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  Preface




  In the final version of Berlin Childhood around 1900, Walter Benjamin (2006) recalls how he was able to stage an adventure within the confines of his own room through the exploration of his wardrobe. He would delve inside among the nightshirts and undergarments, until he was able to find and remove pairs of socks, rolled up and turned inside out. Each of these became for him a small pocket, which contained a little present. Benjamin describes first grasping this present within, composed of a woollen mass, and then unveiling and unwrapping the present as it is pulled out from within the interior. Disconcertingly, as the present was revealed, the pocket would, of course, disappear. Yet rather than linger on this often repeated process as a confession of a psychically revealing compulsion, Benjamin recalls this memory to demonstrate its pedagogical impact, and the importance of this odd game in relation to his thinking in later life. This present is not like a toy wrapped in shiny paper, but rather is the tangible sense that inside the rolled up sock, is indeed, more sock. Within the interior space of the exterior is something that is indivisible from exterior. This is not just an infantile aporia, but is, according to Benjamin, the means by which he learnt about how to practice criticism:




  I could not repeat the experiment on this phenomena often enough. It taught me that form and content, veil and what is veiled, are the same. It led me to draw truth from works of literature as warily as the child’s hand retrieved the sock from ‘the pocket’. (Benjamin 2006, p.97)




  There is on the one hand a specificity of interior and exterior that informs this book, in part on the level of indivisibility of form and content, but also the thematising and enacting of a dissolution of boundaries. However, there is a more pertinent instruction in Benjamin’s memoir. This is the not to say that an object should act as an illustration of discourse, but that the pleasure one takes in an object can embody, perform and instruct acts of critical agency.




  My own objects of illumination are vestiges of an event that played a large part in the shaping of the modern world. This book offers critical engagements with four objects from the nineteenth century: The ruins of the Crystal Palace in Sydenham and the dinosaurs that remain, the Albert Memorial in Kensington Gardens, Oxford’s Pitt Rivers Museum and the short novel by H.G. Wells - The Time Machine. These provide very different forms of encounter, but are bound by the shadow of the Great Exhibition of 1851. This immense spectacle helped forge our understanding of display, surveillance and commodity. This legacy of what was a brief but dazzling event can be detected in the development of the modern museum and gallery as well as the shaping of spaces and structures of trade, commerce and political display, denying any possibility of conceptually separating these sites. Linked by a cumulative narrative that binds the mid nineteenth century to the early twenty first, these four objects are identified as formative traces of the past within the present. They provide models for critical thought and readings of the problematic conditions that they present as ideologically specific relics from a previous age. Each of the four chapters is an attempt to ask how to read the material presence of history. The selected objects are addressed as forms of material culture that can be brought to speech as reflections on criticism.




  In The Life of Forms in Art, Henri Focillon argues that a quotidian normalisation of chronology has been habitually extended into historical organisations of time, as a necessary means of construction to secure the possibility of meaning. Stated intervals both classify objects and events and facilitate their interpretation. For Focillon, days, weeks and months offer the evidence of their own beginnings and endings, providing inalienable authenticity to reckonings of time:




  We are exceedingly reluctant to surrender the isochronal concept of time, for we confer upon any such equal measurements not only a metrical value that is beyond dispute, but also a kind of organic authority. These measurements presently become frames, and the frames then become bodies. We personify them. Nothing, for instance, could be more curious in this respect than our concept of the century. (Focillon 1992, p.138)




  Focillon proposes that this model of time has the tendency of shaping centuries within the ages of a human life, parenthesized by birth and death. Time is organised according to a known architectural plan, allocated galleries and display cases as in a museum, and is moulded into discrete and efficient partitions. Focillon described the status of artworks as forms that rise proudly above forms of interpretation thrust upon them, establishing history as an immutable order. Focillon concedes that under such conditions a wilderness of criticism may spread up around an artwork. Flowers of interpretation conceal rather than adorn. In response, I would like to suggest the need for acts of criticism that attend to forms of material culture - those things that create the world - which can help to illuminate, reveal, and engage with forms that are profoundly generative. While the objects discussed in the book have demonstrated, performed, and perhaps enforced time as a configuration of modernity, the book itself is an attempt to de-partition the authoritative units of time in favour of a more disruptive temporality.




  Chapter 1




  The Gilded Man
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  As an undergraduate student at Chelsea College of Art and Design in the early 1990s, I often used to pass by what I considered to be the most interesting piece of public art in Britain. It stood at around 200 feet tall, towering over the surrounding trees of Kensington Gardens and seemed to exemplify a possibility for sculpture in the landscape. It was an ominous, challenging, melancholy presence. Incongruous, yet firmly rooted amongst the ornate greenery. It felt like this giant form embodied the end of minimalism, taking a category of artwork and realising the term’s implications as a building type. Freed from the intentionality of art, the legacy of minimalism was instead manifested as an unconsciously driven visual and material sensibility for transforming London’s past into a bold and dynamic future. I longed for a world that could be transformed in the image of this peculiar structure. What lurked inside was nothing more than an ostentatious, gaudy relic of Victoria’s reign, consuming money and resources, an obese cocooned parasite.




  For eight years the thing inside remained encased in a dense network of scaffolding. This mesh of tubes and planks was itself clad in tough protective layers of plastic. It was predominately opaque, with a suggested abstract form defined in dark green against the pale off-white. A central column on each side was transparent, revealing the scaffolded interior like the casts of circulatory systems on display in the Hunterian Museum. Except that rather than following the shape of a human body, these tendrils were hatched at right-angled horizontals and verticals, filling the void between rectangular walls and a bizarre skeleton only vaguely discernible within. A few years later, and coinciding with my increasing preoccupation with the presence of the nineteenth century within formations of the present, the shell was finally cracked open.




  A seated colossus sits upon a structure that is part throne, part plinth. He is depicted in outlandish ceremonial clothing, with the effect of making him look like something out of a superhero comic. The impact is made all the more dramatic as the figure and the base upon which he rests are gold. It is an extraordinary sight. Looking out over an endless flow of traffic, he faces south, high above onlookers and passersby. He is an unearthly giant in a scene of distorted scales. He looms above us, but is himself seated beneath a soaring pinnacle. The figures that surround him also shift according to their own registers of size and proportion, the only certainty is that he is unrivalled in stature. His pose is assertive yet contemplative. It is a depiction of a thoughtful, responsible steward of power. This flattery is extraordinary, considering the unstable, inconsistent nature of the feelings shown to this man in life. He was not always popular, but in death attracted a focused demand for his eternal aggrandizement.




  Everything about the structure in which Albert sits is built to support, envelop, cover, elevate, protect and expose him. This is not just architecture in the service of sculpture, but rather it forms an elaborately interdependent structure of affinities: correspondences that convey a narrative of materiality. In his hand is a huge golden book. This is a depiction of the catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works and Industry of all Nations. The Great Exhibition ran from May to October 1851, and was housed in a vast iron and glass construction, known as the Crystal Palace, which itself transformed the future of modernity’s built environments.




  This brief event was the first international exhibition and the largest public visual spectacle then to be staged in the modern world. It framed an international trade and production competition leading to an unprecedented display which I would argue helped forge western modernity’s formations of display, spectacle, surveillance and commodity. This helped to determine the form of the modern museum and gallery as well as spaces of commerce, denying any possibility of conceptually separating these sites. This assertion is aligned to what sociological historian Tony Bennett describes as the exhibitionary complex, an arrangement of institutional forms that are museological, but also encompass modes of public spectacle, and sites of commodity arrangement and exchange:




  (…) the Great Exhibition of 1851 brought together an ensemble of disciplines and techniques of display that had been developed within the previous histories of museums, panoramas, Mechanics Institute exhibitions, art galleries, and arcades. In doing so, it translated these into exhibitionary forms which, in simultaneously ordering objects for public inspection and ordering the public that inspected, were to have a profound and lasting influence on the subsequent development of museums, art galleries, expositions, and departments stores. (Bennett 1996, p.83)




  The placing of the catalogue in Albert’s hand is in recognition of both the significance of the Albert’s role in bringing about the Great Exhibition, and of the prominence of this extraordinary event as his primary legacy. In 1850, at the planning stages, Albert was appointed president of the Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851, and remained as the public face of the Exhibition, beyond his death and into eternity.




  However, this assertive conflation of Albert with the Great Exhibition then leads to a question: Why is his memorial not placed on the nearby actual site of the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park? Answering this necessitates a second question: Why does the statue of Albert not look towards the site of the Great Exhibition? The location of the memorial in Kensington Gardens is to allow for Albert to look down towards the most concrete manifestation of his legacy, which had adopted its informal designation of Albertopolis within his own lifetime. The issue of location is therefore a straightforward one to resolve. 86 acres of land were bought by the Royal Commission for the Exhibition, an organisation formed to oversee the initial event, but that was kept together in order to make use of the enormous profits generated. This land is situated directly to the south of Kensington Gardens, and was the nearest available stretch of property on which to build what became known as Albertopolis. Today, Albert’s legacy can be seen amongst the complex of institutions that stand beneath his gaze, and that were built in the metaphorical shadow of the Crystal Palace: the Victoria and Albert Museum, The Science Museum, The Natural History Museum and Imperial College. However, the growth of institutions in this area was as much do to anxiety brought about by a lack of favourable comparison in the international show, as it was by any notions of progressive optimism. A general but dire shortcoming was identified by holding Britain’s material culture up to that of the rest of the world as it was represented. The South Kensington Museum was a concrete manifestation of the need to respond to this. Albert gazes out across his legacy, set in motion during his lifetime, unfolding further after death. His field of vision takes in a line of domes and rooftops, running from the Royal Albert Hall, the enigmatic Queen’s Tower that stands in the ground of Imperial College, across the Science Museum to the terracotta excesses of the Natural History Museum.
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  Until recently, the Albert Memorial could have been viewed as a decaying ruin whose crumbling structure embodied the apparently outmoded values of a previous age. As a fossil from the nineteenth century, the memorial is a peculiar and unsettling object to read. This perspective suggests a view through the lens of Walter Benjamin’s Passagen-Werk, or Arcades Project(1999). This is to see it as an ‘ur-form’, a component object that constitutes an influence, as a form of origin, upon the present historical moment in which it is encountered. For Benjamin, it was the potential aspect of a political education that interested him the most in such objects and sites. The arcades of Paris, the height of newness and fashion in the first half of the 19th century, were the site of petrified ur-forms when Benjamin encountered them in the 1920s and 1930s. They were decaying ruins of a previous epoch of modernity, the embodiment of fashion’s transience.




  In contrast, the Albert Memorial has been and continues to be a site of restoration, the focus of an enormous cost of time and money. The complication that arises here is that the Albert Memorial is not merely a restored object. As a totality, it had never been in this condition before. In 1872, the memorial was officially inaugurated and its architect George Gilbert Scott was knighted. By 9 March 1876, when the giant golden statue of Albert that we see today was fully realised, in place and unveiled, the structure’s white marble, jewels and gold had already been significantly tarnished, stained and dulled by London’s corrosive atmosphere. Then within decades, the figure of Albert himself had lost his sheen, gradually darkening and ultimately covered in black paint as an apparent precaution against his visibility as a landmark during enemy air raids. Deteriorating before it was even completed; the precise status of the memorial has been made more obscure by the effort in making it look like new. In a sense, the memorial, in its gleaming, structurally secure and complete form was a new object, even a simulacrum, whose shine has an unreal quality.




  As a memorial situated in Kensington Garden, this excessive object is not alone. Nearby, plaques are embedded into paths as a monument for a royal death, to solidify and commemorate the public enactment of bereavement and grief that took place in 1997 after Princess Diana’s fatal accident. An existing playground in Kensington Gardens was remade as the Diana, Princes of Wales Memorial Playground, while across the road in Hyde Park is the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fountain. While itself a unique and unexpected event, there was something of an uncanny repetition in this irrepressible need to address a death of significant resonance. Diana’s most enduring image of memorial - that of innumerable bunches of flowers, candles, cards and sentimental gifts laid outside Kensington Palace - took as its precedent the fairly recent phenomenon of impromptu roadside shrines that mark the sites of fatal accidents or murders. The degree of expenditure focused at this temporary memorial was hard to not view as an excessive and confusing display. Similarly, it is incontestable that responses to Diana’s death were ubiquitous and unavoidable. Much of London, if not the country, ground to a halt on the day of the funeral. There was afterwards a public demand, voiced and articulated by broadcast and print media, that demanded an appropriate and lasting memorial.
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  These events can be read as a repetition. When the death of Prince Albert was announced The Times dramatised the news by framing its columns in black. Conspicuous mourning crossed social and class based boundaries. Prior to the funeral, the wearing of black ribbons was common, and on the day of the funeral itself, the Lord Mayor of London declared a suspension of business in the capital. Such public displays of mourning were soon replaced by an anxiety regarding the inadequacy and unsuitability of temporary or provincial memorials. A burgeoning demand for a permanent and fitting tribute to the Prince Consort became impossible to ignore, fuelled by populist newspaper debates. The eventual outcome was the elaborate architectural and sculptural framework that surrounds the giant golden statue of Albert in Kensington Gardens.




  Albert died in the Blue Room at Windsor Castle on Saturday 14 December 1861, aged 42, of typhoid fever. Utilising multiple strategies, Victoria took the form of an embodied memorial to her husband for the rest of her life, still recording the date of his birthday in her journal as late as 1900. On 18 December 1861, Victoria selected the site for the Royal Mausoleum at Frogmore. The building was ready to receive Albert’s body a year after his death, but it took another decade to complete the decoration. The Queen simultaneously converted the Wolsey Chapel at St George’s, Windsor, into the Albert Memorial Chapel. These examples are the expression of a personal cult of commemoration that included the commissioning of statues and portraits for royal palaces as well as photographs and paintings of herself alongside busts of her husband. Victoria also gave plaster casts of his hands as gifts to their children, and the rooms in where Albert had worked were preserved as if still occupied, as was the room in which he died.




  In addition to seeing over 25 commemorative statues in the period following his death, a variety of institutions -orphanages, asylums, schools and hospitals - took Albert’s name. Yet these did not address the idea of a definitive, absolute monument. William Cubitt, the Lord Mayor of London, called a public meeting at the Mansion House on 14 January 1862 to instigate the process of constructing a national monument and to establish a committee to raise funds. The money was to be at the disposal of the Queen. The commentary in newspapers tended towards suggestions of historicist-style architectural imitations of grand columns, classical mausoleums and obelisks. The location of the proposed memorial was moved from Hyde Park to the adjacent Kensington Gardens, to facilitate a potentially expanded scheme that could include an institution with some kind of utility value. Henry Cole suggested an Albert University, offering degrees in sciences and arts, but this educational wing of his embryonic museological project in South Kensington was to remain unrealised.




  In May 1862, seven architects, whose selection revealed a classical bias, were asked to advise on the project. Thomas Leverton Donaldson, William Tite, Sydney Smirke, James Pennethorne, Matthew Digby Wyatt, Philip Charles Hardwick and George Gilbert Scott. In June the group recommended that in order to contextualise the memorial, that the Kensington Road be straightened, and that a public hall be built to the south of the road - although the combined nature of these two projects was to remain unrealised The seven architects were invited to submit proposals which would encompass the memorial, the immediate surroundings and the public hall for the memorial and its surroundings. The brief dictated that the architecture of the memorial should be primarily a means of setting an effective arrangement of sculpture, particularly the statue of Albert that was to be the centrepiece for any proposal. The positions, dimensions and materials of these sculptures should be indicated without anticipating or interfering with the sculptors’ work. The Queen made an initial selection, stating that: ‘there were only 2 that would do at all, and only one that is really applicable’, namely Hardwick’s (Stamp 2000, p.99). The other was Scott’s. In May 1863, after some initial resistance, countered by Scott’s assertion that Albert himself favoured the gothic style, which unlike obelisks and columns had a particularly Christian character, the Queen approved Scott’s gothic design for a monument.
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