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Araeen was showing on the garden outside the Serpentine whilst the gallery was
closed for refurbishment. | got out of the tube at South Kensington, and walked
up towards the park. The area reeks of empire — the Albert Hall, Imperial College,
the statue of Albert which at the time was under scaffolding. So it was kind of an
appropriate place for Araeen’s work. His work in the 80s had mostly been paint-
ings and installations, but ‘To Whom It May Concern’ harked back to the stuff he
did in the 60s and 70s which I think is great but is mostly ignored. It was a big
lump of scaffolding — a huge cube of uprights and verticals criss-crossed all over
by supporting bits. It was aggressive, messy and big. Standing on the outside you
could peer into the inside and it looked like a dysfunctional jungle of steel. | liked
the impenetrability of it — so much so that when | found there was an opening and
a corridor leading into it, | felt a bit ambivalent about its worth. There were some
people wandering inside it — and a few more outside, prodding bits of the scaf-
folding, which pleased me. As | walked around it | can remember thinking about a
quote from Gerard Manley Hopkins — something like “My life has been nothing
but scaffolding” | can't remember it exactly now. | think | was also thinking about
a quote from Wittgenstein, that may or may not have had anything else to do with
scaffolding. But even more, | was thinking about the insistent outsideness of the
lump of scaffolding, and the way Araeen believed he and other artists from Africa,
the Caribbean and Asia of his generation had never been accepted by the art
world. And here he was finally, at the Serpentine. Or at least, here he was lodged
in Serpentine’s garden, stuck outside of its walls. Typical, | guess. Part of me
wished that the scaffolding loomed over the Serpentine a bit more, but part of
me liked the way it seemed kind of resigned to its fate. Albert, of course, would
re-emerge from his scaffolding, all shiny and new, but Araeen’s scaffolding would
simply disappear, leaving nothing for me, aside from the memory of cool, burning
anger and the undeveloped film that | carried around in my camera for months,
before | misplaced it. Niru Ratnam

6 Aristocracy (Gallery Westland Place, 2001). Was it really that weird? If I'd
written on it at the time | might have flattened it out into something intelligible but
at this point it's only the eccentricity that has settled into memory. If | hadn't
known anyone | might have slipped out at the start, but Dirty Snow were playing
later and Martin Tomiinson was behind the event. They'd been in a music video
I'd been working on so there was no way | could leave.

“Good evening, we are Aristocracy”, is how | think it began. If foppishness
could ever be confrontational this was it. Flamboyantly sipping wine in a chair
way back in the space, one of them introduced their own first act in this blasé
manner. This was to be Artistocracy's encounter with Harold Pinter, presented
by two self-consciously beautiful actors, (one of them Martin Tomlinson) sitting
across a table from each other as if in a Prada ad. The pair seemed to have
chosen only the more tense passages and then worked hard to make them even
more strained, with stilted delivery and prolonged silences. With my aversion to
Pinter there was some pleasure in seeing him dispatched inadvertently. Am |
imagining that the actors settled into their parts with each new assault on the
text? It's really not fair. It was the tourist in me that enjoyed this melodramatic
disaster appearing to Aristocracy a theatrical triumph. Next up, a performance
piece every bit as earnest as the first. | noted this was fast becoming “We are on
another planet” night. Moving to loud ambient music, a couple of dreadlocked
women, painted green and wearing rag costumes, crawled from a cocoon in
agonising slow motion. They pawed each other's bodies in the way of origin-of-
the-world enactments. It was about right for an uncomfortable experience at the
school play, but chancing it in this part of town. So far the whole event upheld
the schoolkids’ conviction that yearning adds value to action. As yet there hadn't
been any complexity, reflexivity or irony. It was making a weak case for innocence
and qualifying as material for Mike Kelley's restagings of school dramas.

Everyone moved downstairs for the music. By this point, because the evening
had been so strange, nothing had a hope of passing as normal. Dirty Snow's
lineup had changed since | last saw them and Marc Hulson and Esther Planas
now walked on with a drummer of child's height. His jazz drumming style of
accelerating rhythms seemed oblivious to the band's melancholic grunge-rock
dirges. It was like hearing two epochal soundtracks simultaneously. However, as
if this was not discrepant enough, a psychedelic light show (Planas told me it
was conceived by Chris Gange) now swept over the band, imposing a further
set of cultural resonances.

Meanwhile the fina! act had disappeared. They'd been there earlier but some
thought they’d got fed up waiting and had left. People drifted away home and
the place started to shut down. Suddenly a taxi pulled up and three guys piled
into the café dressed as New Romantic punk crossed with Countryside Alliance
(plus-fours and spats). It turned out they had gone home to get changed. “We
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