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R e c i p e
Ta ke blood from right a r m
Ta ke oil from car engine
Mix ingre d i e nt s
O b s e rve re a ct i o n

Ta ke co u nt ry with large oil re s e rve s
Ta ke global capitalism
Mix ingre d i e nt s
O b s e rve re a ct i o n

Ta ke untenable situat i o n
M a i ntain in artificial stat e
Mix ingre d i e nt s
O b s e rve re a ct i o n

Sally Madge

A contempora ry art exhibition entitled 'Resist:
P rotest Art' might sound like a surprising pro p o s i-
tion in this postmodern age of cy n i c i s m ,Yo u n g
British Art and the death of grand narra t ive s . A n d
whether or not the obituaries are pre m a t u re , fo r
me the title of this show (and the clenched fist on
the poster) raised the spectre of the heroic pose
either as a safe veneer on libera l i s m , or conceal-
ing the kind of pre s c r i p t ive moralising beloved of
m a ny political groups and parties on the left ove r
the last few decades. H oweve r, this might only
wo r ry those of us jaded by the manipulation, d i s-
honesty and/or downright betrayal by va n g u a rd s ,
c e n t ral committees and other 'conscious minori-
t i e s ' — w h e reas perhaps concepts such as re s i s-
tance and protest are more innocent for the
younger anti-globalisation genera t i o n s . Plus of
c o u rse there is always the possibility of re c l a i m i n g
the symbols and language of rebellion from the
dead hands of re fo r m i s t ,b u re a u c ra t i c ,i n s t i t u t i o n-
al or even corp o rate sequestration—as in the anar-
chist movement's persistent attempts to re a l i g n
M ay d ay with its revo l u t i o n a ry grass roots origins.1

In any case, h a p p i ly, the vague misgivings—in par-
t i c u l a r, the likelihood of yet another wo r t hy mid-
d l e - c l a s s ,t re n dy - l e f t i e , p o l i t i c a l - c o r re c t n e s s - f e s t ,
s o m e h ow left over from the 1980s—prove d
u n founded here .

Instead Scarborough's C rescent Arts m o u n t e d
an interesting and varied collection of mainly
small-scale pieces in painting, c o l l a g e ,p h o t ogra-
p hy, mixed media, s c u l p t u re and installation. Th e
relationship of the wo rk to either protest or re s i s-
tance was tenu o u s , but then an exhibition entitled
'Critical re flections on what politics in art might
entail these days' pro b ab ly wouldn't have cut any
p romotional mu s t a rd . C e r t a i n ly there was little
sense of any politics in the formal qualities of the
exhibits (beyond the ambiguities of re f e re n t i a l i t y
and iro ny, along with texts signalling a pro b l e m a t i-
zation of discours e ) ,w h i ch dealt with current re a l -
wo rld concerns such as the right to publicly
o rg a n i s e , wa r, t e ch n o l og y, e nv i ronmentalism and
c o n s u m e r i s m . For ex a m p l e , while backing away
f rom the wall-based wo rk ,v i ewe rs risked tripping
over Yo ke & Zoom's ammunition box 'Not In Our
Name' in the centre of the main space—a more
subtle and effective message about the debris and
detritus of war (landmines, etc) and its mediated
p o r t raya l , than any number of celebrity ch a r i t y
galas could ach i eve . M o re oblique we re Catherine
G raham's double electrical socket and plugs
joined with a short cab l e , 'F**k The System'—
i m p lying the possibility of shortcircuiting the
ra p i d ly closing nature of present power (and tech-
n o l ogical) relations—and George Heslop's
'Chocolate Crucifix' hinting at the religious ove r-
tones of commodity valorisation and fetishisation.
Most potent was Sally Madge's installation,
' R e c i p e ' , consisting of small clinical specimen bot-
tles containing blood and oil on a glass shelf,
accompanied by short ve rses in the form of cook-
e ry notes.

Blood and oil has been a potent metaphor in

the context of the invasion of Ira q , as demonstra t-
ed well by the 'Recipe' tex t . Public outrage made
an intuitive connection between powerful corp o-
rate vested interests and the actions of the gove r n-
ments such interests support. And it can hard ly
be denied that since early last century there have
been consistent links between the directions fo l-
l owed by international politics and control ove r
p e t ro ch e m i c a l s . The slogan 'No blood for oil' cap-
t u res the widespread sense of revulsion at the cy n-
icism and duplicity of the New Wo rld Ord e r, eve n
though it is genera l ly understood that rather more
is at stake than cheap crude.2 I m p o r t a n t ly, t h e
commonplace laments of the complacent classes
about the political apathy of ord i n a ry people are
exposed as lies by the unprecedented levels of
p rotest against this Iraq 'wa r ' — b e fo re it had eve n
s t a r t e d , and irre s p e c t ive of the media circus gr i n d-
ing into gear and spinning the vacuous demagog y
of freedom and democra cy where none is (or will
b e , in any meaningful sense) appare n t .3

S o, despite their ove rs i m p l i fic a t i o n s ,s l og a n s
can be ve ry effective in mobilising people to con-
template and take action; and 'Recipe' could be
i n t e rp reted as effective sloganeering in the fo r m
of a small art installation. B u t , whether intended
or not, it also mobilised many more laye rs and lev-
els of meaning and resonance than such a func-
tion would suggest. Contributing to and
w h o l e h e a r t e d ly echoing the exhortation to
' R e s i s t ' ,m o re difficult issues we re also ra i s e d — o f
c o m p l i c i t y, the relationship between subve rs i o n
and containment, and the problem of tack l i n g
symptoms rather than causes. Deeper philosophi-
cal questions loomed underneath, of the ex p l o i t a-
t i o n , destruction and future of all re s o u r c e s ( a s
p e rc e ived by our rulers; encapsulated in the con-
cept of 'collateral damage')—including human
b o d i e s , consciousnesses and lifewo rl d s , and the
material and biological env i ro n m e n t . Most of all,
implicit in this wo rk was the challenge of where
we locate ours e l ves in these complex pro c e s s e s —
as viewe rs or make rs of art, c i t i zens or consumers
in the We s t , and/or as subjects and objects of
political or other discours e s . This challenge sure ly
started as humble and local (e.g. ' Wh e re do I,
w h e re does my life, my art, fig u re h e re and now in
this situation?'); but on re flection could hard ly
avoid expanding into the historical, u n ive rsal and
g l o b a l .

In pra c t i c e , the blood and oil re s i s t e d b e i n g
mixed; they could be juxtaposed, but re m a i n e d
s e p a ra t e . Just as seawater is hidden from the sun
underneath oil slick s , this mammalian blood (a
p hy l ogenetic analogue of seawater) was sealed in
f rom the atmosphere by exhaust oil re n d e re d
t h i cker and darker with immersed particles
p i cked up from the internal surface of the ailing
e n g i n e . The blood was itself heavy with wa s t e
p roducts and exhausted of oxygen and nu t r i e n t s
after its passage around the tired body's mach i n e .
O ver its lifetime as an ex h i b i t , the components
sedimented into plasma and corpuscles; and the
engine oil's components might do something com-
p a rable given geological time.

Fossil fuels re p resent prehistoric generations of
l i f e forms fixed in their strata by the natural disas-
t e rs of planetary biogra p hy. O ver many millennia
t h ey become instrumental in cycles just as arbi-
t ra ry and destructive , but made to appear similar-
ly inev i t able by the rhetoric of neo-libera l
e c o n o m i c s — w h i ch also conve n i e n t ly offers a rev i-
sionist Darwinism in which biological entities
compete as capitalists, and only the most evo l u-
t i o n a r i ly pro fit able surv ive . If the destiny of the
l o s e rs is to become the ideological fossil fuel of
the future , then blood and oil are both biolog i c a l ly
and discurs ive ly re l a t e d , but dislocated in time;
and time is running out for both. E x t racted fro m
their natural hab i t a t s ,t h ey enjoyed here the  tem-

p o ra ry re p r i eve of suspended artistic animation in
an exhibition which was their memorial serv i c e .

H oweve r, this was not just any old blood and
o i l , but that which had circulated around the body
and accoutrements of the artist in the service of
her life. To keep us all in the lifestyles to which
we have become accustomed, oil and human bod-
ies are likewise basic raw materials of the
l i f eblood of the global mach i n e ry of capitalism.
Both must be produced and re p roduced for money
to flow. We imagine and contrive our integr i t y
and our purposes in life—including our fre ew i l l ,
i n d iv i d u a l i t y, ex p re s s ivity and desire — a c c o rd i n g
to and in between the demands this system make s
upon us, in the interstices of its netwo rks of subju-
g a t i o n , seduction and sedation. And the 'good
l i f e ' , for those who have one, has always re q u i re d
the deva s t a t i o n , exploitation and destruction of
colonised lands and dominated peoples—now, i t
s e e m s ,m o re than ever (that's progre s s ) . Wh a t ,
t h e n , does it mean to 'resist' one isolated symptom
of this disease?  Why here and now if not alway s
and eve ry w h e re else?  By mobilising the artist's
own body, d a i ly life, and sense of self in the equa-
tion of blood for oil, 'Recipe' pondered such ques-
tions intimately and pers o n a l ly, asking viewe rs to
do the same.

Left to its own devices blood has a cy c l e . B l o o d
flow s , ch a n g e s , grow s ,d i f f e re n t i a t e s ,m i n g l e s ,
h e a l s , re p ro d u c e s ,d e g e n e ra t e s . Blood org a n i s e s
itself over time. Time may also fossilise the body
and its blood into oil—it depends upon how it is
c o n t a i n e d (what is done to it, w h e re , by whom and
for what purp o s e ) . One of these bottles of blood
(in its 'unive rsal container') clotted and deve l o p e d
i m p e rc e p t i b ly into other modes of being; with the
potential for strange beauty, fascinating and inter-
esting shapes, c o l o u rs , dy n a m i c s . O r, if tainted
with anti-clotting agent, it could be maintained in
an artificial state. This had a certain minimalist
aesthetic quality, one might suppose, but wa s
rather sterile—not only that, but it re q u i red the
dead density of the oil for the effect to wo rk . Fo r
my part, in art as in politics, I prefer the self-
determination of the human element, w h i ch in
both spheres has the additional capacity to not
need the oil at all. A n d , when organised political
resistance does fin a l ly return to the agenda, if an
' a r t i ficial State' is deemed to be ox y m o ronic as
well as moronic—so mu ch the better.

' Re s i s t :P ro t e s tA rt ' ,C re s ce nt A rt s, The Cre s ce nt ,
S c a r b o ro u g h ,M ay 13th to June 28th 2003

N o t e s
1. See Freedom magazine, 14th June 2003, for a dis-

cussion of Mayday as well as coverage of the latest
round of anti-globalisation protest in Evian, Lake
Geneva, from 29th May-3rd June; and the subse-
quent issue (Freedom, 28th June) for a recent
example of the machinations of Leninist would-be
leaders—in this case the SWP—in the Stop The
War Coalition.

2. See Variant No. 17 for a range of perspectives.

3. As in any other country the Western 'democracies'
have blundered into over the past few centuries—
so it can hardly always be a case of unintended
consequences of 'good intentions'. See Noam
Chomsky's work for detailed accounts.
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Blood curdling
Tom Jennings


