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Laurent John (00:07):
What I find endlessly fascinating about working with artists here is just how different everyone's process is. We talk about the creative process, but there isn't just one process. There are as many different processes as there are artists.
Laurent John (00:24):
Col Self is an artist-in-residence here in the studios. And in many ways for her, the process is the work. She works with practices of ritual, and thinks around the idea of the rite of passage to try to focus in on that liminal mental state, where creativity can flow without any analytical interference. I'm Laurent John, welcome to the process. Episode five, Reclaiming the Commons.
Col Self (01:14):
Often as an artist, you're like, this idea belongs to you, and people get really protective over their own ideas. Now, I really like the working from the other way round. This idea, yeah sure, I created that, but I don't really own it and it's not really from me. Is very much important for me anyway, to not own it too much.
Col Self (01:50):
That's why I like the rite as well, or going out in this places where the symbolic nature of things in your surroundings can enter into you. I've looked at loosely towards anthropological understandings of the rite of passage. Van Gennep in 1909 wrote about rites of passage, and it's like you're moving from one state to another state.
Col Self (02:17):
First stage, which is your preexistence. You've got a mid phase and then you've got the state after. And it's really the mid phase that I'm interested in. That moment where there's a suspension. What I'm really thinking through and what I'm doing is using the process of making work, to think about how to exist within the confines of capitalist structures, and to think about forms of small moments of escapism, let's say, but from within.
Col Self (02:58):
Primarily, I was always drawn to practices of ritual and what that meant. The rituals would very much start in a gallery space and were quite performative. Then from this space, I started bringing these products and capitalist ephemera outside. And I would choose to do it primarily at solstice and various times, which are kind of more heightened or liminal times. For example, a space that I was very much drawn to was the shoreline. So that as a liminal space and that as a threshold space.
Col Self (03:48):
So I would set up a ritual there where I would bring myself and bring a camera, and often picking up material from the site that I then could take back. And I would create what I'm now seeing as a relic, which is an object which has a relationship to that site and to that moment, but also it exists as a sculptural piece in its own right. In that suspended time, the symbolic really becomes much more pronounced. Even something as insignificant as let's say, like a spider appears, it becomes a symbol or it becomes symbolic. You can have this moment where there is no linear sense of what might be correct. It's almost like breathing.
Recording (05:09):
New Age travellers, blame their peaceful free spirits, wrongly condemned by a hostile society.
Col Self (05:15):
I think the reason I make this kind of work is connected to my own personal experience, growing up with my sister in New Age traveler sites that she was based on and living in.
Recording (05:30):
Unwanted at Glastonbury, the travellers hold a free festival of their own near Smeatharpe, a small village in Devon.
Col Self (05:36):
Experiencing this very specific moment in the '90s of being able to be nomadic and exist outside of a certain system of closure, let's say.
Recording (05:46):
Is traveling difficult with children?
Speaker 6 (05:51):
It's not really difficult. It's different. I won't actually say it's difficult as such. She's a happy healthy child and it's just a very well traveling life. I mean, she's not cooped up in a flat all day where I can't let her out to play because it's too dangerous.
Col Self (06:08):
You'd just go out and you'd play and play very much on the land. And it was a very free and joyful existence. But then also, there are victims of transgression. There are victims of these liminal spaces as well. And yeah, it can be quite a precarious way of living.
Recording (06:31):
The police can remove the trespasses under section 39 of the Public Order Act. They have to give us reasonable amounts of time, don't they?
Recording (06:35):
Well they've already given us prior warning yesterday didn't they? With the helicopter and all that.
Col Self (06:40):
Really, one of the main sort of nails in the coffin, so to speak, was in 1994, the Criminal Justice Bill coming into force, full force, which really cracked down on the New Age scene. And being a kid and not really understanding the legal terms and what exactly was going on, but very much feeling hostility, even from people coming to the camps and being relatively abusive, let's say.
Recording (07:07):
An assistant chief constable arrives to handle the operation personally. "No, no look I'm not prepared to argue I've got things to do operationally. You have got a choice. You either turn around or be turned around. Excuse me, I've got things to do." "We just want to live our lives!"
Col Self (07:26):
I'm increasingly realising how much, my experience growing up, how much that informs my practice, what I do. Some of the things I'm asking myself, is there really an outside space to capitalist consumerism? Is there such a thing as the commons and how, and is it possible to live in a nomadic way?
Col Self (07:50):
Hello? Hey, good. How are you? I like your music. You were playing.
Nick Hayes (08:02):
Oh, thanks.
Col Self (08:04):
So I came across the work of Nick Hayes who's a writer. He wrote The Book of Trespass. I came across an article initially in the Zine Weird Walk on trespass as an active transgression. And this really is an area of interest to me. So I went out to his houseboat to have a chat with him around these themes and ideas.
Nick Hayes (08:31):
How's it going?
Col Self (08:31):
Good thank you.
Nick Hayes (08:33):
How are you?
Col Self (08:34):
Thank you. It's nice to be out here.
Nick Hayes (08:35):
Yeah.
Col Self (08:35):
It's beautiful.
Nick Hayes (08:36):
It is lush, isn't it? I mean, when the sun is beating down, obviously it's like...
Col Self (08:41):
So what kind of percentage of land is privately owned in the UK?
Nick Hayes (08:48):
Well, all land is privately owned, even in the middle ages, common land was owned. It's a little more complicated in that it depends on what rights operate over that land. So in England, generally speaking, private property gives the owner the right to exclude everyone but the people that he or she gives permission to be there. However, that old notion of the commons before enclosure gave commoners, people that actually contributed to the upkeep of the land, rights to access it, but also rights to collect wood or graze their sheep or cows, keep their bees. Basically locals had the right to belong to the land without even owning it kind of thing.
Col Self (09:41):
So I guess now how would we know, given the boundaries of invisible, how would we know whether we are crossing and trespassing as opposed to on public land?
Nick Hayes (09:52):
Sometimes it's very hard to know that you've crossed the lines. Certainly the laws of trespass don't allow you any leeway, like you can be trespassing accidentally. And that's the same thing in the eyes of the law as trespassing with intent. But obviously, by and large, we're made aware that land is private or even more specifically that we are not welcome on that land by big plastic signs that tell us, "keep out" or "private property" or "no trespassing", or "trespasses will be prosecuted", which in itself is an out and out lie.
Nick Hayes (10:27):
There's a kind of semiotics of the landscape, a collective barbwire wools sort of barked commands in capitals, in red writing that basically displays a misanthropy and a desire to push people away, that bizarrely we've become completely used to. And if you go into it, if you sort of delve in a bit further, it actually becomes a very strange orthodoxy. Like, why have we accepted this kind of aggressive stance to what is nothing more than just, taking the mental and physical health benefits of a stroll in nature or a swim in the river.
Col Self (11:15):
Yeah, I actually read your article in Weird Walk, it's how I came across your work. And you mentioned something there, which really struck me about taking a musical instrument or a camera onto the land counts as an aggressive act. I'm interested in that. Because I work and go out onto the land and film my work. And I've tried to get around it using a GoPro or various different devices that don't count in the same way as an actual camera. In terms of logic, that seems a ridiculous logic, an instrument and a camera are not dangerous.
Nick Hayes (11:53):
It turns it into aggravated trespass. So if I go for a swim in a river that I don't own, which is all rivers, or a river that hasn't had a specific Act of Parliament designating it for public access or navigability, then I'm trespassing. But if I do so in a way that the landowner can kind of prove or just accuse me of doing so with an intent to disrupt the ordinary working of the land, then since 1994, when this new categorisation of trespass was in invented, mainly to stop or to criminalise Hunt Sabs or ravers, not if you are sketching. For some reason, sketching is fine.
Nick Hayes (12:42):
Taking photos is considered or filming is considered aggravated trespass. So if you happen to be playing a musical instrument, that more than two people are dancing to, then that's considered aggravated trespass. But only, interestingly, if you do it with rhythm, if there's a repetitive beat. So if you are rubbish at the instrument that you're playing, then quite feasibly, you could get away with it.
Col Self (13:10):
That's really interesting. So I was brought up, a lot of my childhood, with my sister who was a New Age traveler, part of that scene predominantly through Norfolk. And I was on the camps with her and, in '94, when the Criminal Justice Bill really came into effect, it was a very much emotional thing, because I felt it as a kid and I felt this sense of being able to be free and then not being able to be free or be there. So I'm wondering, really, with your knowledge of that act, and how that relates to a much wider picture of land rights in the UK?
Nick Hayes (13:56):
Well, it was a huge blow, not just to our rights to land, but to various communities, rights to exist. Communities that gather together on land and arguably with New Age traveling, because of land, because of this sense of wanting to know the coastline of Kent, as intimately as you know, I don't know the Melvin Hills. All of a sudden, there was just this authoritarian clamp down on people's rights to do that, but also an individual's right to be part of an incredibly warmhearted and strong community that shares the same ideals, by and large, shares the same sense of freedom and not having to be defined by neoliberal ethics that require you to work 14 hours a day.
Nick Hayes (14:53):
Of course the government didn't like this sense of autonomy and this growing sense of solidarity between people that were stepping out of the system. And it was really the Castlemorton rave, wasn't it, in '92, that was the breaking point. It took the police two years to lobby the government because when they came down to Castlemorton, they found they didn't have a law that people were breaking. They needed a law to arrest people and they couldn't arrest people. So they just invented a law. All of these bills are about an ignorance of the actuality of these communities.
Col Self (15:35):
You know, you mentioned rave, thinking about that as a transgressive act and the closure of that. Could we say that in some way when we are trespassing and when we are going out onto the land as a single individual, that that in some way is tied into that history?
Nick Hayes (15:54):
Absolutely. It all boils down to one person with power, being able to define whole groups of people, that because of their lack of property or their exclusive ownership of the land, are able to be defined as this or that. The book that I wrote kind of goes into exactly how the exclusive dominion and ownership over land was actually one of the root sources of being able to orchestrate or divide people into sectors of society or sections that actually didn't really apply to their lived experience.
Nick Hayes (16:32):
That sense that of gender, that men were in somehow, some way superior to women, is rooted in William the Conqueror who came over and basically introduced exclusive ownership into England. This notion of the femme couverte, that the woman was actually property of the man, once married to him. Historically, women held as much power as men before this new sense of enclosure, in the sense that women could be owned.
Nick Hayes (17:04):
Similarly, with racism and race. The root source of the power or of the division was this new construct that white was in some way an important difference to black. And that was, what we see now, the repercussions of slavery on the English landscape, was that all of this money that was made in the Caribbean or the East Indies was funnelled back into English land ownership, which basically enclosed a lot more of the commons than these rich people had been able to do beforehand. And so the notion of trespassing is to reject this definition of your experience of nature as being in some way immoral or criminal, and to step over the line because you see the line as something, as itself a crime.
Col Self (17:59):
Yeah. It's act of reclamation.
Nick Hayes (18:02):
Absolutely.
Col Self (18:03):
So I'm really obviously this, the rise of capitalism would not occur without forms of racism and without patriarchy. In my own work, I'm drawn to these locations through my own body and through an engagement with, and knowledge of forms of like witchcraft and being interested in these ideas. And the demonisation of the witch is, it is part of this type of enclosure. Definitely my own history, I'm very much drawn to finding an outside. And I'm thinking about where do the commons, potential commons, exist now? If there is no outside, it's just one big privatised inside, but it's about finding small moments or places like, what would the commons look like? Even if not a physical space?
Nick Hayes (18:57):
Well, the river, especially the Thames that we're on now. And I know you're asking on a slightly more abstract level, but just a bog-standard pragmatic level, the people that pass my window or my duck hatch every day, express the kind of true heart of the commons, which is that it's for everybody, regardless of race or gender or class, because we all have rights to it. So you'll get 65 year old women paddle boarding by, you'll get 19 year old lads with a six pack of tinnies going fishing. You'll get eccentrical gentlemen in paddleboat steamers. You'll get young swimmers, old kayakers. In terms of community, in terms of a more abstract sense of commons. For me, it all falls back to the Greylag and the Canada geese. Suddenly these particular animals become specific and idiosyncratic. And you realise there is this vital, powerful life force that is happening in nature.
Col Self (20:07):
It was so interesting to hear Nick say this because it really is so similar to the state that one enters into during the mid phase of a rite of passage, which is this open state of flow and where one connects to the symbolic nature of things.
Nick Hayes (20:23):
Cheeky little heron over there, pretending it's not there. Pretending we can't see it.
Col Self (20:30):
We headed out to have a walk along the tow path.
Nick Hayes (20:34):
It's actually quite hard to notice or be aware of the kind of deep rooted sense of exclusion that comes with, I guess, the wealth that the Thames has attracted. But yeah, just beyond the Hardwick Estate is Mapledurham who, by all accounts, have used lockdown to kind of shore up the exclusion of their land. And more CCTV specifically, that the Woodlands of Mapledurham are full of CCTV cameras. That's the scale of exclusion that we're talking about. They're using heat sensors on the moors at the moment for gamekeepers to locate wild campers. It's very easy for us to stick to the footpaths and forget the militarisation and the scale of attack against people that do overstep the mark.
Col Self (21:26):
So in my own work, I'm often drawn to the shoreline as a place of liminality that is in constant flux. And I'm wondering about the river as a potential, one of the last commons. How does that operate in terms of liminality and transgressing, an idea of enclosure?
Nick Hayes (21:53):
Rivers is a really interesting point of the absurdity of land law, full stop. Like English land law has pretended that rivers are land. Only 3% of rivers in England have been designated as public access. So by and large, if you're on a river or in a river or by a river, there's a 97% chance that you're trespassing and have no public right to be there. Of all places, I'd say the river is the most aggressive confrontational atmosphere.
Nick Hayes (22:26):
There's barbwire across, people have been pulled out of their kayaks and physically assaulted. But the rule of river is if I'm swimming on a river that I don't have rights to, then what I'm effectively doing is trespassing the land that belongs to the land owner that is 12 foot beneath me on the bed of the river. I don't even have to touch it to be trespassing. So rivers are great because they highlight the absurdity of this notion of damage, this sense that I am causing damage to the river or to the landowner themself by hovering in a fluid state over their land.
Col Self (23:06):
Where and what do you feel is a means and way to escape enclosure and forms of privatisation?
Nick Hayes (23:14):
It's the mantra of my life at the moment, that David Graeber quote, that the real harm that trespassing or that the law of trespass does by dividing us from nature, the real rule that needs crossing is that kind of moral internal sense that A, the countryside is not for you, B, social space is controlled by someone else and not by the community that operates within it.
Nick Hayes (23:45):
Back in the days of the commons, it was our duty and our sacred duty, our moral and spiritual duty to protect the resources or just to protect the nature around us, because the idea of the commons is that you don't own it. You're borrowing it from your children. But fundamentally the true art of trespass and the true art of freedom is to ignore the messages that tell you're not free. It's a kind of magic, to be able to exist as a free person, regardless of the definitions that are imposed upon you. Fundamentally, yeah, the answer to your question is to live as if you are free already.
Col Self (24:29):
It is a kind of magic to live as if you're free already. And I think in some ways, what I'm trying to do in my work is a kind of magic. And after talking to Nick, I'm really interested in pursuing this idea of trespass. I've been increasingly thinking about this idea of a relic as an object, which has a memory to it. And I'm thinking about perfume as a relic, something which can act as a portal in a way to take you back to another time and is, in its own way, a kind of magic.
Laurent John (25:29):
As an artist myself, there's something inherently mysterious at the core of making something. When you start off, you might not necessarily know or even fully understand where it's going to take you. You could begin with a ritual journey through a New Age traveler community, and end up with a perfume.
Laurent John (26:05):
Thanks very much to Col Self and to Nick Hayes, as well as the Spore collective, Francis Young, 011668. And Pamela Z, for the use of their music. This series of The Process is produced by Alannah Chance, presented by me, Laurent John and exec produced by Eleanor Scott for Somerset House. The theme music is by Ka Baird. Next episode, we'll be exploring the history of resistance in community building in the roller skating community of London, with artist Tyreis Holder.
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