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Over the last ten years, Jesse Darling has explored how 
systems of power—government, religion, ideology, 
empire, and technology—can be as fragile and contingent 
as mortal bodies.

Working across sculpture, installation, video, drawing, and text, his 
distinctive artworks expose the libidinality of social reproduction and 
expose contradictions within dominant narratives about the world, 
our bodies, and our lives.

Darling's work is comprised of everyday objects as well as the 
materials and technologies that produce and maintain the body and 
the border. Playing in the limen between stability and dysfunction, 
his work evokes counter-histories and speculative models to rethink 
the concept of resistance.

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, No Medals No Ribbons, Modern Art Oxford, Oxford 
(5 March–1 May 2022). Photo: Ben Westoby.



 

In his recent survey exhibition, No Medals No Ribbons at Modern Art 
Oxford (5 March–1 May 2022), Darling configured new and existing 
artworks into a symbolic landscape of recurring gestures and motifs, with 
sculptures as proxies for bodies and allegories.

Curated in dialogue with the artist, the exhibition charted how Darling 
merges lived experience with mythical symbols, religious fables, political 
thought, and pop-culture references to open new ways to think about the 
world. A common theme underpinning Darling's work is the idea that 'to 
be a body is to be inherently vulnerable'. In recent years, Darling has 
explored this notion by assembling his work around material forms of 
debility, where bent and curved works stand in for unruly bodies.

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, No Medals No Ribbons, Modern Art Oxford, Oxford (5 
March–1 May 2022). Photo: Ben Westoby. 

Despite their durability, Darling's artworks are often precariously 
assembled. Insistent that nothing should live forever, the artist 
imbues his sculptures with entropy—the tendency to collapse and 
break down over time. Crutches and walking aids prop up standing 
sculptures, while the legs of chairs and cabinets appear injured or 
wounded with kinks and bends.

Collectively, these works evoke the inevitability of the body's failure, 
and express a desire to resist social and political constraints imposed 
on life by an extractive system. They encourage us to think about 
vulnerability and interdependency as crucial aspects of our lives 
together—a proposition most recently addressed in Enclosures (13 
May–26 June 2022) at Camden Art Centre, London.

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, Enclosures, Camden Art Centre, London (13 May–26 
June 2022). Photo: Eva Herzog. 



 

There, Darling considered the broader social and psychological 
implications of enclosure, and the effects that increasingly privatised and 
individualistic thinking has had on Western systems of caregiving, 
architectures of domesticity, and perceptions of the self outside the 
commons.

Concrete pillars stand as ruined relics of crumbling empires. London 
bricks form a ruin or foundation restricting movement. Surveillance 
systems become panopticon in the farcical presence of detached 
governments, while ribboned hammers and weighted baby carriers 
speak to scripts of labour, gender, and identity.

Amongst it all, many hands in the continuously evolving installation, Light 
Work (2018–ongoing), allude to the messy and unfinished labour of 
coalition-building and collectivity. With an upcoming exhibition at Chapter 
NY in the fall of 2023, and works on view at Art Basel Miami, Jesse 
Darling and Modern Art Oxford curator Amy Budd discuss the contents, 
process, and messages behind the artist's work.

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, Enclosures, Camden Art Centre, London (13 May–26 
June 2022). Photo: Eva Herzog. 

Your exhibition at Modern Art Oxford was the first survey of your 
work to date. It brought together new and existing sculptures, 
drawings, photographs, and installations made over the last ten 
years into thematic arrangements for the first time.

You chose the title No Medals No Ribbons, which indicates an act 
or gesture of refusal. Can you explain the meaning behind this 
phrase?

In common terms, it's a kind of repudiation of the triumphant 
retrospective thing that goes along with a survey show. On the one hand, 
it's pretty much what it says on the tin. It's also a quieter reference to a 
distant ancestor of mine whose story I came across recently. 

As a prisoner of war, he started bricolaging artificial legs for his 
injured comrades from pieces of window frames, metal chairs, cotton 
batting, rubber from old tires, camp scrap, and anything he could get, 
bribing the guards with chocolate and cigarettes for stove fuel. 

According to vernacular reports, he made up to 300 artificial arms 
and legs, some of which had complicated jointing mechanisms. When 
the war ended, they sought him out for recognition and decoration 
but he refused, saying it was best to forget. His materials list looks a 
lot like mine although I'm not living through war or making anything 
useful in this sense. And sometimes, though I think a lot about 
history, I think I would rather forget my own. 



 

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, Enclosures, Camden 
Art Centre, London (13 May–26 June 2022). Photo: 
Eva Herzog.

Throughout your career, you have conjured sculptures and 
installations from a spectrum of everyday plastic debris, which 
often merges with austere steel and metal offcuts, and other bits of 
unwanted domestic ephemera.

It seems these incongruous materials hold the potential to 
symbolise complex ideas, as you've previously described steel as 
'part of a history of the extraction and colonialism', while plastic is 
'a synthetic technology of immortality'. How do you choose the 
materials you work with?

A lot of the time, I used what was cheap, or free and easy to find. 
There's poetry in objects everyone can recognise from their daily 
lives. It's a shortcut to meaning and affect, and I like the fact that the 
meaning ascribed to everyday objects is necessarily personal and 
individual, as well as social and defined by people's experience of use. 

I've learned to trust that objects and materiality in themselves are 
sometimes smarter and more eloquent than I could ever be. I find 
myself drawn ambivalently to petrochemical materials—steel, plastic, 
silicone. I noticed that this was a consistent thread and did some 
reading around the histories of these materials, which gave me a lot 
to think about. 

Jesse Darling, Planes (2017–2022). 
Exhibition view: No Medals No Ribbons, 
Modern Art Oxford, Oxford (5 March–1 
May 2022). Photo: Ben Westoby.



Plastic is a zombie medium—lurid and undead, made from fossil fuels, 
which are in turn made from the exhumed bodies of our ancestors. Steel 
is a technology of coloniality and capitalism, of war and industry. These 
materials have produced my body, in a manner of speaking, and 
everything I know. So, you could say that it's autobiographical, but my 
autobiography isn't just about me. 

It's a story about the feudal church, the enclosures act, the industrial 
revolution, the British empire, the transatlantic slave trade, Henry Ford, 
Walt Disney, Margaret Thatcher, Tony Blair, Hitchcock, NASA, 
Nickelodeon, World Wars One and Two, the welfare state and its 
dissolution, mining and the miners' strikes, the failed sexual revolution, 
Silicon Valley, 9/11 and the wars in its wake, penicillin and the pill, the 
DSM and AIDS, and Covid-19. It's much bigger than I am. 

Jesse Darling, Demonstration of an order (2018). Courtesy the artist and Galerie Sultana, 
Paris. 

I'm curious about how you develop your ideas. You seem to 
have an autodidactic approach to art-making and storytelling. 
What is your starting point?

I don't know what autodidactic means, but I feel like I had to figure 
out my own approach to working out the things I wanted to say, or 
the things that wanted to be said through me, despite me—although 
every artist has to do that. 

I guess my ideas come from the same place as anyone else's: my 
upbringing, education, position as subject (age, race, class, gender), 
whatever's been going on in my life or in the news at any time during 
my years as a person in the world, the collective unconscious, and 
messages from the ineffable. 

I start with intuition and muddled feelings without form, which find 
shape through the process. Often, I'm not sure what I've made until 
afterwards, and then sometimes I'm shocked or disappointed. I say 
I'm not a conceptual artist, just an artist who thinks and sometimes 
reads a lot. But whatever drives my work, I can't get that from reading 
a book. 

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, No Medals No Ribbons, 
Modern Art Oxford, Oxford (5 March–1 May 2022). Photo: 
Ben Westoby. 



Your work often addresses the fragility and impermanence of life. 
This has been eloquently explored through your series of mobility 
aid sculptures evoking the physical vulnerability of the body, as 
with the crawling canes in the Modern Art Oxford exhibition. Other 
works, such as the decaying floral vanitas Still life (2019–2022) and 
crumbling plaster asthma inhalers, Peak Flow (2013–2022), also 
collapse and break down over time.

Mortality is an important theme for you, but is there also a hopeful 
message in your work? Could vulnerability also be a strength, and 
adaptation, resilience, and change be empowering?

For me, it's quite a hopeful feeling to know that even empires fall, kings 
topple, and governments are overthrown. To know that everything has its 
end, even when it seems like the reign will be endless. Vulnerability is a 
given in everybody. It's what makes us alive. It's not that vulnerability is 
a strength per se, but our physical fragility as organisms and propensity 
to suffer in love, conflict, under structural violence, and our animal need 
for nourishment and warmth are what we share.

‘I am interested in man-made materials and by-
products because they are expressions of will 
upon the world.’

Although universalism is such a melancholic white-European Christian 
thing, I'm attached to it because I have to believe in coalition and 
community, despite everything. To acknowledge our common 
vulnerability at the level of the mortal body is a way for me to think about 
trying to care for each other.

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, Enclosures, Camden 
Art Centre, London (13 May–26 June 2022). Photo: 
Eva Herzog. 

Your recent commission Enclosures at Camden Art Centre 
coincided with the Modern Art Oxford survey exhibition and 
seemed to signal a shift in direction. The work, resulting from 
the Freelands Lomax Ceramics Fellowship, focuses entirely on 
clay, which has previously appeared in your sculptures and 
installations, but only in its unfired form. What was the starting 
point for this new body of work?



I wouldn't say it's entirely focused on clay, but because I wasn't going to 
be anywhere near Camden for the duration of the fellowship, I took up 
the idea of clay as something Indigenous to the ground and the land—
something dug up and put to use. 

When you think about the ground, you arrive at the idea of land, and 
then borders, because that's how nation-states propose and enforce 
themselves, with rhetoric pinned along the borderline. Then, you arrive 
at the limen, and whatever lies beyond the border in every direction. 

Everyone knows about the things that borders refuse or seek to erase—
lives, ideas, ways of living—but there are also plenty of things it cannot 
contain. I am interested in man-made materials and by-products because 
they are expressions of will upon the world, like art, or anything we 
make.

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, Enclosures, Camden Art Centre, 
London (13 May–26 June 2022). Photo: Eva Herzog. 

So there was a lot of concrete and brick in the show to represent 
architecture—the ground above the ground. I also used different 
clays, which look, work, and signify different things. I wanted to 
evoke a preciousness—both as something special, beloved, and 
vulnerable, and as weaponised or permitted [white] fragility. For this, 
I used porcelain. 

Elsewhere, unfired clay stands in for what is messy and unfinished; a 
rough-fired earthenware contrasts architectural materials as the 
fluidity of living does the rigidity of the enclosure. Not that this was 
conscious exactly, but now that some time has passed, I can see it 
more clearly. 

This commission directly addressed the current political climate 
in the U.K., perhaps more explicitly than previous artworks and 
installations: closed-circuit cameras evoke the prevalent 
surveillance and policing of society, and the gallery is 
demarcated with bricks, fences, and barbed wire to suggest the 
aggressive privatisation of space.

Heaps of headless porcelain dolls are vulnerable discarded 
subjects that could represent the dismantling of a welfare state. 
But the installation also takes a long view and can be read as a 
post-mortem enquiry into the origins of 'enclosures', 
questioning why the primacy of land ownership is so 
entrenched in the British psyche.

How did you develop this work remotely from your current 
residence in Berlin? When thinking through these questions and 
histories, does it help to have some objective distance from the 
U.K.?



I am able think and work because I live somewhere with a welfare 
state. There is also some kind of precedent of 'the commons' here, or 
just civic space, which is also a complicated paradigm I don't want to 
celebrate unequivocally, though it throws some light on the situation 
in the U.K. I doubt that my distance is in any way objective. I am 
consistently appalled by the headlines in the U.K. and the reporting in 
general.

I'm not sure if the shock is valid as data, but I'm equally unsure if the 
national prerogative to keep calm and carry on is a proportionate or 
appropriate reaction. I have a U.K. passport and have spent about 
half of my life living there, so I wouldn't claim to be a neutral 
observer. 

The enclosure is not just a British paradigm, after all. It's the story of 
the larger European project and every colonial initiative. So it's not 
like there's really an 'outside' anywhere I go, not least because I am 
part of it, and/or it's a part of me. 

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, Enclosures, Camden Art 
Centre, London (13 May–26 June 2022). Photo: Eva 
Herzog. 

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, Enclosures, Camden 
Art Centre, London (13 May–26 June 2022). Photo: 
Eva Herzog.



 

It's interesting to see CCTV surveillance cameras used in the 
installation. Did this occur to you during installation, or was this 
something you already had in mind?

It's tempting to connect these interventions with your earlier digital 
practice, but your use of the screen here is more voyeuristic. It 
reminds me of 1970s closed-circuit video practices, which made 
visitors unwitting performers for the camera.

In my long-ago digital practice, I was riffing around the conditions of 
visuality and labour, the poetics and politics of the scroll and feed. These 
bodies of work are distantly related, though I'm more interested in 
historical materialism than in hyper-contemporary virtuality nowadays. 

There are three different cameras in the show: an old-style CCTV camera, 
a small spycam for home use, and a baby monitor. It's very Panopticon 
101—a little comment on the continual feed and capture, how normalised 
this has become, and the affects it produces. 

In the contemporary paradigm, surveillance tends to get folded in with 
care and protection, which we all know. But it rarely seems to be 
problematised, even as we rehearse these concepts of informed consent 
and cultural property ad nauseam, while hearting viral videos of 
somebody's drugged-up child crying in confusion after surgery and 
sharing cellphone footage in which someone is stripped and beaten by 
racist police. 

The idea that CCTV will keep us safe is equally ridiculous—and 
dangerous—as the promise that media representation will improve 
material conditions and make us free. In fitting large areas of a city with 
CCTV, the municipality and government admit that most of the city 
functions as private property, even though this private property is for 
public use and thoroughfare. 

Exhibition view: Jesse Darling, Enclosures, Camden Art Centre, London (13 
May–26 June 2022). Photo: Eva Herzog.



I'm also interested in the vernacular use of closed-circuit cameras in the 
home, as the threshold of the private home in a certain context 
represents an extension of the border. As always, the underlying question 
is not so much what is being protected as whom it is being protected 
against. 

Buying in to the idea of protection in appropriating technologies of state 
security, and/or assuaging oneself in the event of state law enforcement, 
the private homeowner becomes a protectorate of the landowning feudal 
state. This buy-in clause is not available to every private homeowner, of 
course, which exposes the lie of liberal democracy. 

When we first spoke about your work on Zoom, and ahead of 
inviting you to present an exhibition at Modern Art Oxford, you 
mentioned you were thinking about sleigh bells. I was very 
surprised and intrigued to see silver bells attached to hammers in 
the cabinets at Camden.

Do you tend to think about an object or material for a while before 
you know what to do with it?

Yes, sometimes I'm drawn to something and will seek it out in the studio 
without a clear idea of what it needs to do or where it'll end up. I've 
learned not to question this impulse too much, nor analyse the object or 
material too deeply, but to trust the haptic poetry of a thing. 

I will look at or handle it for a while without trying to understand it. 
Sometimes I'll dream about it, or wake up suddenly at four in the 
morning with a clear sense of what the thing wants to do. Only 
afterwards do I think about what it is that I've made. 

It's hard to get away from history in your work. It informs both the 
narratives you excavate and how you repurpose modes of museum 
display to reconfigure knowledge production and ideas of the past.

Jesse Darling, Gravity Road (2020). Exhibition view: No Medals No 
Ribbons, Modern Art Oxford, Oxford (5 March–1 May 2022). Photo: Ben 
Westoby. 

For instance, the floor-based installation of London 
bricks, Enclosures, recalls an archaeological dig. Seeing these 
bare-bone foundations across the room reminded me of the 
snaking structure of Gravity Road (2020), installed at Modern Art 
Oxford like a prehistoric dinosaur skeleton. Are you particularly 
drawn to evoking or critiquing the museological aura of 
artefacts? What does a relic or ruin mean to you?

Every artist working in the Western context works in the 
museological afterlife with all that this implies: imperial violence, 
appropriation and deterritorialisation, specific rituals and systems for 
taxonomising objects, and data taken to be universal. All these 
aesthetic and epistemological legacies are themselves part of the 
afterlife of the Christian church. 

I'm uncomfortable with work that doesn't seem to know or 
acknowledge itself as such, or work made for circulation in the 
Western context that imagines itself to fully transcend this. The relic 
and the ruin are what we're currently living in, especially in the dead 
world of contemporary art. —[O] 



Jesse Darling’s Malleable Bodies 
Two exhibitions at Modern Art Oxford and Camden Arts Centre, London, examine the
impermanence of power

BY IARLAITH NI FHEORAIS IN EXHIBITION REVIEWS , UK REVIEWS | 26 MAY 22

Amid a vicious attack on trans life in Nigeria, the UK and US, I spent most of April and May in a

defensive huddle with my trans siblings. In April 2022, the British Equality and Human Rights

Commission published guidance threatening the legal exclusion of trans people, particularly trans

women, from gendered spaces such as bathrooms, changing rooms, homeless shelters, hospital wards

and prisons. Shortly afterwards a government ban on conversion therapy made an exception for trans

people. The community has been left mourning a lost future of safety and security, the vision of life we

had once fashioned in this country. The erosion of our rights and dignity makes power a very real and

tangible force in our lives. It has a physical, embodied presence: a mouth, eyes, feet and hands. It walks,

rushes forward, grabs you and speaks.

Jesse Darling, Saint Batman, 2�16. Courtesy: the artist, Modern
Art Oxford and Arcadia Missa, London

The Oxford-born, Berlin-based artist Jesse Darling’s work acts against this politics. Their show at Modern

Art Oxford (MAO), concluded on 1 May, and another exhibition can currently be seen at Camden Arts

Centre, London (CAC). MAO hosted the retrospective ‘No Medals, No Ribbons’, featuring work made

over the last ten years. Through primarily figurative drawing, sculpture and installation, the exhibition

made visible the central theme of Darling’s practice – the impermanence, vulnerability and mortality of

power and its instruments of control: state, technology, government, religion and empire. At CAC,

Darling presents a new commission, ‘Enclosure’, exploring histories of extraction and exhumation,

addressing through clay the fallibility and malleability of humans and the things they make.

Between protests, indignant voice notes and evenings holding each other, I grappled with doubts about

the purpose of giving up time to write about art. As I was waiting in the MAO cafe, my partner sent me a

quote from the US poet Alok Vaid-Menon’s Beyond the Gender Binary (2020): ‘They say we are

pretending […] They say we are attacking them [...] This is how power works: It makes the actual people

experiencing violence seem like a threat.’ Ballasted, I entered the airy main gallery occupied by Gravity

Road (2020), a large steel rail-like structure reflecting on the common roots of coalmine railways and

rollercoaster rides. Surrounded by aluminium ‘paper’ planes (Planes, 2022), Gravity Road is a familiar

yet necessary allegory of resource hoarding, pleasure and hubris. The exhibition finds intimacy in the

human scale, mainly figurative work in the smaller, cramped alcove-like spaces of the galleries beyond.



Elsewhere, in Le Baiser (No More Saint Jeromes) (2017), two disembodied hooded heads are caught in

the sweet moment when time slows down before a kiss. They sit alongside the buckled animal forms of

collapsing furniture seen in Epistemologies (Collapsed Cabinet) (2022) and Chaise (2016). Scattered on

the ground, powdery white, blue and pink inhalers (Peak Flow, 2013/22), made from plaster, are

surrounded by the dust of their own construction, a nod to the materiality of these life-sustaining

devices. In Virgin Variations (2019), a suite of wooden school lockers with transparent Perspex doors

appeared almost to hold court, while Watcher (2017), an exhausted-looking steal figure, was leant to one

side with its head directed towards the ground.

Throughout the space, concrete blocks appeared held in arch files (Epistemologies, 2022), representing

the weighty afterlives of defunct forms of knowledge. In one dimly lit antechamber hung a self-portrait

of Darling, its title a quotation from Dante’s Divine Comedy (c.1308–1320): In the middle of the journey

of our life I found myself astray in a dark wood where the straight road had been lost (self-portrait)

(2022). The artist is nude, with a crutch in one hand and a torch in the other, held close to the groin.

Their eyes are downcast. The calves and feet are human, but the upper legs resemble smooth tubes, and

one knee is almost a metallic hinge. A red and yellow miasma floats above their head, a kind of halo. 

Jesse Darling, ‘No Medals, No Ribbons’, installation view, 2�22. Courtesy: the
artist, Modern Art Oxford and Acadia Missa, London

Jesse Darling, ‘Enclosures’, installation view, 2�22. Courtesy: the
artist, Camden Art Centre and Acadia Missa, London; photograph:
Eva Herzog

Darling exposes the coalitions possible from a crip position; how vulnerable, adaptive and negotiated

bodies bear witness to the whims of power on a corporeal level. This goes beyond the often-hollow

gestures of care that artists and institutions discuss ad nauseam and, instead, moves towards a politics

of solidarity. In this sense, Darling mobilizes crip-ness to map an understanding of what it means to be

alive together. In their essay ‘Why It’s Taking So Long’ (2022), the artist Johanna Hedva reflects on how

they ‘realized that the most common and universalizing condition of life – that our bodies are fragile,

get sick, need rest, need support, that they need at all – had been twisted into the measure of one’s own

individual failure, something to be ashamed of and sorry for and kept out of sight.’

Darling presents ‘Enclosures’ at the CAC as the fourth Freelands Lomax Ceramics Fellowship recipient.

Developed over a two-year residency, the exhibition takes its title from the long series of Acts of

Enclosure, passed in the English (later British) parliament from the 17th to the 19th centuries, by which

common lands were made private property. The modest room is lined with rows of bricks that hint at

walls, barbed wire at the entrance and metal grates over the windows. It soon becomes clear that we’re

being watched – I catch sight of myself on monitors, recorded from unknown cameras. Clay hands grasp

onto tiled-over arches, with limbless and headless dolls placed throughout; the only means of escape are

hammers wrapped in ribbons and bells out of reach in glass vitrines. A feeling of being bound permeates

the space. In CAC’s File Note 140 Jesse Darling (2022), the scholar Sebastian De Line observes that

‘rather than making kin with petrochemical by-products, society may come to acknowledge that we’re

already kin,’ inviting us to consider our affinities with the materials that make up our lives. 



Framing the space are headless pillars emblazoned with improvised flags made from steel grids, lace

and Venetian blinds. Red tally marks punctuate the tones of earthy browns, greys and off-whites. In a

country where less than 1% of the population owns 50% of the land, enclosure still marks our present.

‘Enclosures’ ties questions of ownership and extraction to the body, a bound yet malleable entity. Here,

clay – a material of such cultural resonance – acts as an invitation to consider how minerals flow

through and form us.

Darling’s work refuses the ordering and categorization of the colonial state, showing us that the body is

beyond fixity. It bends, transforms and breaks. Though many institutions now demand work on care and

resistance, I refuse to engage in clichés about the solace that art can provide in difficult times, or its

capacity to be an amorphous means of resistance. As Darling gracefully reminds us at MAO and CAC,

like our fragile, mortal impermanent selves, power and its grip on our bodies will inevitably wither and

fade. As Darling states in conversation with the MAO curator Amy Budd, ‘it’s a hopeful feeling to know

even empires fall, kings topple and governments are overthrown.’

Jesse Darling ‘Enclosures’ is at Camden Art CentreCamden Art Centre, London, until 26 June

Jesse Darling, ‘Enclosures’, installation view, 2�22. Courtesy: the artist,
Camden Art Centre and Acadia Missa, London; photograph: Eva Herzog

Main image: Jesse Darling, Gravity Road, installation view, 2022. Courtesy: the artist, Modern Art Oxford and Arcadia Missa,

London; photograph: Ben Westoby



Art and design

Jesse Darling: Enclosures review � part
public toilet, part CCTV�infested
hellscape

Camden Art Centre, London 
Using clay, porcelain and a plethora of surveillance cameras, the
artist explores how our bodies are forced to submit to state
control

‘This is not easy art’ … clay hands rub smears from white tiles in Jesse Darling’s Enclosures. Photograph:
Eva Herzog

Hettie Judah
Wed 18 May 2022 17.07 BST

A rtist-poet Jesse Darling’s recent survey show at Modern Art
Oxford took a swipe at the tidy authority of museum displays.
Glass-topped cabinets teetered and slumped into corners,
metal stands refused to do just that, and an exuberant – if

terrifying – rollercoaster sculpture looped the upper reaches before
unravelling into splayed track. The programming of that show directly
after an exhibition by Anish Kapoor – an artist who delights in impeccably
controlled materials – felt gleefully pointed.

Coming swiftly afterwards, Darling’s Enclosures at Camden Art Centre is a
rather different animal. The result of a ceramics fellowship that took place
more off site than it might have under less Covidy circumstances, the
show translates the artist’s interests in vulnerability and care into the
exploration of clay.

The material appears in many guises. London clay – the primordial gunk
oozing stickily beneath our capital – turns up as London bricks, which
map out a pattern of walls and entrances on the floor. Coarse yellow clay
has been made into clumsily formed hands, which protrude from the
walls fired and unfired. Clay as a processed industrial product manifests as
cool white tiling, transforming one wall of the gallery into that of an old

public toilet. The elite material in this lineup is porcelain, crafted into little
plump-buttocked doll bodies in radiant white.

‘It becomes apparent that we, too, are being filmed’ … Jesse Darling’s Enclosures.
Photograph: Eva Herzog

The clay body forming each element, and the nature of its participation in
the structure Darling has built, thus becomes a metaphor for the human
body. The rough clay hands scrub dirty smears from the white bathroom
tiling. Concrete and London bricks invite us into – or keep us out of –
various parts of the gallery. The porcelain dolls are displayed under bell
jars, or kept on a high shelf safely out of reach.

Darling’s earlier works, such as The Ballad of Saint Jerome (shown at Tate
Britain in 2018) expressed the vulnerability of the body in terms of
sickness and damage, and explored the power relationship that emerged
between the carer and the cared for. In Darling’s reimaginings of the
legend of Saint Jerome, the lion becomes distinctly ambivalent at being
beholden to the hermit. In honouring Saint Jerome for pulling a thorn
from his foot, the lion in the legend has to repress his own nature and
become a friend to man. In accepting care the lion must also accept a loss.

In Enclosures, vulnerability appears more as a social construct, and care
occupies a sliding scale that ranges from parental concern through
corporate surveillance to the threat of bodily violence. Cameras of various
kinds are mounted around the gallery. You don’t really notice them at



first: we are now so accustomed to surveillance cameras tracking us in
London that these plastic-clad electronic eyes barely register.

A tiny portable monitor for a
nanny-cam is strapped to one of
the concrete pillars. Its camera is
trained on the shelf of porcelain
doll bodies in an approximation of
hands-off parental care. It
becomes apparent that we, too,
are being filmed: from many
angles, and perhaps with less
benign intent than the dolls. The
footage from one camera
positioned over the (barbed-wire-
topped) entrance door is projected
on to the wall, behind a tiny paper
maquette of a shed behind a white
picket fence. Walking to the other
end of the space, beneath a white
lace pelmet, we encounter a small
old-fashioned box television

transmitting footage of the gallery behind us.

Red vinyl hieroglyphs are stuck next to each camera, and across various
sections of wall. Some are struck-through clusters of lines, like a prisoner
counting down the days. Others seem to be approximating text, as though
making an unsuccessful attempt at communication: “Hi!” “Surveillance
Cameras in Use” “Smile, you’re on CCTV!”. Perhaps these emblems of
control have gone a little rogue, like Darling’s wayward wobbly furniture?

Two glass cabinets contain old wood and metal hammers decorated with
coloured ribbons and bells, like babies’ rattles, jesters’ batons or morris
dancers’ sticks. They are tools of violence or construction dressed up as
distracting toys. Are they a threat or a way to break free of the system? Or
both?

It is not such a leap from making work about the unwell or damaged body
to making work about a body submitted to various forms of state control
(even if that control is imagined to be for our own good). We cannot place
a firm partition between the political and the emotional spheres: an
oppressive environment plays out in the physical body. This is not easy
art. Darling has taken on a tricky task, laying down a thoughtful route to
address particularities of the body without sliding into identity politics.
Navigating it is exhilarating.

The material appears in many guises …
Enclosures. Photograph: Eva Herzog
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Modern Art Oxford

Jesse Darling’s “No Medals No Ribbons” (on view through April 30, 2022)�
caught me unawares. I didn’t expect to be affected so deeply, but I was. In�
a world reeling from war in Ukraine, the fallout of Covid-19, and any�
number of other tragedies, Darling’s twisted metal sculptures cast a�gentle 
spell of sadness, accompanied by just a glimmer of hope. Their�work 
evokes, rather than represents, the fragile and contingent nature of�
humanity, and that is perhaps what makes it so affective.

The ambitious Gravity Road (2020) forms the centerpiece of this major�
solo exhibition spanning a decade of Darling’s work, almost filling the main�
gallery space with its twisted, broken, makeshift railroad tracks—the�
perfect evocation of our dysfunctional world. Its contortions are painful, its�
curves poignant. Its origins lie in the gravity railroad built in 1827 to�
transport coal from Pennsylvania mines, a design that was soon�developed 
into the rollercoaster thrill rides found in amusement parks.�Darling’s 
rollercoaster, however, has nothing to do with Coney Island, Luna�Park, or 
Dreamland. Their broken anti-monument challenges the power�systems that 
increasingly surround us as the technology of industry and�empire is 
repurposed for pleasure.

Virgin Variations (2019), a series of 22 simple wooden cabinets arranged�in 
two rows of 11, towers above head height. Narrow and vertical—
reminiscent of high school lockers—each cabinet is decorated with�everyday 
objects and images, not unlike the accouterments of teenage�students. We 
do not know who they belong to, but they evoke a sense of�personal ritual 
and meaning. At the same time, they also suggest a�memorial wall, 
bejeweled with gifts of remembrance for the departed. In�fact, Virgin 
Variations is a shrine to Saint Ursula, who was murdered and�buried in 
Cologne, along with her 11,000 virgin followers. Each cabinet�marks an 
absence, an empty tomb for those forgotten or unnamed by�history. 
Nearby, the small provisional figure of Equestrian Statue (2015)�offers a 
stark contrast to monumental bronze and marble public�sculptures 
celebrating military and political leaders. Darling has created�something 
more like a broken child’s toy. Formed from mild steel, wheels,�and a metal 
chain, the horse is only suggested, a counterpoint to heroic�narratives and 
structures of power. The poignancy of this little sculpture�makes it the 
most arresting object in the show.

The raw materiality of Darling’s work is crucial to their narrative. Steel and�
plastic are used everywhere to great effect. The seeming instability of�
works such as The Deputation (2017/2022), Sphinxes of the gate
(Wounded sentry), and Sphinxes of the gate (Pet sentry) (both 2018)�
alludes to an entropic system such that “nobody gets out of here alive,�and 
nothing is too big to fail,” to use Darling’s words. The vulnerability of�the 
bodies suggested in the sculptures is, at times, almost too much to�bear, 
but there are one or two lighter moments amid the seriousness. 

In Saint Batman (2016), Darling reimagines the well-known character as a�
mythical saint, making a farce of his heroic masculinity. Meanwhile, in Our�
Lady Batman of the Empty Centre (temporary relief) (2018), the saint�
switches gender. Saint Icarus (attributes) (2018) also brings together the�
serious and the silly, reimagining the myth of Icarus in a precarious�
assemblage of wood, aluminum, rucksack straps, and ratchet straps.�There 
is nothing flippant about Darling’s strategies, but the humor offers a�
welcome glimpse of hope in this emotional rollercoaster of an exhibition.

“No Medals No Ribbons” coincides with Darling’s new commission at�
Camden Art Centre, London, on view April 28–June 27 as part of their�
Freelands Lomax Ceramics Fellowship.

https://sculpturemagazine.art/jesse-darling/


1 — 8

View of Jesse Darling’s “No Medals No Ribbons” at Modern Art 

Oxford, 2022. Image courtesy of the artist and Modern Art Oxford. 

Photo by Ben Westoby.

What does it mean to make forgettable work when the art world 

trades in memory? Pics or it didn’t happen, the rei¦cation of the 

document: even in the dematerialized, social-media-sodden scene, 

art still functions as a memorial—even, we might venture, a 

monument to capital. Forgetting is abolitionist.

The title of Jesse Darling’s survey at Modern Art Oxford, “No Medals 

No Ribbons,” signals a refusal to this sort of public recognition. Like 

the vitrines of slowly wilting §owers in the gallery café (and entrance 

to the exhibition), it calls up the trappings of remembrance while 

imploring us to forget. Inside the show, objects engage in childlike 

cosplay, slough off inhibitions to reveal new forms. A litter picker, 

crutch, and plastic bottle come together to form a gun; a Hitachi 

vibrator becomes the torch on the Statue of Liberty. Objects seem 

unbothered by the fact they are in a museum: they trip over each 

other, try and trip you up, stretching and lurching their wiry limbs in 

ungainly con¦gurations.

Two unsteady vitrines—part of the series “Epistemologies” (2018–

22)—comprise an art-historical joke at the expense of the institution. 

Containing only concrete blocks or a pile of lifeless birds, these 

works make a blunt mockery of the Western museological tradition 

and the ways in which it displays and produces knowledge. But 

Darling’s ambivalence extends to the mythologization of their own 

practice. Tucked away in the central room, behind a crowd of other

tall sculptures, stands Honour Role (2016). This single classroom 

chair is identical to those in the group that make up March of the 

Valedictorians (2016), a work shown at the 2019 Venice Biennale. 

Isolated from its cohort and stuck in the naughty corner, Honour Role 

exhibits a kind of embarrassment with the artist-as-brand that is 

created by this cultural and nancial ecosystem.

The fraught question of Darling’s participation in what they call the

“art industrial complex” animates “No Medals No Ribbons.” The 

sculpture Gravity Road (2020), described by the artist as a

“dysfunctional rollercoaster,” performs an apparent perversion of 

leisure: its deformed steel track, held together with bandages and 

sandbags, seems to issue from an apocalyptic future-present while 

also signalling the origins of the amusement ride in the mining shaft 

and railroad. In its broken body, Gravity Road  remembers the 

rollercoaster’s twisted history. Its perverse kinks are not an 

expression of artistic license but a historical and material rendering of 

modernity’s death drive: the exhilaration of colonists carving up land 

resurfacing in death-defying “fun.”

An art gallery is not so different from an amusement park. A work of 

art becomes a commodity because it can produce knowledge: a 

certain kind of eloquent leisure. It has its own extractive logic, drawing 

on physical resources and the artist’s biography to produce aesthetic, 

political, or historical value which (ideally) translates into a solid 

investment. “No Medals No Ribbons” disturbs this neat conversion, 

transforming works that might otherwise appear clearly packageable 

into objects the viewer encounters in an embodied way, beyond these 

abstractions.

Gravity Road, for example, was originally made for the Third-Reich-era 

former swimming pool that houses the Kunstverein Freiberg, where it 

appeared in an austere installation that almost served to reify its 

gleaming curves. At Modern Art Oxford, however, it is more ungainly 

in the way it ¦lls the space: any further claim to monumentality is 

undercut by the tens of aluminium airplanes strewn across the §oor. 

Neither a coherent installation nor a tidy collection of sculptures, the 

crowded hang unsettles any expectations of tasteful restraint. Just as 

the rollercoaster is denatured and deformed—made almost 

unrecognisable so we can recognise a truth that lies behind its 

outward appearance—so is the familiar formula of the retrospective, 

where works neatly queue up around the length of an artist’s 

biography.

“No Medals No Ribbons” is anti-hagiographic: like Gravity Road and 

Honour Role , objects from Darling’s practice are recontextualized 

through different installation or other adaptations. Many of these are 

also leitmotifs of art history: consider the votive cabinets and tin-foil 

saints in the ¦nal two rooms, Catholic classics alongside a forcibly 

feminized Batman. The compulsion to repeat across history, whether 

personal or (inter)national, ¦nally yields different results, even if these 

are just the hallucinations of a paranoid society. Compulsions and 

hallucinations are also a symptom of devotion, but what are we madly 

in love with now that God is out of the picture? With art? With 

destruction? With each other? “No Medals No Ribbons” suggests all 

of the above.

Jesse Darling’s “No Medals No Ribbons”
by Frances Whorrall-Campbell 
March 5–May 1, 2022
Modern Art Oxford

March 22, 2022
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After months of working under lockdown in Berlin, Jesse Darling recently traveled by 
train to Kunstverein Freiburg, in southwest Germany, to install Gravity Road, a 
“dysfunctional roller coaster” that consists of a suspended horizontal track, a ladder 
twisting to nowhere. Like the artist’s previous experiments in steel—such as The 
Veterans and Wounded Door 1, both 2014—the work’s anthropometric scale and distorted 
form suggest both vulnerability and potential. The exhibition opened on September 19 and 
runs through November 1, 2020. Here, Darling talks about the work’s genesis and 
installation, with special thanks to Joe Highton, Zach Furniss, and Victor Ruiz Colomer, 
without whom this work would not have been realized, and Heinrich Dietz at Kunstverein 
Freiburg, who commissioned and curated the work. 
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NEVER SAY NEVER, but I can’t see why I would make anything on this scale again. The 
space that Gravity Road was made for was built as a swimming pool under the Third Reich. 
It really feels like that; I very much felt it when I went in. It’s huge, huge. A big, big 
swimming pool with a balcony around the top that made me think about Leni Riefenstahl 
and the fascist obsession with the perfect body, but also of this idea of leisure, and there 
being a certain way to be at leisure. With this balcony, it’s not like looking down into the 
marketplace, or, I don’t know, the kids’ playground where things just fall and tumble around 
on each other. It’s about a kind of surveillance. There is a particular construction, in this 
architecture, of leisure as imagined by the Nazis in this part of Germany at that time. There 
are these huge pillars when you come in, they’re kind of modernist, sans serif, but they have 
the same effect of Greco-Roman pillars. The temple, the great hall. 

The first roller coaster originated at a nineteenth-century railway company in Pennsylvania, 
and was also called Gravity Road. Like the swimming pool, its construction of leisure was 
fraught with social and political conflict. Siegfried Kracauer wrote about roller coasters, and 
it should surprise nobody to know that the first amusement parks were racially segregated. 
The roller coaster is also derived or extrapolated from the mining train. The miner was not 
worth as much as what he would extract. 

There are many institutional curators who really do think that artists are a special and 
qualitatively different breed of person, and they tend to be the ones who don’t see or 
recognize labor. My labor, anyone’s labor. Kunstverein Freiburg’s curator, Henri Dietz, is 
not like that. It was and is a dialogue. And Joe Highton, an artist who worked with me on 
this show, is just amazing. He is somebody who really thinks with his body. We worked on a 
small project together when I was paralyzed down my right side, and without talking much, 
I felt like Joe became my right arm, it was like dancing. That big curve at the end of the 
roller coaster, that’s Joe’s curve. 

The Kunstverein has a small budget. I have never wanted to make expensive work, out of 
principle but also because, what are you going to do with it afterwards? So I thought of steel, 
old school. Steel is cheap and you can make things happen in a space with it. I hadn’t been 
working in steel sculpture for quite a while. I just got bored of it, or got to be better at it, and 
wanted to do something I didn’t know how to do. The fact is, steel itself is part of a history of 
the extraction and colonialism that kind of built the white supremacist West. Of course, the 
fascists and futurists were all about speed, and now you have the accelerationists who take 
up where those guys left off. The roller coaster is emblematic of this steel sickness, speed 
sickness. I can’t even remember the last time I was on a roller coaster, but I do feel a bit 
animated by the ghosts of the steel sometimes. I was talking to my friend Jonny Bunning, 
who is a historian, about how weird it is that people would pay to be scared, and he pointed 
out that the original roller coaster thrill was an industrial-collective afraid as opposed to, 
you know, neoliberal extreme sports stuff. Apparently, the new roller coasters are individual 
pod experiences where you are alone in your fear and you don’t have to sit there with the 
screams and saliva of everyone else there. I guess that I believe in the idea of the collective 
with all its problems. That, for me, is the way that I survive social media and the feed, and 
also the news. 
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If it were possible to ride this roller coaster, it would be a short ride. It’s made roughly at a 
child’s scale, and it’s supposed to make you think of your own body—I don’t know how 
successful it was in this way because it took so fucking long to make and there was such a lot 
of hard physical work involved. And then the install was the first time we’d ever seen it, 
because it was too big to put together in the workshop. So I had no idea what it was or what 
it did. At first, having installed it, the lights were on really bright in the space and I was like, 
“Okay, woolly mammoth with animal legs”—which does seem appropriate, on a 
museological scale and in that space. But then I walked away from it feeling really shit, 
thinking, “Is this what we made?” I didn’t feel what I wanted to feel. 

So I took a day off, I walked an hour and a half along the river to the city limit to the big box 
garden center and bought some flowers for the sandbags placed around the “legs” of 
installation—old banking sandbags with “Deutsches Bundesbank” still printed on the 
canvas. The bags were filled with earth and sand and then there were these flowers. 
Graveyard flowers that don’t need bright sun to grow. Chrysanthemums, daisies. On the way 
back from the garden center, I thought that maybe we just need to turn the lights off, and 
suddenly, the roller coaster took on this much more serious affect. You could still see the 
animals, but it felt less cartoonish, much more like a relic. Like how in natural history 
museums they don’t blare the lights because it decays the old things. It felt sort of somber. 

I’m glad that this is in Freiburg, where there’s not much of an art scene, and I’m glad that 
because it’s in the middle of a pandemic not many people will visit. What I mean is, 
sometimes art feels like a rigged game, critique just disappears after a certain point, and 
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that’s just so dispiriting to me. I don’t believe that my art gestures do anything. It’s not 
activism. But I’m making art for this world. I want to think seriously about work that repels 
fascist sympathies. We kept the lights off at the opening and people were in there with 
torches like poking around an abandoned theme park. A lot of kids came. People who don’t 
know anything about me or my work somehow found a reason to care about it that night. 
And this was really good. 

— As told to Lizzie Homersham 
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The	German	artist	Peter	Dreher,	who	died	earlier	this	year	at	the	age	of	87,	painted	the	same	
glass	of	water	over	and	over.	Beginning	in	1974,	he	rendered	the	glass	more	than	5,000	times	
(‘Day	by	Day,	Good	Day’,	1974–2020).	Dreher	believed	that	returning	to	the	same	subject	
allowed	him	a	new	vantage	point	each	time.	In	a	2017	interview	with	Studio	International,	he	
described	himself	as	‘a	happy	Sisyphus’:	‘because	I	succeed	in	seeing	my	subject	(the	glass)	
afresh	each	time	–	as	if	I	were	seeing	it	for	the	first	time’.	The	glass-as-subject	to	which	I	find	
myself	repeatedly	drawn	is	the	body	in	pain;	I	gravitate	towards	artists	and	writers	–	from	
Frida	Kahlo	to	Lucy	Grealy	–	who	took	this	as	their	subject.		
	
This	piece	was	originally	commissioned	with	a	specific	group	of	young	practitioners	in	mind.	
But,	following	the	brutal	murder	of	George	Floyd	by	Minnesota	police	in	May,	I	kept	circling	
back	to	one	artist	in	particular,	whose	work	felt	newly	resonant	amidst	the	ensuing	urgent	calls	
for	racial	justice.	British	artist	Donald	Rodney	was	born	in	Birmingham	in	1961	and	he	was	just	
36	years	old	when	he	died	from	sickle	cell	anaemia	in	1998.	He	centred	his	illness	in	what	he	
created,	while	exploring	racism,	bodily	autonomy	and	inequality.	Psalms	(1997)	consists	of	a	
motorized	wheelchair	to	which	Rodney	added	a	neural	computer.	It	moved	around	the	gallery,	
a	kinetic	mapping	device	made	up	of	sensors	and	a	camera.	Visitors	could	ignore	or	engage	
with	the	chair	as	it	circled	the	space	in	sequences,	and	the	camera	operated	as	both	Rodney’s	
eyes	and	his	presence	in	the	gallery.	The	chair	refutes	the	gaze	of	strangers	who	stare	at	
disabled	or	non-conforming	bodies;	it	is	also	a	stand-in	for	a	body	of	colour	in	the	
overwhelmingly	white	space	of	the	art	institution.	Psalms	was	originally	shown	as	the	
centrepiece	of	Rodney’s	exhibition	‘9	Night	in	Eldorado’	at	the	South	London	Gallery,	which	
took	place	in	1997,	the	year	before	his	death.	Rodney	was	too	ill	to	attend.	The	chair	is	an	ex	
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voto:	a	stand-in	for	the	artist,	making	both	him	and	his	illness	visible,	while	critiquing	the	
invisibility	of	Black	and	disabled	artists	within	mainstream	artistic	culture.	
	
In	the	House	of	My	Father	(1996–97)	is	a	close-up	photograph	of	Rodney’s	palm,	holding	a	small	
house:	a	symbol	of	security	and	belonging.	Closer	inspection	reveals	that	the	structure	is	made	
from	the	artist’s	own	skin,	which	was	removed	during	his	treatment	for	sickle	cell	anaemia,	a	
disease	that	disproportionately	affects	people	of	colour.	It’s	a	powerful	image,	encapsulating	
the	politics	of	illness	and	inequality.	‘Ownership	is	the	most	intimate	relationship	that	one	can	
have	to	objects,’	wrote	Walter	Benjamin	in	his	1931	essay	‘Unpacking	My	Library’;	never	is	that	
more	evident	than	in	being	the	owner	of	a	sick	body.	
	 
Ex	votos	were	objects	originally	offered	to	a	saint	in	return	for	protection	from	illness	or	death.	
In	South	America,	they	were	usually	paintings	of	the	peril	from	which	a	penitent	wished	to	be	
saved.	But	they	are	not	just	depictions	of	distress:	each	one	is	a	repository	of	future	hopes,	of	a	
different	set	of	possibilities.	As	a	teenager,	I	developed	an	orthopaedic	illness	that	led	to	years	
of	immobility	and	surgery.	There	was	one	spell	of	18	long	months	on	crutches,	during	which	
time	my	school	organized	a	trip	to	the	French	pilgrimage	site	of	Lourdes.	There	was	a	raffle	for	
places,	such	was	the	demand,	but	I	was	given	priority	because	my	illness	offered	the	possibility	
of	a	miracle.	I	was,	in	a	way,	my	own	ex	voto.	I	believed.	I	thought	I	would	be	cured.	At	a	
candlelit	procession,	psalms	were	sung	–	the	sacred	songs	invoked	by	Rodney	in	his	installation	
–	and,	at	the	Grotto	of	Our	Lady,	I	saw	medical	supports	hanging	as	offerings	or	as	proof	of	
miracles.	The	accessories	of	illness	as	externalized	cure:	a	prosthesis	as	prayer,	a	cane	as	a	
stand-in	for	disability.		
	
Years	later,	when	I	first	encountered	Jesse	Darling’s	sculptures,	I	was	struck	by	how	they	
transformed	these	objects,	reclaiming	and	reinventing	them.	Collapsed	Cane	(2017)	is	a	
hospital-issue,	metal	walking	aid	distorted	out	of	shape,	unusable.	The	curve	resembles	a	
pelvis,	mirroring	the	bone	it	is	meant	to	support.	It	was	shown	as	part	of	Darling’s	Tate	Britain	
show,	‘The	Ballad	of	Saint	Jerome’	(2018–19),	which	drew	on	the	fable	of	the	lion	who	had	a	
thorn	removed	from	its	paw	by	the	titular	saint.	The	duality	at	the	heart	of	this	is	Christianity’s	
insistence	on	the	redemptive	power	of	healing,	but	also	the	power	imbalance	in	being	ill.	The	
act	of	healing	is	often	underpinned	by	a	notion	of	value:	who	or	what	is	worthy	of	
cure?	Epistemologies	(shamed	cabinet)	(2018)	resembles	both	a	museum	vitrine	and	a	case	for	
relics.	The	legs	are	warped	and	unsteady,	implying	a	sense	of	brokenness,	while	the	glass	
receptacle	reinforces	the	sacredness	of	its	contents,	which	resemble	binders	of	medical	notes.	
Every	patient	is	familiar	with	having	their	history,	their	pain	and	their	treatment	collated	in	
these	corporate	folders	–	reduced	to	a	vocabulary	and	logic	that	is	as	powerful	as	it	is	
inadequate.	Darling	looks	at	how	ill	or	disabled	bodies	navigate	the	capitalist	structures	of	
hospitals	and	their	hierarchies	of	knowledge. 
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In	her	2019	Pulitzer	Prize-winning	book,	The	Undying:	A	Meditation	on	Modern	Illness,	the	poet	
and	essayist	Anne	Boyer	writes:	‘Having	a	body	in	the	world	is	not	to	have	a	body	in	truth:	it’s	
to	have	a	body	in	history.’	The	historical	body	is	utilitarian,	erotic,	aesthetic	but	also	an	
intersection	of	gender,	race,	class,	sexuality	and	ability.	As	with	the	lion,	which	represents	the	
intrusion	of	the	wild	or	exotic	into	the	realm	of	Western	Christianity,	the	othering	of	the	patient	
is	a	consistent	part	of	the	medical	narrative.	A	patient	learns	early	on	that	absorbing	pain	is	a	
means	of	martyrdom,	inching	them	closer	to	a	kind	of	religious	ecstasy	and	the	idea	that	there	
is	meaning	in	suffering.	In	their	2018	‘Support	Level’	show	at	Chapter	NY	in	New	York,	Darling	
explicitly	investigates	this,	using	eerie	doppelgängers	of	medical	supports.	Comfort	
Station	(2017)	is	a	twisted	commode	that	appears	to	drag	itself	towards	the	viewer	while,	
in	Cut	Curtain	(2017),	a	PVC	curtain	displays	a	gash,	rupturing	its	intactness	and	underscoring	
the	lack	of	privacy	in	hospital	spaces.	It	reminds	me	of	a	line	from	Anne	Carson’s	book	of	
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poems	The	Beauty	of	the	Husband	(2001):	‘a	wound	gives	off	its	own	light’.	The	source	of	pain	
can	turn	into	an	articulation	of	it.	The	wound	has	a	voice:	it	speaks	and	it	tells	its	own	
metonymic	story	of	embodiment	–	as	do	medical	aids.	By	resisting	the	objects	of	support	as	
signifiers	of	dependence,	Darling	destabilizes	assumptions	around	what	sick	bodies	are	capable	
of.	 
 
I	once	spent	nine	weeks	in	a	medical	support:	a	hip	spica	plaster	cast,	which	went	from	rib	cage	
to	toe	tips.	It	was	its	own	kind	of	sculpture,	a	fibreglass	tomb.	When	the	time	came	for	it	to	be	
removed,	a	doctor	did	so	with	a	cast	saw.	But	something	was	wrong.	Heat	seared	and	I	
screamed.	The	doctor,	however,	insisted	the	tool	could	only	rotate	back	and	forth:	there	was	no	
way	for	it	to	penetrate	the	skin.	The	next	day,	when	the	cast	was	finally	removed	under	
anaesthetic,	six	large	gashes	congregated	on	my	legs.	I	still	have	the	scars.	I	thought	of	that	saw	
when	looking	at	Julia	Phillips’s	Operator	I	(with	Blinder,	Muter,	Penetrator,	Aborter)	(2017),	
glazed	ceramic	implements	arranged	on	a	metal	surgical	table.	The	objects	look	medical:	a	
reminder	of	how	tools	used	to	heal	and	repair	the	body	can,	if	misused	or	repurposed,	become	
objects	of	torture	and	control,	used	to	silence	and	maim.	They	acknowledge,	too,	how	Western	
medicine	has	a	history	of	its	own	kind	of	violence,	across	gender,	race	and	class.	It	reinforces	
the	concept	that	authoritative	dismissal	is	another	form	of	silencing.	(‘Calm	down,	the	saw	isn’t	
cutting	your	skin.’)		
	
Phillips’s	work,	like	Darling’s,	draws	on	the	medico-mechanical.	It	accepts	the	necessity	of	
medical	supports,	but	is	wary	of	their	potential	to	harm,	to	hurt	rather	than	to	heal.	Her	
surgical	objects	are	an	ex	voto	to	ward	off	pain	and	to	give	back	autonomy	to	the	patient.	Much	
of	her	work	is	life-cast	from	her	own	body.	In	Witness	I–III	(2019),	for	example,	ceramic	heads,	
shoulders	and	lungs	hang	as	austere	proxies.	The	pink	lungs	are	threaded	with	blue	capillaries	
and	are	uncomfortably	lifelike.	The	viewer	enters	a	room	with	a	gravel	floor,	where	
microphones	in	each	piece	pick	up	on	the	inevitable	underfoot	crunch	as	well	as	other	ambient	
noises	and	voices,	which	are	played	back	–	repeated	or	distorted	by	sound	effects	–	through	
speakers.	The	lungs,	discarnate	in	their	suspension,	will	not	be	silenced.	At	the	heart	of	
Phillips’s	work	is	the	question	of	who	has	a	voice,	which	often	intersects	with	questions	of	
class,	race	and	gender.	
	
Diamond	Stingily	has	thought	a	lot	about	such	issues.	‘Surveillance’,	her	2017	show	at	Ramiken	
Crucible	in	Los	Angeles,	explored	how	observation	can	be	used	as	a	tool	of	systemic	racism.	
Cameras	scanned	two	of	the	gallery	rooms,	lit	by	imposing	light	towers	with	televisions	
displaying	the	footage.	The	cameras	were	omniscient,	offering	the	insistent	gaze	of	a	
panopticon:	the	watched	did	not	know	how	frequently	they	were	being	viewed	or	when.	The	
position	of	the	lights	was	crucial	–	elevated,	intimidating	–	and	the	objects	they	illuminated	
were	Stingily’s	Hergott	Dolls	(2017).	Based	on	Amish	folk	objects,	the	dolls	are	constructed	in	
dark	materials,	rough-edged,	with	arms	splayed,	their	position	Christ-like	or,	perhaps,	invoking	
an	act	of	surrender.	In	2018,	they	lined	the	walls	and	floor	of	Freedman	Fitzpatrick	gallery	in	
Paris	for	her	show	‘For	the	People	of	[__________]’.	In	the	press	text	for	the	exhibition,	Stingily	
imagined	them	as	belonging	to	the	traditions	of	an	unnamed	people	who	‘disbanded	from	
colonized	countries	in	the	early	1800s[,]	mostly	of	African,	Asian	and	Indigenous	descent’:	who	
stepped	out	of	the	capitalist,	imperialist	world	and	formed	a	culture	apart,	where	‘very	few	non	
[__________]	have	visited’.	From	a	certain	angle,	one	doll	looks	hooded,	crumpled	in	a	heap	with	
hands	bound	behind	its	back,	an	image	redolent	of	police	brutality.	Anonymized	bodies	of	
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colour,	the	dolls	may	symbolize	the	victims	of	racism	or	act	as	an	ex	voto	of	hope	and	
supplication	that	another	way	is	possible.	 
 
‘Surveillance’	also	featured	the	work	of	Bri	Williams,	whose	own	dolls	are	more	detailed:	
clothed,	specifically	positioned	and	with	braided	Afro-Caribbean	hair.	Initially	playful,	the	
childlike	figure	of	School	Mates	(2017)	lies	on	the	floor,	hands	over	its	eyes,	as	if	playing	a	game	
of	hide	and	seek.	Another	doll	stands	in	a	corner	shielding	its	face,	attempting	to	resist	
surveillance,	not	wanting	to	be	complicit	in	the	voyeurism	of	others.	
	 
These	dolls	are	a	specific	kind	of	doppelgänger:	corporeal	ex	votos	that	ask	for	a	collective	form	
of	healing.	Viewed	from	the	vantage	point	of	this	summer,	as	protests	for	racial	justice	roil	the	
US	and	elsewhere,	Stingily’s	ideas	around	visibility	take	on	renewed	relevance.	It	was	the	
hypervisibility	of	Black	bodies	in	white	spaces	that	led	to	the	shooting	of	the	unarmed	Ahmaud	
Arbery	while	he	was	out	jogging	in	a	residential	neighbourhood	in	Brunswick,	Georgia,	in	
February.	But	it	is	the	ongoing	presence	of	Black	(as	well	as	white)	bodies	in	the	streets,	
demanding	change,	that	might	lead	to	a	more	just	society,	in	which	people	of	all	colours	can	
thrive.	In	the	bright,	white,	illuminated	space	of	the	gallery,	Stingily’s	dolls	may	seem	small	and	
powerless,	but	their	presence	attests	to	collective	resilience	and	its	possibilities.	What’s	at	play	
here	–	as	in	the	work	of	Darling,	Phillips	and	Rodney	–	is	a	kind	of	visual	parataxis:	see	us,	
include	us,	stand	with	us.		
	
I	keep	returning	to	the	articulation	of	pain	–	of	how	to	put	it	on	the	page	and	how	art	can	speak	
for	the	‘misbehaving’	body	(to	borrow	from	the	title	of	the	Wellcome	Collection’s	2019–20	
exhibition	of	work	by	Oreet	Ashery	and	Jo	Spence).	A	couple	of	years	after	the	Lourdes	trip	and	
the	permanent	leg	scars	from	the	saw,	I	discovered	Kahlo’s	work.	She	remains	one	of	the	most	
unflinching	chroniclers	of	the	body	and	injury,	and	of	the	injustices	of	othering	–	medical	and	
otherwise.	Kahlo	collected	hundreds	of	Mexican	ex	votos,	painted	on	wood	and	metal,	many	of	
which	still	hang	on	the	walls	of	her	famous	Blue	House	in	Mexico	City.	She	also	painted	her	own	
–	not	to	seek	protection,	but	to	document	her	suffering,	while	believing	that	healing	could	come	
from	making	the	work.	An	ex	voto	is	also	an	informal	remaking	of	a	scene,	a	kind	of	
rearrangement.	Never	has	the	world	felt	more	like	it	should	tilt	towards	new	structures	and	
new	ways	to	live.		
		
 
This	article	first	appeared	in	frieze	issue	213	with	the	headline	‘No	Miracle	Cures’.	
	 
Main	image:	Donald	Rodney,	In	the	House	of	My	Father,	1996–97,	photograph,	C-print	on	paper,	mounted	on	aluminium,	12	×	15	cm.	Courtesy:	Estate	of	Donald	Rodney	
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Take, for instance, this plastic school chair striving 
to stand upright on its meter-long, wobbly-looking 
legs. You might have seen it at the current 58th Ven-
ice Art Biennale, together with other, similar ones 
that make up the work March of the Valedictorians 
(2016). To us, this chair looks exhausted and mis-
erable. Sure, we might identify ourselves with this 
banal plastic thing, a fitting stand-in for our own 
condition as a faceless, exhausted body amidst a 
grey mass of disposable human capital. As an art-
work however, this group of chairs does not rep-
resent or perform anything else beyond their own, 
tragicomical failure to be a “normal chair.” They 
do, however, ask for their specific condition to be 
acknowledged: some brutally banal, aesthetically 
uninteresting plastic chairs, that nonetheless pos-
sess a right to be present, and to be noticed.
 “Objects are bodily and complicated,” wrote 
Jesse Darling in an email exchange we had two 
years ago. At the time, they had just opened their 
solo-show Armes Blanches at Galerie Sultana in 
Paris. From an earlier digital and immaterial me-
dia practice, they had started to fully embrace a 
practice as a sculptor. Objects’ stubborn being-in-
the-world, they explained in the email, had a lot 
to do with this shift. This was the practice that 
seemed the most fitting to the central preoccu-
pation of their practice: making room for the rad-
ical Otherness of all bodies, of any bodies. Born 
in 1981, the British artist started art school as they 
were turning 30. After graduating from Central 
Saint Martins and Slade School of Fine Art in Lon-
don, they made a name for themselves from within 
the media-structure, and media-hungry art world 
of the early 2010s. Through video, social media, 
poetry, essays, lectures, they already endeavored 
to carve out a space for intimacy and plurality from 

within a corporate ecology offering little or no hope 
for radical alternatives—IKEA and Batman provided 
themes for some of the early shows. In a 2012 in-
terview on Rhizome.org, they assessed: “I believe 
very strongly in contingency—or otherwise, [poten-
tial-] failure-as-process.”
 The aforementioned gallery shows were both 
held in 2016: The Great Near at Arcadia Missa in 
London and Atrophilia with Phoebe Collings-James 
at Company Gallery in New York. At Company Gal-
lery, a lion sat perched on its pedestal. We see 
only its head, which is protruding from under a 
red cap, while the body is sketched as a mere pair 
of dangling, empty sweatshirt arms. This piece is 
more figurative than their later ones and displays 
more sculptural savoir-faire. But the tape patching 
up the lion’s blue head already signs it as one by 
Jesse Darling. Again, this detail signals that it is 
as much this individual object (a sculpture) that is 
hurt than the character it represents (a lion). By 
turning to a space-based practice, Jesse Darling 
both anticipated and accompanied a turn that saw 
artists abandon the ethereal digital enthusiasm of 
the beginning of the decade. In his 1988 essay 
The Inhuman, Jean-François Lyotard could still ask 
whether thought could “go on without a body,” 
and fantasizing about a future where thought and 
body would be dissociated according to a hard-
ware/software model. Thirty years later, we seem 
to rediscover bodies anew. They appear as a nod-
al point where economic, political, scientific and 
ideological fluxes materialize.
 “I do see the sculptures as mortal and vul-
nerable, just as we all are […]. This is a politics 
of care as well as a way to remember that nothing 
is too big to fail,” wrote Jesse Darling in the same 
conversation. At Galerie Sultana, the works Pl
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Any mutant 
super-organism, 
if still an organ-
ism, will at one 
point feel fragile 
and vulnerable. 
At the core of 
all our added  

plug-on and -ins, 
hormone 

treatments and 
designer drugs, 

lies a coil of 

eternal humanity,
common to all 

living creatures: 
the need to care 

and be taken 
care of. 

This is where 
Jesse Darling’s 
practice comes 
in. Their sculp-

tures are staunch 
and opaque, es-

caping art’s usual 

representational 
regime in favor 
of the ambiguity 
of things—objects 

and bodies 
alike. Indeed, 

they are not real-
ist but ferociously 

real, stripped 
bare of any 
speculative 

or allegorical 
varnish. 

200 ESSAY





C
he

rr
y 

G
un

, 
20

17
 (
20

18
) 
C

ou
rt

es
y:

 t
he

 a
rt

is
t 
an

d 
G

al
er

ie
 S

ul
ta

na
 (
to

p)
 O

ur
 L

ad
y 

S
t 
Je

ro
m

e,
 2

01
8 

C
ou

rt
es

y:
 

th
e 

ar
tis

t 
an

d 
G

al
er

ie
 S

ul
ta

na
 (
op

po
si

te
) 
M

ar
ch

 o
f 
th

e 
Va

le
di

ct
or

ia
ns

, 
20

16
 (
de

ta
il)

 C
ou

rt
es

y:
 t
he

 a
rt

is
t 
an

d 
A

rc
ad

ia
 M

is
sa

 (
pp

. 
20

2-
20

3)







testified to a lighter sculptural practice, a cocoon 
exquis combination of various daily-life materials 
closer to assemblage than sculpture as such. 
Some of those materials were found: plastic bags, 
work gloves, various medical supplies, sometimes 
flowers left to wither. Others had been slightly 
tweaked and repurposed. Welded steel structures 
held various objects: a found plastic bag, a work 
glove, a molded, silicon corset, several recur-
ring pink jesmonite fetuses (or were they aliens? 
cancerous growths?), as well as stern Comme-
dia dell’Arte masks. Quite clearly, identity was 
here posited as socially produced, be it through 
archetypal political roles (the masks) or gender 
stereotypes (born an indistinct cell-mass, you are 
made to fit into a bra or a glove, be it through a 
medicinal straightjacket). There as well, the ma-
terial presence of the works alone, porous, tran-
sient and detumescent, was enough to convey as 
a bundle of sensations the themes delineated by 
each more referential element.
 Emphasizing presence over reference opens 
up an alternative to the two of the main caricatures 
often found in more representational strategies. On 
the one hand, there is the posthuman messianism 
of the 2010s. On the other, its current counterpart, 
with its procession of zombies and mutants, coat-
ed with a glamorous apocalypticism. Both submit 
to the trend of inventing radically new bodies. Jes-
se Darling’s object-as-bodies and bodies-as-ob-
jects present us with nothing that is essentially 
new. Caring, being in pain, looking for intimacy, 
expressing vulnerability, has not yet been techno-
logically overcome. Jesse Darling’s bodies are not 
mutant. They are fundamentally Other, not fitting 
in, painfully trying to cope with a daily life where in-
stead of questioning the superstructure, one turns 
to self-enhancement techniques to stay always 
on, always flexible, always vertical. While different 
bodies, visibly so, are slowly reclaiming a space 
in the public sphere, it might be non-productive 
bodies that remain most excluded, also from rep-
resentational strategies. Disabled bodies, injured 
bodies, fragile bodies, dissenting bodies. Crevé, 
the artist’s solo show last spring at Triangle France 
at La Friche la Belle de Mai in Marseille specifically 
took up this subject. There, nothing was standing 
upright. Stranded steel paper planes covered the 
floor, while flowers trapped in glass-cases were 
left to wither under public scrutiny.
 Two years ago, Jesse Darling became ill from 
a neurological disease that left them paralyzed on 
one side and in great pain for over a year. The 
French word crevé, which translates as “punc-
tured” or “exhausted,” came from this experience. 
So did their first major institutional solo show, The 
Ballad of Saint Jerome at Tate Britain in London 
last autumn, built around the biblical myth of Saint 
Jerome who tamed a lion when he understood it 
was wounded and needed help, and that it was not 
a dangerous beast to be tamed. There as well, the 

works invent new, futuristic bodies. They refused 
the imperative to adapt or disappear. Twisted mu-
seum cabinets perched on metal legs, crutches 
bent under their own weight, anthropomorphic li-
ons equipped with a medical kit: absurd and poi-
gnant at the same time, they shun interpretation. 
“Are they going to stay there, set down, left in 
utter neglect, abandoned?,” asked Jacques Derri-
da in his 1978 essay Restitutions of Truth to Size, 
addressing the interpretations made about Vincent 
Van Gogh’s painting A Pair of Shoes (1886). To 
him, trying to “render them to their rightful own-
er,” that is, guessing to whom they belonged, and 
whether the owner was a farmer’s wife (Martin 
Heidegger) or the artist himself (Meyer Schapiro). 
Those shoes are essentially offered to us as “de-
tached from naked feet and from their subject of 
reattachment.” Neither gendered nor useful, they 
exist as objects. And as bodies: a product of cul-
ture, yet vulnerable and complicated.

210 JESSE DARLING
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In Berlin-based artist Jesse Darling’s work, strong metaphorical associations form between facts 
CPF�ƂEVKQP��KPCPKOCVG�CPF�CPKOCVG�QDLGEVU��DQFKGU�CPF�EQOOWPKVKGU��6JGKT�NCVGUV�GZJKDKVKQP��n5GN-
XC�1UEWTCo�
&CTM�,WPING���CV�)CNGTKG�5WNVCPC�KP�2CTKU��GZRNQTGU�VJG�RQVGPVKCN�QH�GORCVJ[�CPF�UWR-
RQTV�CU�OGCPU�QH�TGUKUVKPI�ECRKVCNKUO��YKVJ�KVU�HQEWU�QP�RTQFWEVKXKV[�CPF�EQPUVCPV�CEEGNGTCVKQP�

$[�KPEQTRQTCVKPI�QDLGEVU�VJCV�GXQMG�VJG�JWOCP�DQF[oU�XWNPGTCDKNKV[��&CTNKPIoU�YQTMU�GZCOKPG�VJG�
UWDVNG�RGTUQPCN�CPF�RQNKVKECN�KORNKECVKQPU�QH�GXGT[FC[�OCVGTKCNU��+P�7PVKVNGF�
�������HQT�KPUVCPEG��C�
UGV�QH�VJTGG�INCUU�XKVTKPGU�CTG�ƂNNGF�YKVJ�EQNQWTHWN�DQWSWGVU��1HVGP�RTGUGPV�CV�TKVWCNU��UWEJ�CU�YGF-
FKPIU�CPF�HWPGTCNU��QT�KP�JQURKVCN�TQQOU��ƃQYGTU�CTG�IKHVGF�CU�GZRTGUUKQPU�QH�LQ[��NQUU��ECTG�CPF��
OQUV�QH�CNN��GORCVJ[��9JGTG�YQTFU�HCKN��ƃQYGTU�URGCM�YKVJ�UKNGPV�GNQSWGPEG��6JG�ƃQYGTU�URGCM�PQV�
QPN[�HQT�VJG�FKUUGOKPCVKQP�QH�VGPFGTPGUU�CPF�ECTG��DWV�CNUQ�OCTM�WPURQMGP�VTCIGF[��CFXGTUKV[�CPF�
CHƃKEVKQPU��+P�VJGKT�FGEC[�VJG[�YKNN�UQQP�VWTP�KPVQ�C�XCPKVCU�U[ODQN��C�TGOKPFGT�QH�FGCVJ��RQKPVKPI�
QWV�VJG�VTCPUKGPEG�QH�NKHG�CPF�VJG�HWVKNKV[�QH�GCTVJN[�ITCVKƂECVKQPU�

Elsewhere, in St Jerome in the Wilderness (2018), we encounter 15 freestanding sculp-
tures made of prosthetic steel, lacquer, a toilet brush, rubber, ferrules and archival bin-
ders – objects borrowed from everyday life that Darling has repurposed with the intent 
of evoking a forest-like setting. The title of the work refers to the priest and theologian 
St Jerome (best known for translating the Old and New Testaments from Hebrew and 
Greek, respectively, into Latin) and a hagiographical account in which he tamed a lion in 
the wilderness by nursing its wounded paw back to health.

Reading St Jerome in the Wilderness with this tale in mind adds another layer to the ma-
terials Darling incorporated here. The steel and ferrules merge to form crutches: mobility 
aids for an injured society. The reasons why these materials have high symbolic meaning 
to Darling is related to personal experiences. In an interview with Momus, Darling said 
that they had lost use of their limbs and still experience limited mobility from time to 
time. Moored to St Jerome’s story predicated on concern for others, the work reminds 
us that companionship falls into our collective will to be soothed. The modern mystics of 
today are not necessarily the doctors and nurses who cure suffering professionally but, 
rather, those who practise care and empathy as part of their personal, daily routine. The 
freestanding sculptures situated in the gallery thereby represent the synthetic materials 
that call into question the precariousness of everyday life, but also the health systems 
that are designed and intended to offer support, but sometimes fail to.



+P�C�TGEGPV�+PUVCITCO�RQUV��&CTNKPI�EKVGF�&CPVG�#NKIJKGTKoU�+PHGTPQ�
E��������n/KFYC[�WRQP�
VJG�LQWTPG[�QH�QWT�NKHG��+�HQWPF�O[UGNH�YKVJKP�C�HQTGUV�FCTM��HQT�VJG�UVTCKIJVHQTYCTF�RCVJYC[�
JCF�DGGP�NQUV�o�+P�VJG�FGRVJU�QH�VJGKT�GZJKDKVKQP�CV�)CNGTKG�5WNVCPC��YG��VQQ��CTG�EJCNNGP-
IGF�VQ�PCXKICVG�VJG�FCTM�HQTGUV�s�VJG�UGNXC�QUEWTC�s�VJCV�VJG[�JCXG�RNCPVGF��5QOGYJGTG�
YKVJKP�&CTNKPIoU�nRGTRGVWCN�RWTICVQT[o��YG�GPEQWPVGT�VJG�ICVGMGGRGTU�QH�ECTG��VJG�ƃQTC�KP�
VJG�XKVTKPGU�UWIIGUVKPI�PGY�EKTEWKVU�QH�ECTG��EQOOWPKV[�CPF�WPFGTUVCPFKPI�CPF�VJG�ETWV-
EJGU�VQ�JGNR�WU�YCNM�CICKP��;GV�KP�C�YQTNF�TKHG�YKVJ�ITGGF�CPF�KPGSWCNKV[��&CTNKPIoU�RTCEVKEG�
GXQMGU�VJG�PGGF�VQ�GUVCDNKUJ�PGY�OCVGTKCNKUOU��HQTGITQWPFGF�KP�CP�WPPGTXKPI�DGPGXQNGP-
EG�VQYCTFU�VGPFGTPGUU�CPF�U[ORCVJ[��6JGKT�GZJKDKVKQP�KU�VJWU�C�ECNN�VQ�CEMPQYNGFIG�CIQP[�
CPF�VJG�KORQTVCPEG�QH�TGECNKDTCVKPI�UQEKGV[�VQYCTFU�C�JGCNVJKGT�F[PCOKE��C�TGEQIPKVKQP�
VJCV�CTV�KUPoV�LWUV�CDQWV�DTKPIKPI�RNGCUWTG��DWV�CNUQ�UQQVJKPI�RCKP�

,GUUG�&CTNKPI��n5GNXC�1UEWTCo�TWPU�CV�)CNGTKG�5WNVCPC��2CTKU��WPVKN����0QXGODGT������



CONVERSATIONS

On Broken and Glorious Things: 
Jesse Darling
Jesse Darling and Isabella Zamboni in conversation

Ballad: a slow, sentimental song, or a medieval poem accompanying 
music and dances, of unknown authorship and passed on orally as part 
of folk culture. The term Jesse Darling chose for the title of their Tate 
Britain show, The Ballad of Saint Jerome, pertinently tackles its concerns 
and languages—highly narrative and emotional, the gothic yet playful 
sculptures, drawings, and installations address myths and ideologies 
internalized in our culture, particularly in relation to the body. The spe-
V�wV��ÞÌ��Ì�>Ì��>À���}�����Ã�>Ì��Ã�Ì�i���i�Õ�`iÀ�Þ��}���`iÀ��ÌÞ]��ÌÃ�Ài��-
gious, political, and cultural institutions, its medical-industrial complex, 
�ÌÃ�Ü��Ìi��>�i�}>âi°�Ƃ�`�Ì�i�Ã«iV�wV�L>��>`�Ì�>Ì��>À���}�ÀiV�Õ�ÌÃ��Ã�Ì�i�
one of Saint Jerome, the fourth-century Christian scholar who, instead 
of reacting in fear in front of an apparently ferocious lion, recognized 
and healed a wound in its paw, removing a thorn there stuck. On the 
�VV>Ã�����v�Ì�i�À�wÀÃÌ�Ã������ÃÌ�ÌÕÌ���>��Ã��Ü]��iÃÃi��>À���}�Ì>��Ã��v�Ü�Þ�
Jerome’s is a tale of oppression and love, how values are fetishes like 
	�-�]���Ü�L�`�iÃ�>�`�V�Û���â>Ì���Ã���iÛ�Ì>L�Þ�v>��]�>�`�Ü�Þ�y�ÜiÀÃ�}À�Ü�
particularly well in a graveyard.

Jesse Darling, Regalia and Insignia, 2018

Isabella Zamboni: As some of their titles 
suggest, many artworks in this show appear 
as relics, parts of the holy Jerome’s and his 
lion’s bodies within glass vitrines, or devo-
tional portraits, but they seem at times relics 
also in the sense of leftovers of something 
that has been destroyed or lost—the hole 
in the central white wall, for example, the 
foam bits near the sphinx “strewn like vomit 
or confetti,”[1] wounded hands and paws, 
a cluster of birds. What is it that could be 
revered here? What is sacred in your story? 
And what has possibly been lost?

Jesse Darling: On the one hand, you might 
say I’m trying to make a case for broken 
things and people, of which I’m probably 
one. But I am also suspicious of conservative 
ideologies that try to keep things whole—
legacies, lineages, hierarchies. Archival and 
packing foams, for example, are polymer 
products designed to keep important things 
unbroken, but they will outlive most of those 
things, along with the people who wanted 
to protect them. And in this paradox of pe-
troleum modernity, which is a kind of death 
cult, there is a hole—like a wound, or an ab-
scess, or an absence—which I think of as the 
center that could not hold. So I wanted this 
hole to be the “altarpiece” of the exhibition.

And God, or nature—the principle of en-
tropy and regeneration, whichever way you 
want to see it—will have its way in the end, 
and that for me is the redemptive idea. Of 
course redemption is a deeply Christian con-
cept, but then again, so is “apocalypse.” In 
terms of divine macro consequence I think 
neither one is a real thing, but within the 
scope of a single life there could be instanc-
es of both. And in the inevitable failure of 
bodies, structures, and civilizations, there is 
the certainty of transformation, if not renew-
>�]����i���Ü�y�ÜiÀÃ�}À�Ü�iÃ«iV�>��Þ�Üi������>�
graveyard. I like to think of wild birds picking 
at the ribs of great imperial cities, and of the 
many ways that life goes on despite.

IZ: This act of projecting value or redemp-
tion amid the modern “apocalypse” seems 
to happen through a sort of short circuit 
between acknowledgment and complicity, 

condemning and ennobling—a sweet-sour 
overhaul like birds inhabiting debris. In this 
same perspective I see the roles of sex and 
affect you put in play in your works. The sto-
ry of Saint Jerome and the lion, you stated, 
is an extraordinary tale of love on one side, 
but also of domestication, of subjugation 
within care. In his story that you recount 
at Tate, references to sex come up: male 
heroes receiving female attributes, Lady 
Batman engraved with breast and penis; 
strap-on harnesses or ball gags employed in 
the sculptures. Do you suggest to see love 
as a form of extortion, of exchange at a high 
price? What role does sexuality play in this?

JD: “Everything in the world is about sex 
except sex,” said Oscar Wilde. We’re talking 
about contemporary art objects, after all, 
which have their origins in the religious 
fetish and the commodity fetish—and which, 
like sexual fetishes, function as symbols 
of desire. But there would be no religious 
“fetish” without the commodity form. And 
where the European self is constituted as 
rational and Enlightened, in opposition to 
the libidinal and impulsive fetish worship-
pers dreamed up by European anthropolo-
gists, there is also a sexual fetishism at play. 
So this is a little bit where I’m going when 
I think about the lion who appears out of 
the wilderness in the story of Saint Jerome: 
a wild beast from a wild place tamed (or 
topped, or subjugated) by Jerome into 
relinquishing the law of nature for the law of 
the Father.

It’s a complex power dynamic: Jerome the 
scholarly patriarch embodies the power of 
the institution, but the lion has claws and 
teeth by which the scholar could easily 
perish. So there’s an implicit ambivalence, 
but also a mutuality. Queer sex practices 
like BDSM offer an articulate framework for 
working out these dynamics in a non-natu-
ralized way as opposed to, say, normative 
heterosexuality, which is essentially a full-
time d/s relationship in which the woman 
is de facto sub/bottom, but without the 
understanding that this set of relations also 
constitutes a “kink.” I don’t want to perform 
the gesture of addressing the straight world 



from a queer place. I would rather that the 
work queers the viewer and not the other 
way around.

There are some technologies of sex in the 
show—if you know, you know—but many of 
the items that look like sex toys were bought 
at a pet shop and intended for domestic 
animals. The fact of subjugation doesn’t 
preclude love: people love their animals! 
And men love their wives. And if love is not 
enough, it still gets people through. As do 
painkillers, prayers, and other prophylactic 
technologies. But there’s nothing didactic to 
be said about any of this, which is why I am 
ambivalent about trying to put language to 
it.

IZ: BDSM as a way of looking at values as 
constructs, but also a form of relief within an 
oppressive love, brings us back to the sort 
of short-circuit we were hinting at before. 
"�i�Ü>Þ���Ãii�Ì��Ã�V��VÀiÌi�Þ�ÀiyiVÌi`����
your works is in a sort of embracing of the 
breakage—a “queering” agency, I may add. 
You appropriate ordinary and omnipresent 
materials like plastic, and tools like binders, 
toilet brushes, or medical equipment like 
crutches, to give them a new playful, yet at 
the same time distressing, life. The act of 
fracture from their previous status is visible 
and at the same time poetically sublimat-
i`p�L�iVÌÃ�>««i>À��}�Ã«��`�Þ]���wÀ�]�}�Ì�-
ic, but also sympathetic, gracious, warm.

��\�/�i�w}ÕÀi��v�Ì�i��i`�iÛ>��������Ã�>�L>`�
meme, a “poor image,” that traveled to 
Europe as a story in stone. Through several 
cycles of mediation the lion was transformed 
like a slow download, and by the time [he] 
arrives in some of those paintings [he] is un-
recognizable as a lion. When I was very sick 
recently, I made a show about my experi-
ence in hospitals and waiting rooms. Re-
viewers talked about the sculptures as being 
abject and full of death, but I had seen them 
as full of life and resilience. Had I failed 
in communicating something, or was this 
failure on the part of the able-bodied viewer 
who projected their own worst fears into the 
work? I honestly don’t know. But I think I am 
trying to say that something “broken” is also 

just that which has undergone transforma-
tion (or transmutation, transubstantiation: 
from everyday objects to body and blood, 
and back again). And embracing decay in 
general might also mean embracing the 
decay of narratives or use values: a kind of 
unmaking of the everyday, which is what 
happens both in love and in illness.

IZ: I’m interested to hear more about your 
conception of embodied knowledge. How 
do you put it into practice, as an artist, and 
in your personal life?

JD: I think all knowledge must be “embod-
ied knowledge,” which is to say empirical, 
limited, intimately connected to the body 
and its biography. I’m a white European 
assigned female at birth, and this is the for-
mative set of relations and experiences that 
inform my thinking despite my own longing 
to depart from these things. And my consis-
tent failure to depart from these things, or 
to raise my right arm above my head unas-
sisted, or to master literally anything over 
the course of my life, is what constitutes this 
so-called embodied knowledge. There’s 
nothing special about me in that or any 
other regard.

IZ: I was curious to hear you talk about one 
work in particular, Icarus bears the standard: 
a yellowish pillow bridled with dog leashes, 
strap-on harnesses, and long straps, hang-
ing from a mobility crutch high on the wall, 
as a sort of banner.

JD: I am uncomfortable with trying to talk 
>L�ÕÌ�Ã«iV�wV�Ü�À�Ã]�LÕÌ����i�>���Ì��v��Þ�
other work it’s a bunch of visual and verbal 
puns slung together with magical thinking 
and is some kind of partial self-portrait. I was 
trying to say something about the heroic 
and the heraldic, also in the sense of her-
alding something that is not yet here. But 
the idea of the heroic is ridiculous of course, 
and so is Icarus, who believed that tech-
nology could shield him from entropy, who 
thought he was the exception to the rule. 
But I identify with Icarus in his machismo 
and longing. And his prosthetics took him 
almost all the way to glory! After all, who 
doesn’t want to look at the sun?



!e "nal lines of Marianne Moore’s 1959 poem, ‘St. Jerome and his Lion’ end on an emphat-
ically triumphal note: ‘Blaze on, picture,/ saint, beast; and Haile Selassie, with household/ 
lions as the symbol of sovereignty.’ Representations of the Saint in the company of a lion are 
familiar from art history, not least in the case of the da Vinci painting on which the Moore 
poem is based, and in most of these instances, the artists choose to emphasise the ‘sover-
eignty’ of which Moore speaks in the poem. In them, Jerome is seen praying, reading, con-
templating the Gospel, and, in at least one case, sleeping while his lion companion attends 
him in an intensely chillaxed attitude. Jerome’s power over the creature, his ‘dominion’—to 
slip into the vocabulary of theology—is clear and essentially unquestioned. On viewing the 
works in Jesse Darling’s exhibition, !e Ballad of Saint Jerome, at Tate Britain, such hierar-
chies are not only interrogated and destabilised, but larger questions about the nexus of his-
tory, myth, belief, and need are placed before the viewer, and St. Jerome’s narrative becomes 
a much more contemporary and less cartoonish one.    

!ose not steeped in the biographies of the Saints may be wondering what the connection 
to St. Jerome and his lion might be. A popular legend runs that Jerome was visited by a 
lion at a monastery at which he was working in Bethlehem. Unfazed by his fellow monks’ 
panicked #eeing (or desire to kill the creature, in some versions), Jerome confronts the lion 
and "nds the source of the problem, a thorn in its paw which he removes, gaining the lion’s 
eternal loyalty to him as they perform a number of good works together (astute readers of 
this narrative, not least Marianne Moore, may "nd parallels with the fable of Aesop known 
as ‘Androcles and the Lion’). !is cross-species partnership, in the iconography and parlance 
of the contemporary period might well be metaphorised as the relationship of Batman and 
Robin with the lion comfortably situated in the role of the earnest, but sometimes rather 
bumbling, Boy Wonder. !e variation on the St. Jerome story presented by Jesse Darling 
explicitly appears to address this metaphor, pairing the lion with a version of the Caped 
Crusader (to use Batman’s contextually suggestive metonym) across a range of works that 
are alternately comically heroic and intensely fragile and moving in ways that touch similar 
devotional themes as the more Moorean renderings of Jerome from history.

BLAZE ON, PICTURE
William Kherbek reviews !e Ballad of Saint Je-
rome by Jesse Darling, Tate Britain, London, 22 

September - 24 February

!e "nal lines of Marianne Moore’s 1959 poem, ‘St. Jerome and his Lion’ end on an emphat-
ically triumphal note: ‘Blaze on, picture,/ saint, beast; and Haile Selassie, with household/ 
lions as the symbol of sovereignty.’ Representations of the Saint in the company of a lion are 
familiar from art history, not least in the case of the da Vinci painting on which the Moore 
poem is based, and in most of these instances, the artists choose to emphasise the ‘sover-
eignty’ of which Moore speaks in the poem. In them, Jerome is seen praying, reading, con-
templating the Gospel, and, in at least one case, sleeping while his lion companion attends 
him in an intensely chillaxed attitude. Jerome’s power over the creature, his ‘dominion’—to 
slip into the vocabulary of theology—is clear and essentially unquestioned. On viewing the 
works in Jesse Darling’s exhibition, !e Ballad of Saint Jerome, at Tate Britain, such hierar-
chies are not only interrogated and destabilised, but larger questions about the nexus of his-
tory, myth, belief, and need are placed before the viewer, and St. Jerome’s narrative becomes 
a much more contemporary and less cartoonish one.   

Jesse Darling '!e Ballad of Saint Jerome' 2018.  
Courtesy Arcadia Missa



!ough perhaps a more muted work, the artist’s drawing on aluminum foil, ‘!e lion and 
batman in the garden (temporary relief)’ (2018), featuring a kneeling and beati"ed Batman 
alongside a sainted lion nursing what is perhaps a hybrid cat-bat-child struck me as perhaps 
the most emotionally a$ecting work in an intensely powerful show—made all the more so 
for its willingness to integrate humour as in the drawing, ‘Lion in wait for Saint Jerome and 
his medical kit’ (2018), in which the titular lion crouches, half defensively, half giddily, while 
bearing up a harpoon-like weapon. Healing is going to hurt, for both lion and Saint. ‘!e 
lion and batman in the garden’ is perhaps the work most directly connected to the familiar 
depictions of Jerome and the lion, but it is not a work of triumphalism, or of dominionism, 
or complacent sovereignty. It is a work concerned with vulnerability—be it willed, inherent, 
or adventitious—and the ways in which this vulnerability can create communities. It is, thus, 
a work of art that, like its subject, can heal.   

***

William Kherbek is the writer of the novels Ecology of Secrets (Arcadia Missa, 2013) and 
ULTRALIFE (Arcadia Missa, 2016) and the epic poem, Pull Factor (2016). Kherbek’s poetry 
collections, Everyday Luxuries and 26 Ideologies for Aspiring Ideologists will be published 
this year by Arcadia Missa and If a Leaf Falls Press respectively.

Jesse Darling is a master of "nding the interrogative in the declarative, and !e Ballad of 
Saint Jerome expresses this quality in the artist’s aesthetic in exemplary fashion. !e scale of 
the Tate’s galleries can work against some contemporary artists, but Jesse Darling’s #uency in 
"nding the questions that expose de#ationary truths inherent in relations and spaces shines, 
not to say ‘blazes’, in this exhibition. !e viewer enters and is #anked by two sculptures of li-
ons encased in glass, one carrying a ball in its mouth and the other feeding from what looks 
like a hamster’s water dispenser. !ese works are collectively entitled ‘Sphinxes of the gate’ 
and are singularly identi"ed as ‘Pet sentry’ and ‘Wounded sentry’ (2018). Wounds, and the 
attendance of wounds, surround the viewer in the exhibition: wounded sentries, wounded 
"gures, wounded materials, wounded walls, such as the one the exhibition’s centerpiece, ‘St. 
Jerome in the Wilderness’ (2018), stands before. Composed of a collection of poles topped 
with splayed ring binders, toilet brushes (mercifully store-fresh), and rubber ferrules are 
among the spindly metal branches of these anthropogenic trees. !is ‘wilderness’ stands be-
fore a gaping, snaggletoothed hole smashed into a temporary wall. It is a fearsome prospect, 
speaking of various forms of vulnerability and isolation, states ascetic Saints like Jerome 
may have coveted, but which carry particular foreboding in the contemporary moment of 
precarious economies, racist stigmatisation, and digitally atomised individuals dri%ing in an 
increasingly febrile politics which may well presage a rendezvous with the abyss. !e objects 
topping the #ora of this forest bespeak human physical vulnerability, but also the iconogra-
phy of order and bureaucracy, thus, in the Britain of 2018, it is di&cult not to connect them 
to signi"ers of the country’s increasingly vulnerable National Health Service, but any such 
single reading is far, far too simplistic; the work is a metaphor, but also a metaphor about the 
human need for metaphors.  



Art Now: Jesse Darling: The Ballad of Saint Jerome 2018 
© Jesse Darling, courtesy the artist and Arcadia Missa, photography by Matt Greenwood, courtesy of Tate

On their upcoming show at Tate Britain...
¸;OL�^OVSL�ZOV^�PZ�RPUK�VM�H�YPɈ�VU�T\ZL\T�HUK�JO\YJO�HLZ[OL[PJZ�HUK�[OL�
visuals of old imperial epistemology – the glass vitrine, the frame. When there’s 
something quite small in a great big box then hopefully you get the sense of 
H�WPUULK�I\[[LYÅ �̀�ZVTL[OPUN�[OH[�JV\SK�V[OLY^PZL�OH]L�SP]LK�PU�[OL�^PSK�I\[�
never will now. So these tiny little works I’m making are kind of like relics, like 
little bits of shit that allegedly came from some saint – you build this great big 
box around it and then it’s a thing. And that is basically what the whole show is 
trying to do. I wanted to kind of occupy that space and resist a little bit, resist 
what it does.”

On St. Jerome and the lion…
“St. Jerome and the lion appeared to me extraordinarily like a love story. The 
lion of course is this savage who showed up to where Jerome was studying. 
Everybody said they should kill the lion but Jerome said ‘No, he’s just wound-
ed’ [and proceeded to remove a thorn from the lion’s paw], and I thought this 
was the most beautiful, romantic thing. That somebody would see you in your 
woundedness and say this is not dangerous or bad, this is just someone who’s 
hurting. I mean that’s what everyone wants, right? Then years went by and I 
kept thinking about it but also I got a bit of perspective on it, and started to do 
my own reading.

“So St. Jerome showed up in my work; he is nowhere but he is the museum. 
He’s the Tate, the institution, the church, the state, the medical-industrial com-
plex, the white gaze, the male gaze. I am also Jerome in this context but I relate 
to the lion politically – though I have to acknowledge that I’m on both sides of 
[OH[��)`�[OL�[PTL�`V\»YL�OH]PUN�HU�PUZ[P[\[PVUHS�ZOV �̂�L]LU�[OV\NO�P[�PZ�T`�ÄYZ[�
at the age of 38, I think you can’t pretend that you’re completely not of it.”

The Artist Using St. Jerome and 
the Lion to Redress 
Patriarchal Power

Lion in wait for Jerome and his medical kit (detail), 2018 
Jesse Darling © Jesse Darling, courtesy the artist and Arcadia Missa

(Z�[OLPY�ÄYZ[�PUZ[P[\[PVUHS�ZOV^�VWLUZ�H[�;H[L�)YP[HPU��1LZZL�+HYSPUN�ZOHYLZ�
some of the ideas behind it

SEPTEMBER 26, 2018

TEXT Maria Howard

Impressive for both its scope and unfailing critical gaze, Jesse Darling’s work 
takes from a wide range of sources – from early Christian theology and Renais-
ZHUJL�WHPU[PUN�[V�4HY_PZ[�MLTPUPZ[�[OLVY`�HUK�ZJPLU[PÄJ�WHWLYZ�¶�[V�X\LZ[PVU�
the patriarchal structures that continue to surround us. In their upcoming show 
at Tate Britain, Darling turns a weary and wary eye to the twin institutions of 
museum and church and explores the story of St. Jerome and the lion, at the 
same time addressing the relationship between care and surveillance, the fra-
gility of the body and art as a strategy for survival.



On understanding the ‘structural violence’ of the patriarchy...
“I don’t want to make it all about my own class and gender and sexual history 
or anything like that but the way that people come to understand themselves 
as mad or bad is also part of a structural violence. With the series of works 
called No more St. Jeromes, I was thinking, what if you didn’t have this pa-
[LYUHSPZ[PJ�PUÅ\LUJL��[OL�PTWLYPHS�\UKLYZ[HUKPUN�VM�IVKPLZ��^OLU�`V\�LU[LY�
the medical diagnostic industrial complex as a sick or crazy person? Like the 
church it styles itself as this benevolent relationship to the one seeking care, 
but that’s just one part of the story.”

On making art…
“I don’t call myself a research artist and I don’t make claims about what my 
work is doing – it doesn’t function like academia or activism, it’s just doing 
what art does. And that basically means that – whatever you take from it – you 
understand it in a register of the subjective. I don’t like things to be really slick 
or manufactured, the aesthetics of capital. I want you to see the decisions and 
the mistakes. That to me is an aesthetics of the subjective.”

Art Now: Jesse Darling: The Ballad of Saint Jerome 2018© 
Jesse Darling, courtesy the artist and Arcadia Missa, photography by Matt Greenwood, courtesy of Tate

Art Now: Jesse Darling: The Ballad of Saint Jerome runs until February 24, 2018 
at Tate Britain, London. 



Some of this was created on the top of a defunct refrigerator that Darling—essentially housebound at the 
time, unable to use their right arm and reliant on a shaky left—pressed into service as a kind of sketchpad. 
(Variations on some of these iPhone images were beamed out via Darling’s Instagram account, untethered 
from ontological certainty about their art status. Crossing onto these pages, where they jibe with concep-
WLRQV�RI�WKH�³SRRU�LPDJH�´�WKH\�UHPDLQ�VRPHZKDW�XQ¿[HG���7KH�XQUHPDUNDEOH�GRPHVWLF�VSKHUH��YLHZHUV�
might infer, can enlarge wildly if one inhabits it deeply enough; can become ghosted with magical thinking. 
One image, featuring what Darling groups as “prophylactics, charms, and placebos,” grids together a selec-
tion of what might be considered faith objects: antiaging cream, a Chinese good-luck keepsake, crosses, a 
baton of sage, a pricey anti-decay toothpick.

If this kind of amalgamation suggests you have to build your own hopefulness out of what’s around (and 
DOVR��DORQJ�WKH�ZD\��XQDEDVKHGO\�LOOXPLQDWHV�WKH�DUWLVW¶V�RZQ�FRPSURPLVHG�OLYLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV���VXFK�D�
UHDGLQJ�LV�UHDI¿UPHG�E\�LPDJHU\�UHODWLQJ�WR�6DLQW�-HURPH��WKH�,WDOLDQ�SULHVW�DQG�WUDQVODWRU��ZKR�OHJHQGDUL-
ly plucked a thorn from a lion’s paw and subsequently adopted the beast as a study buddy. In Darling’s 
left-handed, obliquely queered retelling—a drawing, or, as it is subtitled, a “temporary relief,” mounted on 
chopsticks and held up in a double-handed grip—two bloodied lions smooch. Another transitory sculpture 
LQFRUSRUDWHV�D�FKLOG¶V�OHRQLQH�WR\�DQG�D�FUXWFK�LQWR�6DLQW�-HURPH¶V�VWDII��KHUH�FRQYHUWHG�LQWR�D�ZDQG�RI�
VRUWV��-HURPH�KLPVHOI��ZKHUH�KH�DSSHDUV��LV�IDU�IURP�D�KHUR�KHUH��PRUH�D�SDWHUQDOLVWLF�¿JXUH�GHPDQGLQJ�
IHDOW\�DQG�FRQIRUPLW\�LQ�UHWXUQ�IRU�KHDOLQJ���6HH��UHODWHGO\��WKH�EHOOLFRVH�SDUDGH�RI�UHSXUSRVHG�GLOGRV���$V�
SRVLWHG�E\�WKLV�DOWHUQDWLYH�QDUUDWLRQ²DQG�E\�'DUOLQJ¶V�SUDFWLFH�DW�ODUJH²WKH�LQMXUHG�PLJKW�EH�EHWWHU�RII�¿QG-
ing others like them and, helped by companionship, living through the hurt.

—Martin Herbert

-HVVH�'DUOLQJ��Our Lady Saint Jerome, 2018
white clay, porcelain, Band-Aids, wings, propeller, chopsticks, lion

-HVVH�'DUOLQJ��Saint! Jerome in the Wilderness, 2018, ink on paper, testosterone

($6,/<�7251��HSKHPHUDO��HYRFDWLYH²WKH�PDJD]LQH�SDJH�LV�DQ�DSSURSULDWH�VHFRQG�KRPH�IRU�-HVVH�
Darling’s work. In recent years, the artist has honed a spindly, pragmatic mode of assemblage, hospitable 
WR�EHQW�PHWDO�WXELQJ��KRRGLHV��PHGLFDO�JHDU��ÀXWWHULQJ�SODVWLF�EDJV��:KHQ�FRPELQHG��WKHVH�XQDVVXPLQJ�PD-
terials tend to sketchily conjure bodies. In this way, Darling’s approach to representation gravitates toward 
deliberate weakness, manifest damage, and evocations of mutual aid, as if to anticipate and then repudi-
DWH�D�FRQWH[W�RI�WR[LF�PDVFXOLQLW\�DQG�ZUDWKIXO�ZKLWH�KHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\��,Q�WKHLU�UHFHQW�H[KLELWLRQ�DW�&KDSWHU�
1<��IRU�H[DPSOH��'DUOLQJ�DUUD\HG�GUHDPLO\�EHQW�FUXWFKHV��ZDOO�PRXQWHG�DQG�ZKLWH�SDLQWHG�VWHHO�WXELQJ�WKDW�
slanted outward like a giant pair of etiolated, striding legs, and a toilet for the disabled—its grab bars anima-
WHGO\�DQJOHG�OLNH�DUPV��ZKLOH�HORQJDWHG�PHWDO�WXEHV�UHDFKHG�WR�WKH�ÀRRU�WR�VXJJHVW�DQ�RUJDQLVP�KREEOLQJ�
IRUZDUG��RU�DZD\��7KHVH�XQVWHDG\�PHDQV�RI�VXSSRUW�WHPSRUDULO\�VXSSRUWHG�RQH�DQRWKHU��7KH\�LPSOLHG�DQ�DG�
hoc posse, transforming individual failings into communal strength.
If the covert potential of underdog communities has been central to Darling’s work for some time, so has 
HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�SULQW�PHGLD��6HH��IRU�H[DPSOH��WKH�KDVKWDJ�WXUQHG�SRVWHU�SURMHFW��ORVHUPLOLWLD��������$1'�
<28�:,//�.12:�86���%<�7+(�$67+0$�,1+$/(56���$1'�$1;,(7<�0('6���7+(�7,&6�$1'�$//(5-
*,(6���'5,1.,1*�352%/(06���7+(�&5<,1*�21�7+(�%86���:(�$5(�7+(�0,66,/(��LW�UHDGV��JDUODQG-
HG�ZLWK�VZHHW�LOOXVWUDWLRQV�RI�ÀLHV��)RU�$UWIRUXP��'DUOLQJ�SUHVHQWV�VRPHWKLQJ�LQ�EHWZHHQ�VXFK�FLUFXODWRU\�
ZRUN�DQG�WKHLU�UHODWLYHO\�VXEVWDQWLDO��LI�VWLOO�SRLQWHGO\�QRQPRQXPHQWDO��JDOOHU\�SUDFWLFH��:KDW�IROORZV�LV�D�
sequence of images that ask to be read as fugitive sculpture, or as towardsculpture: here for the moment, 
glimmeringly articulate, its assembly requiring no physical strength, its components trashed after being 
documented.



Work in Progress: Jesse Darling
6JG�FGTGNKEV�%TQ[FQP�CKTRQTV��$CVOCP�CU�C�UCKPVGF�ƂIWTG��CPF�C�RQVGPVKCN�PGY�YQTM��C�TQCF�OQXKG�
IQKPI�PQYJGTG

BY JESSE DARLING

ƂÌ�Ã��i�«���Ì�i>À�Þ������ÃÌ>ÀÌi`�Ì��LiV��i�>VÕÌi�Þ�>Ü>Ài��v�Ì�i���>`iµÕ>VÞ]�Ã«iV�wV�ÌÞ�>�`�Û��-
lence of (photographic) representations of the human body, both in my work and in the world. I 
then got stressed out about the idea of testimony in general, which is to say, the representation of 
experience, which led me to stop working in text and video for a few years, and start calling myself 
a sculptor. The relative illegibility of the object allowed me to hide in plain sight while working out 
`�vwVÕ�Ì�Ì���}Ã]�>�`���Li��iÛi`®]�>vÌiÀ�>��]����Ì�i�«�Ìi�Ì�>���v�>LÃÌÀ>VÌ�Ü�À�Ã�Ì��Ã«i>��>�`�Ã��}����Ì�i�À�
silence, like a riposte. But in a cultural moment of accelerated visual saturation, the silence of ob-
jects can sometimes become a form of self-conscious camp: theatrically abject golem girls doing 
their little turn and curtsy for the nice moneymen. Film, on the other hand, is explicitly manipulative 
and didactic, and in the time of ‘post-truth’ politics (although in my view there has never been any-
thing like ‘truth’) it feels like a good moment to explore the narrative form again, even if it’s all just 
fables and fairy tales.

��ÃÌ>ÀÌi`�Ì������}�>L�ÕÌ�Ì��Ã��iÜ�w����>ÃÌ�Þi>À]�Ü���i�ÃµÕ>ÌÌ��}����>�ÃÌÕ`������Ì�i���`ÕÃÌÀ�>���ÕÌÃ��ÀÌÃ�
of Croydon in south London. Out there it’s a wasteland, just one long road and some big barn 
stores and a swathe of meadow that used to be an airport. Imperial Airlines was the height of 
�ÕÝÕÀÞ�L>V�����Ì�i�£�ÎäÃ]�>�`�
À�Þ`���>�À«�ÀÌ�Ü>Ã����i�Ì��Ì�i�wÀÃÌ�«ÕÀ«�Ãi�LÕ��Ì�«>ÃÃi�}iÀ�ÌiÀ-
minal. Nowadays it’s a perfect repudiation of the accelerationist narrative: where-all-this-once-was-

}À>ÃÃ� ��� ÀiÛiÀÃi]�Ü�Ì��}i�Ì�i�Ü��`y�ÜiÀÃ�
and burned out motorbikes looking like 
the picked corpses of wildebeests in the 
Serengeti. Miniature ponies graze under 
the pylons behind IKEA and traveller kids 
play footy between burned out cars. It 
isn’t a ghost town so much as a zombie 
���i\�i�«ÌÞ�L���L�>À`Ã]���Õ�Ì>��Ã��v�yÞ�
tip, power plants buzzing softly alongside 
rows of allotments.

It felt like the realized iteration of a bunch 
of ideas I’d been putting around for years 
about how space is occupied and pro-
duced despite everything, and during a 
period in which London felt strangled by 

-HVVH�'DUOLQJ��No More Saint Jeromes, 2018, ink on paper, chopsticks, tape

-HVVH�'DUOLQJ� The Staff of Saint Jerome, 2018, steel, rubber, bandages, 
lion, testosterone



Often, my work tries to visualize the pre-
cariousness of architectural, cultural and 
corporeal bodies as a form of trauma-
tized optimism: nothing and no-one is 
too big, rich, tough or powerful to fail 
(or just, you know, die). The whole proj-
ect of Western modernity is vampiric on 
every level. Death and decline are not 
allowed in the picture (how else do you 
maintain a narrative of exponential lin-
ear growth?), so fresh blood is contin-
ually required to maintain the machine. 
But as the Situationists of my teenage 
theory crushes would have said, eternal 
life somehow equates to eternal death.

Because of my issues with repre-
sentation, I wanted the characters 
to be 2D animated, in partial hom-
age to the comic books and Disney 
imperialism that helped to form 
the idolatry of high modernity. I 
started drafting character sketch-
iÃ�v�À�Ì�iÃi�ÌÜ��w}ÕÀiÃ���V>���¼	>Ì-
man’ and ‘the ghost’. Batman both 
is and isn’t recognizable as the 
superhero: he’s also cuck, buck, 
horned god, beast and Viking; and 
the ghost guy is and isn’t the grand 
wizard, high vizier, dunce, cone-
head and cardinal. They are broth-
ers and lovers and enemies, and 
they’re stuck together in purgato-
ÀÞ�Õ�Ì���Ì�iÞ�w}ÕÀi��ÕÌ�Ì�>Ì�Ì�iÞ½Ài�
dead – which they may or may not 
`��LÞ�Ì�i�i�`��v�Ì�i�w��°

I started reading the Tibetan Book 
of the Dead and parts of Dante’s 
Inferno (c.1320) to help me think 

In my sculpture practice I’ve always been attracted to petroleum products, synthetics, alloys (the 
quintessentially modern materials) and, in particular, plastic. The uncanny of crude oil. Plastic in 
proliferation. A medium of immortality, clogging up the earth and destined to outlive us all. Cellu-
���`�`iÀ�Ûi`�vÀ���Vi��Õ��Ãi]�Ü��V��«�>�ÌÃ�ÕÃi�Ì��Ài}i�iÀ>Ìi�Ì�i�Ãi�ÛiÃ®�Ü>Ã���i��v�Ì�i�wÀÃÌ�«�>ÃÌ�VÃ�
Ì��w�`��ÌÃ����i����Ì�i���`iÀ���>��ÃÌÀi>�]�>�`���Ü�q����«iÀviVÌ�}��ÃÌ��`iÀ��ÃÞ�Ì�iÃ�Ã�q�Ì��Ãi�
moving images are transferred to the incorporeal digital, so the dead can keep dancing away for-
ever on the silver screen (or at least so long as the grid holds out). In this and many other ways, the 
�>ÀÀ>Ì�Ûi�vi>ÌÕÀi�w����Ã�Ì�i���`iÀ���i`�Õ�]�«>À�iÝVi��i�Vi°
Loewe frieze week editorial

And so I started thinking about Batman in the bardo: a road movie going nowhere.

homogenous development capitalism, it was a place where the cracks in the facade were in full 
view. Through those cracks grew bluebells and brambles. Dead pixels on the LCD ads that nobody 
ever looked at. I felt at peace there. It was lonely but it was okay.

At the same time I kept having this feeling that death was encroaching, at least in the sense of a 
continuum in which growth and expansion, at some point, just stop. Not a physical death, neces-
sarily, just a feeling that a world I had known and counted on was about to fall apart. Now I know 
that I was right, in a way. This was before Brexit and Drumpf, but there was something in the air, 
iÝi�«��wi`��À�>�«��wi`�LÞ�Ì��Ãi������>��Ã«>ViÃ�>Ì�Ü��V��Ì�i�V�ÌÞ��iiÌÃ��ÌÃ�����ÌÃ°��Ì�Ü>Ã�>�«�>Vi����
between life – the long grass growing slowly over the airport runway – and death, in the form of de-
cay, obsolescence, waste space and real estate. In the wider world beyond the old Croydon airport, 
it seemed like certain ideas, struggles and identities were becoming irrelevant, and this meant that 
I (or someone like me) was likely to emerge on the wrong side of history. This was all right by me, 
but I wanted to understand more about the history in question so that I would understand exactly 
what was unravelling when the unravelling began. All the better to let it go, with grace. 
I started reading a lot about the inception of modernity, trying to trace the beginnings of the 

trouble. I was learning the histories 
I wasn’t taught in school: coloniality, 
slavery and empire, the burning of 
witches and the hegemony of quan-
titative scientism. I was reading alter-
native histories of technology, Black 
radical theory, Kant refracted through 
Spivak, some Silvia Federici and Witt-
genstein and Latour. I wanted to un-
derstand what it means at the funda-
mental level to be a modern Western 
ÃÕL�iVÌ]�`iw�i`����«>ÀÌ�LÞ�>�ÌÀ>Õ�>Ì-
ic and arbitrary binarism that could 
all be Descartes’ fault, or some kind 
of ‘them and us’ schism deployed 
by early colonials, or who the hell 
knows? I started feeling like someone 
who grew up in a really strict church 
and never questioned the scripture. 
Despite its understanding of itself, it 
was becoming apparent to me that 
the rational doctrine of post-enlight-
enment secular modernity was just 
another form of theology.

Around the same time I was making some sculptures for a solo show called ‘The Great Near’, in 
which I tried to ‘denaturalize’ modernity as a form of syncretic religion, and I got stuck on Batman 
>Ã�>�Ã>��Ìi`�w}ÕÀi°�*iÀ�>«Ã�LiV>ÕÃi��v� ��Ã®� ���iÀi�Ì�µÕiiÀ�iÃÃ]� ��Ã®�L�`Þ]� ���i�Ì�i�L�`�iÃ��v�
all the great martyr saints, felt somehow permeable, penetrable – something that I could enter 
��Ì�]�iÝ«>�`���Ã�`i��v°�	ÕÌ�	>Ì�>��>�Ã��i�L�`�iÃ�iÛiÀÞ�>Ã«iVÌ��v�Ì�i�v>����}]�y>����}�Ã�ÛiÀi�}�]�
being a damaged, closeted, libertarian masc. homeowner with daddy issues: a white saviour with 
no superpower except money and a sense of entitlement. (He) was an ideal stand-in for my own 
body, with its wannabe masculinity, hubris and fallibility: features my body shares with the body 
of empire.



about what their world might be like. Purgatories seem common across many cultures, a sort of sus-
pended space above and below the world that, despite the presence of orgiastic spirits or vengeful 
`i���Ã]�>Ài�`iw�i`�LÞ�>�Ã�ÀÌ��v�`Õ���iÃÃ°� �L�`Þ�Ü>�ÌÃ�Ì��ÃÌ>Þ�Ì�iÀi����}]����i�«>ÃÃ«�ÀÌ�µÕiÕiÃ�
at the border zone. I felt like the bardo at the end of white western modernity would probably be 
a processing plant of some kind, like the workfare rule or Kafka’s bureaucratic trash basket. I imag-
ined sex at its most baroque, without the radical promise; obsolete cellphones going to endless 
automated operators and ringing off in the call waiting time. That there could be a love story in this 
scenario felt both impossible and necessary. After all, the commitment to a certain narrative is one 
reason that it’s hard to move on. The characters are stand-ins, of course, and their conundrum is a 
metaphor, though not a particularly subtle one.

When I was about seven years 
old I read George Orwell’s 
Animal Farm (1945). I liked it 
alright; I liked books about 
animals. It was cool when they 
took over the farm but I was 
sad about Boxer. I have not 
read it since, though I under-
stand I may have missed some 
of its nuances. Still, a story 
that can entertain a child while 
carrying the weight of history 
is something to aspire to.

��À��i]��>ÀÀ>Ì�Ûi�w����Ã�>�Ü>ÞÃ�
inherently populist and propa-
gandist, producing total affect 
without consent – and I dislike 
works that look and feel like 
Hollywood but refuse this re-
lation to the audience. It feels 
like fables and fairy tales are 
legitimate etymologies now, 

since fully understanding something is not truly possible until long after the fact. And as with all 
work produced at this time, it will be interesting to see what seems preposterous and what seems 
prescient in 10 or 20 or a 100 years, or what ‘survives’ at all, if anything.

Main image: Jesse Darling, from the series ‘Whats wrong Batman’, 2016, pencil on paper, 29 x 42 
cm. Courtesy: the artist 

https://frieze.com/article/work-progress-jesse-darling



First, I want to ask about what you’ve been working on lately – or, maybe, not working on. What have you been 
planning, or occupying your time with?

Having latterly lost the full use of some of my limbs, I’m confronted with the ableist machismo of the values 
that used to animate my sculpture practice: ideas of “hard work” and “DIY” and “the gesture,” all of which are 
just variations on problematic inherited ideologies, unquestioned until now, that generationally provided the 
worker/settlers of my family with a sense of their own worth in the world. I felt I had a lot to prove, tied into 
insecurities about my own gender and class identity. But if I had a point to make, I guess I made it. !ough this 
isn’t my "rst time around with chronic pain and malfunction, signi"ers of the disabled, damaged, or prosthetic 
body kept showing up in my work somehow despite me. Now I am trying to think and work towards a non-ma-
cho sculpture practice by gathering and assembling small objects in narrative formulations, and learning to 
draw with my le% hand. I’ve been thinking about modernity and prosthetics, and the idea of learned versus 
“automatic” behaviors – both of which are almost always the product of structures and mechanisms outside of 
the self.

Do you feel like this last year or so has been fundamentally di!erent for you, as an artist? In North America, Trump’s 
election feels like a momentous calamity that changed everything, though I imagine that in the UK and Europe, it 
probably feels more like one link in a longer chain of dismaying events. Has the recent political climate shifted the 
way you think about your art, or impacted the way you work at all? Or would you say that events in your personal 
life have cast a longer shadow?

!e year before Trump and Brexit was a dark night of the soul for me in which I was struggling to "nd any value 
in the rigged game of the artworld and began thinking that art is a sort of compulsion or neurosis – at least as 
it functions encoded by capitalism – an activity with no productive value yet something one can’t stop doing. I 
wondered aloud, alone and in collaboration with others, how these compulsions could be rei"ed or legitimized 
as rituals in the sense of a religious observance: ecstatic witnessing, as it were. At this time, I was doing a lot of 
teaching, trying to help students locate their wound and speak from it, and trying to show up for people with 
the idea of one’s work as the alibi but also as the common factor through which we try to speak to one another 
or the world. In this way, I truly believe in art: its objects and engagements. But I worried about that, too; was 
I part of a fucked and privileged system invested in producing elitist discourse?

Over the past year, I’ve had considerable di&culty maintaining my faith in art. In the short version of this 
introduction to an interview, I would follow that sentence with “… so I talked to Jesse Darling.” !ough I’ve 
been interested in their practice for years, I have never actually seen any of Darling’s work in person – I’m 
familiar with the London- and Berlin-based artist mainly through their various writings, install and studio 
images online, and from their social media. !is is fairly appropriate for an artist who achieved recognition 
as a (dissenting) participant in what most of us now rather sheepishly recall as the “post-internet” moment. 
It’s worth remembering, though, that six or seven years ago, a lot of people sincerely believed (mea culpa) in 
the internet and social media as a democratizing, hierarchy-busting force for good in the world. Now that the 
algorithmically-driven, socially-networked attention economy has facilitated the rise of the Alt-Right and cat-
apulted the living embodiment of plutocratic, white-supremacist patriarchy to the U.S. presidency, things look 
rather di$erent.

While it would be too much of a stretch to say that Darling predicted any of this, they were a prescient critic of 
the toxic masculinity and neo-colonial impulses that accompanied so much of the tra&c in net-native culture 
from browser to gallery. If Darling avoided the speculative rush to capitalize and co-opt that swept up many of 
their peers, they’ve also dodged the swi% neutralization and obsolescence that’s followed. In their "ercely intel-
ligent commentary as much as their poignantly precarious sculptures, Darling has been enduringly concerned 
with the vulnerability of the body in space as much as the dispersal of the nerve system across digital networks. 
In this time of ascendant reaction and di&cult reckoning, we are constantly reminded of the artworld’s com-
plicity with dirty money, predatory sexism, and entrenched racism. But this is also to assume that there is any 
such monolithic thing as “the artworld.” Talking with Jesse Darling, I was also reminded that art is so much 
bigger than “contemporary art,” and that you don’t have to believe in one to believe in the other.



It seems to me that people who have real insight 
into how to deal with this anxiety and combat its 
root causes are people for whom this vulnerability 
is not new – for example, queer and POC advoca-
cy groups, labor organizers, as well as people with 
disabilities or chronic health problems (especial-
ly when they’re organized to advocate for them-
selves). On the other hand, people with these kinds 
of vulnerability are also doubly victimized by not 
having the time or resources to deal with their 
primary level of violence/pain/repression. Artists, 
meanwhile, (despite being accustomed to precar-
iousness) are mostly unfamiliar with this kind of 
collective organizing. Artists are trained to be hy-
per-individualistic, high-functioning neurotics – 
ie. to be really good at exploiting themselves. And 
I think this hyper-functioning also encourages the 
denial I was talking about before. For artists who 
are really facing up to the reality of things, what 
options are there other than withdrawing from a 
corrupt system? Where is the place for a non-com-
promised art and what does it look like?

Before I was an artist I lived for many years in 
squat scenes, running kitchens and making com-
munity zines and parties. We didn’t call the cops, 
didn’t see doctors, didn’t work with external con-
tractors: every need could be met from within 

the community, from plumbing to translation, and many people lived there who could not or would not sur-
vive “topside” in civic life. I learned a lot about social organizing: mainly how not to do it, but there were some 
takeaways too. I came back to London and started setting up these big share houses as “living projects,” mostly, 
I think, to convince people without the same political/ideological background to join my project of sharing 
resources as a household, which was my only model for living. I’ve since regretted subsuming these living strat-
egies into what I once called an art practice, and would not do it now. If I were to organize, I would not do it as 
an artist but as a body alongside other bodies.

Making public my own vulnerabilities and inconsistencies was a decision: something, at least, that I felt I could 
defend politically in opposition to the “hermetic masculine” of “phallic modernity” – and this acknowledge-
ment of the ongoing crisis of life under capitalism was part of what I called my practice. But at some point, I 
attempted to remove my own story from the work and also from the discourse around the work (an ongoing 
project). My gender, my disability, my lover/s, and my kid are not for curation (but here I am listing these 
things in correspondence with a journalist!). In this sense, I have already partially withdrawn, or at least have 
attempted a refusal. And there may be no such thing as non-compromised art but it’s what I call the work I 
came here to do. If there were no sense le% in referring to that work as art I would think about it di$erently, but 
in some way I would continue. And the artworld is only an extension of the real world. I do feel like a missile 
when feeding my baby under the green sign of Starbucks with mobility cane and all the androgynous sports 
gear I’m probably too old to carry o$: the very repudiation of what liquid-modern neoliberalism demands of 
its laborers, to remain young, lean, legible, capable, #exible. Wearing my wounds on the outside and #anked 
by what slows me down. “We are undone by one another,” wrote Judith Butler, and I keep that tucked into my 
heart. I mean that, as a parent and caregiver, I became fungible; as a failing body I joined the collective failure 
of all bodies, and from this position full of holes I stream out towards the holes in others and in this way, we 
might breathe one another, feed one another, #ow through one another and sometimes "ll up.

Jesse Darling’s solo exhibition, Support Level, opens January 21 at Chapter NY.

When Trump was elected I thought I should do something. I felt as an artist I wasn’t doing enough. All the 
arts-against-Trump stu$ felt so feathered and impotent. I thought about what I’m trying to do when I’m teach-
ing and considered retraining as a multi-faith minister: not to preach a gospel but to gain access (to hospitals, 
schools, refugee centers, prisons, hospices), and to just show up for people, not as a representative of any or-
ganization or faith but as a representative of … I want to say humanity but this word is tainted by the modern 
colonial project, as with most words and concepts I necessarily use, having no other. I wanted a way to circum-
vent the protocol, and to address people’s needs at the level of the encounter. But I want to acknowledge here 
that the idea of a multi-faith priest is one of those homeless notions that makes no sense to those who already 
practice a faith in their communities. And I didn’t do it, in the end; the training is long and expensive, and life 
got in the way.

In terms of the work itself, I continued thinking hard about how to talk about !e Problem without trying to 
exonerate or align oneself: without positing the Other as the object, which is a frequent strategy in le%ist art 
practice. It always bums me out for its coolly violent, anthropological distance to the "gure of the refugee or 
the subaltern: paternalistic orientalism at its most well-intentioned. For sure it’s easier for white Anglo-Amer-
ican artists to talk about the fascist or the Klansmen as a di$erent kind of Other; but I’m more interested in 
complexity and complicity, the libidinality of the investment through which we allow violence to continue. 
Whiteness as automated, as traumatic reenactment. A wound indeed. Trying to face up to death somehow: the 
end of a rotten epoch whose whole project was to banish death.

Becoming a parent brought me in touch with the continuum more than anything else; carrying a fetus, the 
body contains life and death in equal measure. I had already started crossing over, using testosterone, etc. when 
Lux came along and I had let some of my feminisms lapse as though they were someone else’s problem. Only 
through the experience of pregnancy and childbirth did I fully understand how deep and total is my culture’s 
own hatred and fear of women (usual caveats apply for use of this term: I mean people with and without a uter-
us, who may or may not necessarily identify as women). !is was some kind of awakening also.

I think part of the ambient fear and anxiety of the past year – aside from simple worry about what will happen 
next – is the impossibility of formulating a coherent idea of how to move forward when the forces of reaction have 
usurped so much power. The response from the art establishment (ie. big curators and major art events) has been 
distressingly similar to the centrist pundit class: pure hysteria and denial, ine!ectual fantasizing about how to rein-
state the previous status quo rather than facing up to the essential rottenness of things.

Yes. Most of the establishment art class doesn’t really care about art, I think; in some ways you’d think there’s 
no skin in the game for them. But I guess the very existence of the artworld as we know it is hoisted and but-
tressed by a suspended set of values that must also collapse with the "ction of liberal democracy. And it’s com-
plicated because without the whole circus, none of our work means a thing. !e objects become totemic, faith 
trophies or whatever – at best, that is. At worst, it’s all just a bunch of worthless junk full of stolen tropes and 
cynical jokes. Most of the problems we spend our time discussing in the artworld are not real problems; they’re 
philosophical or theological conceits, really, and nothing will change through the value-production-industrial 
complex of endless panel discussions. !e world as we know it may very well be ending, not in the Alt-Right, 
accelerationist sense but in the Wildersonian afropessimist sense; this would mean the end of the artworld too, 
of course. We would all have to "nd some other way to make a living if making a living was still something one 
did. And/or we would give ourselves wholly to the business of life. !ere are artistries in everything. But I think 
again of faith, somehow necessary where art is not. In Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower the main character 
Lauren Olamina is what I would call an artist, and this helps her survive apocalyptic conditions where others 
cannot.

Well, on that note, how are you surviving? What is it like to make art in these conditions? On a personal, practical 
level, how do you cope with life?

I cope through evoking an imagined community, burning with probably quite risible faith in what I do, not 
spending much money, trying to be grateful, and practising pleasure where possible.



$QWKRQ\�5H\QROGV�*DOOHU\��LQ�WKH�VDPH�VHFWLRQ��KDV�D�VKRZ�RI�WKH�FDQGLG��LQWLPDWH�SKRWRJUDSKV�RI�5LFKDUG�%LOOLQJ-
KDP¶V�GLVPDO�IDPLO\�OLIH�LQ�D�%LUPLQJKDP�KLJK�ULVH��7KH\�UHPDLQ�ZRQGHUIXO��DZIXO�LPDJHV��DQG�KDYH�PRUH�ELWH�WKDQ�
much at the fair, or anywhere else come to that. Billingham has spent much of the past 20 years escaping the success 
these images had. Sometimes early success – and a great body of work – can pursue an artist down the decades in 
unforeseeable ways.

7KH�EHVW�WKLQJ�DERXW�WKH�IDLU�LV�WR�HQFRXQWHU�ZRUNV�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��RU�WKDW�RQH�KDG�RQO\�NQRZQ�E\�UXPRXU�RU�UHSXWD-
tion. Seeing things for oneself matters, in an age where art often gets bought on the strength of an internet image.

%HWW\�7RPSNLQV�KDV�IRU�\HDUV�EHHQ�SDLQWLQJ�WKH�IHPDOH�ERG\��RIW�LQ�VWDUN��LQ�\RXU�IDFH�GHWDLO��7XUQ�D�FRUQHU�DW�WKH�
3�3�2�:�VWDQG�DQG�WKHUH�LV�KHU�(UVDW]�&XQW�3DLQWLQJ��D�NLQG�RI�SLQN�JORZ��1H[W�WR�LW�DUH�D�VHULHV�RI�VPDOO�FDQYDVHV�
FDOOHG�:RPHQ¶V�:RUGV��HDFK�HPEOD]RQHG�ZLWK�RIWHQ�GHURJDWRU\�QDPHV�JLYHQ�WR�ZRPHQ�DQG�SDUWV�RI�WKHLU�ERGLHV��
IURP�WKH�DIIHFWLRQDWH�/RYH�WR�WKH�9LOODJH�%LF\FOH��IURP�%LW�RI�&UXPSHW�WR�'LUW\�2OG�6ODSSHU��7KH\�MRVWOH�RYHU�WKH�ZDOO��
like a crowd of leering blokes.

6RPH�DUW�ZRUNV�QHHG�VHHLQJ�RQO\�RQFH��DQG�VRPHWLPHV�HYHQ�WKDW�LV�RQFH�WRR�RIWHQ��7KHUH�DUH�IHZHU�QRYHOW\�VFXOS-
tures of people in abject and ludicrous contortions of human distress than previously. Gagosian shows potter Edmund 
GH�:DDO��EXW�QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�JRRG�KLV�ERRNV�PLJKW�EH�QRWKLQJ�FRQYLQFHV�PH�DERXW�KLV�SUHFLRXV�OLWWOH�SRWV��+DXVHU�	�
:LUWK�KDV�D�PDG�DQG�RXWUDJLRXVO\�FURZGHG�VWDQG�GHGLFDWHG�WR�WKH�LPSRVVLELOLW\�RI�UHFUHDWLQJ�DQ�DUWLVW¶V�VWXGLR��7KLV�LV�
JUHDW�IXQ��DV�\RX�ZRUN�\RXU�ZD\�WKURXJK�WKH�VWDJH\��FOXWWHUHG�VDORQ�¿QGLQJ�WKH�UHDO�DQG�IDNH�DUWZRUNV�RI�D�¿FWLWLRXV�
DUWLVW��DOO�PDGH�E\�WKH�JDOOHU\¶V�RZQ�URVWHU�RI�DUWLVWV�±�IURP�0DUN�:DOOLQJHU�WR�3K\OOLGD�%DUORZ��/HRQ�*ROXE�WR�0DUWLQ�
Creed.

$QG�WKHQ��DW�WKH�IDU�HQG�RI�WKH�IDLU��,�FRPH�DFURVV�-HVVH�'DUOLQJ¶V�0DUFK�RI�WKH�9DOHGLFWRULDQV��D�JURXS�RI�PXWXDOO\�VXS-
SRUWLQJ�FKDLUV�RQ�EHQW�OHJJHG�VWLOWV��D�NLQG�RI�ZDYHULQJ�FRPPXQLW\�QRW�VXUH�RI�LWV�SODFH��-XVW�OLNH�DQ�DUWZRUN��MXVW�OLNH�D�
human crowd. It sticks in the head and stays there.

London’s Seventeen gallery has a snake eating its own tail as a seating arrangement, where you can sit and watch 
-RKQ�5DIPDQ¶V�YLUWXDO�UHDOLW\�YLGHR��LQ�ZKLFK��DSSDUHQWO\��\RX�EHJLQ�LQ�DQ�DUW�IDLU�DQG�GULIW�LQWR�D�KRUURU�PRYLH��<RX�GRQ¶W�
QHHG�95�IRU�WKDW��DQG�LQ�DQ\�FDVH�WKH�DUW�PDUNHW�LV�LWVHOI�DQ�2XURERURV�

Art fairs can give art its lame name. But work at it and things stick out. Some works, one feels, are only made to be 
hung on an art fair wall, the bearers not so much of ideas or a sensibility but of a fashionable name and the glamour of 
the gallery that tried it on and moved it along. Some things are destined for a museum, while others get resold in the 
parking lot or in a hotel bedroom, or back in Verhoeven’s loos, the unlucky and unlikely dupes of a moment’s enthusi-
asm or a passing whim.

Some things arrive on their stands cosseted in bubble-wrap, only to be embalmed again at the end of the fair, then un-
wrapped once more a few days, weeks and months later at another fair – in Paris in a week or two’s time, at Art Basel 
0LDPL��RU��LI�WKH\�JHW�OXFN\��DW�)ULH]H�0DVWHUV�D�IHZ�\HDUV�GRZQ�WKH�URDG��ZKHUH�WKH\�ZLOO�EH�UHGLVFRYHUHG�DV�WKH�ZRUNV�
of a hitherto unacknowledged genius. By which time their price has quintupled and a critic like me will be cursing the 
EOLQGQHVV�ZLWK�ZKLFK�WKH\�UHDFWHG�WKH�¿UVW�IHZ�WLPHV�DURXQG�

7KHVH�WKRXJKWV�KDG�PH�SUHVVLQJ�WKH�EX]]HU�QH[W�WR�WKH�RUQDWH�EURQ]H�HOHYDWRU�GRRUV�5\DQ�*DQGHU�KDV�LQVWDOOHG�LQ�D�
ZDOO�DW�-RKQHQ�*DOHULH��³(OHYDWRU�WR�&XOWXUH¿HOG�´�UHDGV�WKH�VLJQ��%XW�WKH�GRRUV�GRQ¶W�RSHQ�DQG�WKH�OLIW�LV�JRLQJ�QR-
ZKHUH��,W�LV�QRWKLQJ�EXW�D�GUHDP�RI�HVFDSH��7KHUH�LVQ¶W�RQH�

KWWSV���ZZZ�WKHJXDUGLDQ�FRP�DUWDQGGHVLJQ������RFW����IULH]H�DUW�IDLU������UHYLHZ�HYHU\RQHV�D�SHUIRUPHU�LQ�WKH�ERR]\�IUXLW\�KRXVH�RI�IXQ

Frieze art fair 2016 review: everyone's a performer in the boozy, fruity house of fun
From the crocheted loo seats to the pram-cum-barbecue and roving wet bar, there are stunts and stage-props galore. 
7KHQ�\RX�WXUQ�D�FRUQHU�DQG�¿QG�DQ�DUWZRUN�WKDW�VWLFNV�LQ�\RXU�KHDG�DQG�VWD\V�WKHUH

�-HVVH�'DUOLQJ¶V�0DUFK�RI�WKH�9DOHGLFWRULDQV��3KRWRJUDSK��$UFDGLD�0LVVD�)HOL[�&OD\�IRU�WKH�*XDUGLDQ

,�KDYH�VHHQ�SDLQWHG�HUHFWLRQV�DQG�VFXOSWXUHV�RI�¿UVW�ZRUOG�ZDU�IHPDOH�PXQLWLRQV�ZRUNHUV��D�SHULVKHG�LQÀDWDEOH�GLOGR�
and several elephants, and a welcoming lavatory attendant. But not all at the same time, though the conjunction would 
not surprise me.

7KH\�DUH�DOO�DW�WKH���WK�)ULH]H�DUW�IDLU�±�ZKLFK�RSHQV�LQ�/RQGRQ�RQ�7KXUVGD\�±�DPRQJ�KXQGUHGV�RI�RWKHU�WKLQJV��ORYHO\�
SDLQWLQJV�DQG�VLOO\�VFXOSWXUHV��D�VWDJ�FRYHUHG�LQ�JODVV�EDXEOHV��DQ\RQH"���QRW�FRXQWLQJ�WKH�SHRSOH��VRPH�RI�ZKRP�DUH�
performers. Everyone is a performer at the fair. Even attempting to write about it is a performance.

A white-faced waiter in an empty restaurant proffers a small blackboard, with some sort of schematic face drawn on it. 
7KH�SDLQWLQJV�RQ�WKH�ZDOO�EHKLQG�UHYROYH��DQG�WKHUH¶V�QRW�D�WDEOH�WR�EH�KDG��0\�+HDUW�:LOO�*R�2Q��UHDGV�WKH�QHRQ�RYHU�
WKH�GRRU�DW�)UXWWD�JDOOHU\��IURP�5RPH��1RW�\RXU�XVXDO�WUDWWRULD��WKHQ��7KH�JX\�GRHV�KLV�PLPH�DUWLVW�WKLQJ��OLIWLQJ�DQ�H\H-
EURZ�DQG�WZLVWLQJ�KLV�PRXWK�ZKHQ�,�DVN�LI�KH¶V�WKH�GHDOHU�RU�WKH�DUWLVW��DQG�LI�WKHUH¶V�D�WDEOH��7KH�UHVWDXUDQW�LV�D�VWDQG�
DW�WKH�IDLU��DQG�KDV�QRWKLQJ�WR�VHOO�H[FHSW�SHUKDSV�WKH�VHW��RU�SRVVLEO\�WKH�ZKH\�IDFHG�JRRQ�ZLWK�WKH�ERDUG�

7KHUH�DUH�VHYHUDO�TXDVL�UHDO�VWDJH�VHWV�KHUH��ZLWK�PHWKRG�DFWLQJ�JDOOHULVWV�DQG�FROOHFWRUV�WU\LQJ�KDUG�WR�EH�VRPHRQH�
important, a worthy recipient of the things on show. Art fairs are always like this, the art reduced to the status of stage-
SURS��0RUH�XVHIXOO\��DUWLVW�-XOLH�9HUKRHYHQ�KDV�WDNHQ�WKH�UROH�RI�FRQFLHUJH�LQ�D�VXLWH�RI�WKH�IDLU¶V�WRLOHWV��$VN�LI�VKH�GRHV�
assisted toilet-breaks, and her eyes light up as she bustles about, saying she loves a bit of debauchery.

But I don’t see much cottaging going on in the pink for a boy, blue for a girl lavatory décor, with its croched scatological 
WRLOHW�VHDWV��WKH�HPEURLGHUHG�WXUGV�RQ�KHU�WUROOH\��WKHVH�DUH�DQ�DFTXLUHG�WDVWH���DQG�WKH�WDVVHOOHG�IULQJH�RI�EULJKW�ZKLWH�
WDPSRQV�GRZQ�E\�WKH�+DUSLF�ERWWOHV��FOHDQLQJ�UDJV�DQG�7RLOHW�'XFN�

Verhoeven has turned the loos into an infantilist’s fun-house, making the usual business of closed-door deals and sob-
bing collectors more an entertainment than usual. I suppose you could call her project social sculpture. I call it a laugh.

$�*HQWLO�&DULRFD�IURP�5LR�GH�-DQHLUR�¿OOV�LWV�VWDQG�ZLWK�LWV�RZQ�WUROOH\V�RU�ZRUN�VWDWLRQV��E\�%UD]LOLDQ�FROOHFWLYH�2SDYL-
YDUD���7KHVH�WRR�KDYH�VRFLDO�SXUSRVH��$�ZKHHOFKDLU�SURYLGHV�WKH�EDVH�IRU�DPSOL¿HU��VSHDNHUV�DQG�D�NDUDRNH�PDFKLQH��
WKHUH¶V�D�SUDP�FXP�EDUEHFXH�XQLW��DQG�EHVW�RI�DOO�D�ZHW�EDU�VHW�XS�RQ�D�VXSHUPDUNHW�WUROOH\��ZLWK�DOO�WKH�ERR]H�DQG�
fruits. Mine’s a caipirinha, but there isn’t time, either for a drink or a song.

,I�\RX�ZDQW�UHVSLWH��WKHUH�LV�'RPLQLTXH�*RQ]DOH]�)RHUVWHU¶V�UHPDGH�����V�URRP��:LWK�LWV�SHULRG�EURZQ�ZDOOV��GD\EHG�
DQG�PLUURUV��LW�FRUUHVSRQGV�WR�D�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�¿OP�PDNHU�5DLQHU�:HUQHU�)DVVELQGHU¶V�RZQ�EHGURRP��7KH�WKLQJV�WKLV�
room might have seen, but hasn’t. But it is full of a kind of lassitude.

*RQ]DOH]�)RHUVWHU¶V�5�:�)�LV�DQ�LPDJLQDU\�DV�ZHOO�DV�D�UHDO�VSDFH��D�WUDQVSRVLWLRQ�RI�VRPHZKHUH�VKH�KDV�QHYHU�
VHHQ��,W�KDV�EHHQ�EXLOW��DW�(VWKHU�6FKLSSHU¶V�VWDQG��DV�SDUW�RI�D�VHFWLRQ�FDOOHG�7KH�1LQHWLHV��6HYHUDO�JDOOHULHV�DUH�SUH-
VHQWLQJ�ZRUNV�DQG�LQVWDOODWLRQV�IURP�WKH�SHULRG�LQFOXGLQJ�HDUO\�0DXUL]LR�&DWWHODQ��D�VSRRI�/XFLR�)RQWDQD�SDLQWLQJ��FXW�
ZLWK�=RUUR¶V�PDUN��DQG�D�&DUVWHQ�+ROOHU�LQIDQW¶V�FRW��HOHYDWHG�RQ�ULGLFXORXVO\�KLJK�URGV�DERYH�D�VHW�RI�ZRRGHQ�ZKHHOV��
2QH�EUHDWK�RI�ZLQG�DQG�WKH�NLG�ZRXOG�EH�ÀXQJ�WR�LWV�GRRP�





PRXQWHG�EXUQW�H\HV�RU�IDFHV�RI�GLVKFORWK�ÀDJV��KRLVWHG�E\�VWHHO�IUDPHV�ZKRVH�DUURZV�SRLQW�QRZKHUH��LQ�RSSRVLWH�
GLUHFWLRQV��WKHVH�QDPHG�'RPHVWLF�7HUURU������DQG����+DORV��KRUQV�RU�FURZQV�RI�WKRUQV��WKHVH�VSHFWUHV�RI�JRRG�DQG�HYLO�
RI�WKH�VHFXODU��GLVFUHGLWHG�&KULVWLDQLW\�RI�ZKLWH��ZHVWHUQ�QDWLRQ�VWDWHV��7KH�KXEULV�DQG�GHWULWXV�RI�(PSLUH�LV�ZKDW�7KH�
*UHDW�1HDU�GUDZV�IURP�DQG�EXLOGV�RQ�

:KDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�EH�FRQVWUXFWHG�DQG�GHFRQVWUXFWHG�DV�D�VXEMHFW�LQ�DQ�RQJRLQJ�DUHD�RI�HQTXLU\�IRU�-HVVH�'DUOLQJ��
ZKRVH�ZRUN�WKXV�IDU�KDV�VSDQQHG�VFXOSWXUH��SDLQWLQJ��GUDZLQJ��ZULWLQJ��YLGHR��GLJLWDO�DQG�OLYH�SHUIRUPDQFH��-HVVH�LV�
concerned with how human subjects are formed and deformed in the radically fragmentary, partial and unequal con-
GLWLRQV�RI�PRGHUQLW\�DQG�SRVWPRGHUQLW\�ZH�KDYH�LQKHULWHG�DQG�OLYH�LQ��ZLWK�DOWHULW\�LQ�DQ�H[SDQGHG�DQG�UHÀH[LYH�VHQVH��
the latent alterity of the potential sickness and disability and the certainty of decline and death, that which encompass-
HV�WKH�KXPDQ��DQLPDO�DQG�PDWHULDO�ZRUOG�ZKHWKHU�µPDQPDGH¶�RU�µQDWXUDO�¶�7KDW�WKH�DIWHUPDWK�RI�ZDU�PD\�QRW�ORRN��IHHO�
or be meaningfully different from the aftermath of disaster, whether as a human or an object.

(TXDOO\��PDVFXOLQLW\��QR�OHVV�WKDQ�IHPLQLQLW\��FRXOG�EH�D�GUDJ���FRVWXPH��MRNH�RU�QLJKWPDUH��7KH�VLQJOH�SDLQWLQJ�LQ�
WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�GHSLFWV�D�KHDG�LQ�KDQG�%DWPDQ��VWUHDPLQJ�EORRG�IURP�WKH�ORZHU�DEGRPHQ��%DWPDQ�EHLQJ��DV�'DUOLQJ�
HPSKDVLVHV��D�VHOI�DSSRLQWHG�KHUR��KXEULVWLF�DQG�ZLWK�QR�SDUWLFXODU�SRZHUV��7KHUH�DUH�PRPHQWV�RI�GDUN�KXPRXU�LQ�7KH�
*UHDW�1HDU��D�SDOSDEOH�IDLWK�LQ�WKH�ZRUN�RI�KDQGV�DQG�SDOSDEOH�SOHDVXUH�LQ�YLYLG�FRORXU�DQG�D�OLJKW�WRXFK��7KHVH�EULJKW-
HQ�DQ�HVVHQWLDOO\�GDUN�ODQGVFDSH��$V�'DUOLQJ�SXW�LQ�D�UHFHQW�)DFHERRN�VWDWXV�XSGDWH��µ7KH�DSRFDO\SVH�KDV�DOUHDG\�
happened its jus not evenly distributed.’ 

KWWSV���L�G�YLFH�FRP�HQBXN�DUWLFOH���J�HD�MHVVH�GDUOLQJ�IURP�EDWPDQ�WR�HPSLUH�IURP�JHQGHU�WR�ZDU

jesse darling: from batman to empire, 
from gender to war
:H�ORRN�LQVLGH�WKH�DUWLVW¶V�QHZ�VKRZ�DW�$UFDGLD�0LVVD�DV�LW�FORVHV�WKLV�ZHHNHQG�

0$<��������������$0

)RU�-HVVH�'DUOLQJ¶V�ODWHVW�VROR�H[KLELWLRQ�DW�$UFDGLD�0LVVD��6RXWK�/RQGRQ��HQWLWOHG�7KH�*UHDW�1HDU��WKH�SUHVV�UHOHDVH�
IRU�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�LV�HGLWHG�YHUEDWLP�IURP�WKH�:LNLSHGLD�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�PRGHUQLW\�

WKH�SULRULWL]DWLRQ�RI�LQGLYLGXDOLVP��IUHHGRP�DQG�IRUPDO�HTXDOLW\��IDLWK�LQ�LQHYLWDEOH�VRFLDO��VFLHQWL¿F�Q�WHFKQRORJLFDO�
progress/human perfectibility; rationalization professionalization; industrialization, urbanization, secularization; the 
development of the nation-state n its constituent institutions eg representative democracy,public education, modern 
bureaucracy; forms of surveillance

,W�FDQ�EH�UHDG�DV�DQ�LQGH[�WR�WKH�ZRUNV��LQ�ODUJH�SDUW�OHJLEO\�DVVHPEOHG�IURP�HTXDOO\�OHJLEOH�ORZ��DQG�QR��FRVW�PDWHULDO��
VWHHO��FORWK��FOD\��%DUEHG�ZLUH�DQG�SODVWLF�FKHUULHV�JLUG�7HPSV�GH�&HULVHV�,��SODVWLF�LY\�WKH�FUXFLIRUP�RI�6DLQW�%DWPDQ��
IDFH�RI�SLQN�H[SDQGLQJ�IRDP��ERG\�RI�SULQWHG�ELQOLQHU��7HPSV�GH�&HULVHV�,,�UHVWV�RQ�ZRRG�VWLOWV�DQG�WUROOH\�ZKHHOV��
D�KRW�SLQN�PDWWH��ÀDW��WDOO�UHFWDQJOH�ZLWK�EDUH�EUDQFK�WKDW�EORVVRPV�SLQN�H[SDQGLQJ�IRDP��ZKLOH�D�UHG�ÀDVKLQJ�ELNH�
OLJKW�EHDUV�VLJQDO�RU�DODUP���&RORQHO�6KDQNV�ÀDW��WDOO��UHFWDQJXODU�ERG\�UHVWV�RQ�WKH�$�IUDPH�RI�DQ�DOXPLQLXP�PRELOLW\�
FUXWFK�DQG�EHQW�VWHHO�OHJV��VK\�RU�EURNHQ���LWV�UHDU�EHDULQJ�ELNH�FKDLQ�DQG�JURVJUDLQ�ULEERQ��LWV�IURQW�D�ZKLWH�VW\URIRDP�
staghead. Cavalry of sculpted clay horseheads rests on stems of bent steel mounted on a cheap shelf. On the walls, 




