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In early March 2008, Tim Ruttledge, a master mariner  
and ship’s captain visited his family and childhood home  
in suburban Wexford, southeast Ireland. He looked out 
the window early on a Sunday morning before immediately 
going out to the roadside with his camera to photograph 
what he saw. Ruttledge takes up the story, 

I was surprised and amused by the creation. It 
appealed to my sense of humour; the builder 
probably ran out of height to continue building or 
was spooked by a car or something, because there 
was plenty more material to build with. It wasn’t 
the usual Saturday night pissheads on the way 
home but someone with a bit of creativity and 
healthy disrespect for the normal order. I suppose  
it could have toppled over and left a pile of bricks  
in the middle of the road, but then you’d have to  
ask who left them in such an accessible situation  
in the first place. In any case it didn’t cause much 
more than raised eyebrows, if anyone noticed it.1 

Ruttledge’s photographs detail a tower of forty-eight 
paving bricks that rose up sometime the night before from 
the centre of a traffic roundabout on the outskirts of the 
town. Impressed by this form though not knowing who 
made it or even why, he emailed the news desk of local 
paper The Wexford People and spoke to journalist Conor 
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Cullen. The impromptu intervention became the focus  
of a short editorial featuring a complimentary quote  
from local council engineer Eddie Taaffe, and along with 
one of Ruttledge’s images, featured in that Tuesday’s 
edition. While all involved were somewhat uninterested in 
applying complex mechanisms of art interpretation to the 
bricks, there seemed to be a consensus that the incident 
was certainly an engaged form of creativity of some sort. 
By Thursday, the article was syndicated nationwide and 
appeared in The Daily Mirror, accompanied by a bold and 
prominent headline: VANDALS GET ARTY. 
 While the appearance of this object and its subsequent 
reporting went unnoticed in the laconic world of Irish  
art criticism, there are already phrases and insights from 
the discipline applicable to the Wexford bricks. Here’s a 
readymade description suitable for use: 

It becomes clear that they are not a fraud or a ‘con,’ 
but a craftfully worked out demonstration of how 
the ordinary can be given a new meaning, and a 
reminder that much we consider beautiful, well-
proportioned and human in scale in our environment 
is made from standardised elements which originally 
evolved in relationship to the human hand, the 
optimum size for a bricklayer to hold.2

These words described American minimalist sculptor  
Carl Andre and the use of bricks in his art. Andre himself 
is no stranger to newspapers. In 1976, the Mirror famously 
led with the headline WHAT A LOAD OF RUBBISH , 
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reacting angrily to the Tate Gallery decision to spend 
taxpayer’s money and purchase his Equivalent VIII for 
their collection. The piece, consisting of one hundred  
and twenty bricks austerely arranged in a rectangle,  
soon exploded as a story about the perverse logic of 
contemporary art throughout Britain. Regional newspapers 
up and down the country spoke to construction site 
workers on the matter. Bricklayers soon began arranging 
their own compositions, enticing journalists to visit and 
editorialise what they saw using a pseudo art world 
language, all with the explicit aim of lampooning Andre’s 
more sober efforts.3 Many interviewees were keen to 
point out they were willing to sell any leftover bricks they 
had in their backyard to Tate for an inflated price. Column 
inches continued to fill up throughout that year and 
beyond with cartoons, letters, opinion pieces and reports 
of attacks upon other minimalist sculpture. Some critics 
did defend the artist, evoking Plato and his idea of the 
demiurge, identifying Andre to be a maker who uses raw 
material already present rather than creating the world 
out of nothing, rearranging its elements and bringing it 
from disorder into order.
 If you visit the Tate library today, the most consulted 
material there are these heaps of newspaper clippings.4  
It remains unknown who dug up and stacked those bricks 
that night in Wexford, or if they recognise or care who 
Carl Andre is. Their intervention and positive reportage 
in The Daily Mirror mark a change, however minor, years 
later in its editorial policy towards the use of bricks in art. 
No longer are they to be trampled underfoot, alienated 
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and lampooned. Bricks are now acknowledged as part  
of humanity’s creative landscape. It might be valuable  
to enjoy this fact, perhaps even useful to think about  
how we locate ourselves in a world where nothing ever 
stays the same. Everything is spinning around, constantly 
changing position and always offering contingent 
viewpoints. Do bricks as a sculptural medium continue  
to successfully challenge petit bourgeois viewpoints of 
art, or have they now been subsumed into the apparatus 
of the mass media? Further investigations are needed to 
answer this question. 
 In the meantime, a group of workmen gather together 
around the traffic roundabout in Wexford, years after  
the incident that draws them there has occurred. A form 
of ceremony soon begins, and bricks are removed from 
the surface and ceaselessly piled one-by-one on top of 
each other. There is no logical reason for this activity, but 
it continues and the shape gets higher and higher…
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In 1927, Boris Artzybasheff, a recently arrived immigrant 
from the Ukraine to the United States, got a job to 
illustrate Irish mystic Ella Young’s book The Wonder-
Smith and His Son: A Tale from the Golden Childhood  
of the World. 
 The book describes the life of An Gobán Saor, the 
legendary master builder of Ireland. He wandered for 
aeons through a stony landscape with no defined vocation. 
The only purpose he could find for pieces of stone was  
to use them as a pillow to rest his head upon each night. 
Then, one day, a big heavy bag fell out of the sky and 
landed at his feet. He opened it up to find chisels and 
hammers inside! Despite not ever seeing a tool before,  
he instinctively knew what to do with them, and got  
to work shaping buildings, towns and cities throughout 
the land and beyond. It was even said that the stars were 
sparks from his anvil. Young’s book was the first published 
account of his adventures and a fine read for anyone 
interested in Irish myth, or more generally the fables  
that arise around architecture and humankind’s shaping  
of the world. 
 While Artzybasheff never visited Ireland, his version  
of An Gobán’s buildings has a distinctive vibe more Kiev 
than Killarney, with baroque shapes shimmering below 
that very starry sky. Despite later working for commercial 
clients such as Pan Am and Shell, and frequently illustrating 
the front cover of Time magazine, today Artzybasheff is 
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largely forgotten. His copyrights prove impossible to  
find and his work is clarified as an ‘orphan estate’ by the 
Library of Congress in Washington D.C., meaning that 
no-one owns or takes responsibility for any legacy of his 
work – all the more reason to now regenerate thoughts 
and ideas around what he illustrated.
 Two reproduced prints in the gallery recall a story 
where An Gobán and his son were summoned to the 
centre of the empire, to meet King Balor. ‘Build me a 
dune,’ he said, ‘strong as the foundations of the earth; a 
dune with courts and passages and secret chambers; with 
carvings on the walls of it and carved monsters in the 
crevices of it; a dune that climbs and blossoms and twists 
with flame-like billowing curves and fantasies; such a dune 
as never from the beginning of days shaped itself on the 
ridge of the world.’ An Gobán and his son agreed to the 
request and set to work raising ‘a bulk, a rooted vastness 
that will be a weight upon the earth’. However, soon they 
heard a rumour that Balor planned to have them killed 
once the job was done, preventing another building of 
such magnitude from ever being built again. They made  
an elaborate scheme to escape, complaining that they 
couldn’t complete the job and needed to return to Ireland 
to retrieve a special tool, purportedly lying underneath 
seven locks inside a treasure chest in their workshop 
where only An Gobán could get it.5 Balor, suspicious of 
the possibility of being deceived by the master builder, 
sent various emissaries and ambassadors to pick up the 
tool, all of whom returned empty-handed and with stories 
of deception and tomfoolery to tell. Desperate to finish 
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the palace, he finally instructed An Gobán and his son to 
travel to Ireland to get the implement, hoping they would 
come back. Needless to say, they never returned and the 
building was left to ruin.6

 An analysis of this story points to a pre-capitalist world, 
where a pair of builders of a specialist guild walking off  
site with their irreplaceable abilities would result in no  
more construction. Nowadays, in the divisions of labour 
and the alienation of holistic knowledge into particular 
specialisms, progress on Balor’s site would likely continue 
unabated with assistance from a recruitment agency – 
someone somewhere would be found to do it! Yet, 
remembering the latent possibilities found in An Gobán 
never to succumb to a pessimistic or passive view in regards 
to our capacities as individuals to dictate and actively shape 
our world is vital. The spirit of An Gobán is not about 
heroicism or aspiring to greatness with what is built, rather 
he is a bottom-up culture of self-organisation, enthusiastic 
and independent thinking and self-managing solutions. 
And getting away with what you can.7 
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In 1999, folklorist and storyteller Eddie Lenihan campaigned 
to save a whitethorn bush from being destroyed by the 
construction of a €90 million road scheme in Latoon, 
County Clare. He claimed that the bush was an important 
meeting place for supernatural forces of the region, and 
warned that its destruction could result in death and great 
misfortune for motorists travelling on the proposed  
new road. 
 How did Lenihan know about the significance of this 
site? For decades, he has sought out and interviewed 
ageing individuals and older generations around rural 
southwest Ireland, committing to tape many voices that 
reveal the folklore and idiosyncratic histories of the 
region. These recordings are frequently unrelated to what 
is understood as being verifiable or authenticated versions 
of the past. His work has always been conducted outside 
of the structures of an academic environment – instead  
his methodology might be aligned to the bardic tradition, 
roaming from one place to another, carrying with him a 
repertoire of stories that are ripe for the telling. He will 
often perform to audiences what he has heard, in concerts 
or in an ever-growing collection of books and audio CDs. 
In the late 1980s his national prominence rose as he 
appeared on children’s television in a programme entitled 
Ten Minute Tales. Beginning each episode a safe distance 
from the camera and establishing the plot, he would then 
move gradually closer to the lens, touching his long beard, 
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shaking his hands around and becoming more animated as 
the narrative would heat up towards a heady conclusion, 
one that was likely to be thought-provoking, amusing and 
grotesque in equal measure. As the reputational economy 
of modern Ireland solidified itself in the last century,  
the fledgling nation state and the need for a position of 
international accessibility eclipsed the anarchic, ‘backward’ 
versions of aurality and storytelling, turning them into 
Paddywhackery and other novelty acts for tourists. 
Lenihan’s shamanistic laments consistently refute these 
conservative progressions of modernity. They scoff at  
any attempts at a stable identity; instead they remain 
malleable, eclectic and libertarian. I always remember his 
recollection of a man who opens a gate and enters a field. 
He walks around inside it, but soon can’t find his way back 
out – the gate can’t be seen and he is trapped. Panic and 
inertia soon set in, in equal measure. Caught in this maze, 
being lost becomes an existential condition as much as a 
geographical one. There is no happy ending. Predictably, 
despite Lenihan’s heartfelt ostentation towards his subjects 
and the impression he left on many impressionable  
minds of my generation, his television programme didn’t 
find favour with the genericism of Irish broadcasting, and 
lasted for only two seasons. 
 While his process of gathering these narratives 
inevitably involves asking the right questions and drawing 
comparisons with research he has already gathered, 
Lenihan’s primary working method is often to simply turn 
on the voice recorder and listen. Story after story is then 
told, and Lenihan often returns for several visitations.  
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Yet, after the interviewee tells everything in his or her 
repertoire of fireside stories, only then can other things 
be mentioned. The murmuring of unrepeated repressed 
histories, those that reside at the margins of the mind that 
cannot synthesize into a concise start, middle and end 
might be heard. The hardship of the land and the pain of 
humanity come to the surface. One of the most harrowing 
encounters Lenihan refers to is a ninety-six-year-old 
women recounting to him her childhood and the job of 
clearing dismembered bodies after the exploding bombs 
and machine gunfire at one of the great atrocities of the 
Irish Civil War, the Ballyseedy Massacre. She had hardly 
ever spoken of it during her lifetime. 
 Catastrophe can never be adequately represented –  
it can only ever be alluded to in indirect ways. This plays 
an important part in the rise of fairy culture. In an Irish 
context, a lack of scientific knowledge to help mediate 
environments on the geographical periphery of the 
Enlightenment, and the general misery of hegemonic 
colonial rule are both contributing factors. Symptoms  
of disease were explained as curses by fairies upon man. 
Crop failure was not only about inconsistent land 
management policies of the crown, which for centuries 
ignored indigenous agrarian society – instead it was a 
fairy’s revenge. If God did you good and gave you hope  
for the next life, then the fairies are portrayed as ‘pookas’ 
or devil-like figures who persecuted you in this one. 
Known as belligerent and vindictive, each one appears 
about five feet tall. Unlike popular myth, they have no 
fluttering wings or any sense of dreamy enchantment. 
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They travel using Bronze Age stone forts and ruined 
Norman motte-and-bailey castles as entry points into  
a subterranean transport system, with a comprehensive 
network of paths crisscrossing the land above. In  
almost all of Lenihan’s accounts, you are better off not 
confronting them. 
 Lenihan knows very well that a story does not expend 
itself. It can preserve and concentrate its strength and is 
capable of releasing this even after a very long time. After 
noticing a single whitethorn bush on a hilltop beside the 
Fergus river estuary, now positioned directly in the path 
of the new motorway, Lenihan began to ask around. He 
encountered an old man nearby who told him that the 
bush was indeed associated with the supernatural. All the 
fairies of the Munster region would come to this precise 
location and begin to organise themselves for battle 
before flying off into the sky. After the fight, wherever  
it would be, they would all return, often carrying their 
wounded and dead with them. The old man Lenihan spoke 
to described visiting the bush early one morning and 
finding a sticky green blob on the ground beside it. It  
was fairy blood! There must have been a battle the night 
before! With the bush gone and a new motorway present, 
the fairies would surely become disorientated and angry, 
and curse motorists speeding by. 
 Taking this scenario as the basis for his campaign, he  
started calling up local newspapers and radio stations, 
convincingly spinning the story. Soon the yarn snowballed, 
he was picked up and interviewed by CNN and broadcast 
worldwide.8 A reporter from The New York Times 
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arrived. Lenihan showed him the bush and explained  
its importance in the landscape. Sceptics laughed and 
dismissed his campaign as a ridiculous antic. Lenihan 
replied by pointing to the spire of a nearby church, saying 
‘If you believe in all that, why don’t you believe in this?’9

 Eventually, Clare County Council, under mounting 
pressure from such prominent international media outlets 
and keen to dissolve any further coverage of this surreal 
crusade, decided to slightly shift the direction of the road 
away from the bush. Standing on the overpass bridge  
close by, one can observe it subtly veering north to avoid 
any clash. 
 In 2006, Lenihan agreed to be interviewed and further 
explain the significance of the bush, now at the site of 
Junction 11 of the M20 motorway. Initial visits to the  
site were thwarted by the continued construction of yet 
another road nearby, with no access possible due to heavy 
machine works in and around the vicinity of the bush 
itself. The construction company refused right of entry, 
and Lenihan made genuine concerns towards the bush’s 
safety in this environment. Eventually, on a Saturday 
evening after the last man working overtime left the site, 
he and a local television production crew broke in. In 
front of the camera and surrounded by earthmoving 
equipment, Lenihan described his research, efforts and 
frustrations with the bush now once more in danger…10
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In Dublin, on the grounds of the King’s Inns, the training 
school for centuries of Irish lawyers and barristers, stands 
a large London plane tree that has grown to swallow  
up much of a cast iron park bench nearby. Known locally  
as the Hungry Tree and thought to be about eighty years  
old, it has likely been consuming and slowly engulfing  
its neighbour for several decades. The London plane is a 
hybrid species that came into existence in the seventeenth 
century. It is an ideal urban tree, being very tolerant of 
pollution and compacted soil. Two photographs presented 
at Ronchini, taken ten years apart from the same angle, 
detail minute yet steady levels of growth at this scene.11

 In summer 2017 local politicians called for the 
protection of the Hungry Tree and bench, in an attempt  
to acknowledge their intertwining as an important 
element of the city’s heritage. Green Party councillor 
Ciarán Cuffe, who proposed a motion since adopted, 
acknowledged the bureaucratic complications inherent  
in this designation. A tree preservation order would  
be necessary for the tree, while the bench as a manmade 
object should be considered as a legally-protected 
architectural structure as part of the city’s planning acts. 
Yet, as the tree continues to grow over the bench, does 
that not place the bench, as a protected structure in its 
own right, in danger? Will city planners have to intervene 
into the tree’s growth because of the by-laws they 
themselves have created? 
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 Recently, a taxi driver informed me about a large 
timber log in his back garden. He acquired it for firewood 
from the local city council as they cleared fallen park trees 
after storms in 2014 that swept through Ireland. The log 
has continued to grow, he said. He can see little branches 
sprouting out, and each year more growth rings are 
appearing near the bark. Despite no longer having roots 
to draw nutrients from deep in the ground, he reckoned 
that his garden was damp enough to enable the log’s 
growth and with the sun occasionally shining down, it  
got just about enough encouragement to keep on going. 
Few people believed him when he told them about this 
afterlife, he said, and this miraculous piece of timber was 
safe from his fire for another while yet: everyone knows 
wet logs make bad fires. 
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‘Oh, gigantic paradox, too utterly monstrous for solution!’12

Martin Lindsay, a director of a tiling company based in 
Essex, parked his Jaguar XJ on Eastcheap in the City of 
London on Thursday afternoon, 29 August 2013. After 
completing a schedule of business meetings nearby, he 
returned to his car two hours later. He recalls: ‘I was 
walking down the road and saw a photographer taking 
photos and asked, “what’s happening?” The photographer 
asked me “have you seen that car? The owner won’t be 
happy.” I said: “I am the owner. Crikey, that’s awful.”’13

 The wing mirror and parts of the passenger side  
doors had melted due to strong sunlight reflected from  
a nearby building. A Vauxhall van owned by heating and  
air conditioning engineer Eddie Cannon received similar 
treatment. He was interviewed, speaking about the inside 
of his vehicle, ‘every bit of plastic on the left hand side and 
everything on the dashboard has melted and looks like it 
has been baked.’14 Most prominently, a bottle of popular 
energy drink Lucozade was destroyed. At Re-Style Barbers 
nearby, carpet was burnt and bottles of shampoo and hair 
gel started to melt. Tiles cracked and fell off the outside  
of the neighbouring Viet Café. Assistant manager Diana 
Pham said, ‘The chairs close to the window started to 
smell, very, very bad, like they were burning. We thought 
something terrible was happening’.15 Over the next days, 
news reporters arrived on the scene to wait for the 
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reflected sunshine’s reappearance and use it to cook up 
fried eggs. All this occurred just one city block away from 
where the Great Fire of London started in a bakery in 1666. 
 The culprit was a new thirty-seven storey high 
skyscraper under construction on nearby Fenchurch 
Street. Designed by Spanish architect Rafael Viñoly, the 
building had already acquired a nickname – The Walkie 
Talkie – on account of its resemblance to a gigantic two- 
way radio. It featured a dramatic south-facing edifice  
with curved exterior walls, effectively creating a concave 
lens with reflective glass that focused the sun’s rays onto  
the street below, not unlike the way a magnifying glass 
directs sunbeams onto a superhot pinpoint of light, a 
favourite summer game for mischievous children.16 Soon 
the building was rechristened The Walkie Scorchie and 
The Fryscraper by a gleeful press.
 Fortunately for Martin Lindsay, the companies 
developing the site, Land Securities and Canary Wharf 
Group, left a note on his windshield asking for him to give 
them a call.17 They owned up to the damage, paying for 
repairs costing £946. Concerned about the re-appearance 
of what was now known as ‘The Death Ray,’ they also 
installed a dark screen on the building that prevented the 
reflected sunlight from causing damage. A permanent  
fix later consisted of installing horizontal aluminium fins 
throughout the offending southside, which reportedly 
greatly diminished the view from inside the building.
 Where do unpredictable buildings like this come from? 
Its roots are partially drawn from a misaligned growth and 
formal mutation of the modernist skyscraper form. 
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However Martin Pawley in his seminal book Terminal 
Architecture considers warships with their large qualities 
of internal electronic equipment, and offshore oil and gas 
platforms built for the North Sea in the 1970s, as parents 
for seemingly High-tech buildings like this. Driven by a 
need for office space in the financial services sector of  
the City of London, Pawley’s lineage sees something like  
The Walkie Talkie as a utilitarian device built by and for 
capital, given a quick dressing up in glitzy glass and steel 
and plonked into the historic urban core. It still somehow 
shows the violent characteristic of a warship at battle or 
drilling rig piercing the earth’s core by releasing its ‘death 
ray’ to the street below. In spite of being constructed 
through a perplexing collection of architectural plots and 
engineering processes, and denoting a valued presence 
through the financial algorithms that will ultimately flow 
in and out of it, the building could not behave as a rational 
entity. Time and space, in the shape of photons that 
travelled all the way from the sun, ripple through it. We 
never hear the wind in itself, said Martin Heidegger, only 
the wind in the door or the wind in the trees. In this sense, 
the Jaguar, hair gel and scorched tiles become receivers  
or sensors for us to know that such an out-of-control 
entity as The Walkie Talkie exists. 
 Close inspection of a set of Jaguar XJ car doors in the 
gallery see marks and indentations created using summer 
sun and a large magnifying lens, a homemade tribute to 
this event. 
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1 Email to the artist, November 
2014. 

2 Paul Overy, The Times,  
21 March 1978.

3 A personal favorite is a Daily 
Express cartoon of 19 February 
1976, where a bricklayer is depicted 
up on a ladder, holding a brick  
out in his hands. He explains  
to his colleague standing on a 
scaffold nearby, ‘The repose and 
calm of this work of art reflects 
the simplicity and restraint of  
my earlier period. The symbolism 
remains personal and eludes  
exact interpretation’.

4 William Feaver, commenting 
on the whole phenomena, later 
wrote in The Observer on 26 
March 1976, ‘Think of Carl Andre 
as the chef who served only boiled 
eggs at the Lord Mayor’s banquet. 
The diners went pop-eyed… 
eighteen of them had apoplectic 
fits and died on the spot. The chef 
stood back, arms folded, pretty 
pleased with the reaction.’

5 An Gobán had, according to 
Young, a great amount of help 
including ‘djinns, and dwarfs, and 
giants, and goat-footed men, and 
demons of the air, and fabulous 
animals, and monstrous beings, 
and strange beasts.’

6 The mischief of Irish labour 
activities within the jurisdiction  
of its former colonial master 
continues. One notable story 
recalls an up-and-coming Irish 
building contractor in London 
who successfully tendered for 
a road and path improvement 
scheme around the statue of Eros 
in Piccadilly Circus sometime  
in the early 1980s. After signing 
a contract with Westminster 
council, the firm erected timber 
shuttering around the statue’s 
base, painted the name of their 
company upon it and swiftly left 
the scene. Little to no work was 
done on the site in the coming 
year, effectively resulting in the 
builders being paid by the council 
to advertise amongst the neon  
and gigantic advertising boards 
seen in the midst of London’s 
commercial centre.

7 A liberal interpretation of An 
Gobán can still be seen upon a 
window of the Museum of Natural 
History in Oxford. There, in 1859, 
stone carver James O’Shea was 
rebuked by university authorities 
for beginning to carve a monkey 
on the facade of this Gothic 
Revival building – such symbolism 
would publicly endorse the 
evolutionary theories of Charles 
Darwin then controversially 
appearing as public knowledge. 
Following this censorship, O’Shea 
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instead cunningly shaped the 
roughly hewn monkey forms  
into seemingly innocent cats, to 
be seen by all admiring the new 
building. However, aware of the 
myth surrounding An Gobán, he 
had in fact carved a very particular 
type of mythical cat, the Kingcat 
of Keshcorran, who was responsible 
for several entranceways into hell 
in northwest Ireland and the subject 
of An Gobán’s first accomplished 
carving. The Kingcat’s presence  
in Oxford, upon a prominent 
window at the entrance facade, 
effectively labelled the display  
of dead and taxidermied animals 
inside part of an accumulated 
hellhole assembled by the obsessive 
museological tendencies of the 
Victorian era. For more see my 
exhibition publication A Blow By 
Blow Account of Stonecarving 
in Oxford, published by Dublin 
City Gallery The Hugh Lane and 
Modern Art Oxford, 2014.

8 As an aside, roads, cars and 
traffic feature prominently in BBC 
comedy series I’m Alan Partridge. 
Its main character, a radio DJ 
with big career ambition played 
by Steve Coogan, is living in a 
roadside hotel in Cambridgeshire 
following the breakup of his 
marriage. Trying to stay optimistic 
during such personal trauma, he  
remains impressed with the 
prominent view of the A11 road 

from his room over his six-month 
stay. Working on a graveyard 
4am slot on local radio, he plays 
Big Yellow Taxi by Joni Mitchell 
featuring her famous refrain based 
on a car park she once saw in 
Hawaii: ‘They paved paradise to 
put up a parking lot’. Tactlessly, 
Partridge speaks over the airwaves 
that the song fails to communicate 
the fact that the measure of paving 
over paradise ‘actually would 
have alleviated traffic congestion 
on the outskirts of paradise.’

9 Other eccentric interventions 
to disrupt the act of roadbuilding 
are still remembered. John Tyme,  
the famous campaigner for hire  
who appeared at public enquiries 
for motorways in the 1970s, 
specialised in creating opposition 
to what he called ‘The Divine Right  
to the Technological Imperative’. 
He arrived at the public planning 
enquiry on the M3 extension 
around Winchester in summer 
1976, a road that planned to go 
through a valley meadow where 
John Keats wrote his ‘Ode to 
Autumn’. Tyme reportedly kept 
doing the same drawing in his 
notepad of a pair of car headlights  
in the shape of the devil. Unnerving 
government officials, he then 
incited civil disobedience by 
continually shouting from the 
floor and disrupting proceedings. 
He was ejected from the enquiry, 
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alongside a man dressed as King 
Alfred who had arrived on a 
horse. Such gestures all eventually 
contributed to the shelving of 
plans for the six-lane motorway  
by central government in 1979. For 
more, see Joe Moran, On Roads:  
A Hidden History (London, 2009).

10 In the future once all the oil 
runs out, it is likely motorways 
will form an identity akin to 
the monuments of an ancient 
civilisation. Folklore, superstition 
and great curiosity might 
surround them, imagining what 
it was like to travel on a pristine 
asphalt surface at such velocity. 
 Some myths have, of course, 
already begun. In 2014, Reuters 
released a story with the headline 
‘£100,000 each year from  
dust swept off British streets’.  
It reported that every day 
catalytic converters in cars spit 
out minute particles of platinum 
and palladium that end up in road 
sweepings gathered by waste 
recyclers like French conglomerate 
Veolia. They claimed to have 
started filtering out these precious 
metals from the 40,000 tonnes 
a year of dust it treats. ‘We have a 
surface mine on our city streets,’ 
Estelle Brachlianoff, head of Veolia 
UK and Ireland, told reporters. 
 I recently made several phone 
calls to Veolia’s switchboard, 
eventually resulting in an earnest 

chat with the daily operations 
manager at their British midlands 
plant. I learnt that while the 
technology is there to enact this 
procedure it is not in any way 
economically viable at this time,  
and certainly has not seen 
£100,000 worth of metal mined 
from the roads of Britain – 
instead it becomes obvious that 
the generation of the report is 
a piece of calculated corporate 
greenwashing for public relations 
purposes.

11 Ironically, senior members 
of the legal profession are often 
referred to as ‘benchers’ or 
Masters of the Bench, as they were 
historically allowed to sit down 
in court while junior affiliates 
had to stand. Could the Hungry 
Tree be considered an allegory of 
anarchy as it cannibalises a bench 
at the King’s Inns, suggestively 
removing the hierarchy of the court 
and destroying the structures of 
Irish law?

12 From Edgar Allan Poe’s short 
story William Wilson, 1839.

13 BBC News, 2 September 2013.

14 City AM, 2 September 2013.

15 The Guardian, 3 September 
2013.
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16 The potential for liberal 
environmental viewpoints, as  
understood by a child, are 
discussed in depth in Colin Ward’s 
informative Streetwork: The 
Exploding School (London, 1973). 
He differentiates between an 
environmental education that is 
prepackaged and sterilely handed 
over by school systems and the 
joys that more incidental moments 
of education can offer. A bunch 
of ten-year olds are observed on 
the way to see the history and 
heritage of the Tower of London, 
‘Rather than caring for the tower, 
the trip on the underground drew 
the most attention. In the writing 
which followed their visit, they 
recorded at great length, the 
journey to and from the Tower, 
with every small detail described 
and dwelt upon – the warm 
rushing wind that preceded the 
arrival of the train, the automatic 
doors, the distinctive smell, the  
fear they felt at the rush of the  
train into the station, the smallness  
of the tunnel which the train fitted.’  
The automatic ticket machines, 
described as being ‘worth four 
pence just to hear them whirr and 
the ticket poke out’ caused the 
most excitement, with one child 
quoted, ‘Cor, I’m going to save up  
a million pounds to buy one of them  
machines to have in my home!’

17 Land Securities, Britain’s 
largest commercial property 
developer, came to the fore in 
Weight of the World, an exhibition 
I made for Spacex, Exeter Phoenix  
and the Royal Albert Memorial 
Museum in Exeter in 2016.  
A medieval stonecarving was  
removed from its display case in  
the local museum and temporarily 
brought back to its original location  
at what was once a Dominican 
Friary, now a Debenhams 
department store, in the midst 
of a large retail development 
managed by Land Securities. 
The company are leaders in such 
enterprises, acquiring long-term 
ground leases that ensure that 
today’s high streets will last until 
the 23rd century and creating 
complex boundaries designating 
some of the street as public and 
many other places as privately-
managed. The carving in question 
consisted of a rabbit, and it briefly 
and without permission partially 
blocked views of the Debenhams’ 
spring 2016 fashion window display.
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ARTWORKS 

Adventure: Capital 
2015
Paving bricks, photographs

Adventure: Capital 
2015
Lithographic prints

Latoon 
2007
Video, 8 minutes 30 seconds duration

The Hungry Tree
2017
Photographs

Devil In The Detail 
2017
Jaguar XJ X351 car doors altered 
by magnified sunshine
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