

[image: ]




[image: ]






First published by Zero Books, 2014 
Zero Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach, 
Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK
office1@jhpbooks.net
www.johnhuntpublishing.com
www.zero-books.net


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Edited by Houman Barekat and Alison Hugill 2013


ISBN: 978 1 78279 123 2


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Houman Barekat and Alison Hugill as editors have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Lee Nash


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.













CONTENTS


Introduction: Community as Communication
Alison Hugill & Houman Barekat


Acknowledgements


An End In Themselves
Ian Birchall


They Found Much to Like
Jeremy Spencer


Innovations in Exile
Theo Reeves-Evison


How to Find a Better Life?
Nina Power


A Babble of Allusions
Rosa Ainley


The Power of Culture
Phil Jourdan


Clearer, and Clearer, and Clearer Still
Jeremy Spencer


The Neglected Modernist
Luke White



The Extrovert and the Introvert
Tom Snow


A Cottage Industry
Andy Murray


The God That Failed
Benjamin Noys


Sketching Theory
David Winters


The Hipster Myth
Sebastian Truskolaski


One-Dimensional Universe
Robert Barry


Future Past Tense
Rosa Ainley


The Last Word
Dan Barrow


Formal Wear
Hugh Foley


The Gorillas Died
Gee Williams


Loser Romanticism
David Winters


Follow the Money
Robert Barry


An Arbitrary Encyclopaedia
David Anderson


Will Poetry Really Save Us?
Daniel Hartley


Are You An Idiot?
Stuart Walton










Introduction: 
Community as Communication


Alison Hugill & Houman Barekat




At a recent symposium at University College London to mark the launch of N + 1’s anthology, Say What You Mean, editors from that publication and the London Review of Books discussed, among other things, the increasingly precarious position of the writer in contemporary culture. At the heart of the debate was the political economy of the transition to the digital era, which has been a source of so much uncertainty and ambivalence for those of us who are concerned with the future of publishing. It is a dilemma of critical significance to independent publishing in the 21st century: how to harness the democratising potential of the digital revolution while at the same time making ends meet in the real world of pounds and pence.


Though the general mood has been one of stagnation and despondency, there is plenty of evidence of dynamism too. As usual with all things Internet, the Americans were ahead of the curve: the excellent Los Angeles Review of Books, launched in 2011, has in a relatively short time established itself as one of the leading online literary publications; an ambitious, cosmopolitan gaggle of New York-based publications, chief among them the cultural magazine The New Inquiry, are also making their presence felt online. These projects have yet to solve the conundrum of sustainability - few, if any, are currently viable concerns in the business sense - but they are carving out a significant space for themselves, and readers are responding in droves. So it was in a spirit of cautious optimism that Review 31 entered the fray in October 2011, with the aim of establishing itself as a British counterpart to these exciting Stateside initiatives.


The first year of Review 31’s existence produced an array of exceptional contributions from international scholars, journalists and writers. The highlights included in this volume reflect some of the most compelling critiques of recently-published titles in the realm of art, philosophy and cultural theory. Encompassing a broad sweep of subjects from modernism and literature through to the onset of the digital age, our art & culture coverage has very deliberately kept one foot in the sphere of politics at all times: many of the books chosen for review offer incisive criticism of orthodox economics, liberal democracy and labour conditions through their discussions of art, architecture and culture.


For example, Nina Power’s review of E-flux journal’s Are You Working Too Much? considers the implications of immaterial labour and precarity in the art world. Power situates her commentary in the context of the austerity measures and student revolt in the UK and provides, throughout, a Marxist critique of value. In a more politically subtle yet no less cogent instance, Luke White reviews a monograph of the modernist architect (and son of Sigmund) Ernst L. Freud. White questions the author’s minimal interest in the class structures at work in Freud’s practice. The subtitle of the book - The Case of the Modern Bourgeois Home - he argues, promises a deeper interrogation of the relationship between modernism and the bourgeois class that it ultimately fails to deliver.


If the future of print publishing looks pretty bleak, digital culture offers, in compensation, a potential for productive intellectual engagement that may yet eclipse the heyday of print. Far from killing literary culture, it will only invigorate it. As Maurice Blanchot has written, it is through reading that the ‘illuminating violence of communication erupts.’ An author’s work – the book – is never complete. It is always an attempt at communication, failed or otherwise, that addresses itself to the reader. In their writings on community, Blanchot and his contemporaries Jean-Luc Nancy and Georges Bataille sketched out what they called ‘literary communism,’ in which the author and the readers become intimately connected to the life of a work - not to its success as a completed work, but to what is incommunicable in it.


What is shared through reading is indispensable to this sense of community as communication. Literary criticism cannot be falsely portrayed as creating a harmonious and seamless dialogue between author and reader with regard to the meaning of a text. What it does do, however, is expose us to the instability of communication and thus to what we all share as humans. The reviews collected in this book are evidence, then, of a shared commitment to an intelligent, critical and broadly inclusive intellectual climate.
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McKenzie Wark, The Beach Beneath the Street: The Everyday Life and Glorious Times of the Situationist International


Verso, 208pp ISBN 978184467720 £14.99





Few left currents have been as adept at using capitalist marketing techniques as the Situationists, with their relentless self-promotion. They have succeeded in fooling a younger generation by retrospectively inserting themselves into a history to which they were at best marginal. Thus Jonathan Derbyshire (Guardian, 20 August 2011) assures us that they exerted ‘the most profound influence on the French student movement in May 1968’. I was in Paris in the aftermath of the general strike, meeting and interviewing activists; nobody, absolutely nobody, mentioned the Situationists.


So McKenzie Wark’s new book makes an interesting if contradictory contribution. Though highly favourable to the Situationists (so-called because they sought ‘the production of new situations as an end in themselves‘), he actually provides an honest account which helps to cut them down to size. He traces their intellectual trajectory from their origins in the Letterist International, and rather than focussing exclusively on the group’s principal theorist, Guy Debord, he draws out the important contributions of artist Asger Jorn and novelist Alexander Trocchi, as well as more (relatively) obscure figures such as writer Isidore Isou and urbanist Constant Nieuwenhuys.


Wark locates Situationism within the intellectual context of its time, drawing interesting parallels with the thought of Henri Lefebvre and Derrida, and even Sartre and Raymond Williams. We learn of the Situationists’ acute humour – such as the slogan for dormitory suburbs around factories: ‘Remember, you are sleeping for the boss’, or Jorn’s spoof kinship diagrams for imaginary tribes, which ‘seem baffling at first, until the reader decodes the forest of symbols and realizes that anyone can fuck anyone’. But Wark also shows some of the low points, with Jorn’s confused misunderstanding of Marx’s value theory and a long summary of Michèle Bernstein’s romantic novels, which I shall strenuously avoid reading.


He gives brief but often illuminating explanations of some of the key Situationist concepts: dérive (drifting, turbulent liquid movement), détournement (quoting in order to change and appropriate for different purposes) and potlatch (gift without expectation of reciprocation. Wark’s highly laudable aim is not to give a purely historical account (though his book is carefully documented) but to seek in Situationism resources for rebels of the future, those seeking to ‘leave the twenty-first century’. Unfortunately those resources are rather slender. Situationism was essentially an aesthetic movement. It came up against the discovery that in modern capitalism aesthetics and politics are inextricably linked; but the attempt to move into politics was derisory, and if it had been less irrelevant would have been catastrophic.


Take Debord’s slogan ‘Never work’, which so appeals to Wark. It is a refreshing response to the tedious diatribes about ‘hard-working families’ with which the Cameron-Miliband duo belabour us. It may be a legitimate personal motto for an artist or a professional revolutionary. But for the rest of us it is a nonsense. No human society can exist without labour, and presumably Debord was quite happy that someone else’s labour should produce his food and clothing. As for the Situationist hope that work was disappearing, it was based on a complete misreading. Anyone in work today can tell you that their job is harder and more time-consuming than it was thirty years ago.


Wark deals lightly with the Situationists’ history of splits and expulsions, which reads like a parody of the worst manifestations of the far left. But as Wark acutely notes, the big difference was that, while the Situationists were very hot on expulsions, they made little effort to recruit. Since they started with nine members, the results were foreseeable.


May 1968, the biggest general strike in human history, put would-be revolutionaries to the test. The Situationists failed miserably. They noted quite correctly that the working class was isolated in face of the state and the trade unions. But there is no evidence that they joined other revolutionaries at the factory gates, trying, despite their small numbers, to by-pass the conservative influence of the French Communist Party. Then, when the movement began to go down, the state banned a number of revolutionary organisations. The serious revolutionaries in France recognised that this was a gesture to the regime’s conservative middle-class supporters; it meant a bit of harassment but was certainly not something on the scale of Chile 1973; they changed their names and reorganised themselves within a matter of days. The Situationists were not banned (doubtless nobody in the state security apparatus had even heard of them), but they fled to Brussels in any event.


Essentially the Situationists were comedians. Comedians have a valuable role to play, not only in amusing us, but in undermining some of the myths that bolster up the status quo. But to expect political guidance from them is like imagining Ernie Wise leading the October Revolution.
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Maclolm Turvey, The Filming of Modern Life: European Avant-Garde Film of the 1920s


MIT Press, 170pp ISBN 9780262015189 £20.95





In the 1920s, the embrace of film as a medium for visual art by members of the European avant-garde led to an outpouring of creativity. Artists such as Hans Richter, Fernand Léger, Francis Picabia, Salvidor Dalí and film-maker Dziga Vertov made the enduring and fascinating films explored in Malcolm Turvey’s The Filming of Modern Life. Turvey explores how these films resisted and embraced, sometimes simultaneously, the specific concrete transformations wrought by modernity.


To explain what emerges as an ambivalent or contradictory relationship, Turvey discusses five films made in France and the Soviet Union, which although stylistically and thematically dissimilar, are fascinated with and seek to evoke the lived experience of modernity: the abstract or Dada films, Rhythm 21 (Hans Richter, 1921) and Entr’ acte (Francis Picabia and René Clair, 1924); Ballet mécanique (Fernand Léger and Dudley Murphy, 1924), an expression of ‘pure cinema’; the Surrealist Un chien Andalou (Salvidor Dalí and Luis Buñuel, 1929); and Man with a Movie Camera, Camera (Dziga Vertov, 1929), a ‘city symphony’. For Turvey, these films demonstrate a more nuanced and complex response to modernity, ‘a more tangled stance’ to the experience of modern life, than has been previously critically recognised.


Turvey believes there has been a failure to ‘recognise the complexity of the avant-garde’s relationship to modernisation’; he challenges the argument, which he associates with Theodor Adorno and Peter Bürger among others, that the avant-garde of the 1920s opposed and desired to transform not just aesthetic or cultural but ‘bourgeois modernity’, that it wanted to change not only artistic conventions but life as a whole. Turvey comments that the critique of bourgeois modernity originating with Marxism and Romanticism is ‘hypocritical and inaccurate’ but according to the ‘standard story’ it is this critique that motivated the avant-garde’s ‘desire for radical social and artistic change’. Turvey, however, is interested in the ambivalence shared by avant-garde artists to bourgeois modernity; they were equally attracted and repulsed by it.


In the chapter on Richter’s Rhythm 21, Turvey argues that Richter sought to ameliorate the ‘worst excesses’ of modern life predicated on rationality and calculation, through principles of unreason and the unconscious. He argues that Ballet mécanique does not unequivocally embrace mechanisation but ‘offers an antidote’ to modernity in the form of a classical ideal of beauty. In a similar way, Turvey challenges the view that Vertov unambiguously supported machinism and that the enthusiasm for the machine in the Soviet Union is the best way to explain Man with a Movie Camera, seeing instead the ‘complex living organism’ as a more important reference.


The critique of the bourgeoisie or bourgeois modernity originated in the Romantic reaction to the Enlightenment and the industrial revolution, which Turvey associates with Friedrich Schiller and, more contemporaneously, with art historian TJ Clark’s discussion of modernity. “Bourgeois” can signify a set of values, primarily the bourgeoisie’s ‘dedication to improving one’s material well-being using instrumental reason’, which although supposedly rejected by avant-garde artists, are associated with individual freedom and self-responsibility and, therefore, dignity. The freedom to pursue material wants can be seen as a unifying and civilising force. Turvey sees in industrial capitalism – one of the possible meanings of “bourgeois modernity” – the means ‘to lift …people en masse out of degrading poverty and cushion them from the ravages of nature’; his contemporary examples are China and India.


Turvey is also critical of ‘the modernity thesis’ –‘a major explanatory paradigm in film studies’ – a thesis on the relationship of cinema and modernity inspired by the writings of Walter Benjamin and Siegfried Kracauer. Benjamin saw a new type or mode of perception emerging within modernity, which he dates to the mid-19th century, characterised above all by distraction, by sensory and perceptual overload as a symptom of living in cities. The argument is that modernity caused a fundamental change in perception. This ‘distracted mode of perception’ is perpetuated in modern visual culture, including cinema. However, Turvey doubts that human, primarily visual perception could evolve so quickly; he questions the way Benjamin uses “distraction” to describe the experience of watching a film and the idea that films are distracting; he argues that an audience’s experience of film is not like the distracted perceptual experience of everyday life in the modern city ‘because their images and sounds are presented sequentially, not simultaneously’; although films have tried to approximate that experience, ‘the modernity thesis’ does not characterise cinema more generally.


The main argument of the book is that avant-garde artists and film-makers of the 1920s ‘found much to like in modern life’; through detailed analysis of the five films and the aesthetic arguments that surrounded them, Turvey challenges the view that the avant-garde were ‘implacably opposed’ to and rejected bourgeois modernity in the name of post-capitalist or socialist society. The significance of these films is in they way they suggest, and are symptoms of, the conflict in modernity - the desire for the benefits that modernisation can bring and the disgust at ‘the inequalities it seems incapable of eradicating’.
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