


Everything is politely twisted in 
Frome, especially on carnival day. 
Having sped past Stonehenge on our 
chartered bus, where we sipped wine 
garnered from the motorway service 
station mid-journey stop, we’re now 
out in the bright sun with bleary  
eyes trying to navigate our way  
on foot towards Brian Griffiths’  
new project. It seems an appropriate 
place for it – although the high 
street attempts to shine, everything 
at first glance speaks of faded 
grandeur, the British delusion of the 
aforementioned Steptoe.

The show’s in an old hut in an 
unmarked alley that acts as the 
headquarters for the Frome Amateur 
Boxing Club, and it doesn’t have an 
address, so we’re slightly stuck. The 
venue doesn’t even exist on Google 
Maps, which is unusual for a building 
in the middle of a town, and as a 
private space run for decades for club 
members, it’s almost invisible in the 
local imagination. So in this respect it 
couldn’t be more hidden. We double 
back against the flow of the carnival’s 
crowd and suddenly, by chance, we 

arrive at the entrance. From the main 
street, marked by an overgrown and 
shaded concrete path, we can see 
the structure waiting at the top of a 
slight incline, like an abject pavilion 
in some peripheral biennale.

In the foyer, a small wooden cupboard  
has been transformed into a cabinet 
containing a trophy that’s roughly 
engraved with the mysterious 
moniker ‘The Kidd’. Once inside, 
the smell of the decaying hut is 
overwhelming, a fact that’s only 
added to by what looks like a small 
expedition into the wilderness that’s 
made camp for the night. Four tents 
of varying sizes have been erected, 
and their musty odour has combined 
with the old wood of this semi-
derelict shack. There’s something 
unreal about these temporary canvas 
structures; they’ve each been painted 
with a separate scene. Redolent of 
utility and leisure, a 1970s family 
tent, the closest to the door, contains 
a picture of the universe, while the 
second, a green tent from the 1960s, 
shows a painting of earth from space. 
The third is an orange Vanguard army 
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training expedition tent that pictures
the same hut we are standing in. The 
last canvas structure is a late 1940s 
re-enactment tent adorned with a 
painting of a brain. Each functions 
like the temporary advertising 
hoardings we’ve just passed on the 
A303 fixed to parked lorries or farm 
equipment in fields. Colourful and 
hand-made, Griffiths’ community of 
pergolas hold a cheeky power and 
an entrepreneurial nous, while at the 
same time, the imagery’s a reduced 
pseudo-scientific set of graphics 
similar to the illustrations contained 
in Ladybird books.

Around these tents, hung like punch-
bags from the wooden ceiling, are 
a number of kit bags dip-dyed in 
bright psychedelic colours. This 
literally ‘camped-up’, militaristic, 
‘pack up your troubles’-style sculpture 
is positioned at waist height, and 
rather ominously, through their 
sheer weight, it’s like they’re the only 
piece of ballast holding on the hut’s 
rickety roof. Studying one old sack  

from  WWII closely, we can see that 
someone’s written ‘The Kidd’ in pen 
on its surface. Is it my imagination, 
or does this seventy-year-old 
signature conjure heroes and anti-
heroes, criminals and pioneers such 
as Captain Kidd the pirate, Billy the 
Kid the outlaw and Eddie Kidd the 
motorcycle stuntman?

If Griffiths’ objects are always 
somehow about travel, like his  
previous work Beneath the Stride of  
Giants (2004), a ship made of dozens  
of component parts of furniture,  
containing a myriad of minor visual 
explosions, then similarly, these 
tents in Frome have all previously 
travelled to numerous places  
over  the last seventy years through  
time and space, and his kit bags 
have voyaged to either two world  
wars or to countless places in the 
UK through the country’s postal 
service. So in this sense, the hut has  
been transformed into a ramshackle 
travelling museum for adventurers 
and risk-takers. In another sense, it 

exists as a psychological Russian 
Doll; a series of containers that speak 
of long distance mental travel in the 
same fragmented localised manner  
as the way in which the writer W.G. 
Sebald describes his wanderings  
in the English countryside. From 
Griffiths’ images of progressively 
larger ‘containers’ (the brain contains 
our thoughts, the body contains  
our brain, the hut contains our body, 
the planet earth and the cosmos 
become ‘great’ containers that are 
peculiarly analogous in scale to our 
own bodies within the hut) – each 
of which are confined to a separate 
mysteriously closed tent within the 
restraining limitations of the hut – 
we are thrown into a series of micro 
and macro perceptual dilemmas. 

These works describe the paradoxical 
nature of the limitations and 
possibilities that surround us, within 
a doubly ‘minor’ location: a semi-
invisible hut in a regional town. With 
the image of the cosmos positioned 
nearest the door, we are thrown 
back out into Frome with the odd 
realisation that anything could be 
possible. Through a shift in scale, 

the audacious Kidd has turned 
Frome concurrently into the centre 
of the universe and the middle of 
nowhere. It doesn’t matter if Google 
Maps hasn’t recognised our location, 
our newly reconfigured internal 
Sat-Nav has just made us aware 
that this ‘official’ interpretation is 
redundant and we can make our own 
choice about what’s real and what’s 
not: the places that we previously 
considered marginal are now centres 
of possibility.

Ideas of the local and international 
are also thrown into the realm of the 
absurd when considered in relation 
to the wide-eyed and sublime 
‘intergalactic’ nature of Griffiths’ 
project. Of course, the serious point 
is to question cultural geography,  
and the hut in Frome becomes 
as relevant a venue as Tate or any 
other museum. It’s all a matter 
of our imagination’s ability to  
disregard ideas of centre and 
periphery, and simply see overlooked 
towns and buildings as a series of 
places with potential. Brian Griffiths’ 
brain is particularly attuned to 
question subjectivity, as well as 
our propensity to shift cultural 
scale and perspective. Instead of 
dwelling on polarities between 
macro and micro, cosmos and 
brain, museum and boxing hut, 
Frome and London, hierarchies are  
levelled and synchronised, each is  
equal and central in an eccentric or 
decentred manner.
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The British curator Martin Clark 
addressed an island mentality in 
Griffiths’ work in his 2011 essay  
The Possibility of an Island, by 
pointing towards the “ruinous 
quality to his exhibitions and objects, 
[where there’s] a sense of desolation, 
of dislocation.” If Griffiths has 
previously employed the gallery 
space as a featureless void to contain 
an archipelago of sculpture, then in 
Frome, a new concern exists outside 
of the museum, public gallery or 
commercial space. It’s as if Griffiths’ 
Robinson Crusoe has admitted defeat 
with the boat he’s built, and reverted 
to escape from within his lost island. 
Effectively, Crusoe has started 
to burrow into his subterranean 
world, or excavate inwardly in 
order to channel outwards towards 
intergalactic space. Through fact and 
fiction, the boxing club – a landlocked 
island in the middle of twenty-first 
century English provincial life – 

becomes a narrative of flight where 
Griffiths can breakout, amplify and 
telegraph his internal message-in-a-
bottle into uncharted territory.

It’s no coincidence that Griffiths’ 
previous literary influences have all 
been examples of classic tales of travel 
and transformation, from Robinson 
Crusoe (1719) to H.G. Wells’ The 
Invisible Man (1897). Now it’s Bill 
Bryson’s The Life and Times of the 
Thunderbolt Kid (2006) and The Logic 
of the Absurd (1987) by Jerry Palmer. 
In this context, the artist’s work has  
become a reversal of the worldly-
wise: The Kidd lacks experience but 
is full to the brim with optimistic 
speculation. In terms of film, the 
opening sequence of Michael Powell 
and Emeric Pressberger’s A Matter of 
Life and Death (1946) holds another 
key. As the camera zooms towards 
earth from space, we can see a 
cinematic example that connects with 

The Kidd’s kitsch sense of absurdity. 
Jacques Demy’s repainting of a whole 
town for the set of The Umbrellas of 
Cherbourg (1964) is also influential 
within the context of war. In Demy’s 
film, a heightened reality is produced 
through artificial colour, while 
for the viewer in the boxing club, 
conflict and the confines of prison 
become part of Griffiths’ specific 
theatre, references which hold  
an awareness of the limited ability  
of any set’s transformative qualities.

Coming back to desert islands and 
theory, as well as the productive force 
of the ‘minor’, if Robinson Crusoe 
and Gilles Deleuze are conflated in 
Clark’s previous text, then another 
way to employ the philosopher might 
be to look at his classic reading of 
Kafka with Felix Guattari in Kafka: 
Towards a Minor Literature (1975). 
Here, Deleuze and Guattari describe 
a stammering minor language that 
breaks out to affect and disrupt the 
major dominant discourse. Similarly, 
if Crusoe finds that there’s actually 
no need for him to escape from the 

minor island on which he is stranded, 
we might find a similar answer in our 
own universe, whether we’re living 
and working in Frome, London,  
New York, Berlin or anywhere else for 
that matter.

Unfortunately Griffiths’ hut, or his  
vernacular container, has been 
earmarked for demolition, so it’s 
failing as we speak. It’s been said 
that the artist does failure extremely 
well, in fact it’s as if in a Beckettian 
sense, he continues to theatrically 
‘fail better’ with each breath, via the 
cosmos and the shed, as well as 
through escape and its breakdown. 
One can see this tension in previous 
works such as Stone Face Bear (2008) 
and in the blank stare of the eyes of 
the giant panda’s head contained 
within Life is a Laugh (2007), a  
public art commission situated on 
the London Underground Gloucester 
Road’s abandoned platform. This 
‘look’ of ambivalence appears in the 
artist’s humiliated clowns: buried 
up to their necks in sand, they  
gaze abstractly into the mid-distance, 
each figure is present and absent, 
headless, vacant and cruelly treated, 
yet each also exists somewhere else 
through mental flights of fancy. In 
this sense, The Kidd is similarly 
optimistic in his unbridled ambition 
to make sense of an unfathomable 
universe. As audience members, 
as boxers, artists and philosophers, 
we interact with hope, with the 
fantastic and the unknown, aspire 
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knowingly and reach out from what 
we can’t escape, through a previous 
epoch’s vision of the future or a  
sci-fi inventiveness.

This coexistence of confidence 
and humility even starts to disrupt 
minimalist sculpture. The guy-ropes 
of Griffiths’ angular tents trip us in 
the rickety ‘gallery’ space, jarring 
and reigniting a worn art-historical 
discourse surrounding the body 
in space. Unusually, we’re also 
transported in a more fragmented 
manner to another British artist, 
Mike Nelson, whose labyrinthine 
installations produce wonderfully 
multi-layered narratives through 
environments that look naturally 
made. Instead, Griffiths shows us the 
process of how he manipulates and 
assists second-hand objects, and he 
invites us to see the joins, the glue 
and the brush marks. His objects exist 
warts and all, part Bertolt Brecht, part 
English music hall. In opposition to 

an obsession with Americana, or an 
older US generation such as Jim Shaw 
and Paul McCarthy, whose thrift-
store aesthetic inevitably shows us a 
lost US culture’s former confidence, 
Griffiths’ charity shop rummaging 
brings us discarded objects of low-
key sitcoms, and shows us an empire 
in decline.

As a development from Griffiths’ 
recent outings – The Invisible 
Show (2012) at Vilma Gold in 
London and ON: A Re-imagining 
of Blackpool Illuminations (2012) 
at The Grundy Art Gallery in 
Blackpool – the Frome installation 
can be seen as an attempt to 
reconcile his previous two projects. 
If the first exhibition presented a 
decaying series of cubed tents hewn 
from raw canvas, a beige saggy 
minimalism within the sassy confines 
of a commercial space, the second 
positioned a blindingly tight light 
show of carefully selected seaside 
illuminations within a local authority 
gallery. In the former exhibition, 
Griffiths’ monochrome ‘tents’ acted 
as wafer-thin works penned within 
a room to form a starkly reduced 
theatrical conceptualisation of 
historical minimalism. As culturally 
loaded objects, they operate as a 
reminder of wartime medical tents, 
forensic crime-scenes and travelling 
circuses, visual gags that disrupt 
minimalism’s grand project. In 
this respect, these works become a 
political act by deliberately lowering 

grand art-historical discourse 
and replacing it with site-specific 
theatrical performances that have 
contemporary human scale. If 
the smudges, folds and darns in 
his previous tents punctured and 
punctuated historically regular forms, 
and suggested the soiled bodily 
associations of bandage and clothing, 
as well as sailing, camping and 
coverings for preserving furniture, 
then the artist’s language is taken 
further in the boxing club through 
the aforementioned themes of travel 
and escape.

Griffiths’ work has recently become 
more complex and less clearly linear 
than the monumental objects he 
produced at the beginning of his 
career, from his cold-war infused 
model computers of the late 1990s, 
through 2004’s Beneath the Stride of 
Giants, to The Body and Ground (Or 
Your Lovely Smile) (2010), the giant 
teddy bear’s head included in The 
British Art Show 7. However, cultural 
bricolage remains at the centre of his 
endeavours and his work is a collage 
of fantastical and mundane historical 
material. Griffiths once told me 
that, when he was young, he found 
great pleasure in making fifty pence 
pieces from ice for his mum’s electric 
meter, and that one of his favourite 
belongings was the matador suit his 
dad brought back for him from the 
dump. This joy in collecting and 
making remains a way to include 
a host of personal and political 

associations, deliberately ‘misdirected 
narratives’ around small locations. In 
my view, it’s a mistake to read these 
works through a neurotic nostalgic 
impulse, or think that failure is at the 
heart of Griffiths’ practice.

As I wander back out to the main 
street in Frome, I realise that the 
main point of The Kidd is that the 
viewer is in control of these objects 
and built environments, because 
they allow us to feel empathy rather 
than awe. If new commodities almost 
always appear more perfect than 
ourselves, and we suffer a sense of 
inconsequentiality in their presence, 
the generosity in Griffiths’ conceptual 
reflective games exists in an ethical 
dimension that allows us to question 
over-consumption, the absurdity of 
capitalist structures and art’s place in 
the world. His sophisticated ship-in-
a-bottle trick has started to become 
intergalactic and sublime; it exists as 
a rapturous game in a wonderfully 
minor universe.
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