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Just as medieval society was balanced on God and the Devil, so ours is
balanced on consumption and its denunciation. Though at least
around the Devil heresies and black magic sects could organize.

No heresy is possible any longer in a state of affluence. It is the
prophylactic whiteness of a saturated society, a society with no history
and no dizzying heights, a society with no myth other than itself.

Jean Baudrillard

Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures, [La Société De Consommation, Editions Denoél, 1970], London, Thousand
Oaks, New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1998, p.196



White on Black Friday

(The American Dream Dialectic)






Over fifty years ago, in 1964, a promising young artist and teacher unexpectedly
abandoned his position at a prestigious girls’” grammar school in Amersham to take up a
job as a dustman.

This unconventional act made the pages of a national newspaper, and although he never
explained the reason for his ‘eccentric’ behaviour, it was assumed that he was making a
stand for the ‘simple life’; foregoing a full-time teaching post in order to focus on his
artistic practice, and eschewing the materialist culture that defined the swinging sixties.
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Even though he was practicing throughout the 1960’s & 1970’s, his painting style
was situated in a traditional figurative approach, drawing on 19t Century
influences of Realism and early Impressionism, such as Edouard Manet and Edgar
Degas, rather than subsequent developments such as Abstract Expressionism
and the emerging Pop Art Movement which challenged the traditions of fine art
by including imagery from popular culture and consumerism, most often through

the use of irony.



Richard Hamilton, Just what is it that makes today’s homes so different, so appealing? 1956



Edouard Manet Un Bar aux Folies-Bergére, 1882.
(Baudelaire: "the painter of modern life”)



Martin Simonds, 1989



A prolific artist, Gatsby practiced every day; painting, drawing, sculpting; and
although his dustcart days did not last long and he returned to lecture part-time
at various art schools during the 70s and 80s, he never relinquished his distain
for consumption, and lived most of his life in relative parsimony.

He was a passionate reader and became a scholar of the works of American
writer Jack London, having acquired a copy of Call of the Wild from the roadside
on one of his early dustcart shifts. He quickly recognised that London’s beliefs
and values, dialectically divided between essential socialist principles and
powerful individualist drives, were much like his own.






Both men, driven by a belief in universal social justice, yet inspired
by Nietzschean philosophy, were exponents of a ‘Superman
Socialism’, a ‘caricature of the contradictory aspirations’ of western
society. Indeed, Franklin Walker, in his study of Jack London,
suggests that this underlying dilemma ‘directly reflects that of the
American Dream’

Harpham, Geoffrey, ‘Jack London and the tradition of superman socialism’, American
Studies, vol.16: 1, Spring 1975, p. 33






Jack London was born (John Griffith Chaney) in San Francisco in 1876, the illegitimate son of Welsh
spiritualist Flora Wellman and (supposedly) the pioneering astrologer, William H. Chaney, who

abandoned Flora when she refused to have an abortion. Soon after Jack’s birth, Flora married John
London and settled in Oakland.



Jack grew up in relative poverty and throughout his restless teenage years he rode trains with hobos, became an
oyster pirate, shovelled coal and worked on a sealing ship in the Pacific, before briefly returning to education.

In 1897, aged twenty-one, he headed off to the Klondike, north of Alaska - in search of gold. Although he did not
literally strike gold, his 18-month experience of the Gold Rush was certainly where he found his literary voice.
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The People of the Abyss - Jack London

First-hand account about life in the East End of London in 1902. In an attempt to
understand the lives of the working-class of this deprived area of London, the author

lived in Whitechapel for several weeks, staying in workhouses or sleeping on the
streets. The slum conditions he experienced and wrote about were the same as those

endured by an estimated 500,000 of the contemporary London poor.
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Where Marx & Engels saw PRODUCTION
as the driver of a capitalist society,
Baudrillard (& Debord & the Situationists)
saw CONSUMERISM & consumption as
more important, as the ‘ideological
genesis of needs’ precedes the
production of goods to meet those needs

The only surviving page from the first draft of
the Communist Manifesto, handwritten by Karl Marx



Dorset Street, Spitalfields photographed in 1902. Photograph first published
in Jack London, The People of the Abyss, Macmillan, New York, 1903



Dorset Street in Spitalfields was by repute "the worst street in London" and the
scene of Jack the Ripper’s final brutal murder of Mary Jane Kelly by on 9 November

1888.

By a remarkable coincidence, my grandfather happened to be born in the same year
as London’s visit, 1902, upstairs at a public house named 'The Hare’ at 180 Brick

Lane, Spitalfields.









Now a material shop, from the 1850s until the late 1920’s there was a pub called THE HARE at 180 Brick Lane



Communist Pamphlet,
Published & distributed
in London, March 1903









To celebrate his 60" birthday, Gatsby planned a pilgrimage to the Klondike, retracing
London’s footsteps over 100 years before.

Unfortunately, Gatsby died quite suddenly and unexpectedly the day before he was
due to leave, on Friday 29t November 2002, although his body wasn’t discovered
until his 60" birthday, Monday 1t December, three days later.

In an ironic twist of fate, Gatsby’s death occurred on the very day that, annually,
America chooses to celebrate its materialism and fiercely encourages consumption -

Black Friday.









Google Earth






Google Street View has been available since 2007, and since 2010 many
artists or post-photographers have been creating work through their
engagement with this open-access imagery.

Three of the most celebrated or controversial projects made by artists
are Doug Rickard’s A New American Picture (2012), Michael Wolf’s A
Series of Unfortunate Events (2011) and Mishka Henner’s No Mans Land
(2011)



Doug Rickard, A New American Picture 2012



Doug Rickard
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Michael Wolf - A Series of Unfortunate Events 2011
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Mishka Henner — No Mans Land 2011
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Experimenting with light leeks & film kinks to suggest a spectral presence



white magic on black friday



The Death of the Author

1967 essay by Roland Barthes

Traditionally the biographical details of an author (their age, gender, political positioning etc...) would have been
considered important in providing an explanation for a text.

The Death of the Author argues against a method of reading that relies upon knowledge of the author’s/artist’s
identity.

Barthes proposes the author as a tyrannical figure insistent upon an almost quasi-theological reading.
This proverbial author-God appears to articulate a hegemonic attitude toward artistic authorship.

The traditional figure of the author/artist, when believed in, is regarded as an expressive, individual voice, an
author-God, and is commonly considered to be an originator of meaning.

In The Death of the Author Barthes suggests that assigning a text an author is to impose a single meaning on that
work and thus limit its potential.



Searching through
Gatsby’s old
sketchbooks for
depictions which
allude to, or
suggest, the
possibility that
they may have
been made in The
Klondike.
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(The American Dream Dialectic)
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