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Do you ever dream 
of the animals at 
Lascaux? Sometimes they come 
to me, out of the dark as they come to 
us all. In the warm flicker of firelight, the 
figures – drawn so directly, with such 
purpose – seem to move as the shadows 
move. Hidden beneath the burning 
surface of the earth, they are secretive, 
safe, almost eternal. In my mind I see 
the cattle, the oxen, the aurochs. I see a 
gigantic ochre flank hanging off a bony 
black frame; the spine leading in one 
clear movement to the skull and the 
horns. This is not just an animal, but in 
this place become the animal – all that 
we, we whose long-past ghosts stood 
there and painted with their hands, are 
not; all that is outside of us, free of our 
double-edged awareness; free on the 
dark stone wall, as never in the flesh, of 
the certainty of death.

The mystery of these animals has not 
changed for the longest time. Perhaps 
it has never changed – perhaps to have 
stumbled upon them a day after their 

creation would have caused the same 
deep resonant shock they cause me even 
now. The air is suddenly the same as 
one finds upon entering certain religious 
buildings – the mind turns instantly to 
thoughts of some eternal presence, some 
transient way we have of seeing and 
experiencing beauty, both in its creation 
and its unknowable afterlife. The ochre 
flank rises up like a cathedral wall. I think 
my most secular thoughts: someone saw 
this in their mind, and brought it about. 
It was done by someone, for someone, 
possibly for some purpose which now, 
through both time’s passing and the 
work’s own immediate beauty, it has long 
since eclipsed. And just as the artist’s 
discovery of these forms unfolded over 
some time – a process in which nothing 
is ever certain, in which any misstep may 
sever the tender, miraculous connection 
to something other – so our own 
rediscovery flowers in time, blooming 
with all the time that has passed between 
the original hand and ours. And as we 
see the bulls, the oxen, the aurochs, we 
feel the beauty and the power, but we 
see, too, the hands that rendered that 
beauty and power on the wall. We hear 

an echo almost lost within ourselves, a 
connection to the ancestors and their 
animal world – the otherness which, we 
cannot help but feel, they knew and felt 
in a manner we have since left behind. 
Some wonder has dissipated, some 
dream of the animal, the earthen, has 
vanished.

When the animals come to me, this is 
what I feel: grief, for the ancestors and 
what they learned that we have since 
forgotten; and desire – desire to feel the 
warmth of the fire against tired skin, to 
feel all the endless night beyond it, to 
touch skin to stone and leave a vision in 
the dark for others to follow: the flank 
and the frame, the first evidence we 
have of being haunted by the animal, 
by what is natural and unthinking and 
unquestionably not us. The grief is all 
the pain of living knowing we will die. 
The desire is what burns through it, what 
drives into the dark, towards what haunts 
and shocks and, we hope, what heals.

Maybe the primary lesson of Lascaux 
is that art never progresses in any 
meaningful sense. It changes all the 
time in style, in aim, in value, but its 
quality can not exactly be said to 
increase or decrease. There is simply no 
qualitative measurement we could plot 
on a graph to show, see, art is getting 
better, objectively. The novelist of today 
has no upper hand on Cervantes or 
Shakespeare, the composer no special 
insight unavailable to Bach. The tools 
may change but, humans being human, 
we learn the truths of life (which, I hope, 
is what we put into art) not as a set of 
of facts but as a series of revelations for 
which we may or may not be prepared, to 

which we may or may not be open. And 
because the work of art itself is similarly 
revelatory, miraculous even, it cannot be 
engineered, or even really anticipated; 
being ready and willing is no guarantee it 
will come.

I suspect this is an uncomfortable truth 
for contemporary society, which bases 
its entire structuring mythology on 
the idea that hard work pays off, that 
you can chip away at any problem in a 
concerted fashion and receive a solution 

in return, that risk and investment and 
the ingenuity of the individual are the 
driving forces of social and technological 
progress. We are living in an insanely 
rational world, where the logistics of 
day-to-day existence are immeasurably 
complex and unbending; a world which 
sees everything within it as a commodity, 
and treats everything and everyone 
as a widget in some unknowably large 
production line. Everything is a case of 
supply and demand, and the only thing 
that matters, in the end, is the margin.

If the w
orld, including w

orks of art, can be broken dow
n into 

elem
ental com

ponents, quickly com
m

oditised and endlessly 
reassem

bled, then the w
ork of art, like social life itself, is easily 

reconstructed from
 first principles, easily tw

eaked for better 
results and better profits, easily reproduced and reinvented 
for new

 m
arkets. A

nd m
uch of the m

ost successful art today, 
financially speaking, succeeds because of its fidelity to that 
w

orld view
: it has a clear m

essage, fitting w
ith the ‘issues’ and 

‘concerns’ of the m
om

ent, and a clear purpose – education, 
through w

hich the audience feels better about itself for being 
told som

ething it already know
s about this or that injustice, 

this or that oppression; or entertainm
ent, in w

hich a hero w
ith 

a recognisable face journeys tow
ard som

e m
eaningless goal 

and the audience is expected only to feel gratitude that they 
haven’t had to think for an extended period of tim

e. O
f course 

the success of this w
ork is easily m

easured: box office returns, 
subscriber num

bers, and bestseller lists are trivially plotted on a 
graph. A

nd w
hen num

bers go up, everyone feels good.

The form
 of this w

ork, w
hich is so repetitious, so schem

atic, so 
heavily and intentionally stereotypical, reflects the globalised 
industry w

hich gives rise to it, and it reflects the ever m
ore 

rapid-paced and unreflective m
edia environm

ent that depends 
on it for content. The ‘them

es’ of the w
ork m

ust be sim
ple and 

clearly stated; the visual language (and the actual language) 
m

ust be instantly recognisable and easily understood; the 
gim

m
ick, the set-up, the conceit m

ust be obvious – if it can’t be 
sum

m
ed up in one line, it’s no good.

This is the w
ork the w

orld now
 produces at such scale, and 

w
ith such ruthless com

petency and efficiency, that it seeps into 
every corner of existence: in the era of the new

sfeed, there 
is no distinction to be m

ade betw
een one w

ork and another; 
there is only w

hat is being pushed, only w
hat is being talked 

about, only w
hat draw

s the exhausted eye. The netw
orks of 

transm
ission are flooded, the connections betw

een people 
– and betw

een people and places, pasts, traditions, rituals 
– are usurped. The ideal view

er for contem
porary w

ork, no 
m

atter the form
, is an exhausted individual, alone in their 

room
, connected only to the flow

s of online inform
ation w

hich 
legitim

ise and extend the deluge of content, desperately 
searching for som

ething to suspend the m
ind for a precious 

few
 hours before they have to go back to w

ork. This is the 
ahistorical, antisocial w

asteland of the culture industry today, 

from
 the solo YouTuber to the largest H

ollyw
ood conglom

erate. 
It is hard to im

agine an environm
ent less hospitable for the 

m
iraculous and the revelatory, less open to the unm

otivated 
gift.

M
y friend, a poet, tells m

e she w
ants to w

rite a book that is 
read once, aloud, and then burned. A

 book that w
ould escape 

the fate ordained for it – to be forever lying around, ready to be 
picked up; to be sold or unsold; to be alw

ays being forgotten. 
A

 single copy, read once and destroyed – the idea fires the 
im

agination. There is som
ething pagan about it, som

ething 
sacrificial, aw

esom
e, dangerous.

The publisher responds, sounding concerned: but then all 
that w

ork w
ould be for nothing? W

e savour the phrase: for 
nothing. Yes, for nothing – for no m

onetary gain, for no asset 
accum

ulation; no career advancem
ent, no social capital. A

ll that 
w

ork, burning in the flam
es, dissolving in the m

inds of w
hoever 

w
itnessed its singular, brief existence. Yes, for nothing – there is 

no higher cause.

The system
 only know

s m
e so w

ell: m
y YouTube 

recom
m

endations are full of beautiful young w
om

en and m
en 

w
ith terrific beards buying cabins in the w

oods and starting 
farm

s on rem
ote m

ountainsides. These hom
esteaders are but 

one highly visible aspect of a self-conscious m
ovem

ent that 
uses the m

eans of digital sharing – prim
arily the social netw

orks 
– to sustain and propagate a lifestyle w

hich is all about the 
suppression of the digital, the relegation of the inauthentic and 
technological beneath the gloriously authentic natural w

orld 
and natural life. Variations on this them

e are everyw
here, from

 
m

editation apps funded by venture capital to w
hatever high-

end w
oo-w

oo G
w

ynth Paltrow
 is haw

king today; from
 tw

ee 
Etsy operations to chainstores selling w

itchcraft and sorcery 
supplies. A

t a tim
e of great crisis – and I believe this to be such 

a tim
e – there is m

oney to be m
ade selling visions of the sim

ple 
life. (A

s the saying goes, in a gold-rush, sell shovels.)

I don’t w
ant to pretend I’m

 above this – the algorithm
 know

s 
I am

 draw
n to it, though as alw

ays w
ith algorithm

s, it know
s 

not w
hy. I think it because, given just a little interaction w

ith 
this lifestyle, this m

ilieu, I can im
agine for m

yself a life in w
hich 

I have a m
uch greater sense of agency; w

here I can have 
a real say in shaping m

y living environm
ent, w

here I know
 

w
hat is in m

y food, w
here m

y relationships w
ith the hum

an 
and non-hum

an w
orlds are im

m
ediate and reciprocal. I can 

begin to im
agine w

hat I absolutely do not have right now
: an 

unalienated life.

B
ut I overdose quickly on this brand of new

 age guff. I can see 
too clearly the seam

s and stresses hidden w
ithin the all-is-

w
ell presentation. The dishonesty, the desperation, the co-

dependency betw
een the lifestyle and that w

hich it notionally 
rejects – it sours the w

hole endeavour. It seem
s too m

uch 
like nostalgia for som

ething never truly experienced. It feels 
escapist and isolationist and, once again, deeply asocial. It feels 
like cosplay, as if Thoreau w

as alive and trying to get you to 
use his discount code for sustainable cotton underw

ear. There 
are m

om
ents w

hen the m
ask com

es off and the revelation is 
not of depth and m

eaning across tim
e, but of a shallow

 story 
being told to desperate people, a dream

 revivified and put on 
sale. “Everything w

e need to be happy is w
ithin us,” one of the 

beautiful young w
om

en m
uses in her m

ountainside cabin, and I 
think to m

yself, w
e are doom

ed.

In M
y D

inner W
ith A

ndré, a film
 directed by Louis M

alle w
hich 

consists alm
ost entirely of tw

o m
en talking to each other over 

dinner in a fancy restaurant, the theatre director A
ndré G

regory 
plays a fictionalised version of him

self. H
is character, w

e are 
led to understand, has been som

ew
hat unhinged recently, has 

rather lost his grip on the reality in w
hich he had, until then, 

been living. W
e learn that he has largely left the theatre, as w

ell 
as his fam

ily and friends, to becom
e som

ething of a spiritual 
seeker, trying in vain to – quote unquote – find him

self. M
uch 

of the film
 is taken up by his recounting of these attem

pts: 
building an eco-com

m
une in Scotland, running a nocturnal 

theatre w
orkshop in a Polish forest, interacting w

ith vague 
O

rientalised m
ysticism

s. The story that stands out, how
ever, is 

an elaborate process by w
hich he w

inds up exhausted, naked, 
and lying in his ow

n grave.

The w
riter W

allace Shaw
n, also playing a fictionalised version 

of him
self, is G

regory’s audience and he is horrified by all this. 
H

e is a dom
estic person, som

eone happy w
ith a sm

all and 
relatively com

fortable life (he is w
orried throughout by how

 
m

uch the food w
ill cost, should he have to split the bill or 

even pay it in full), and uninspired by the existential anguish 
and search for m

eaning that G
regory has gone through. O

n a 
m

aterial level, he has neither the tim
e nor the m

oney to care, 
but on the level of personality or character, he is not inclined 
tow

ards such audacious spiritual efforts; his rew
ards in life are 

found elsew
here, m

uch closer to hom
e.

The film
 ingeniously parodies G

regory’s efforts w
ithout ever 

w
riting them

 off as illegitim
ate. W

e are invited to identify w
ith 

Shaw
n, and w

e feel all the am
biguous unease and distaste he 

feels about G
regory’s exploits, but like him

 w
e cannot discredit 

him
 altogether – it m

ay just be a virtue of G
regory’s m

asterful 
storytelling, w

hich is so com
pelling and m

ysterious, but there 
is som

ething attractive at the heart of w
hat he is saying, an 

expression of som
e yearning w

hich m
ay, at any tim

e, w
ell up 

in any one of us. A
nd it is telling that G

regory’s adventures are, 
w

ithout fail, social, anti-technological, and deeply ritualistic. 
H

e is attem
pting to find him

self in others, in collective and 
collaborative w

ork, in subm
ission to im

posed and im
personal 

structures through w
hich one can slip out of self-consciousness 

and into som
ething larger, m

ore transcendent. In short, he is 
attem

pting to ‘find him
self’ again by destroying him

self – by 
getting up from

 his ow
n grave, reborn as a new

 m
an. G

regory 
is not seeking a better w

ork-life balance here, but a m
ore 

m
eaningful connection w

ith the w
orld and the people in it. If 

that com
es at the expense of career and reputation, w

hat of it?

A
fter listening to this for tw

o hours, it is difficult not to adm
ire 

him
 in som

e w
ay, to be glad of such insane fervour, such w

ild 
spiritual am

bition. To see him
 as a necessary corrective to the 

professionalised w
orld of industry, and to recognise the nature 

of his efforts – the social, collective, ritualistic aspects of them
 – 

as the only viable vector for this im
perative rejection. H

is stories 
m

ay strike us at first as a little ridiculous, faintly em
barrassing 

even – the desperate flailing of a rich and unsatisfied m
an 

looking for solace and redem
ption in the m

ost clichéd places 
– but there is som

e truth in it w
hich becom

es im
possible to 

ignore. Shaw
n’s position by the end of the film

 is not so secure; 
nor is our ow

n. W
hat w

ould it take for us to take G
regory 

seriously? To not laugh, to not cynically reject and dism
iss 

the m
ethods and the goals? W

hat w
ould it take for us to take 

anything at all as seriously as that? W
hat does it say about us 

that w
e do not?

O
ften I find m

yself asking som
e variation on a single 

fundam
ental question: is it possible to articulate a position – an 

aesthetic, philosophical, ethical position – w
hich rejects the 

system
atic atom

isation, globalisation, and dehum
anisation 

one finds in endless evidence across the tech-and-finance-
driven societies of the w

orld, w
ithout falling into the dead-

end tarpit of nostalgia, rom
anticised folk culture, and 

m
ystical authenticity? W

hat w
ould such a position look like 

in practice, and how
 could it be sustained against so m

any 
and such disparate pressures? H

ow
 can that rejection of the 

contem
porary avoid being a reversion to an already discredited 

or largely fantastical past? W
hat role can art play in this?

Is it too abstract to say that art’s role, as m
uch as it has one, 

has not changed at all since Lascaux? That art w
as and is the 

ground upon w
hich sensitivity tow

ard the w
orld, tow

ards 
ourselves and others, is developed? That K

eats w
as right all 

along? It feels so obvious, trite even, but in tim
es of crisis – and 

again, I believe this to be such a tim
e – w

hat choice is there?

For m
y experience of art now

 is largely a num
bed one – the 

greater the w
ork’s intertw

inem
ent w

ith the industry that 

surrounds and feeds on it, the m
ore num

bing it is; the m
ore 

it addresses a global and undifferentiated audience, the less 
specific m

eaning it conveys. I do not w
ant to be educated or 

entertained by art. I don’t seek it out so I can feel better about 
m

yself, m
y taste, and m

y refined sensibility. N
ostalgia is poison. 

I am
 looking, alw

ays, for a profound experience, a flash of 
recognition, a light in the dark, w

hich reveals a beauty, a truth, 
I had not previously understood and w

hich, even in revelation, 
exceeds m

y grasp. I am
 looking for that deep shock w

hich 
is the instinctive perception of the other – their im

m
ediate 

presence, their skill and grace, their vision and interpretation 
of the w

orld. A
nd, w

ithin that, a connection. It can arrive 
in an instant or unfold over a long tim

e, but the feeling of 
nearness, of intim

acy, is w
hat I’m

 searching for. It is a kind of 
tim

eless (or rather tim
e-full) experience, illogical, unbounded, 

asynchronous; a conversation in w
hich everything is given 

and received freely, w
ithout debt or credit, as an offering. For 

nothing, as it w
ere.
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Do you ever dream 
of the animals at 
Lascaux? Sometimes they come 
to me, out of the dark as they come to 
us all. In the warm flicker of firelight, the 
figures – drawn so directly, with such 
purpose – seem to move as the shadows 
move. Hidden beneath the burning 
surface of the earth, they are secretive, 
safe, almost eternal. In my mind I see 
the cattle, the oxen, the aurochs. I see a 
gigantic ochre flank hanging off a bony 
black frame; the spine leading in one 
clear movement to the skull and the 
horns. This is not just an animal, but in 
this place become the animal – all that 
we, we whose long-past ghosts stood 
there and painted with their hands, are 
not; all that is outside of us, free of our 
double-edged awareness; free on the 
dark stone wall, as never in the flesh, of 
the certainty of death.

The mystery of these animals has not 
changed for the longest time. Perhaps 
it has never changed – perhaps to have 
stumbled upon them a day after their 

creation would have caused the same 
deep resonant shock they cause me even 
now. The air is suddenly the same as 
one finds upon entering certain religious 
buildings – the mind turns instantly to 
thoughts of some eternal presence, some 
transient way we have of seeing and 
experiencing beauty, both in its creation 
and its unknowable afterlife. The ochre 
flank rises up like a cathedral wall. I think 
my most secular thoughts: someone saw 
this in their mind, and brought it about. 
It was done by someone, for someone, 
possibly for some purpose which now, 
through both time’s passing and the 
work’s own immediate beauty, it has long 
since eclipsed. And just as the artist’s 
discovery of these forms unfolded over 
some time – a process in which nothing 
is ever certain, in which any misstep may 
sever the tender, miraculous connection 
to something other – so our own 
rediscovery flowers in time, blooming 
with all the time that has passed between 
the original hand and ours. And as we 
see the bulls, the oxen, the aurochs, we 
feel the beauty and the power, but we 
see, too, the hands that rendered that 
beauty and power on the wall. We hear 

an echo almost lost within ourselves, a 
connection to the ancestors and their 
animal world – the otherness which, we 
cannot help but feel, they knew and felt 
in a manner we have since left behind. 
Some wonder has dissipated, some 
dream of the animal, the earthen, has 
vanished.

When the animals come to me, this is 
what I feel: grief, for the ancestors and 
what they learned that we have since 
forgotten; and desire – desire to feel the 
warmth of the fire against tired skin, to 
feel all the endless night beyond it, to 
touch skin to stone and leave a vision in 
the dark for others to follow: the flank 
and the frame, the first evidence we 
have of being haunted by the animal, 
by what is natural and unthinking and 
unquestionably not us. The grief is all 
the pain of living knowing we will die. 
The desire is what burns through it, what 
drives into the dark, towards what haunts 
and shocks and, we hope, what heals.

Maybe the primary lesson of Lascaux 
is that art never progresses in any 
meaningful sense. It changes all the 
time in style, in aim, in value, but its 
quality can not exactly be said to 
increase or decrease. There is simply no 
qualitative measurement we could plot 
on a graph to show, see, art is getting 
better, objectively. The novelist of today 
has no upper hand on Cervantes or 
Shakespeare, the composer no special 
insight unavailable to Bach. The tools 
may change but, humans being human, 
we learn the truths of life (which, I hope, 
is what we put into art) not as a set of 
of facts but as a series of revelations for 
which we may or may not be prepared, to 

which we may or may not be open. And 
because the work of art itself is similarly 
revelatory, miraculous even, it cannot be 
engineered, or even really anticipated; 
being ready and willing is no guarantee it 
will come.

I suspect this is an uncomfortable truth 
for contemporary society, which bases 
its entire structuring mythology on 
the idea that hard work pays off, that 
you can chip away at any problem in a 
concerted fashion and receive a solution 

in return, that risk and investment and 
the ingenuity of the individual are the 
driving forces of social and technological 
progress. We are living in an insanely 
rational world, where the logistics of 
day-to-day existence are immeasurably 
complex and unbending; a world which 
sees everything within it as a commodity, 
and treats everything and everyone 
as a widget in some unknowably large 
production line. Everything is a case of 
supply and demand, and the only thing 
that matters, in the end, is the margin.
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e 

th
at

 th
ey

 
ha

ve
n’

t h
ad

 to
 th

in
k 

fo
r a

n 
ex

te
nd

ed
 p

er
io

d 
of

 ti
m

e.
 O

f c
ou

rs
e 

th
e 

su
cc

es
s 

of
 th

is
 w

or
k 

is
 e

as
ily

 m
ea

su
re

d:
 b

ox
 o

ffi
ce

 re
tu

rn
s,

 
su

bs
cr

ib
er

 n
um

be
rs

, a
nd

 b
es

ts
el

le
r l

is
ts

 a
re

 tr
iv

ia
lly

 p
lo

tt
ed

 o
n 

a 
gr

ap
h.

 A
nd

 w
he

n 
nu

m
be

rs
 g

o 
up

, e
ve

ry
on

e 
fe

el
s 

go
od

.

Th
e 

fo
rm

 o
f t

hi
s 

w
or

k,
 w

hi
ch

 is
 s

o 
re

pe
tit

io
us

, s
o 

sc
he

m
at

ic
, s

o 
he

av
ily

 a
nd

 in
te

nt
io

na
lly

 s
te

re
ot

yp
ic

al
, r

efl
ec

ts
 th

e 
gl

ob
al

is
ed

 
in

du
st

ry
 w

hi
ch

 g
iv

es
 ri

se
 to

 it
, a

nd
 it

 re
fle

ct
s 

th
e 

ev
er

 m
or

e 
ra

pi
d-

pa
ce

d 
an

d 
un

re
fle

ct
iv

e 
m

ed
ia

 e
nv

iro
nm

en
t t

ha
t d

ep
en

ds
 

on
 it

 fo
r c

on
te

nt
. T

he
 ‘t

he
m

es
’ o

f t
he

 w
or

k 
m

us
t b

e 
si

m
pl

e 
an

d 
cl

ea
rly

 s
ta

te
d;

 th
e 

vi
su

al
 la

ng
ua

ge
 (a

nd
 th

e 
ac

tu
al

 la
ng

ua
ge

) 
m

us
t b

e 
in

st
an

tly
 re

co
gn

is
ab

le
 a

nd
 e

as
ily

 u
nd

er
st

oo
d;

 th
e 

gi
m

m
ic

k,
 th

e 
se

t-
up

, t
he

 c
on

ce
it 

m
us

t b
e 

ob
vi

ou
s 

– 
if 

it 
ca

n’
t b

e 
su

m
m

ed
 u

p 
in

 o
ne

 li
ne

, i
t’s

 n
o 

go
od

.

Th
is

 is
 th

e 
w

or
k 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 n

ow
 p

ro
du

ce
s 

at
 s

uc
h 

sc
al

e,
 a

nd
 

w
ith

 s
uc

h 
ru

th
le

ss
 c

om
pe

te
nc

y 
an

d 
ef

fic
ie

nc
y,

 th
at

 it
 s

ee
ps

 in
to

 
ev

er
y 

co
rn

er
 o

f e
xi

st
en

ce
: i

n 
th

e 
er

a 
of

 th
e 

ne
w

sf
ee

d,
 th

er
e 

is
 n

o 
di

st
in

ct
io

n 
to

 b
e 

m
ad

e 
be

tw
ee

n 
on

e 
w

or
k 

an
d 

an
ot

he
r; 

th
er

e 
is

 o
nl

y 
w

ha
t i

s 
be

in
g 

pu
sh

ed
, o

nl
y 

w
ha

t i
s 

be
in

g 
ta

lk
ed

 
ab

ou
t, 

on
ly

 w
ha

t d
ra

w
s 

th
e 

ex
ha

us
te

d 
ey

e.
 T

he
 n

et
w

or
ks

 o
f 

tr
an

sm
is

si
on

 a
re

 fl
oo

de
d,

 th
e 

co
nn

ec
tio

ns
 b

et
w

ee
n 

pe
op

le
 

– 
an

d 
be

tw
ee

n 
pe

op
le

 a
nd

 p
la

ce
s,

 p
as

ts
, t

ra
di

tio
ns

, r
itu

al
s 

– 
ar

e 
us

ur
pe

d.
 T

he
 id

ea
l v

ie
w

er
 fo

r c
on

te
m

po
ra

ry
 w

or
k,

 n
o 

m
at

te
r t

he
 fo

rm
, i

s 
an

 e
xh

au
st

ed
 in

di
vi

du
al

, a
lo

ne
 in

 th
ei

r 
ro

om
, c

on
ne

ct
ed

 o
nl

y 
to

 th
e 

flo
w

s 
of

 o
nl

in
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

w
hi

ch
 

le
gi

tim
is

e 
an

d 
ex

te
nd

 th
e 

de
lu

ge
 o

f c
on

te
nt

, d
es

pe
ra

te
ly

 
se

ar
ch

in
g 

fo
r s

om
et

hi
ng

 to
 s

us
pe

nd
 th

e 
m

in
d 

fo
r a

 p
re

ci
ou

s 
fe

w
 h

ou
rs

 b
ef

or
e 

th
ey

 h
av

e 
to

 g
o 

ba
ck

 to
 w

or
k.

 T
hi

s 
is

 th
e 

ah
is

to
ric

al
, a

nt
is

oc
ia

l w
as

te
la

nd
 o

f t
he

 c
ul

tu
re

 in
du

st
ry

 to
da

y,
 

fro
m

 th
e 

so
lo

 Y
ou

Tu
be

r t
o 

th
e 

la
rg

es
t H

ol
ly

w
oo

d 
co

ng
lo

m
er

at
e.

 
It 

is
 h

ar
d 

to
 im

ag
in

e 
an

 e
nv

iro
nm

en
t l

es
s 

ho
sp

ita
bl

e 
fo

r t
he

 
m

ira
cu

lo
us

 a
nd

 th
e 

re
ve

la
to

ry
, l

es
s 

op
en

 to
 th

e 
un

m
ot

iv
at

ed
 

gi
ft

.

M
y 

fr
ie

nd
, a

 p
oe

t, 
te

lls
 m

e 
sh

e 
w

an
ts

 to
 w

rit
e 

a 
bo

ok
 th

at
 is

 
re

ad
 o

nc
e,

 a
lo

ud
, a

nd
 th

en
 b

ur
ne

d.
 A

 b
oo

k 
th

at
 w

ou
ld

 e
sc

ap
e 

th
e 

fa
te

 o
rd

ai
ne

d 
fo

r i
t –

 to
 b

e 
fo

re
ve

r l
yi

ng
 a

ro
un

d,
 re

ad
y 

to
 b

e 
pi

ck
ed

 u
p;

 to
 b

e 
so

ld
 o

r u
ns

ol
d;

 to
 b

e 
al

w
ay

s 
be

in
g 

fo
rg

ot
te

n.
 

A
 s

in
gl

e 
co

py
, r

ea
d 

on
ce

 a
nd

 d
es

tr
oy

ed
 –

 th
e 

id
ea

 fi
re

s 
th

e 
im

ag
in

at
io

n.
 T

he
re

 is
 s

om
et

hi
ng

 p
ag

an
 a

bo
ut

 it
, s

om
et

hi
ng

 
sa

cr
ifi

ci
al

, a
w

es
om

e,
 d

an
ge

ro
us

.

Th
e 

pu
bl

is
he

r r
es

po
nd

s,
 s

ou
nd

in
g 

co
nc

er
ne

d:
 b

ut
 th

en
 a

ll 
th

at
 w

or
k 

w
ou

ld
 b

e 
fo

r n
ot

hi
ng

? 
W

e 
sa

vo
ur

 th
e 

ph
ra

se
: f

or
 

no
th

in
g.

 Y
es

, f
or

 n
ot

hi
ng

 –
 fo

r n
o 

m
on

et
ar

y 
ga

in
, f

or
 n

o 
as

se
t 

ac
cu

m
ul

at
io

n;
 n

o 
ca

re
er

 a
dv

an
ce

m
en

t, 
no

 s
oc

ia
l c

ap
ita

l. 
A

ll 
th

at
 

w
or

k,
 b

ur
ni

ng
 in

 th
e 

fla
m

es
, d

is
so

lv
in

g 
in

 th
e 

m
in

ds
 o

f w
ho

ev
er

 
w

itn
es

se
d 

its
 s

in
gu

la
r, 

br
ie

f e
xi

st
en

ce
. Y

es
, f

or
 n

ot
hi

ng
 –

 th
er

e 
is

 
no

 h
ig

he
r c

au
se

.

Th
e 

sy
st

em
 o

nl
y 

kn
ow

s 
m

e 
so

 w
el

l: 
m

y 
Yo

uT
ub

e 
re

co
m

m
en

da
tio

ns
 a

re
 fu

ll 
of

 b
ea

ut
ifu

l y
ou

ng
 w

om
en

 a
nd

 m
en

 
w

ith
 te

rr
ifi

c 
be

ar
ds

 b
uy

in
g 

ca
bi

ns
 in

 th
e 

w
oo

ds
 a

nd
 s

ta
rt

in
g 

fa
rm

s 
on

 re
m

ot
e 

m
ou

nt
ai

ns
id

es
. T

he
se

 h
om

es
te

ad
er

s 
ar

e 
bu

t 
on

e 
hi

gh
ly

 v
is

ib
le

 a
sp

ec
t o

f a
 s

el
f-

co
ns

ci
ou

s 
m

ov
em

en
t t

ha
t 

us
es

 th
e 

m
ea

ns
 o

f d
ig

ita
l s

ha
rin

g 
– 

pr
im

ar
ily

 th
e 

so
ci

al
 n

et
w

or
ks

 
– 

to
 s

us
ta

in
 a

nd
 p

ro
pa

ga
te

 a
 li

fe
st

yl
e 

w
hi

ch
 is

 a
ll 

ab
ou

t t
he

 
su

pp
re

ss
io

n 
of

 th
e 

di
gi

ta
l, 

th
e 

re
le

ga
tio

n 
of

 th
e 

in
au

th
en

tic
 a

nd
 

te
ch

no
lo

gi
ca

l b
en

ea
th

 th
e 

gl
or

io
us

ly
 a

ut
he

nt
ic

 n
at

ur
al

 w
or

ld
 

an
d 

na
tu

ra
l l

ife
. V

ar
ia

tio
ns

 o
n 

th
is

 th
em

e 
ar

e 
ev

er
yw

he
re

, f
ro

m
 

m
ed

ita
tio

n 
ap

ps
 fu

nd
ed

 b
y 

ve
nt

ur
e 

ca
pi

ta
l t

o 
w

ha
te

ve
r h

ig
h-

en
d 

w
oo

-w
oo

 G
w

yn
th

 P
al

tr
ow

 is
 h

aw
ki

ng
 to

da
y;

 fr
om

 tw
ee

 
Et

sy
 o

pe
ra

tio
ns

 to
 c

ha
in

st
or

es
 s

el
lin

g 
w

itc
hc

ra
ft

 a
nd

 s
or

ce
ry

 
su

pp
lie

s.
 A

t a
 ti

m
e 

of
 g

re
at

 c
ris

is
 –

 a
nd

 I 
be

lie
ve

 th
is

 to
 b

e 
su

ch
 

a 
tim

e 
– 

th
er

e 
is

 m
on

ey
 to

 b
e 

m
ad

e 
se

lli
ng

 v
is

io
ns

 o
f t

he
 s

im
pl

e 
lif

e.
 (A

s 
th

e 
sa

yi
ng

 g
oe

s,
 in

 a
 g

ol
d-

ru
sh

, s
el

l s
ho

ve
ls

.)

I d
on

’t 
w

an
t t

o 
pr

et
en

d 
I’m

 a
bo

ve
 th

is
 –

 th
e 

al
go

rit
hm

 k
no

w
s 

I a
m

 d
ra

w
n 

to
 it

, t
ho

ug
h 

as
 a

lw
ay

s 
w

ith
 a

lg
or

ith
m

s,
 it

 k
no

w
s 

no
t w

hy
. I

 th
in

k 
it 

be
ca

us
e,

 g
iv

en
 ju

st
 a

 li
tt

le
 in

te
ra

ct
io

n 
w

ith
 

th
is

 li
fe

st
yl

e,
 th

is
 m

ili
eu

, I
 c

an
 im

ag
in

e 
fo

r m
ys

el
f a

 li
fe

 in
 w

hi
ch

 
I h

av
e 

a 
m

uc
h 

gr
ea

te
r s

en
se

 o
f a

ge
nc

y;
 w

he
re

 I 
ca

n 
ha

ve
 

a 
re

al
 s

ay
 in

 s
ha

pi
ng

 m
y 

liv
in

g 
en

vi
ro

nm
en

t, 
w

he
re

 I 
kn

ow
 

w
ha

t i
s 

in
 m

y 
fo

od
, w

he
re

 m
y 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

 w
ith

 th
e 

hu
m

an
 

an
d 

no
n-

hu
m

an
 w

or
ld

s 
ar

e 
im

m
ed

ia
te

 a
nd

 re
ci

pr
oc

al
. I

 c
an

 
be

gi
n 

to
 im

ag
in

e 
w

ha
t I

 a
bs

ol
ut

el
y 

do
 n

ot
 h

av
e 

rig
ht

 n
ow

: a
n 

un
al

ie
na

te
d 

lif
e.

B
ut

 I 
ov

er
do

se
 q

ui
ck

ly
 o

n 
th

is
 b

ra
nd

 o
f n

ew
 a

ge
 g

uf
f. 

I c
an

 s
ee

 
to

o 
cl

ea
rly

 th
e 

se
am

s 
an

d 
st

re
ss

es
 h

id
de

n 
w

ith
in

 th
e 

al
l-i

s-
w

el
l p

re
se

nt
at

io
n.

 T
he

 d
is

ho
ne

st
y,

 th
e 

de
sp

er
at

io
n,

 th
e 

co
-

de
pe

nd
en

cy
 b

et
w

ee
n 

th
e 

lif
es

ty
le

 a
nd

 th
at

 w
hi

ch
 it

 n
ot

io
na

lly
 

re
je

ct
s 

– 
it 

so
ur

s 
th

e 
w

ho
le

 e
nd

ea
vo

ur
. I

t s
ee

m
s 

to
o 

m
uc

h 
lik

e 
no

st
al

gi
a 

fo
r s

om
et

hi
ng

 n
ev

er
 tr

ul
y 

ex
pe

rie
nc

ed
. I

t f
ee

ls
 

es
ca

pi
st

 a
nd

 is
ol

at
io

ni
st

 a
nd

, o
nc

e 
ag

ai
n,

 d
ee

pl
y 

as
oc

ia
l. 

It 
fe

el
s 

lik
e 

co
sp

la
y,

 a
s 

if 
Th

or
ea

u 
w

as
 a

liv
e 

an
d 

tr
yi

ng
 to

 g
et

 y
ou

 to
 

us
e 

hi
s 

di
sc

ou
nt

 c
od

e 
fo

r s
us

ta
in

ab
le

 c
ot

to
n 

un
de

rw
ea

r. 
Th

er
e 

ar
e 

m
om

en
ts

 w
he

n 
th

e 
m

as
k 

co
m

es
 o

ff 
an

d 
th

e 
re

ve
la

tio
n 

is
 

no
t o

f d
ep

th
 a

nd
 m

ea
ni

ng
 a

cr
os

s 
tim

e,
 b

ut
 o

f a
 s

ha
llo

w
 s

to
ry

 
be

in
g 

to
ld

 to
 d

es
pe

ra
te

 p
eo

pl
e,

 a
 d

re
am

 re
vi

vi
fie

d 
an

d 
pu

t o
n 

sa
le

. “
Ev

er
yt

hi
ng

 w
e 

ne
ed

 to
 b

e 
ha

pp
y 

is
 w

ith
in

 u
s,

” 
on

e 
of

 th
e 

be
au

tif
ul

 y
ou

ng
 w

om
en

 m
us

es
 in

 h
er

 m
ou

nt
ai

ns
id

e 
ca

bi
n,

 a
nd

 I 
th

in
k 

to
 m

ys
el

f, 
w

e 
ar

e 
do

om
ed

.

In
 M

y 
D

in
ne

r W
ith

 A
nd

ré
, a

 fi
lm

 d
ire

ct
ed

 b
y 

Lo
ui

s 
M

al
le

 w
hi

ch
 

co
ns

is
ts

 a
lm

os
t e

nt
ire

ly
 o

f t
w

o 
m

en
 ta

lk
in

g 
to

 e
ac

h 
ot

he
r o

ve
r 

di
nn

er
 in

 a
 fa

nc
y 

re
st

au
ra

nt
, t

he
 th

ea
tr

e 
di

re
ct

or
 A

nd
ré

 G
re

go
ry

 
pl

ay
s 

a 
fic

tio
na

lis
ed

 v
er

si
on

 o
f h

im
se

lf.
 H

is
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

, w
e 

ar
e 

le
d 

to
 u

nd
er

st
an

d,
 h

as
 b

ee
n 

so
m

ew
ha

t u
nh

in
ge

d 
re

ce
nt

ly
, h

as
 

ra
th

er
 lo

st
 h

is
 g

rip
 o

n 
th

e 
re

al
ity

 in
 w

hi
ch

 h
e 

ha
d,

 u
nt

il 
th

en
, 

be
en

 li
vi

ng
. W

e 
le

ar
n 

th
at

 h
e 

ha
s 

la
rg

el
y 

le
ft

 th
e 

th
ea

tr
e,

 a
s 

w
el

l 
as

 h
is

 fa
m

ily
 a

nd
 fr

ie
nd

s,
 to

 b
ec

om
e 

so
m

et
hi

ng
 o

f a
 s

pi
rit

ua
l 

se
ek

er
, t

ry
in

g 
in

 v
ai

n 
to

 –
 q

uo
te

 u
nq

uo
te

 –
 fi

nd
 h

im
se

lf.
 M

uc
h 

of
 th

e 
fil

m
 is

 ta
ke

n 
up

 b
y 

hi
s 

re
co

un
tin

g 
of

 th
es

e 
at

te
m

pt
s:

 
bu

ild
in

g 
an

 e
co

-c
om

m
un

e 
in

 S
co

tla
nd

, r
un

ni
ng

 a
 n

oc
tu

rn
al

 
th

ea
tr

e 
w

or
ks

ho
p 

in
 a

 P
ol

is
h 

fo
re

st
, i

nt
er

ac
tin

g 
w

ith
 v

ag
ue

 
O

rie
nt

al
is

ed
 m

ys
tic

is
m

s.
 T

he
 s

to
ry

 th
at

 s
ta

nd
s 

ou
t, 

ho
w

ev
er

, i
s 

an
 e

la
bo

ra
te

 p
ro

ce
ss

 b
y 

w
hi

ch
 h

e 
w

in
ds

 u
p 

ex
ha

us
te

d,
 n

ak
ed

, 
an

d 
ly

in
g 

in
 h

is
 o

w
n 

gr
av

e.

Th
e 

w
rit

er
 W

al
la

ce
 S

ha
w

n,
 a

ls
o 

pl
ay

in
g 

a 
fic

tio
na

lis
ed

 v
er

si
on

 
of

 h
im

se
lf,

 is
 G

re
go

ry
’s 

au
di

en
ce

 a
nd

 h
e 

is
 h

or
rifi

ed
 b

y 
al

l t
hi

s.
 

H
e 

is
 a

 d
om

es
tic

 p
er

so
n,

 s
om

eo
ne

 h
ap

py
 w

ith
 a

 s
m

al
l a

nd
 

re
la

tiv
el

y 
co

m
fo

rt
ab

le
 li

fe
 (h

e 
is

 w
or

rie
d 

th
ro

ug
ho

ut
 b

y 
ho

w
 

m
uc

h 
th

e 
fo

od
 w

ill
 c

os
t, 

sh
ou

ld
 h

e 
ha

ve
 to

 s
pl

it 
th

e 
bi

ll 
or

 
ev

en
 p

ay
 it

 in
 fu

ll)
, a

nd
 u

ni
ns

pi
re

d 
by

 th
e 

ex
is

te
nt

ia
l a

ng
ui

sh
 

an
d 

se
ar

ch
 fo

r m
ea

ni
ng

 th
at

 G
re

go
ry

 h
as

 g
on

e 
th

ro
ug

h.
 O

n 
a 

m
at

er
ia

l l
ev

el
, h

e 
ha

s 
ne

ith
er

 th
e 

tim
e 

no
r t

he
 m

on
ey

 to
 c

ar
e,

 
bu

t o
n 

th
e 

le
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Do you ever dream 
of the animals at 
Lascaux? Sometimes they come 
to me, out of the dark as they come to 
us all. In the warm flicker of firelight, the 
figures – drawn so directly, with such 
purpose – seem to move as the shadows 
move. Hidden beneath the burning 
surface of the earth, they are secretive, 
safe, almost eternal. In my mind I see 
the cattle, the oxen, the aurochs. I see a 
gigantic ochre flank hanging off a bony 
black frame; the spine leading in one 
clear movement to the skull and the 
horns. This is not just an animal, but in 
this place become the animal – all that 
we, we whose long-past ghosts stood 
there and painted with their hands, are 
not; all that is outside of us, free of our 
double-edged awareness; free on the 
dark stone wall, as never in the flesh, of 
the certainty of death.

The mystery of these animals has not 
changed for the longest time. Perhaps 
it has never changed – perhaps to have 
stumbled upon them a day after their 

creation would have caused the same 
deep resonant shock they cause me even 
now. The air is suddenly the same as 
one finds upon entering certain religious 
buildings – the mind turns instantly to 
thoughts of some eternal presence, some 
transient way we have of seeing and 
experiencing beauty, both in its creation 
and its unknowable afterlife. The ochre 
flank rises up like a cathedral wall. I think 
my most secular thoughts: someone saw 
this in their mind, and brought it about. 
It was done by someone, for someone, 
possibly for some purpose which now, 
through both time’s passing and the 
work’s own immediate beauty, it has long 
since eclipsed. And just as the artist’s 
discovery of these forms unfolded over 
some time – a process in which nothing 
is ever certain, in which any misstep may 
sever the tender, miraculous connection 
to something other – so our own 
rediscovery flowers in time, blooming 
with all the time that has passed between 
the original hand and ours. And as we 
see the bulls, the oxen, the aurochs, we 
feel the beauty and the power, but we 
see, too, the hands that rendered that 
beauty and power on the wall. We hear 

an echo almost lost within ourselves, a 
connection to the ancestors and their 
animal world – the otherness which, we 
cannot help but feel, they knew and felt 
in a manner we have since left behind. 
Some wonder has dissipated, some 
dream of the animal, the earthen, has 
vanished.

When the animals come to me, this is 
what I feel: grief, for the ancestors and 
what they learned that we have since 
forgotten; and desire – desire to feel the 
warmth of the fire against tired skin, to 
feel all the endless night beyond it, to 
touch skin to stone and leave a vision in 
the dark for others to follow: the flank 
and the frame, the first evidence we 
have of being haunted by the animal, 
by what is natural and unthinking and 
unquestionably not us. The grief is all 
the pain of living knowing we will die. 
The desire is what burns through it, what 
drives into the dark, towards what haunts 
and shocks and, we hope, what heals.

Maybe the primary lesson of Lascaux 
is that art never progresses in any 
meaningful sense. It changes all the 
time in style, in aim, in value, but its 
quality can not exactly be said to 
increase or decrease. There is simply no 
qualitative measurement we could plot 
on a graph to show, see, art is getting 
better, objectively. The novelist of today 
has no upper hand on Cervantes or 
Shakespeare, the composer no special 
insight unavailable to Bach. The tools 
may change but, humans being human, 
we learn the truths of life (which, I hope, 
is what we put into art) not as a set of 
of facts but as a series of revelations for 
which we may or may not be prepared, to 

which we may or may not be open. And 
because the work of art itself is similarly 
revelatory, miraculous even, it cannot be 
engineered, or even really anticipated; 
being ready and willing is no guarantee it 
will come.

I suspect this is an uncomfortable truth 
for contemporary society, which bases 
its entire structuring mythology on 
the idea that hard work pays off, that 
you can chip away at any problem in a 
concerted fashion and receive a solution 

in return, that risk and investment and 
the ingenuity of the individual are the 
driving forces of social and technological 
progress. We are living in an insanely 
rational world, where the logistics of 
day-to-day existence are immeasurably 
complex and unbending; a world which 
sees everything within it as a commodity, 
and treats everything and everyone 
as a widget in some unknowably large 
production line. Everything is a case of 
supply and demand, and the only thing 
that matters, in the end, is the margin.
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 is
 e

xp
ec

te
d 

on
ly

 to
 fe

el
 g

ra
tit

ud
e 

th
at

 th
ey

 
ha

ve
n’

t h
ad

 to
 th

in
k 

fo
r a

n 
ex

te
nd

ed
 p

er
io

d 
of

 ti
m

e.
 O

f c
ou

rs
e 

th
e 

su
cc

es
s 

of
 th

is
 w

or
k 

is
 e

as
ily

 m
ea

su
re

d:
 b

ox
 o

ffi
ce

 re
tu

rn
s,

 
su

bs
cr

ib
er

 n
um

be
rs

, a
nd

 b
es

ts
el

le
r l

is
ts

 a
re

 tr
iv

ia
lly

 p
lo

tt
ed

 o
n 

a 
gr

ap
h.

 A
nd

 w
he

n 
nu

m
be

rs
 g

o 
up

, e
ve

ry
on

e 
fe

el
s 

go
od

.

Th
e 

fo
rm

 o
f t

hi
s 

w
or

k,
 w

hi
ch

 is
 s

o 
re

pe
tit

io
us

, s
o 

sc
he

m
at

ic
, s

o 
he

av
ily

 a
nd

 in
te

nt
io

na
lly

 s
te

re
ot

yp
ic

al
, r

efl
ec

ts
 th

e 
gl

ob
al

is
ed

 
in

du
st

ry
 w

hi
ch

 g
iv

es
 ri

se
 to

 it
, a

nd
 it

 re
fle

ct
s 

th
e 

ev
er

 m
or

e 
ra

pi
d-

pa
ce

d 
an

d 
un

re
fle

ct
iv

e 
m

ed
ia

 e
nv

iro
nm

en
t t

ha
t d

ep
en

ds
 

on
 it

 fo
r c

on
te

nt
. T

he
 ‘t

he
m

es
’ o

f t
he

 w
or

k 
m

us
t b

e 
si

m
pl

e 
an

d 
cl

ea
rly

 s
ta

te
d;

 th
e 

vi
su

al
 la

ng
ua

ge
 (a

nd
 th

e 
ac

tu
al

 la
ng

ua
ge

) 
m

us
t b

e 
in

st
an

tly
 re

co
gn

is
ab

le
 a

nd
 e

as
ily

 u
nd

er
st

oo
d;

 th
e 

gi
m

m
ic

k,
 th

e 
se

t-
up

, t
he

 c
on

ce
it 

m
us

t b
e 

ob
vi

ou
s 

– 
if 

it 
ca

n’
t b

e 
su

m
m

ed
 u

p 
in

 o
ne

 li
ne

, i
t’s

 n
o 

go
od

.

Th
is

 is
 th

e 
w

or
k 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 n

ow
 p

ro
du

ce
s 

at
 s

uc
h 

sc
al

e,
 a

nd
 

w
ith

 s
uc

h 
ru

th
le

ss
 c

om
pe

te
nc

y 
an

d 
ef

fic
ie

nc
y,

 th
at

 it
 s

ee
ps

 in
to

 
ev

er
y 

co
rn

er
 o

f e
xi

st
en

ce
: i

n 
th

e 
er

a 
of

 th
e 

ne
w

sf
ee

d,
 th

er
e 

is
 n

o 
di

st
in

ct
io

n 
to

 b
e 

m
ad

e 
be

tw
ee

n 
on

e 
w

or
k 

an
d 

an
ot

he
r; 

th
er

e 
is

 o
nl

y 
w

ha
t i

s 
be

in
g 

pu
sh

ed
, o

nl
y 

w
ha

t i
s 

be
in

g 
ta

lk
ed

 
ab

ou
t, 

on
ly

 w
ha

t d
ra

w
s 

th
e 

ex
ha

us
te

d 
ey

e.
 T

he
 n

et
w

or
ks

 o
f 

tr
an

sm
is

si
on

 a
re

 fl
oo

de
d,

 th
e 

co
nn

ec
tio

ns
 b

et
w

ee
n 

pe
op

le
 

– 
an

d 
be

tw
ee

n 
pe

op
le

 a
nd

 p
la

ce
s,

 p
as

ts
, t

ra
di

tio
ns

, r
itu

al
s 

– 
ar

e 
us

ur
pe

d.
 T

he
 id

ea
l v

ie
w

er
 fo

r c
on

te
m

po
ra

ry
 w

or
k,

 n
o 

m
at

te
r t

he
 fo

rm
, i

s 
an

 e
xh

au
st

ed
 in

di
vi

du
al

, a
lo

ne
 in

 th
ei

r 
ro

om
, c

on
ne

ct
ed

 o
nl

y 
to

 th
e 

flo
w

s 
of

 o
nl

in
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

w
hi

ch
 

le
gi

tim
is

e 
an

d 
ex

te
nd

 th
e 

de
lu

ge
 o

f c
on

te
nt

, d
es

pe
ra

te
ly

 
se

ar
ch

in
g 

fo
r s

om
et

hi
ng

 to
 s

us
pe

nd
 th

e 
m

in
d 

fo
r a

 p
re

ci
ou

s 
fe

w
 h

ou
rs

 b
ef

or
e 

th
ey

 h
av

e 
to

 g
o 

ba
ck

 to
 w

or
k.

 T
hi

s 
is

 th
e 

ah
is

to
ric

al
, a

nt
is

oc
ia

l w
as

te
la

nd
 o

f t
he

 c
ul

tu
re

 in
du

st
ry

 to
da

y,
 

fro
m

 th
e 

so
lo

 Y
ou

Tu
be

r t
o 

th
e 

la
rg

es
t H

ol
ly

w
oo

d 
co

ng
lo

m
er

at
e.

 
It 

is
 h

ar
d 

to
 im

ag
in

e 
an

 e
nv

iro
nm

en
t l

es
s 

ho
sp

ita
bl

e 
fo

r t
he

 
m

ira
cu

lo
us

 a
nd

 th
e 

re
ve

la
to

ry
, l

es
s 

op
en

 to
 th

e 
un

m
ot

iv
at

ed
 

gi
ft

.

M
y 

fr
ie

nd
, a

 p
oe

t, 
te

lls
 m

e 
sh

e 
w

an
ts

 to
 w

rit
e 

a 
bo

ok
 th

at
 is

 
re

ad
 o

nc
e,

 a
lo

ud
, a

nd
 th

en
 b

ur
ne

d.
 A

 b
oo

k 
th

at
 w

ou
ld

 e
sc

ap
e 

th
e 

fa
te

 o
rd

ai
ne

d 
fo

r i
t –

 to
 b

e 
fo

re
ve

r l
yi

ng
 a

ro
un

d,
 re

ad
y 

to
 b

e 
pi

ck
ed

 u
p;

 to
 b

e 
so

ld
 o

r u
ns

ol
d;

 to
 b

e 
al

w
ay

s 
be

in
g 

fo
rg

ot
te

n.
 

A
 s

in
gl

e 
co

py
, r

ea
d 

on
ce

 a
nd

 d
es

tr
oy

ed
 –

 th
e 

id
ea

 fi
re

s 
th

e 
im

ag
in

at
io

n.
 T

he
re

 is
 s

om
et

hi
ng

 p
ag

an
 a

bo
ut

 it
, s

om
et

hi
ng

 
sa

cr
ifi

ci
al

, a
w

es
om

e,
 d

an
ge

ro
us

.

Th
e 

pu
bl

is
he

r r
es

po
nd

s,
 s

ou
nd

in
g 

co
nc

er
ne

d:
 b

ut
 th

en
 a

ll 
th

at
 w

or
k 

w
ou

ld
 b

e 
fo

r n
ot

hi
ng

? 
W

e 
sa

vo
ur

 th
e 

ph
ra

se
: f

or
 

no
th

in
g.

 Y
es

, f
or

 n
ot

hi
ng

 –
 fo

r n
o 

m
on

et
ar

y 
ga

in
, f

or
 n

o 
as

se
t 

ac
cu

m
ul

at
io

n;
 n

o 
ca

re
er

 a
dv

an
ce

m
en

t, 
no

 s
oc

ia
l c

ap
ita

l. 
A

ll 
th

at
 

w
or

k,
 b

ur
ni

ng
 in

 th
e 

fla
m

es
, d

is
so

lv
in

g 
in

 th
e 

m
in

ds
 o

f w
ho

ev
er

 
w

itn
es

se
d 

its
 s

in
gu

la
r, 

br
ie

f e
xi

st
en

ce
. Y

es
, f

or
 n

ot
hi

ng
 –

 th
er

e 
is

 
no

 h
ig

he
r c

au
se

.

Th
e 

sy
st

em
 o

nl
y 

kn
ow

s 
m

e 
so

 w
el

l: 
m

y 
Yo

uT
ub

e 
re

co
m

m
en

da
tio

ns
 a

re
 fu

ll 
of

 b
ea

ut
ifu

l y
ou

ng
 w

om
en

 a
nd

 m
en

 
w

ith
 te

rr
ifi

c 
be

ar
ds

 b
uy

in
g 

ca
bi

ns
 in

 th
e 

w
oo

ds
 a

nd
 s

ta
rt

in
g 

fa
rm

s 
on

 re
m

ot
e 

m
ou

nt
ai

ns
id

es
. T

he
se

 h
om

es
te

ad
er

s 
ar

e 
bu

t 
on

e 
hi

gh
ly

 v
is

ib
le

 a
sp

ec
t o

f a
 s

el
f-

co
ns

ci
ou

s 
m

ov
em

en
t t

ha
t 

us
es

 th
e 

m
ea

ns
 o

f d
ig

ita
l s

ha
rin

g 
– 

pr
im

ar
ily

 th
e 

so
ci

al
 n

et
w

or
ks

 
– 

to
 s

us
ta

in
 a

nd
 p

ro
pa

ga
te

 a
 li

fe
st

yl
e 

w
hi

ch
 is

 a
ll 

ab
ou

t t
he

 
su

pp
re

ss
io

n 
of

 th
e 

di
gi

ta
l, 

th
e 

re
le

ga
tio

n 
of

 th
e 

in
au

th
en

tic
 a

nd
 

te
ch

no
lo

gi
ca

l b
en

ea
th

 th
e 

gl
or

io
us

ly
 a

ut
he

nt
ic

 n
at

ur
al

 w
or

ld
 

an
d 

na
tu

ra
l l

ife
. V

ar
ia

tio
ns

 o
n 

th
is

 th
em

e 
ar

e 
ev

er
yw

he
re

, f
ro

m
 

m
ed

ita
tio

n 
ap

ps
 fu

nd
ed

 b
y 

ve
nt

ur
e 

ca
pi

ta
l t

o 
w

ha
te

ve
r h

ig
h-

en
d 

w
oo

-w
oo

 G
w

yn
th

 P
al

tr
ow

 is
 h

aw
ki

ng
 to

da
y;

 fr
om

 tw
ee

 
Et

sy
 o

pe
ra

tio
ns

 to
 c

ha
in

st
or

es
 s

el
lin

g 
w

itc
hc

ra
ft

 a
nd

 s
or

ce
ry

 
su

pp
lie

s.
 A

t a
 ti

m
e 

of
 g

re
at

 c
ris

is
 –

 a
nd

 I 
be

lie
ve

 th
is

 to
 b

e 
su

ch
 

a 
tim

e 
– 

th
er

e 
is

 m
on

ey
 to

 b
e 

m
ad

e 
se

lli
ng

 v
is

io
ns

 o
f t

he
 s

im
pl

e 
lif

e.
 (A

s 
th

e 
sa

yi
ng

 g
oe

s,
 in

 a
 g

ol
d-

ru
sh

, s
el

l s
ho

ve
ls

.)

I d
on

’t 
w

an
t t

o 
pr

et
en

d 
I’m

 a
bo

ve
 th

is
 –

 th
e 

al
go

rit
hm

 k
no

w
s 

I a
m

 d
ra

w
n 

to
 it

, t
ho

ug
h 

as
 a

lw
ay

s 
w

ith
 a

lg
or

ith
m

s,
 it

 k
no

w
s 

no
t w

hy
. I

 th
in

k 
it 

be
ca

us
e,

 g
iv

en
 ju

st
 a

 li
tt

le
 in

te
ra

ct
io

n 
w

ith
 

th
is

 li
fe

st
yl

e,
 th

is
 m

ili
eu

, I
 c

an
 im

ag
in

e 
fo

r m
ys

el
f a

 li
fe

 in
 w

hi
ch

 
I h

av
e 

a 
m

uc
h 

gr
ea

te
r s

en
se

 o
f a

ge
nc

y;
 w

he
re

 I 
ca

n 
ha

ve
 

a 
re

al
 s

ay
 in

 s
ha

pi
ng

 m
y 

liv
in

g 
en

vi
ro

nm
en

t, 
w

he
re

 I 
kn

ow
 

w
ha

t i
s 

in
 m

y 
fo

od
, w

he
re

 m
y 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

 w
ith

 th
e 

hu
m

an
 

an
d 

no
n-

hu
m

an
 w

or
ld

s 
ar

e 
im

m
ed

ia
te

 a
nd

 re
ci

pr
oc

al
. I

 c
an

 
be

gi
n 

to
 im

ag
in

e 
w

ha
t I

 a
bs

ol
ut

el
y 

do
 n

ot
 h

av
e 

rig
ht

 n
ow

: a
n 

un
al

ie
na

te
d 

lif
e.

B
ut

 I 
ov

er
do

se
 q

ui
ck

ly
 o

n 
th

is
 b

ra
nd

 o
f n

ew
 a

ge
 g

uf
f. 

I c
an

 s
ee

 
to

o 
cl

ea
rly

 th
e 

se
am

s 
an

d 
st

re
ss

es
 h

id
de

n 
w

ith
in

 th
e 

al
l-i

s-
w

el
l p

re
se

nt
at

io
n.

 T
he

 d
is

ho
ne

st
y,

 th
e 

de
sp

er
at

io
n,

 th
e 

co
-

de
pe

nd
en

cy
 b

et
w

ee
n 

th
e 

lif
es

ty
le

 a
nd

 th
at

 w
hi

ch
 it

 n
ot

io
na

lly
 

re
je

ct
s 

– 
it 

so
ur

s 
th

e 
w

ho
le

 e
nd

ea
vo

ur
. I

t s
ee

m
s 

to
o 

m
uc

h 
lik

e 
no

st
al

gi
a 

fo
r s

om
et

hi
ng

 n
ev

er
 tr

ul
y 

ex
pe

rie
nc

ed
. I

t f
ee

ls
 

es
ca

pi
st

 a
nd

 is
ol

at
io

ni
st

 a
nd

, o
nc

e 
ag

ai
n,

 d
ee

pl
y 

as
oc

ia
l. 

It 
fe

el
s 

lik
e 

co
sp

la
y,

 a
s 

if 
Th

or
ea

u 
w

as
 a

liv
e 

an
d 

tr
yi

ng
 to

 g
et

 y
ou

 to
 

us
e 

hi
s 

di
sc

ou
nt

 c
od

e 
fo

r s
us

ta
in

ab
le

 c
ot

to
n 

un
de

rw
ea

r. 
Th

er
e 

ar
e 

m
om

en
ts

 w
he

n 
th

e 
m

as
k 

co
m

es
 o

ff 
an

d 
th

e 
re

ve
la

tio
n 

is
 

no
t o

f d
ep

th
 a

nd
 m

ea
ni

ng
 a

cr
os

s 
tim

e,
 b

ut
 o

f a
 s

ha
llo

w
 s

to
ry

 
be

in
g 

to
ld

 to
 d

es
pe

ra
te

 p
eo

pl
e,

 a
 d

re
am

 re
vi

vi
fie

d 
an

d 
pu

t o
n 

sa
le

. “
Ev

er
yt

hi
ng

 w
e 

ne
ed

 to
 b

e 
ha

pp
y 

is
 w

ith
in

 u
s,

” 
on

e 
of

 th
e 

be
au

tif
ul

 y
ou

ng
 w

om
en

 m
us

es
 in

 h
er

 m
ou

nt
ai

ns
id

e 
ca

bi
n,

 a
nd

 I 
th

in
k 

to
 m

ys
el

f, 
w

e 
ar

e 
do

om
ed

.

In
 M

y 
D

in
ne

r W
ith

 A
nd

ré
, a

 fi
lm

 d
ire

ct
ed

 b
y 

Lo
ui

s 
M

al
le

 w
hi

ch
 

co
ns

is
ts

 a
lm

os
t e

nt
ire

ly
 o

f t
w

o 
m

en
 ta

lk
in

g 
to

 e
ac

h 
ot

he
r o

ve
r 

di
nn

er
 in

 a
 fa

nc
y 

re
st

au
ra

nt
, t

he
 th

ea
tr

e 
di

re
ct

or
 A

nd
ré

 G
re

go
ry

 
pl

ay
s 

a 
fic

tio
na

lis
ed

 v
er

si
on

 o
f h

im
se

lf.
 H

is
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

, w
e 

ar
e 

le
d 

to
 u

nd
er

st
an

d,
 h

as
 b

ee
n 

so
m

ew
ha

t u
nh

in
ge

d 
re

ce
nt

ly
, h

as
 

ra
th

er
 lo

st
 h

is
 g

rip
 o

n 
th

e 
re

al
ity

 in
 w

hi
ch

 h
e 

ha
d,

 u
nt

il 
th

en
, 

be
en

 li
vi

ng
. W

e 
le

ar
n 

th
at

 h
e 

ha
s 

la
rg

el
y 

le
ft

 th
e 

th
ea

tr
e,

 a
s 

w
el

l 
as

 h
is

 fa
m

ily
 a

nd
 fr

ie
nd

s,
 to

 b
ec

om
e 

so
m

et
hi

ng
 o

f a
 s

pi
rit

ua
l 

se
ek

er
, t

ry
in

g 
in

 v
ai

n 
to

 –
 q

uo
te

 u
nq

uo
te

 –
 fi

nd
 h

im
se

lf.
 M

uc
h 

of
 th

e 
fil

m
 is

 ta
ke

n 
up

 b
y 

hi
s 

re
co

un
tin

g 
of

 th
es

e 
at

te
m

pt
s:

 
bu

ild
in

g 
an

 e
co

-c
om

m
un

e 
in

 S
co

tla
nd

, r
un

ni
ng

 a
 n

oc
tu

rn
al

 
th

ea
tr

e 
w

or
ks

ho
p 

in
 a

 P
ol

is
h 

fo
re

st
, i

nt
er

ac
tin

g 
w

ith
 v

ag
ue

 
O

rie
nt

al
is

ed
 m

ys
tic

is
m

s.
 T

he
 s

to
ry

 th
at

 s
ta

nd
s 

ou
t, 

ho
w

ev
er

, i
s 

an
 e

la
bo

ra
te

 p
ro

ce
ss

 b
y 

w
hi

ch
 h

e 
w

in
ds

 u
p 

ex
ha

us
te

d,
 n

ak
ed

, 
an

d 
ly

in
g 

in
 h

is
 o

w
n 

gr
av

e.

Th
e 

w
rit

er
 W

al
la

ce
 S

ha
w

n,
 a

ls
o 

pl
ay

in
g 

a 
fic

tio
na

lis
ed

 v
er

si
on

 
of

 h
im

se
lf,

 is
 G

re
go

ry
’s 

au
di

en
ce

 a
nd

 h
e 

is
 h

or
rifi

ed
 b

y 
al

l t
hi

s.
 

H
e 

is
 a

 d
om

es
tic

 p
er

so
n,

 s
om

eo
ne

 h
ap

py
 w

ith
 a

 s
m

al
l a

nd
 

re
la

tiv
el

y 
co

m
fo

rt
ab

le
 li

fe
 (h

e 
is

 w
or

rie
d 

th
ro

ug
ho

ut
 b

y 
ho

w
 

m
uc

h 
th

e 
fo

od
 w

ill
 c

os
t, 

sh
ou

ld
 h

e 
ha

ve
 to

 s
pl

it 
th

e 
bi

ll 
or

 
ev

en
 p

ay
 it

 in
 fu

ll)
, a

nd
 u

ni
ns

pi
re

d 
by

 th
e 

ex
is

te
nt

ia
l a

ng
ui

sh
 

an
d 

se
ar

ch
 fo

r m
ea

ni
ng

 th
at

 G
re

go
ry

 h
as

 g
on

e 
th

ro
ug

h.
 O

n 
a 

m
at

er
ia

l l
ev

el
, h

e 
ha

s 
ne

ith
er

 th
e 

tim
e 

no
r t

he
 m

on
ey

 to
 c

ar
e,

 
bu

t o
n 

th
e 

le
ve

l o
f p

er
so

na
lit

y 
or

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
, h

e 
is

 n
ot

 in
cl

in
ed

 
to

w
ar

ds
 s

uc
h 

au
da

ci
ou

s 
sp

iri
tu

al
 e

ffo
rt

s;
 h

is
 re

w
ar

ds
 in

 li
fe

 a
re

 
fo

un
d 

el
se

w
he

re
, m

uc
h 

cl
os

er
 to

 h
om

e.

Th
e 

fil
m

 in
ge

ni
ou

sl
y 

pa
ro

di
es

 G
re

go
ry

’s 
ef

fo
rt

s 
w

ith
ou

t e
ve

r 
w

rit
in

g 
th

em
 o

ff 
as

 il
le

gi
tim

at
e.

 W
e 

ar
e 

in
vi

te
d 

to
 id

en
tif

y 
w

ith
 

Sh
aw

n,
 a

nd
 w

e 
fe

el
 a

ll 
th

e 
am

bi
gu

ou
s 

un
ea

se
 a

nd
 d

is
ta

st
e 

he
 

fe
el

s 
ab

ou
t G

re
go

ry
’s 

ex
pl

oi
ts

, b
ut

 li
ke

 h
im

 w
e 

ca
nn

ot
 d

is
cr

ed
it 

hi
m

 a
lto

ge
th

er
 –

 it
 m

ay
 ju

st
 b

e 
a 

vi
rt

ue
 o

f G
re

go
ry

’s 
m

as
te

rf
ul

 
st

or
yt

el
lin

g,
 w

hi
ch

 is
 s

o 
co

m
pe

lli
ng

 a
nd

 m
ys

te
rio

us
, b

ut
 th

er
e 

is
 s

om
et

hi
ng

 a
tt

ra
ct

iv
e 

at
 th

e 
he

ar
t o

f w
ha

t h
e 

is
 s

ay
in

g,
 a

n 
ex

pr
es

si
on

 o
f s

om
e 

ye
ar

ni
ng

 w
hi

ch
 m

ay
, a

t a
ny

 ti
m

e,
 w

el
l u

p 
in

 a
ny

 o
ne

 o
f u

s.
 A

nd
 it

 is
 te

lli
ng

 th
at

 G
re

go
ry

’s 
ad

ve
nt

ur
es

 a
re

, 
w

ith
ou

t f
ai

l, 
so

ci
al

, a
nt

i-t
ec

hn
ol

og
ic

al
, a

nd
 d

ee
pl

y 
rit

ua
lis

tic
. 

H
e 

is
 a

tt
em

pt
in

g 
to

 fi
nd

 h
im

se
lf 

in
 o

th
er

s,
 in

 c
ol

le
ct

iv
e 

an
d 

co
lla

bo
ra

tiv
e 

w
or

k,
 in

 s
ub

m
is

si
on

 to
 im

po
se

d 
an

d 
im

pe
rs

on
al

 
st

ru
ct

ur
es

 th
ro

ug
h 

w
hi

ch
 o

ne
 c

an
 s

lip
 o

ut
 o

f s
el

f-
co

ns
ci

ou
sn

es
s 

an
d 

in
to

 s
om

et
hi

ng
 la

rg
er

, m
or

e 
tr

an
sc

en
de

nt
. I

n 
sh

or
t, 

he
 is

 
at

te
m

pt
in

g 
to

 ‘fi
nd

 h
im

se
lf’

 a
ga

in
 b

y 
de

st
ro

yi
ng

 h
im

se
lf 

– 
by

 
ge

tt
in

g 
up

 fr
om

 h
is

 o
w

n 
gr

av
e,

 re
bo

rn
 a

s 
a 

ne
w

 m
an

. G
re

go
ry

 
is

 n
ot

 s
ee

ki
ng

 a
 b

et
te

r w
or

k-
lif

e 
ba

la
nc

e 
he

re
, b

ut
 a

 m
or

e 
m

ea
ni

ng
fu

l c
on

ne
ct

io
n 

w
ith

 th
e 

w
or

ld
 a

nd
 th

e 
pe

op
le

 in
 it

. I
f 

th
at

 c
om

es
 a

t t
he

 e
xp

en
se

 o
f c

ar
ee

r a
nd

 re
pu

ta
tio

n,
 w

ha
t o

f i
t?

A
ft

er
 li

st
en

in
g 

to
 th

is
 fo

r t
w

o 
ho

ur
s,

 it
 is

 d
iffi

cu
lt 

no
t t

o 
ad

m
ire

 
hi

m
 in

 s
om

e 
w

ay
, t

o 
be

 g
la

d 
of

 s
uc

h 
in

sa
ne

 fe
rv

ou
r, 

su
ch

 w
ild

 
sp

iri
tu

al
 a

m
bi

tio
n.

 T
o 

se
e 

hi
m

 a
s 

a 
ne

ce
ss

ar
y 

co
rr

ec
tiv

e 
to

 th
e 

pr
of

es
si

on
al

is
ed

 w
or

ld
 o

f i
nd

us
tr

y,
 a

nd
 to

 re
co

gn
is

e 
th

e 
na

tu
re

 
of

 h
is

 e
ffo

rt
s 

– 
th

e 
so

ci
al

, c
ol

le
ct

iv
e,

 ri
tu

al
is

tic
 a

sp
ec

ts
 o

f t
he

m
 –

 
as

 th
e 

on
ly

 v
ia

bl
e 

ve
ct

or
 fo

r t
hi

s 
im

pe
ra

tiv
e 

re
je

ct
io

n.
 H

is
 s

to
rie

s 
m

ay
 s

tr
ik

e 
us

 a
t fi

rs
t a

s 
a 

lit
tle

 ri
di

cu
lo

us
, f

ai
nt

ly
 e

m
ba

rr
as

si
ng

 
ev

en
 –

 th
e 

de
sp

er
at

e 
fla

ili
ng

 o
f a

 ri
ch

 a
nd

 u
ns

at
is

fie
d 

m
an

 
lo

ok
in

g 
fo

r s
ol

ac
e 

an
d 

re
de

m
pt

io
n 

in
 th

e 
m

os
t c

lic
hé

d 
pl

ac
es

 
– 

bu
t t

he
re

 is
 s

om
e 

tr
ut

h 
in

 it
 w

hi
ch

 b
ec

om
es

 im
po

ss
ib

le
 to

 
ig

no
re

. S
ha

w
n’

s 
po

si
tio

n 
by

 th
e 

en
d 

of
 th

e 
fil

m
 is

 n
ot

 s
o 

se
cu

re
; 

no
r i

s 
ou

r o
w

n.
 W

ha
t w

ou
ld

 it
 ta

ke
 fo

r u
s 

to
 ta

ke
 G

re
go

ry
 

se
rio

us
ly

? 
To

 n
ot

 la
ug

h,
 to

 n
ot

 c
yn

ic
al

ly
 re

je
ct

 a
nd

 d
is

m
is

s 
th

e 
m

et
ho

ds
 a

nd
 th

e 
go

al
s?

 W
ha

t w
ou

ld
 it

 ta
ke

 fo
r u

s 
to

 ta
ke

 
an

yt
hi

ng
 a

t a
ll 

as
 s

er
io

us
ly

 a
s 

th
at

? 
W

ha
t d

oe
s 

it 
sa

y 
ab

ou
t u

s 
th

at
 w

e 
do

 n
ot

?

O
ft

en
 I 

fin
d 

m
ys

el
f a

sk
in

g 
so

m
e 

va
ria

tio
n 

on
 a

 s
in

gl
e 

fu
nd

am
en

ta
l q

ue
st

io
n:

 is
 it

 p
os

si
bl

e 
to

 a
rt

ic
ul

at
e 

a 
po

si
tio

n 
– 

an
 

ae
st

he
tic

, p
hi

lo
so

ph
ic

al
, e

th
ic

al
 p

os
iti

on
 –

 w
hi

ch
 re

je
ct

s 
th

e 
sy

st
em

at
ic

 a
to

m
is

at
io

n,
 g

lo
ba

lis
at

io
n,

 a
nd

 d
eh

um
an

is
at

io
n 

on
e 

fin
ds

 in
 e

nd
le

ss
 e

vi
de

nc
e 

ac
ro

ss
 th

e 
te

ch
-a

nd
-fi

na
nc

e-
dr

iv
en

 s
oc

ie
tie

s 
of

 th
e 

w
or

ld
, w

ith
ou

t f
al

lin
g 

in
to

 th
e 

de
ad

-
en

d 
ta

rp
it 

of
 n

os
ta

lg
ia

, r
om

an
tic

is
ed

 fo
lk

 c
ul

tu
re

, a
nd

 
m

ys
tic

al
 a

ut
he

nt
ic

ity
? 

W
ha

t w
ou

ld
 s

uc
h 

a 
po

si
tio

n 
lo

ok
 li

ke
 

in
 p

ra
ct

ic
e,

 a
nd

 h
ow

 c
ou

ld
 it

 b
e 

su
st

ai
ne

d 
ag

ai
ns

t s
o 

m
an

y 
an

d 
su

ch
 d

is
pa

ra
te

 p
re

ss
ur

es
? 

H
ow

 c
an

 th
at

 re
je

ct
io

n 
of

 th
e 

co
nt

em
po

ra
ry

 a
vo

id
 b

ei
ng

 a
 re

ve
rs

io
n 

to
 a

n 
al

re
ad

y 
di

sc
re

di
te

d 
or

 la
rg

el
y 

fa
nt

as
tic

al
 p

as
t?

 W
ha

t r
ol

e 
ca

n 
ar

t p
la

y 
in

 th
is

?

Is
 it

 to
o 

ab
st

ra
ct

 to
 s

ay
 th

at
 a

rt
’s 

ro
le

, a
s 

m
uc

h 
as

 it
 h

as
 o

ne
, 

ha
s 

no
t c

ha
ng

ed
 a

t a
ll 

si
nc

e 
La

sc
au

x?
 T

ha
t a

rt
 w

as
 a

nd
 is

 th
e 

gr
ou

nd
 u

po
n 

w
hi

ch
 s

en
si

tiv
ity

 to
w

ar
d 

th
e 

w
or

ld
, t

ow
ar

ds
 

ou
rs

el
ve

s 
an

d 
ot

he
rs

, i
s 

de
ve

lo
pe

d?
 T

ha
t K

ea
ts

 w
as

 ri
gh

t a
ll 

al
on

g?
 It

 fe
el

s 
so

 o
bv

io
us

, t
rit

e 
ev

en
, b

ut
 in

 ti
m

es
 o

f c
ris

is
 –

 a
nd

 
ag

ai
n,

 I 
be

lie
ve

 th
is

 to
 b

e 
su

ch
 a

 ti
m

e 
– 

w
ha

t c
ho

ic
e 

is
 th

er
e?

Fo
r m

y 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e 

of
 a

rt
 n

ow
 is

 la
rg

el
y 

a 
nu

m
be

d 
on

e 
– 

th
e 

gr
ea

te
r t

he
 w

or
k’

s 
in

te
rt

w
in

em
en

t w
ith

 th
e 

in
du

st
ry

 th
at

 

su
rr

ou
nd

s 
an

d 
fe

ed
s 

on
 it

, t
he

 m
or

e 
nu

m
bi

ng
 it

 is
; t

he
 m

or
e 

it 
ad

dr
es

se
s 

a 
gl

ob
al

 a
nd

 u
nd

iff
er

en
tia

te
d 

au
di

en
ce

, t
he

 le
ss

 
sp

ec
ifi

c 
m

ea
ni

ng
 it

 c
on

ve
ys

. I
 d

o 
no

t w
an

t t
o 

be
 e

du
ca

te
d 

or
 

en
te

rt
ai

ne
d 

by
 a

rt
. I

 d
on

’t 
se

ek
 it

 o
ut

 s
o 

I c
an

 fe
el

 b
et

te
r a

bo
ut

 
m

ys
el

f, 
m

y 
ta

st
e,

 a
nd

 m
y 

re
fin

ed
 s

en
si

bi
lit

y.
 N

os
ta

lg
ia

 is
 p

oi
so

n.
 

I a
m

 lo
ok

in
g,

 a
lw

ay
s,

 fo
r a

 p
ro

fo
un

d 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e,

 a
 fl

as
h 

of
 

re
co

gn
iti

on
, a

 li
gh

t i
n 

th
e 

da
rk

, w
hi

ch
 re

ve
al

s 
a 

be
au

ty
, a

 tr
ut

h,
 

I h
ad

 n
ot

 p
re

vi
ou

sl
y 

un
de

rs
to

od
 a

nd
 w

hi
ch

, e
ve

n 
in

 re
ve

la
tio

n,
 

ex
ce

ed
s 

m
y 

gr
as

p.
 I 

am
 lo

ok
in

g 
fo

r t
ha

t d
ee

p 
sh

oc
k 

w
hi

ch
 

is
 th

e 
in

st
in

ct
iv

e 
pe

rc
ep

tio
n 

of
 th

e 
ot

he
r –

 th
ei

r i
m

m
ed

ia
te

 
pr

es
en

ce
, t

he
ir 

sk
ill

 a
nd

 g
ra

ce
, t

he
ir 

vi
si

on
 a

nd
 in

te
rp

re
ta

tio
n 

of
 th

e 
w

or
ld

. A
nd

, w
ith

in
 th

at
, a

 c
on

ne
ct

io
n.

 It
 c

an
 a

rr
iv

e 
in

 a
n 

in
st

an
t o

r u
nf

ol
d 

ov
er

 a
 lo

ng
 ti

m
e,

 b
ut

 th
e 

fe
el

in
g 

of
 

ne
ar

ne
ss

, o
f i

nt
im

ac
y,

 is
 w

ha
t I

’m
 s

ea
rc

hi
ng

 fo
r. 

It 
is

 a
 k

in
d 

of
 

tim
el

es
s 

(o
r r

at
he

r t
im

e-
fu

ll)
 e

xp
er

ie
nc

e,
 il

lo
gi

ca
l, 

un
bo

un
de

d,
 

as
yn

ch
ro

no
us

; a
 c

on
ve

rs
at

io
n 

in
 w

hi
ch

 e
ve

ry
th

in
g 

is
 g

iv
en

 
an

d 
re

ce
iv

ed
 fr

ee
ly

, w
ith

ou
t d

eb
t o

r c
re

di
t, 

as
 a

n 
of

fe
rin

g.
 F

or
 

no
th

in
g,

 a
s 

it 
w

er
e.



D
o 

Yo
u 

Ev
er

 
D

re
am

 o
f t

he
 

An
im

al
s 

at
 

La
sc

au
x?

Ia
n 

M
al

en
ey

Th
is 

pi
ec

e 
w

as
 c

om
m

iss
io

ne
d 

by
 C

or
k 

Co
un

ty
 C

ou
nc

il 
Ar

ts
 

O
ffi

ce
, i

n 
co

nj
un

ct
io

n 
w

ith
 Im

bo
lc

 C
ar

e 
(in

g)
: C

re
at

iv
e 

Br
ea

k,
 a

 
pu

bl
ic

 a
rt

 p
ro

je
ct

 b
y 

M
ar

ie
 B

re
tt

.

M
ar

ie
 B

re
tt

’s 
fil

m
, D

ra
go

n’
s 

Ta
il 

w
ill

 b
e 

sc
re

en
ed

 in
 C

or
k 

on
 

Cu
ltu

re
 N

ig
ht

 2
02

2.

H
al

f o
f t

he
 im

ag
es

 u
se

d 
in

 th
is 

pi
ec

e 
w

er
e 

ge
ne

ra
te

d 
by

 S
ta

bl
e 

D
iff

us
io

n,
 a

 p
ro

m
pt

-b
as

ed
 A

I i
m

ag
e 

ge
ne

ra
tio

n 
so

ftw
ar

e.

C
om

ha
irl

e 
C

on
ta

e 
C

ho
rc

a
í

C
or

k 
C

ou
nt

y 
C

ou
nc

il

D
o you ever dream

 
of the anim

als at 
Lascaux? Som

etim
es they com

e 
to m

e, out of the dark as they com
e to 

us all. In the w
arm

 flicker of firelight, the 
figures – draw

n so directly, w
ith such 

purpose – seem
 to m

ove as the shadow
s 

m
ove. H

idden beneath the burning 
surface of the earth, they are secretive, 
safe, alm

ost eternal. In m
y m

ind I see 
the cattle, the oxen, the aurochs. I see a 
gigantic ochre flank hanging off a bony 
black fram

e; the spine leading in one 
clear m

ovem
ent to the skull and the 

horns. This is not just an anim
al, but in 

this place becom
e the anim

al – all that 
w

e, w
e w

hose long-past ghosts stood 
there and painted w

ith their hands, are 
not; all that is outside of us, free of our 
double-edged aw

areness; free on the 
dark stone w

all, as never in the flesh, of 
the certainty of death.

The m
ystery of these anim

als has not 
changed for the longest tim

e. Perhaps 
it has never changed – perhaps to have 
stum

bled upon them
 a day after their 

creation w
ould have caused the sam

e 
deep resonant shock they cause m

e even 
now

. The air is suddenly the sam
e as 

one finds upon entering certain religious 
buildings – the m

ind turns instantly to 
thoughts of som

e eternal presence, som
e 

transient w
ay w

e have of seeing and 
experiencing beauty, both in its creation 
and its unknow

able afterlife. The ochre 
flank rises up like a cathedral w

all. I think 
m

y m
ost secular thoughts: som

eone saw
 

this in their m
ind, and brought it about. 

It w
as done by som

eone, for som
eone, 

possibly for som
e purpose w

hich now
, 

through both tim
e’s passing and the 

w
ork’s ow

n im
m

ediate beauty, it has long 
since eclipsed. A

nd just as the artist’s 
discovery of these form

s unfolded over 
som

e tim
e – a process in w

hich nothing 
is ever certain, in w

hich any m
isstep m

ay 
sever the tender, m

iraculous connection 
to som

ething other – so our ow
n 

rediscovery flow
ers in tim

e, bloom
ing 

w
ith all the tim

e that has passed betw
een 

the original hand and ours. A
nd as w

e 
see the bulls, the oxen, the aurochs, w

e 
feel the beauty and the pow

er, but w
e 

see, too, the hands that rendered that 
beauty and pow

er on the w
all. W

e hear 

an echo alm
ost lost w

ithin ourselves, a 
connection to the ancestors and their 
anim

al w
orld – the otherness w

hich, w
e 

cannot help but feel, they knew
 and felt 

in a m
anner w

e have since left behind. 
Som

e w
onder has dissipated, som

e 
dream

 of the anim
al, the earthen, has 

vanished.

W
hen the anim

als com
e to m

e, this is 
w

hat I feel: grief, for the ancestors and 
w

hat they learned that w
e have since 

forgotten; and desire – desire to feel the 
w

arm
th of the fire against tired skin, to 

feel all the endless night beyond it, to 
touch skin to stone and leave a vision in 
the dark for others to follow

: the flank 
and the fram

e, the first evidence w
e 

have of being haunted by the anim
al, 

by w
hat is natural and unthinking and 

unquestionably not us. The grief is all 
the pain of living know

ing w
e w

ill die. 
The desire is w

hat burns through it, w
hat 

drives into the dark, tow
ards w

hat haunts 
and shocks and, w

e hope, w
hat heals.

M
aybe the prim

ary lesson of Lascaux 
is that art never progresses in any 
m

eaningful sense. It changes all the 
tim

e in style, in aim
, in value, but its 

quality can not exactly be said to 
increase or decrease. There is sim

ply no 
qualitative m

easurem
ent w

e could plot 
on a graph to show

, see, art is getting 
better, objectively. The novelist of today 
has no upper hand on C

ervantes or 
Shakespeare, the com

poser no special 
insight unavailable to B

ach. The tools 
m

ay change but, hum
ans being hum

an, 
w

e learn the truths of life (w
hich, I hope, 

is w
hat w

e put into art) not as a set of 
of facts but as a series of revelations for 
w

hich w
e m

ay or m
ay not be prepared, to 

w
hich w

e m
ay or m

ay not be open. A
nd 

because the w
ork of art itself is sim

ilarly 
revelatory, m

iraculous even, it cannot be 
engineered, or even really anticipated; 
being ready and w

illing is no guarantee it 
w

ill com
e.

I suspect this is an uncom
fortable truth 

for contem
porary society, w

hich bases 
its entire structuring m

ythology on 
the idea that hard w

ork pays off, that 
you can chip aw

ay at any problem
 in a 

concerted fashion and receive a solution 

in return, that risk and investm
ent and 

the ingenuity of the individual are the 
driving forces of social and technological 
progress. W

e are living in an insanely 
rational w

orld, w
here the logistics of 

day-to-day existence are im
m

easurably 
com

plex and unbending; a w
orld w

hich 
sees everything w

ithin it as a com
m

odity, 
and treats everything and everyone 
as a w

idget in som
e unknow

ably large 
production line. Everything is a case of 
supply and dem

and, and the only thing 
that m

atters, in the end, is the m
argin.

If the world, including works of art, can be broken down into 
elemental components, quickly commoditised and endlessly 
reassembled, then the work of art, like social life itself, is easily 
reconstructed from first principles, easily tweaked for better 
results and better profits, easily reproduced and reinvented 
for new markets. And much of the most successful art today, 
financially speaking, succeeds because of its fidelity to that 
world view: it has a clear message, fitting with the ‘issues’ and 
‘concerns’ of the moment, and a clear purpose – education, 
through which the audience feels better about itself for being 
told something it already knows about this or that injustice, 
this or that oppression; or entertainment, in which a hero with 
a recognisable face journeys toward some meaningless goal 
and the audience is expected only to feel gratitude that they 
haven’t had to think for an extended period of time. Of course 
the success of this work is easily measured: box office returns, 
subscriber numbers, and bestseller lists are trivially plotted on a 
graph. And when numbers go up, everyone feels good.

The form of this work, which is so repetitious, so schematic, so 
heavily and intentionally stereotypical, reflects the globalised 
industry which gives rise to it, and it reflects the ever more 
rapid-paced and unreflective media environment that depends 
on it for content. The ‘themes’ of the work must be simple and 
clearly stated; the visual language (and the actual language) 
must be instantly recognisable and easily understood; the 
gimmick, the set-up, the conceit must be obvious – if it can’t be 
summed up in one line, it’s no good.

This is the work the world now produces at such scale, and 
with such ruthless competency and efficiency, that it seeps into 
every corner of existence: in the era of the newsfeed, there 
is no distinction to be made between one work and another; 
there is only what is being pushed, only what is being talked 
about, only what draws the exhausted eye. The networks of 
transmission are flooded, the connections between people 
– and between people and places, pasts, traditions, rituals 
– are usurped. The ideal viewer for contemporary work, no 
matter the form, is an exhausted individual, alone in their 
room, connected only to the flows of online information which 
legitimise and extend the deluge of content, desperately 
searching for something to suspend the mind for a precious 
few hours before they have to go back to work. This is the 
ahistorical, antisocial wasteland of the culture industry today, 

from the solo YouTuber to the largest Hollywood conglomerate. 
It is hard to imagine an environment less hospitable for the 
miraculous and the revelatory, less open to the unmotivated 
gift.

My friend, a poet, tells me she wants to write a book that is 
read once, aloud, and then burned. A book that would escape 
the fate ordained for it – to be forever lying around, ready to be 
picked up; to be sold or unsold; to be always being forgotten. 
A single copy, read once and destroyed – the idea fires the 
imagination. There is something pagan about it, something 
sacrificial, awesome, dangerous.

The publisher responds, sounding concerned: but then all 
that work would be for nothing? We savour the phrase: for 
nothing. Yes, for nothing – for no monetary gain, for no asset 
accumulation; no career advancement, no social capital. All that 
work, burning in the flames, dissolving in the minds of whoever 
witnessed its singular, brief existence. Yes, for nothing – there is 
no higher cause.

The system only knows me so well: my YouTube 
recommendations are full of beautiful young women and men 
with terrific beards buying cabins in the woods and starting 
farms on remote mountainsides. These homesteaders are but 
one highly visible aspect of a self-conscious movement that 
uses the means of digital sharing – primarily the social networks 
– to sustain and propagate a lifestyle which is all about the 
suppression of the digital, the relegation of the inauthentic and 
technological beneath the gloriously authentic natural world 
and natural life. Variations on this theme are everywhere, from 
meditation apps funded by venture capital to whatever high-
end woo-woo Gwynth Paltrow is hawking today; from twee 
Etsy operations to chainstores selling witchcraft and sorcery 
supplies. At a time of great crisis – and I believe this to be such 
a time – there is money to be made selling visions of the simple 
life. (As the saying goes, in a gold-rush, sell shovels.)

I don’t want to pretend I’m above this – the algorithm knows 
I am drawn to it, though as always with algorithms, it knows 
not why. I think it because, given just a little interaction with 
this lifestyle, this milieu, I can imagine for myself a life in which 
I have a much greater sense of agency; where I can have 
a real say in shaping my living environment, where I know 
what is in my food, where my relationships with the human 
and non-human worlds are immediate and reciprocal. I can 
begin to imagine what I absolutely do not have right now: an 
unalienated life.

But I overdose quickly on this brand of new age guff. I can see 
too clearly the seams and stresses hidden within the all-is-
well presentation. The dishonesty, the desperation, the co-
dependency between the lifestyle and that which it notionally 
rejects – it sours the whole endeavour. It seems too much 
like nostalgia for something never truly experienced. It feels 
escapist and isolationist and, once again, deeply asocial. It feels 
like cosplay, as if Thoreau was alive and trying to get you to 
use his discount code for sustainable cotton underwear. There 
are moments when the mask comes off and the revelation is 
not of depth and meaning across time, but of a shallow story 
being told to desperate people, a dream revivified and put on 
sale. “Everything we need to be happy is within us,” one of the 
beautiful young women muses in her mountainside cabin, and I 
think to myself, we are doomed.

In My Dinner With André, a film directed by Louis Malle which 
consists almost entirely of two men talking to each other over 
dinner in a fancy restaurant, the theatre director André Gregory 
plays a fictionalised version of himself. His character, we are 
led to understand, has been somewhat unhinged recently, has 
rather lost his grip on the reality in which he had, until then, 
been living. We learn that he has largely left the theatre, as well 
as his family and friends, to become something of a spiritual 
seeker, trying in vain to – quote unquote – find himself. Much 
of the film is taken up by his recounting of these attempts: 
building an eco-commune in Scotland, running a nocturnal 
theatre workshop in a Polish forest, interacting with vague 
Orientalised mysticisms. The story that stands out, however, is 
an elaborate process by which he winds up exhausted, naked, 
and lying in his own grave.

The writer Wallace Shawn, also playing a fictionalised version 
of himself, is Gregory’s audience and he is horrified by all this. 
He is a domestic person, someone happy with a small and 
relatively comfortable life (he is worried throughout by how 
much the food will cost, should he have to split the bill or 
even pay it in full), and uninspired by the existential anguish 
and search for meaning that Gregory has gone through. On a 
material level, he has neither the time nor the money to care, 
but on the level of personality or character, he is not inclined 
towards such audacious spiritual efforts; his rewards in life are 
found elsewhere, much closer to home.

The film ingeniously parodies Gregory’s efforts without ever 
writing them off as illegitimate. We are invited to identify with 
Shawn, and we feel all the ambiguous unease and distaste he 
feels about Gregory’s exploits, but like him we cannot discredit 
him altogether – it may just be a virtue of Gregory’s masterful 
storytelling, which is so compelling and mysterious, but there 
is something attractive at the heart of what he is saying, an 
expression of some yearning which may, at any time, well up 
in any one of us. And it is telling that Gregory’s adventures are, 
without fail, social, anti-technological, and deeply ritualistic. 
He is attempting to find himself in others, in collective and 
collaborative work, in submission to imposed and impersonal 
structures through which one can slip out of self-consciousness 
and into something larger, more transcendent. In short, he is 
attempting to ‘find himself’ again by destroying himself – by 
getting up from his own grave, reborn as a new man. Gregory 
is not seeking a better work-life balance here, but a more 
meaningful connection with the world and the people in it. If 
that comes at the expense of career and reputation, what of it?

After listening to this for two hours, it is difficult not to admire 
him in some way, to be glad of such insane fervour, such wild 
spiritual ambition. To see him as a necessary corrective to the 
professionalised world of industry, and to recognise the nature 
of his efforts – the social, collective, ritualistic aspects of them – 
as the only viable vector for this imperative rejection. His stories 
may strike us at first as a little ridiculous, faintly embarrassing 
even – the desperate flailing of a rich and unsatisfied man 
looking for solace and redemption in the most clichéd places 
– but there is some truth in it which becomes impossible to 
ignore. Shawn’s position by the end of the film is not so secure; 
nor is our own. What would it take for us to take Gregory 
seriously? To not laugh, to not cynically reject and dismiss 
the methods and the goals? What would it take for us to take 
anything at all as seriously as that? What does it say about us 
that we do not?

Often I find myself asking some variation on a single 
fundamental question: is it possible to articulate a position – an 
aesthetic, philosophical, ethical position – which rejects the 
systematic atomisation, globalisation, and dehumanisation 
one finds in endless evidence across the tech-and-finance-
driven societies of the world, without falling into the dead-
end tarpit of nostalgia, romanticised folk culture, and 
mystical authenticity? What would such a position look like 
in practice, and how could it be sustained against so many 
and such disparate pressures? How can that rejection of the 
contemporary avoid being a reversion to an already discredited 
or largely fantastical past? What role can art play in this?

Is it too abstract to say that art’s role, as much as it has one, 
has not changed at all since Lascaux? That art was and is the 
ground upon which sensitivity toward the world, towards 
ourselves and others, is developed? That Keats was right all 
along? It feels so obvious, trite even, but in times of crisis – and 
again, I believe this to be such a time – what choice is there?

For my experience of art now is largely a numbed one – the 
greater the work’s intertwinement with the industry that 

surrounds and feeds on it, the more numbing it is; the more 
it addresses a global and undifferentiated audience, the less 
specific meaning it conveys. I do not want to be educated or 
entertained by art. I don’t seek it out so I can feel better about 
myself, my taste, and my refined sensibility. Nostalgia is poison. 
I am looking, always, for a profound experience, a flash of 
recognition, a light in the dark, which reveals a beauty, a truth, 
I had not previously understood and which, even in revelation, 
exceeds my grasp. I am looking for that deep shock which 
is the instinctive perception of the other – their immediate 
presence, their skill and grace, their vision and interpretation 
of the world. And, within that, a connection. It can arrive 
in an instant or unfold over a long time, but the feeling of 
nearness, of intimacy, is what I’m searching for. It is a kind of 
timeless (or rather time-full) experience, illogical, unbounded, 
asynchronous; a conversation in which everything is given 
and received freely, without debt or credit, as an offering. For 
nothing, as it were.
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D
o you ever dream

 
of the anim

als at 
Lascaux? Som

etim
es they com

e 
to m

e, out of the dark as they com
e to 

us all. In the w
arm

 flicker of firelight, the 
figures – draw

n so directly, w
ith such 

purpose – seem
 to m

ove as the shadow
s 

m
ove. H

idden beneath the burning 
surface of the earth, they are secretive, 
safe, alm

ost eternal. In m
y m

ind I see 
the cattle, the oxen, the aurochs. I see a 
gigantic ochre flank hanging off a bony 
black fram

e; the spine leading in one 
clear m

ovem
ent to the skull and the 

horns. This is not just an anim
al, but in 

this place becom
e the anim

al – all that 
w

e, w
e w

hose long-past ghosts stood 
there and painted w

ith their hands, are 
not; all that is outside of us, free of our 
double-edged aw

areness; free on the 
dark stone w

all, as never in the flesh, of 
the certainty of death.

The m
ystery of these anim

als has not 
changed for the longest tim

e. Perhaps 
it has never changed – perhaps to have 
stum

bled upon them
 a day after their 

creation w
ould have caused the sam

e 
deep resonant shock they cause m

e even 
now

. The air is suddenly the sam
e as 

one finds upon entering certain religious 
buildings – the m

ind turns instantly to 
thoughts of som

e eternal presence, som
e 

transient w
ay w

e have of seeing and 
experiencing beauty, both in its creation 
and its unknow

able afterlife. The ochre 
flank rises up like a cathedral w

all. I think 
m

y m
ost secular thoughts: som

eone saw
 

this in their m
ind, and brought it about. 

It w
as done by som

eone, for som
eone, 

possibly for som
e purpose w

hich now
, 

through both tim
e’s passing and the 

w
ork’s ow

n im
m

ediate beauty, it has long 
since eclipsed. A

nd just as the artist’s 
discovery of these form

s unfolded over 
som

e tim
e – a process in w

hich nothing 
is ever certain, in w

hich any m
isstep m

ay 
sever the tender, m

iraculous connection 
to som

ething other – so our ow
n 

rediscovery flow
ers in tim

e, bloom
ing 

w
ith all the tim

e that has passed betw
een 

the original hand and ours. A
nd as w

e 
see the bulls, the oxen, the aurochs, w

e 
feel the beauty and the pow

er, but w
e 

see, too, the hands that rendered that 
beauty and pow

er on the w
all. W

e hear 

an echo alm
ost lost w

ithin ourselves, a 
connection to the ancestors and their 
anim

al w
orld – the otherness w

hich, w
e 

cannot help but feel, they knew
 and felt 

in a m
anner w

e have since left behind. 
Som

e w
onder has dissipated, som

e 
dream

 of the anim
al, the earthen, has 

vanished.

W
hen the anim

als com
e to m

e, this is 
w

hat I feel: grief, for the ancestors and 
w

hat they learned that w
e have since 

forgotten; and desire – desire to feel the 
w

arm
th of the fire against tired skin, to 

feel all the endless night beyond it, to 
touch skin to stone and leave a vision in 
the dark for others to follow

: the flank 
and the fram

e, the first evidence w
e 

have of being haunted by the anim
al, 

by w
hat is natural and unthinking and 

unquestionably not us. The grief is all 
the pain of living know

ing w
e w

ill die. 
The desire is w

hat burns through it, w
hat 

drives into the dark, tow
ards w

hat haunts 
and shocks and, w

e hope, w
hat heals.

M
aybe the prim

ary lesson of Lascaux 
is that art never progresses in any 
m

eaningful sense. It changes all the 
tim

e in style, in aim
, in value, but its 

quality can not exactly be said to 
increase or decrease. There is sim

ply no 
qualitative m

easurem
ent w

e could plot 
on a graph to show

, see, art is getting 
better, objectively. The novelist of today 
has no upper hand on C

ervantes or 
Shakespeare, the com

poser no special 
insight unavailable to B

ach. The tools 
m

ay change but, hum
ans being hum

an, 
w

e learn the truths of life (w
hich, I hope, 

is w
hat w

e put into art) not as a set of 
of facts but as a series of revelations for 
w

hich w
e m

ay or m
ay not be prepared, to 

w
hich w

e m
ay or m

ay not be open. A
nd 

because the w
ork of art itself is sim

ilarly 
revelatory, m

iraculous even, it cannot be 
engineered, or even really anticipated; 
being ready and w

illing is no guarantee it 
w

ill com
e.

I suspect this is an uncom
fortable truth 

for contem
porary society, w

hich bases 
its entire structuring m

ythology on 
the idea that hard w

ork pays off, that 
you can chip aw

ay at any problem
 in a 

concerted fashion and receive a solution 

in return, that risk and investm
ent and 

the ingenuity of the individual are the 
driving forces of social and technological 
progress. W

e are living in an insanely 
rational w

orld, w
here the logistics of 

day-to-day existence are im
m

easurably 
com

plex and unbending; a w
orld w

hich 
sees everything w

ithin it as a com
m

odity, 
and treats everything and everyone 
as a w

idget in som
e unknow

ably large 
production line. Everything is a case of 
supply and dem

and, and the only thing 
that m

atters, in the end, is the m
argin.

If the world, including works of art, can be broken down into 
elemental components, quickly commoditised and endlessly 
reassembled, then the work of art, like social life itself, is easily 
reconstructed from first principles, easily tweaked for better 
results and better profits, easily reproduced and reinvented 
for new markets. And much of the most successful art today, 
financially speaking, succeeds because of its fidelity to that 
world view: it has a clear message, fitting with the ‘issues’ and 
‘concerns’ of the moment, and a clear purpose – education, 
through which the audience feels better about itself for being 
told something it already knows about this or that injustice, 
this or that oppression; or entertainment, in which a hero with 
a recognisable face journeys toward some meaningless goal 
and the audience is expected only to feel gratitude that they 
haven’t had to think for an extended period of time. Of course 
the success of this work is easily measured: box office returns, 
subscriber numbers, and bestseller lists are trivially plotted on a 
graph. And when numbers go up, everyone feels good.

The form of this work, which is so repetitious, so schematic, so 
heavily and intentionally stereotypical, reflects the globalised 
industry which gives rise to it, and it reflects the ever more 
rapid-paced and unreflective media environment that depends 
on it for content. The ‘themes’ of the work must be simple and 
clearly stated; the visual language (and the actual language) 
must be instantly recognisable and easily understood; the 
gimmick, the set-up, the conceit must be obvious – if it can’t be 
summed up in one line, it’s no good.

This is the work the world now produces at such scale, and 
with such ruthless competency and efficiency, that it seeps into 
every corner of existence: in the era of the newsfeed, there 
is no distinction to be made between one work and another; 
there is only what is being pushed, only what is being talked 
about, only what draws the exhausted eye. The networks of 
transmission are flooded, the connections between people 
– and between people and places, pasts, traditions, rituals 
– are usurped. The ideal viewer for contemporary work, no 
matter the form, is an exhausted individual, alone in their 
room, connected only to the flows of online information which 
legitimise and extend the deluge of content, desperately 
searching for something to suspend the mind for a precious 
few hours before they have to go back to work. This is the 
ahistorical, antisocial wasteland of the culture industry today, 

from the solo YouTuber to the largest Hollywood conglomerate. 
It is hard to imagine an environment less hospitable for the 
miraculous and the revelatory, less open to the unmotivated 
gift.

My friend, a poet, tells me she wants to write a book that is 
read once, aloud, and then burned. A book that would escape 
the fate ordained for it – to be forever lying around, ready to be 
picked up; to be sold or unsold; to be always being forgotten. 
A single copy, read once and destroyed – the idea fires the 
imagination. There is something pagan about it, something 
sacrificial, awesome, dangerous.

The publisher responds, sounding concerned: but then all 
that work would be for nothing? We savour the phrase: for 
nothing. Yes, for nothing – for no monetary gain, for no asset 
accumulation; no career advancement, no social capital. All that 
work, burning in the flames, dissolving in the minds of whoever 
witnessed its singular, brief existence. Yes, for nothing – there is 
no higher cause.

The system only knows me so well: my YouTube 
recommendations are full of beautiful young women and men 
with terrific beards buying cabins in the woods and starting 
farms on remote mountainsides. These homesteaders are but 
one highly visible aspect of a self-conscious movement that 
uses the means of digital sharing – primarily the social networks 
– to sustain and propagate a lifestyle which is all about the 
suppression of the digital, the relegation of the inauthentic and 
technological beneath the gloriously authentic natural world 
and natural life. Variations on this theme are everywhere, from 
meditation apps funded by venture capital to whatever high-
end woo-woo Gwynth Paltrow is hawking today; from twee 
Etsy operations to chainstores selling witchcraft and sorcery 
supplies. At a time of great crisis – and I believe this to be such 
a time – there is money to be made selling visions of the simple 
life. (As the saying goes, in a gold-rush, sell shovels.)

I don’t want to pretend I’m above this – the algorithm knows 
I am drawn to it, though as always with algorithms, it knows 
not why. I think it because, given just a little interaction with 
this lifestyle, this milieu, I can imagine for myself a life in which 
I have a much greater sense of agency; where I can have 
a real say in shaping my living environment, where I know 
what is in my food, where my relationships with the human 
and non-human worlds are immediate and reciprocal. I can 
begin to imagine what I absolutely do not have right now: an 
unalienated life.

But I overdose quickly on this brand of new age guff. I can see 
too clearly the seams and stresses hidden within the all-is-
well presentation. The dishonesty, the desperation, the co-
dependency between the lifestyle and that which it notionally 
rejects – it sours the whole endeavour. It seems too much 
like nostalgia for something never truly experienced. It feels 
escapist and isolationist and, once again, deeply asocial. It feels 
like cosplay, as if Thoreau was alive and trying to get you to 
use his discount code for sustainable cotton underwear. There 
are moments when the mask comes off and the revelation is 
not of depth and meaning across time, but of a shallow story 
being told to desperate people, a dream revivified and put on 
sale. “Everything we need to be happy is within us,” one of the 
beautiful young women muses in her mountainside cabin, and I 
think to myself, we are doomed.

In My Dinner With André, a film directed by Louis Malle which 
consists almost entirely of two men talking to each other over 
dinner in a fancy restaurant, the theatre director André Gregory 
plays a fictionalised version of himself. His character, we are 
led to understand, has been somewhat unhinged recently, has 
rather lost his grip on the reality in which he had, until then, 
been living. We learn that he has largely left the theatre, as well 
as his family and friends, to become something of a spiritual 
seeker, trying in vain to – quote unquote – find himself. Much 
of the film is taken up by his recounting of these attempts: 
building an eco-commune in Scotland, running a nocturnal 
theatre workshop in a Polish forest, interacting with vague 
Orientalised mysticisms. The story that stands out, however, is 
an elaborate process by which he winds up exhausted, naked, 
and lying in his own grave.

The writer Wallace Shawn, also playing a fictionalised version 
of himself, is Gregory’s audience and he is horrified by all this. 
He is a domestic person, someone happy with a small and 
relatively comfortable life (he is worried throughout by how 
much the food will cost, should he have to split the bill or 
even pay it in full), and uninspired by the existential anguish 
and search for meaning that Gregory has gone through. On a 
material level, he has neither the time nor the money to care, 
but on the level of personality or character, he is not inclined 
towards such audacious spiritual efforts; his rewards in life are 
found elsewhere, much closer to home.

The film ingeniously parodies Gregory’s efforts without ever 
writing them off as illegitimate. We are invited to identify with 
Shawn, and we feel all the ambiguous unease and distaste he 
feels about Gregory’s exploits, but like him we cannot discredit 
him altogether – it may just be a virtue of Gregory’s masterful 
storytelling, which is so compelling and mysterious, but there 
is something attractive at the heart of what he is saying, an 
expression of some yearning which may, at any time, well up 
in any one of us. And it is telling that Gregory’s adventures are, 
without fail, social, anti-technological, and deeply ritualistic. 
He is attempting to find himself in others, in collective and 
collaborative work, in submission to imposed and impersonal 
structures through which one can slip out of self-consciousness 
and into something larger, more transcendent. In short, he is 
attempting to ‘find himself’ again by destroying himself – by 
getting up from his own grave, reborn as a new man. Gregory 
is not seeking a better work-life balance here, but a more 
meaningful connection with the world and the people in it. If 
that comes at the expense of career and reputation, what of it?

After listening to this for two hours, it is difficult not to admire 
him in some way, to be glad of such insane fervour, such wild 
spiritual ambition. To see him as a necessary corrective to the 
professionalised world of industry, and to recognise the nature 
of his efforts – the social, collective, ritualistic aspects of them – 
as the only viable vector for this imperative rejection. His stories 
may strike us at first as a little ridiculous, faintly embarrassing 
even – the desperate flailing of a rich and unsatisfied man 
looking for solace and redemption in the most clichéd places 
– but there is some truth in it which becomes impossible to 
ignore. Shawn’s position by the end of the film is not so secure; 
nor is our own. What would it take for us to take Gregory 
seriously? To not laugh, to not cynically reject and dismiss 
the methods and the goals? What would it take for us to take 
anything at all as seriously as that? What does it say about us 
that we do not?

Often I find myself asking some variation on a single 
fundamental question: is it possible to articulate a position – an 
aesthetic, philosophical, ethical position – which rejects the 
systematic atomisation, globalisation, and dehumanisation 
one finds in endless evidence across the tech-and-finance-
driven societies of the world, without falling into the dead-
end tarpit of nostalgia, romanticised folk culture, and 
mystical authenticity? What would such a position look like 
in practice, and how could it be sustained against so many 
and such disparate pressures? How can that rejection of the 
contemporary avoid being a reversion to an already discredited 
or largely fantastical past? What role can art play in this?

Is it too abstract to say that art’s role, as much as it has one, 
has not changed at all since Lascaux? That art was and is the 
ground upon which sensitivity toward the world, towards 
ourselves and others, is developed? That Keats was right all 
along? It feels so obvious, trite even, but in times of crisis – and 
again, I believe this to be such a time – what choice is there?

For my experience of art now is largely a numbed one – the 
greater the work’s intertwinement with the industry that 

surrounds and feeds on it, the more numbing it is; the more 
it addresses a global and undifferentiated audience, the less 
specific meaning it conveys. I do not want to be educated or 
entertained by art. I don’t seek it out so I can feel better about 
myself, my taste, and my refined sensibility. Nostalgia is poison. 
I am looking, always, for a profound experience, a flash of 
recognition, a light in the dark, which reveals a beauty, a truth, 
I had not previously understood and which, even in revelation, 
exceeds my grasp. I am looking for that deep shock which 
is the instinctive perception of the other – their immediate 
presence, their skill and grace, their vision and interpretation 
of the world. And, within that, a connection. It can arrive 
in an instant or unfold over a long time, but the feeling of 
nearness, of intimacy, is what I’m searching for. It is a kind of 
timeless (or rather time-full) experience, illogical, unbounded, 
asynchronous; a conversation in which everything is given 
and received freely, without debt or credit, as an offering. For 
nothing, as it were.
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Do you ever dream 
of the animals at 
Lascaux? Sometimes they come 
to me, out of the dark as they come to 
us all. In the warm flicker of firelight, the 
figures – drawn so directly, with such 
purpose – seem to move as the shadows 
move. Hidden beneath the burning 
surface of the earth, they are secretive, 
safe, almost eternal. In my mind I see 
the cattle, the oxen, the aurochs. I see a 
gigantic ochre flank hanging off a bony 
black frame; the spine leading in one 
clear movement to the skull and the 
horns. This is not just an animal, but in 
this place become the animal – all that 
we, we whose long-past ghosts stood 
there and painted with their hands, are 
not; all that is outside of us, free of our 
double-edged awareness; free on the 
dark stone wall, as never in the flesh, of 
the certainty of death.

The mystery of these animals has not 
changed for the longest time. Perhaps 
it has never changed – perhaps to have 
stumbled upon them a day after their 

creation would have caused the same 
deep resonant shock they cause me even 
now. The air is suddenly the same as 
one finds upon entering certain religious 
buildings – the mind turns instantly to 
thoughts of some eternal presence, some 
transient way we have of seeing and 
experiencing beauty, both in its creation 
and its unknowable afterlife. The ochre 
flank rises up like a cathedral wall. I think 
my most secular thoughts: someone saw 
this in their mind, and brought it about. 
It was done by someone, for someone, 
possibly for some purpose which now, 
through both time’s passing and the 
work’s own immediate beauty, it has long 
since eclipsed. And just as the artist’s 
discovery of these forms unfolded over 
some time – a process in which nothing 
is ever certain, in which any misstep may 
sever the tender, miraculous connection 
to something other – so our own 
rediscovery flowers in time, blooming 
with all the time that has passed between 
the original hand and ours. And as we 
see the bulls, the oxen, the aurochs, we 
feel the beauty and the power, but we 
see, too, the hands that rendered that 
beauty and power on the wall. We hear 

an echo almost lost within ourselves, a 
connection to the ancestors and their 
animal world – the otherness which, we 
cannot help but feel, they knew and felt 
in a manner we have since left behind. 
Some wonder has dissipated, some 
dream of the animal, the earthen, has 
vanished.

When the animals come to me, this is 
what I feel: grief, for the ancestors and 
what they learned that we have since 
forgotten; and desire – desire to feel the 
warmth of the fire against tired skin, to 
feel all the endless night beyond it, to 
touch skin to stone and leave a vision in 
the dark for others to follow: the flank 
and the frame, the first evidence we 
have of being haunted by the animal, 
by what is natural and unthinking and 
unquestionably not us. The grief is all 
the pain of living knowing we will die. 
The desire is what burns through it, what 
drives into the dark, towards what haunts 
and shocks and, we hope, what heals.

Maybe the primary lesson of Lascaux 
is that art never progresses in any 
meaningful sense. It changes all the 
time in style, in aim, in value, but its 
quality can not exactly be said to 
increase or decrease. There is simply no 
qualitative measurement we could plot 
on a graph to show, see, art is getting 
better, objectively. The novelist of today 
has no upper hand on Cervantes or 
Shakespeare, the composer no special 
insight unavailable to Bach. The tools 
may change but, humans being human, 
we learn the truths of life (which, I hope, 
is what we put into art) not as a set of 
of facts but as a series of revelations for 
which we may or may not be prepared, to 

which we may or may not be open. And 
because the work of art itself is similarly 
revelatory, miraculous even, it cannot be 
engineered, or even really anticipated; 
being ready and willing is no guarantee it 
will come.

I suspect this is an uncomfortable truth 
for contemporary society, which bases 
its entire structuring mythology on 
the idea that hard work pays off, that 
you can chip away at any problem in a 
concerted fashion and receive a solution 

in return, that risk and investment and 
the ingenuity of the individual are the 
driving forces of social and technological 
progress. We are living in an insanely 
rational world, where the logistics of 
day-to-day existence are immeasurably 
complex and unbending; a world which 
sees everything within it as a commodity, 
and treats everything and everyone 
as a widget in some unknowably large 
production line. Everything is a case of 
supply and demand, and the only thing 
that matters, in the end, is the margin.

If the w
orld, including w

orks of art, can be broken dow
n into 

elem
ental com

ponents, quickly com
m

oditised and endlessly 
reassem

bled, then the w
ork of art, like social life itself, is easily 

reconstructed from
 first principles, easily tw

eaked for better 
results and better profits, easily reproduced and reinvented 
for new

 m
arkets. A

nd m
uch of the m

ost successful art today, 
financially speaking, succeeds because of its fidelity to that 
w

orld view
: it has a clear m

essage, fitting w
ith the ‘issues’ and 

‘concerns’ of the m
om

ent, and a clear purpose – education, 
through w

hich the audience feels better about itself for being 
told som

ething it already know
s about this or that injustice, 

this or that oppression; or entertainm
ent, in w

hich a hero w
ith 

a recognisable face journeys tow
ard som

e m
eaningless goal 

and the audience is expected only to feel gratitude that they 
haven’t had to think for an extended period of tim

e. O
f course 

the success of this w
ork is easily m

easured: box office returns, 
subscriber num

bers, and bestseller lists are trivially plotted on a 
graph. A

nd w
hen num

bers go up, everyone feels good.

The form
 of this w

ork, w
hich is so repetitious, so schem

atic, so 
heavily and intentionally stereotypical, reflects the globalised 
industry w

hich gives rise to it, and it reflects the ever m
ore 

rapid-paced and unreflective m
edia environm

ent that depends 
on it for content. The ‘them

es’ of the w
ork m

ust be sim
ple and 

clearly stated; the visual language (and the actual language) 
m

ust be instantly recognisable and easily understood; the 
gim

m
ick, the set-up, the conceit m

ust be obvious – if it can’t be 
sum

m
ed up in one line, it’s no good.

This is the w
ork the w

orld now
 produces at such scale, and 

w
ith such ruthless com

petency and efficiency, that it seeps into 
every corner of existence: in the era of the new

sfeed, there 
is no distinction to be m

ade betw
een one w

ork and another; 
there is only w

hat is being pushed, only w
hat is being talked 

about, only w
hat draw

s the exhausted eye. The netw
orks of 

transm
ission are flooded, the connections betw

een people 
– and betw

een people and places, pasts, traditions, rituals 
– are usurped. The ideal view

er for contem
porary w

ork, no 
m

atter the form
, is an exhausted individual, alone in their 

room
, connected only to the flow

s of online inform
ation w

hich 
legitim

ise and extend the deluge of content, desperately 
searching for som

ething to suspend the m
ind for a precious 

few
 hours before they have to go back to w

ork. This is the 
ahistorical, antisocial w

asteland of the culture industry today, 

from
 the solo YouTuber to the largest H

ollyw
ood conglom

erate. 
It is hard to im

agine an environm
ent less hospitable for the 

m
iraculous and the revelatory, less open to the unm

otivated 
gift.

M
y friend, a poet, tells m

e she w
ants to w

rite a book that is 
read once, aloud, and then burned. A

 book that w
ould escape 

the fate ordained for it – to be forever lying around, ready to be 
picked up; to be sold or unsold; to be alw

ays being forgotten. 
A

 single copy, read once and destroyed – the idea fires the 
im

agination. There is som
ething pagan about it, som

ething 
sacrificial, aw

esom
e, dangerous.

The publisher responds, sounding concerned: but then all 
that w

ork w
ould be for nothing? W

e savour the phrase: for 
nothing. Yes, for nothing – for no m

onetary gain, for no asset 
accum

ulation; no career advancem
ent, no social capital. A

ll that 
w

ork, burning in the flam
es, dissolving in the m

inds of w
hoever 

w
itnessed its singular, brief existence. Yes, for nothing – there is 

no higher cause.

The system
 only know

s m
e so w

ell: m
y YouTube 

recom
m

endations are full of beautiful young w
om

en and m
en 

w
ith terrific beards buying cabins in the w

oods and starting 
farm

s on rem
ote m

ountainsides. These hom
esteaders are but 

one highly visible aspect of a self-conscious m
ovem

ent that 
uses the m

eans of digital sharing – prim
arily the social netw

orks 
– to sustain and propagate a lifestyle w

hich is all about the 
suppression of the digital, the relegation of the inauthentic and 
technological beneath the gloriously authentic natural w

orld 
and natural life. Variations on this them

e are everyw
here, from

 
m

editation apps funded by venture capital to w
hatever high-

end w
oo-w

oo G
w

ynth Paltrow
 is haw

king today; from
 tw

ee 
Etsy operations to chainstores selling w

itchcraft and sorcery 
supplies. A

t a tim
e of great crisis – and I believe this to be such 

a tim
e – there is m

oney to be m
ade selling visions of the sim

ple 
life. (A

s the saying goes, in a gold-rush, sell shovels.)

I don’t w
ant to pretend I’m

 above this – the algorithm
 know

s 
I am

 draw
n to it, though as alw

ays w
ith algorithm

s, it know
s 

not w
hy. I think it because, given just a little interaction w

ith 
this lifestyle, this m

ilieu, I can im
agine for m

yself a life in w
hich 

I have a m
uch greater sense of agency; w

here I can have 
a real say in shaping m

y living environm
ent, w

here I know
 

w
hat is in m

y food, w
here m

y relationships w
ith the hum

an 
and non-hum

an w
orlds are im

m
ediate and reciprocal. I can 

begin to im
agine w

hat I absolutely do not have right now
: an 

unalienated life.

B
ut I overdose quickly on this brand of new

 age guff. I can see 
too clearly the seam

s and stresses hidden w
ithin the all-is-

w
ell presentation. The dishonesty, the desperation, the co-

dependency betw
een the lifestyle and that w

hich it notionally 
rejects – it sours the w

hole endeavour. It seem
s too m

uch 
like nostalgia for som

ething never truly experienced. It feels 
escapist and isolationist and, once again, deeply asocial. It feels 
like cosplay, as if Thoreau w

as alive and trying to get you to 
use his discount code for sustainable cotton underw

ear. There 
are m

om
ents w

hen the m
ask com

es off and the revelation is 
not of depth and m

eaning across tim
e, but of a shallow

 story 
being told to desperate people, a dream

 revivified and put on 
sale. “Everything w

e need to be happy is w
ithin us,” one of the 

beautiful young w
om

en m
uses in her m

ountainside cabin, and I 
think to m

yself, w
e are doom

ed.

In M
y D

inner W
ith A

ndré, a film
 directed by Louis M

alle w
hich 

consists alm
ost entirely of tw

o m
en talking to each other over 

dinner in a fancy restaurant, the theatre director A
ndré G

regory 
plays a fictionalised version of him

self. H
is character, w

e are 
led to understand, has been som

ew
hat unhinged recently, has 

rather lost his grip on the reality in w
hich he had, until then, 

been living. W
e learn that he has largely left the theatre, as w

ell 
as his fam

ily and friends, to becom
e som

ething of a spiritual 
seeker, trying in vain to – quote unquote – find him

self. M
uch 

of the film
 is taken up by his recounting of these attem

pts: 
building an eco-com

m
une in Scotland, running a nocturnal 

theatre w
orkshop in a Polish forest, interacting w

ith vague 
O

rientalised m
ysticism

s. The story that stands out, how
ever, is 

an elaborate process by w
hich he w

inds up exhausted, naked, 
and lying in his ow

n grave.

The w
riter W

allace Shaw
n, also playing a fictionalised version 

of him
self, is G

regory’s audience and he is horrified by all this. 
H

e is a dom
estic person, som

eone happy w
ith a sm

all and 
relatively com

fortable life (he is w
orried throughout by how

 
m

uch the food w
ill cost, should he have to split the bill or 

even pay it in full), and uninspired by the existential anguish 
and search for m

eaning that G
regory has gone through. O

n a 
m

aterial level, he has neither the tim
e nor the m

oney to care, 
but on the level of personality or character, he is not inclined 
tow

ards such audacious spiritual efforts; his rew
ards in life are 

found elsew
here, m

uch closer to hom
e.

The film
 ingeniously parodies G

regory’s efforts w
ithout ever 

w
riting them

 off as illegitim
ate. W

e are invited to identify w
ith 

Shaw
n, and w

e feel all the am
biguous unease and distaste he 

feels about G
regory’s exploits, but like him

 w
e cannot discredit 

him
 altogether – it m

ay just be a virtue of G
regory’s m

asterful 
storytelling, w

hich is so com
pelling and m

ysterious, but there 
is som

ething attractive at the heart of w
hat he is saying, an 

expression of som
e yearning w

hich m
ay, at any tim

e, w
ell up 

in any one of us. A
nd it is telling that G

regory’s adventures are, 
w

ithout fail, social, anti-technological, and deeply ritualistic. 
H

e is attem
pting to find him

self in others, in collective and 
collaborative w

ork, in subm
ission to im

posed and im
personal 

structures through w
hich one can slip out of self-consciousness 

and into som
ething larger, m

ore transcendent. In short, he is 
attem

pting to ‘find him
self’ again by destroying him

self – by 
getting up from

 his ow
n grave, reborn as a new

 m
an. G

regory 
is not seeking a better w

ork-life balance here, but a m
ore 

m
eaningful connection w

ith the w
orld and the people in it. If 

that com
es at the expense of career and reputation, w

hat of it?

A
fter listening to this for tw

o hours, it is difficult not to adm
ire 

him
 in som

e w
ay, to be glad of such insane fervour, such w

ild 
spiritual am

bition. To see him
 as a necessary corrective to the 

professionalised w
orld of industry, and to recognise the nature 

of his efforts – the social, collective, ritualistic aspects of them
 – 

as the only viable vector for this im
perative rejection. H

is stories 
m

ay strike us at first as a little ridiculous, faintly em
barrassing 

even – the desperate flailing of a rich and unsatisfied m
an 

looking for solace and redem
ption in the m

ost clichéd places 
– but there is som

e truth in it w
hich becom

es im
possible to 

ignore. Shaw
n’s position by the end of the film

 is not so secure; 
nor is our ow

n. W
hat w

ould it take for us to take G
regory 

seriously? To not laugh, to not cynically reject and dism
iss 

the m
ethods and the goals? W

hat w
ould it take for us to take 

anything at all as seriously as that? W
hat does it say about us 

that w
e do not?

O
ften I find m

yself asking som
e variation on a single 

fundam
ental question: is it possible to articulate a position – an 

aesthetic, philosophical, ethical position – w
hich rejects the 

system
atic atom

isation, globalisation, and dehum
anisation 

one finds in endless evidence across the tech-and-finance-
driven societies of the w

orld, w
ithout falling into the dead-

end tarpit of nostalgia, rom
anticised folk culture, and 

m
ystical authenticity? W

hat w
ould such a position look like 

in practice, and how
 could it be sustained against so m

any 
and such disparate pressures? H

ow
 can that rejection of the 

contem
porary avoid being a reversion to an already discredited 

or largely fantastical past? W
hat role can art play in this?

Is it too abstract to say that art’s role, as m
uch as it has one, 

has not changed at all since Lascaux? That art w
as and is the 

ground upon w
hich sensitivity tow

ard the w
orld, tow

ards 
ourselves and others, is developed? That K

eats w
as right all 

along? It feels so obvious, trite even, but in tim
es of crisis – and 

again, I believe this to be such a tim
e – w

hat choice is there?

For m
y experience of art now

 is largely a num
bed one – the 

greater the w
ork’s intertw

inem
ent w

ith the industry that 

surrounds and feeds on it, the m
ore num

bing it is; the m
ore 

it addresses a global and undifferentiated audience, the less 
specific m

eaning it conveys. I do not w
ant to be educated or 

entertained by art. I don’t seek it out so I can feel better about 
m

yself, m
y taste, and m

y refined sensibility. N
ostalgia is poison. 

I am
 looking, alw

ays, for a profound experience, a flash of 
recognition, a light in the dark, w

hich reveals a beauty, a truth, 
I had not previously understood and w

hich, even in revelation, 
exceeds m

y grasp. I am
 looking for that deep shock w

hich 
is the instinctive perception of the other – their im

m
ediate 

presence, their skill and grace, their vision and interpretation 
of the w

orld. A
nd, w

ithin that, a connection. It can arrive 
in an instant or unfold over a long tim

e, but the feeling of 
nearness, of intim

acy, is w
hat I’m

 searching for. It is a kind of 
tim

eless (or rather tim
e-full) experience, illogical, unbounded, 

asynchronous; a conversation in w
hich everything is given 

and received freely, w
ithout debt or credit, as an offering. For 

nothing, as it w
ere.


