac Cerbaill. Image courtesy of Roger 
Stalley. 
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Parallel 
Cities: Paris 
and London



Sigrid de Jong, Senior 
Researcher and Lecturer at 
the Swiss Federal Institute of 
Technology (ETH), and recipient 
of a Paul Mellon Centre Senior 
Fellowship in 2019, explores 
architectural competition 
between Paris and London in the 
eighteenth century.

‘London, neighbour and rival, is inevitable 
to consider when speaking of Paris; and 
the parallel comes of its own accord. 
They are so close and so different, 
though similar in many ways, that to 
complete the portrait of one, it is not, I 
think, out of place to stop and look at a 
few features of the other.’

The French writer Louis-Sébastien 
Mercier characterised London and 
Paris in parallel to each other, both in 
his ‘Parallèle de Paris et de Londres’ 
(manuscript c. 1780) and in his 
publications Tableau de Paris (1781–8) 
and Le Nouveau Paris (1798). 

English writers, artists, and 
architects during this period wrote about 
London in comparison to Paris in their 
efforts to criticise and to improve their 
own city. Conversely, French writers 
wrote favourably about London. Mercier, 
for instance, admired the bridges, the 
width of the streets, the pavements, 
the houses, and the cleanliness of 
London in contrast to his own city. He 
concentrated on how one moved through 
the city, and found that Parisians were 
often obstructed in their journeys, 
and even in danger from carriages and 
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horses hurrying chaotically through the 
streets.

In the eighteenth-century texts on 
both cities that I have analysed for my 
book manuscript, The Emergence of 
Architectural Experience in London 
and Paris, 1750–1815, the effects of 
buildings and the urban fabric comes 
to the fore. Authors describe their 
multisensory experiences while moving 
through the cities of London and Paris, 
and narrate how they approach and 
enter buildings, before wandering around 
inside them. 

The British architect John Soane 
did so in the lectures he delivered for 
the Royal Academy of Arts in London 
from 1810 to 1820. One of the large 

drawings he used to illustrate these 
lectures, picturing the churches of 
Sainte Geneviève in Paris and St Martin 
in the Fields in London, demonstrates 
such comparison and criticism. The 
drawing accompanied a lecture in which 
Soane stressed to his students that 
‘the noble portico of this church of Ste-
Geneviève, which is here shown with 
the portico of St Martin’s to give some 
idea of the great dimensions, and the 
beautiful scenery of the interior, electrify 
the beholder’.

When Soane compared London to 
Paris and addressed the effects of their 
respective edifices, he condemned the 
architecture of London and favoured 
Parisian buildings. He talked about 
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how ‘superior in magnificence’ the 
French churches were ‘when compared 
with most of our churches’. Soane 
feared that foreign visitors would be 
awfully disappointed at the sight of 
London’s buildings, and he thought it 
was humiliating to see ‘how much more 
numerous, more extensive, and more 
magnificent’ the public buildings were in 
Paris than ‘in London and Westminster’. 
In Paris, the palaces of the Louvre, the 
Tuileries, and Versailles presented to him 
‘an assemblage of elegant forms and an 
appearance of princely magnificence’ 
that would make a great impression 
on visitors, while he felt the palaces 
in London would fail to have such a 
strong effect. Soane spoke about ‘the 

overwhelming grandeur of Paris’, and 
how its buildings were ‘models for 
our imitation’. He greatly admired the 
Parisian streets and squares, such as the 
vast Place de la Concorde and the Place 
Vendôme, and presented these as the 
urban elements London had to vie with in 
the design of the city.

Soane praised the church of Sainte 
Geneviève for its effect on the visitor, 
which he had experienced himself 
when walking through the church on 
his Parisian trips. He visited Paris three 
times: in 1778 on his Grand Tour, and 
again in 1814 and 1819. During these 
last two journeys, Soane surveyed 
several Parisian buildings together with 
his draughtsman Henry Parke. These 
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surveys would form the basis of his 
lecture drawings.

Among other images, Parke’s and 
Soane’s survey resulted in an impressive 
interior view of Sainte Geneviève, which 
had been designed by Jacques-Germain 
Soufflot in 1756–76. Soufflot’s church 
became infamous for its ambitious 
scheme for the triple cupola, which 
increased in height at every new stage 
of the design process, and in the end 
turned out to be too heavy for the piers 
the French architect had designed. But 
polemics in France on the instability 
of the piers were not relevant to 
English architects, as Soane showed. 
He was much more impressed by the 
spaciousness of the church’s interior, 
and by the theatrical effects of the 

natural light falling through the large 
window surfaces, as his lecture drawing 
demonstrates. Soane aimed to excite 
his students with a church interior 
bathed in Parisian light, and not with 
the darkened version of the church 
that French architect Quatremère 
de Quincy had conceived in 1791, 
when the building was turned into the 
‘Panthéon des grands hommes’ and the 
windows were blocked. The luminous 
scene Soane illustrated was no longer 
visible to Parisians at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century. But several 
decades after Soufflot made his design, 
Soane’s lecture drawing strikingly 
represents the French architect’s vision 
of an architectural space animated by 
the changing rays of the sun piercing 
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Pages 22–23 
John Soane, Comparative analysis of the churches 
of Sainte Geneviève, Paris and Saint Martin in the 
Fields, London (detail), undated. Image courtesy 
of Sir John Soane’s Museum, London, Drawings 
Collection, 23.1.5. 

Page 24 
John Soane, View of Place Vendôme, Paris 
(detail), 1820. Image courtesy of Sir John Soane’s 
Museum, London, Drawings Collection, 22.7.2.

Page 25 
John Soane, Interior view of the church of Sainte 
Geneviève, Paris, undated, architect Jacques-
Germain Soufflot. Image courtesy of Sir John 
Soane’s Museum, London, Drawings Collection, 
22.5.10. 

Page 26 
Charles de Wailly, Interior view of the church of 
Sainte Geneviève (detail), c. 1771. Image courtesy 
Musée de Carnavalet, Paris, D 9800 © Paris 
Musées. 
 
Henry Parke, View of the Barrière de la Villette, 
Paris (detail), 1819, architect Claude-Nicolas 
Ledoux. Image courtesy of Sir John Soane’s 
Museum, London, Drawings Collection, 22.8.6.

through the windows, and the theatrical 
experience of wandering through 
a church space that changed with 
every step, just as Soane must have 
experienced it himself. It had already 
been depicted as such in Soufflot’s time 
by the theatre architect Charles de 
Wailly, around 1780. 

Soane’s return to the eighteenth-
century version of the Parisian edifice 
demonstrates how, when comparing 
and competing with a rival metropolis, 
only certain elements of the other city’s 
architecture were of interest. When 
it came to proposing improvements 
for one’s own city, or offering design 
examples to future architects, it was 
the aesthetic experiences of foreign 
buildings and urban spaces that 
counted, and not their contradictory 
or complicated backgrounds, history, 
cultural meanings, or social and political 
contexts.

Mercier’s Tableau de Paris, for 
example, offers parallels between 
London and Paris but is foremost a social 
and political critique of his own city. He 
condemned Claude-Nicolas Ledoux’s 
buildings designed for collecting taxes 
when entering the city of Paris, and 
claimed: ‘What is revolting to all eyes is to 
see the tax [buildings] metamorphosed 
into palaces with columns, which are real 
fortresses. Colossal figures accompany 
these monuments [with a statue of] 
the fiscal genius personified in his true 
attributes. Ah! Mr Ledoux, you are a 
terrible architect!’

Another of Soane’s lecture drawings 
illustrates what happened when one 

of Ledoux’s tax buildings was depicted 
as an example to future English 
architects. Parke portrayed Ledoux’s 
Barrière de la Villette almost as a folly 
in a garden. The picturesque setting 
on the canal is emphasized, with a 
family reclining on the bank and taking 
in the view. The social unrest that had 
taken place in Paris just before the 
French Revolution, and the strong 
condemnation of Ledoux’s buildings 
a few decades before Soane lectured 
to his students, are both absent from 
this tranquil illustration. They were not 
relevant to English architects looking 
for a design model. A parallel of two 
cities resulted here in parallel worlds.



Reclaiming 
Arctic 
Space

Tiffany Boyle and Jessica Carden belong to 
the curatorial duo Mother Tongue, which 
produces exhibitions, film programmes, 
events, and texts. In this essay, drawn from 
a research seminar they presented at the 
Paul Mellon Centre on 27 November, 2020, 
they look at meditations on race, climate, 
and the Arctic in John Akomfrah’s film The 
Nine Muses (2010).  
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Beginning with early nineteenth-century exploration narratives, 
the Arctic was utilised as a platform upon which British imperial 
aspirations were projected and national characteristics solidified. 
As polar scholar Jen Hill describes in her monograph White Horizon 
(2008), the Arctic ‘made legible and articulated invisible spaces of 
ideology and national subjectivity, separat[ing] Arctic space from 
other colonial spaces and [giving] the Arctic a unique place in the 
[British] national and imperial imaginary’. The images, memoirs, 
literary narratives, and scientific data that were collected and 
brought back to home territories by Euro-American explorers fuelled 
representations of the Arctic as a detached, blank, and otherworldly 
space, securing its identity as the final frontier of the known and 
habitable planet. White racial virtues were also ascribed to the region; 
born from imperial heroic expedition accounts, these rendered the 
Arctic a seemingly ‘pure’ and ‘stainless’ landscape, free from the 
racial threats of slavery and miscegenation present in the traditional 
colonial encounter. Ultimately eliding Indigenous populations, the 
notion of the Arctic was soon cemented as literally and symbolically 
white, or as Hill describes, ‘the heart of whiteness’.

John Akomfrah’s The Nine Muses (2010) is a stylised, poetic, and 
deeply affective feature-length filmic essay, which extends the genre 
of documentary filmmaking and creates a monument to migrant 
narratives through its montage of archival film (captured from 
1948 to 1970) combined with freshly shot digital footage of Arctic 
landscapes. Conceptualised as a contemporary epic about the history 
of the mass migration of South Asian, African, and Caribbean settlers 
to the shores of post-war Britain, the polar landscapes are employed 
as a meditative space upon which Akomfrah rearticulates Black-
British histories and creates a testament to migrant experiences. 
The film is arranged into nine sections, each titled after one of the 
nine Muses born to the Greek goddess Mnemosyne after spending 
as many nights with Zeus, king of the gods. Comprising a vast array 
of British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) material, each section is 
unique in its assemblage, showing scenes such as migrant arrivals 
into English dockyards, towering monuments, riot scenes, graveyards, 
industrial labourers, factory production lines, snowstorms, heavy 
rain, and grey, smog-filled cityscapes. The archival black-and-white 
celluloid is spliced with freshly shot high-definition colour scenes of 
Alaskan Arctic panoramas, filmed by Akomfrah as part of a previous 
BBC commission to document the fallout from the 1989 Exxon 
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Valdez oil disaster, in which 10.8 million US gallons of crude oil were 
spilled into the ocean at Prince William Sound on the south coast. 
To this day, it remains one of the most devastating human-caused 
environmental disasters ever to have occurred. 

Describing the ideas of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ as pillars in the 
thematic framework of The Nine Muses, Akomfrah attempts to 
understand how people – in this case migrants – move from a place of 
certainty, such as their birthplace or hometown, into ‘this other thing, 
which is not really here nor there’. Within The Nine Muses, notions 
of being neither here nor there are signified and visualised through 
Arctic imagery. The vast snowscape conjures notions of detachment, 
distance, hostility, otherness, and unfamiliarity, which aid Akomfrah’s 
visual descriptions of human experiences of occupying the place 
between ‘being and becoming’: thus the Arctic becomes a twilight 
zone, a space between spaces. Frames of a lone figure wandering the 
landscape with snow crunching underfoot throughout The Nine Muses 
create strong symmetries with the eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century European Romantic movement, which foregrounded 
questions of ‘becoming’.  This, as Akomfrah identifies, was a question 
of how one became before the eyes of God. 

In this sense, Akomfrah uses past ideological movements and 
aesthetics in order to realign and reclaim spaces of dispossession. 
Romantic images, such as Caspar David Friedrich’s painting 
Mountaineer in a Misty Landscape (c. 1817), depicted the heroic 
individual and cemented the idea that the precondition for 
experiencing a primal, authentic sense of being relies on a connection 
with the outside world, otherwise termed ‘nature’. However, as 
Akomfrah has stated in reference to his earlier film The Call of Mist 
(1998), the assumption that these ‘pristine’ and ‘barren’ landscapes 
have always existed in this manner is a construction of European 
history, and they are instead often legacies of imperial action 
transformed into spaces of aristocracy. This can be evidenced, 
for example, in the Highland Clearances which took place across 
Scotland in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The movement’s 
foregrounding of the individual heroic male figure within dramatic 
landscapes began to create symmetries between identity and place, 
solidifying visualisations of the white national character. Therefore, 
Romanticism generated the power to cement a relationship between 
white male bodies and remote spaces of nature. 

It is precisely this unquestioned symmetry between person 



35

and place which Akomfrah addresses in The Nine Muses. The 
foregrounding of a central, isolated character within the Arctic 
landscape is an attempt to confront what appears incongruous to 
a space, therein questioning the connection between character 
and landscape, place and identity. Through the artist’s creation of 
new images of solitary figures in the landscape, a primary icon of 
the European Romantic movement, Akomfrah is illuminating the 
concept of racialised landscapes and subverting the whiteness of 
the movement’s history. Akomfrah extends the possibilities of the 
Romantic movement and inserts a Black presence into its exclusively 
white visual narrative.

The Nine Muses unlocks tremendous potential to consider how 
powerful historical representations of the Arctic – via the Romantic 
movement and otherwise – endure, and continue to determine, at a 
sociopolitical and climatic level, interactions with the territory. Since 
the release of The Nine Muses in 2010, the geopolitics of the Arctic 
have experienced a momentous shift, transforming from a detached 
and imagined landscape in the West to an increasingly crucial location 
for global environmental futures. Accelerated global warming has led 
to the Arctic functioning as an international barometer for ecological 
crises, the effects of which have rendered the territory a space which 
is no longer culturally and politically isolated (the result of colonial 
strategies for land grabs), but one that is inextricable from worldwide 
political ecologies. Despite this critical role in our collective global 
futures, colonial representations of the territory as a blank, barren, 
and passive space continue to be employed by those with a vested 
interest in neocolonial ownership and strategies for mass resource 
extraction, in what historian and cultural critic T. J. Demos terms, the 
‘self-serving politics of erasure’. The foundations of these competing 
territorial claims lie in the desire of economic interests to extract 
what is thought to be 13 percent of the world’s undiscovered oil 
reserves, 30 percent of undiscovered gas deposits, and 20 percent 
of undiscovered gas liquids. Consequently, this has rapidly increased 
political and commercial interest in the region by superpowers 
such as the US, Russia, and China, which in turn has produced a 
contemporary scramble for the Arctic via increased militarisation and 
scientific, cultural, and political mapping strategies.

This accelerated and unprecedented shift in the identity of the 
Arctic as a prime site for diverging futures is the disconnection 
which The Nine Muses enables us to critically address, thinking 
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Pages 28–29 
John Akomfrah, The Nine Muses (detail), 2010, Single Channel HD video, 40 minutes. 
Image courtesy of Moviestore Collection Ltd / Alamy Stock Photo. 
 
Page 31 
Immigrants embarking at Southampton Docks. Image courtesy of BBC Motion Gallery 
Editorial/BBC Archive. 
 
John Akomfrah, The Nine Muses, 2010, Single Channel HD video, 40 minutes 
(AKOM10002).  © Smoking Dog Films; Courtesy Smoking Dog Films and Lisson Gallery.

Pages 32–33 
John Akomfrah, The Nine Muses, 2010, Single Channel HD video, 40 minutes 
(AKOM10002).  © Smoking Dog Films; Courtesy Smoking Dog Films and Lisson Gallery.

through the intersections of race, environment, and identity. The 
artist reclaims the landscape from dominant white chronologies and 
inserts Black voices, bodies, and narratives in amongst the whiteness. 
The ambiguity of the solo figure’s identity within The Nine Muses 
represents the racialised other. This insertion also serves to remind 
us of the deep irony embedded in constructions of the region as the 
‘heart of whiteness’ and illuminates the historical and ongoing erasure 
of Indigenous populations and the autonomy they are dispossessed of 
in relation to their land. 

Despite ten years having passed since the film’s release, its 
significance has grown in line with the Arctic’s reordering. The 
current volatile nature of the territory in terms of the political threats 
of military conflict and devastating resource extraction attest to 
the crucial need to re-evaluate the underdeveloped study of visual 
representations of the Arctic. The Nine Muses becomes a vehicle 
through which we can question the direction of travel for the region 
and examine the political and aesthetic strategies at play through 
an interdisciplinary analysis combining geopolitics, visual culture, 
political ecologies, and critical Arctic studies. Undertaking a close 
reading of Akomfrah’s film illuminates the connections between 
these seemingly disparate bodies of knowledge, supports Demos’s 
proposition that ‘environmental matters of concern are inextricable 
from social, political and economic forces’, and reinforces his 
hypothesis that ‘environmental stresses can be both a driver and 
consequence of injustice and inequality – including poverty, racism 
and neo-colonial violence’. In this sense, The Nine Muses highlights the 
proximities between these issues and creates a new context for them 
to be read within one space.
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