
 
 

 

Proceedings of the  

Salford Postgraduate Annual 

Research Conference  

(SPARC) 

2011 
 

 

 

 



 

2 

Proceedings of the Salford Postgraduate Annual Research Conferencce (SPARC) 2011 

 

 

 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 

3.0 Unported License.  

To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/  

You are free to share, distribute and transmit the work under the conditions that you attribute 

the original author(s), that the work is not used for commercial purposes and that you do not 

alter or transform the work in any way.  

 

 

ISBN: 978-1-4717-0493-2  

 

Published by:  

The University of Salford 

Salford  

Greater Manchester 

M5 4WT 

United Kingdom  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


 

   3 

Preface 

 

Postgraduate research is a vital activity at the University of Salford. The Salford Postgraduate 

Annual Research Conference (SPARC) is a unique event that creates the opportunity for our 

Salford researchers and other delegates to gain confidence in their research, and to enhance 

their research skills. SPARC 2011 was a great success. It brought together researchers from 

multidisciplinary subject areas, to be united in sharing their research aspirations and outputs 

within a safe and vibrant community  and professional research community from at last 18 

other UK universities and some international presence.  The conference covered broad 

themes under the umbrella of Arts & Social Sciences, Health & Social Care and Science & 

Technology. The conference programme was enriched with high profile keynote speakers, 

training sessions and workshop and interactive sessions chaired by senior academics and 

researchers. In recognition of research excellence and innovation, SPARC offered a number 

of awards for best papers and poster presentations.  

 

We hope you will enjoy reading these proceedings which share some of the outputs of 

research facilitated by SPARC. 

 

Prof. Vian Ahmed 

SPARC 2011 Conference Chair 
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Allegory and Enlightenment in the Eighteenth Century: the frontispiece to 

William Blake's ñThere is no Natural Religionò 

Mark Yates 

School of Humanities, Languages & Social Sciences, The University of Salford 

Email: m.t.yates@edu.salford.ac.uk 

Abstract 

In a reading of William Blake's frontispiece to ñThere is no Natural Religionò that draws 

largely on the history of the allegorical mode, I offer a narrative that explores the creative 

ways in which Blake illuminated his ideas about the value of Enlightenment thought. 

Keywords 

Allegory, Blake, Education, Enlightenment, Illustration. 

 

Fig. 1. William Blake, frontispiece from ñThere is no Natural Religionò (c. 1788). 

 

In his first illuminated book, ñThere is no Natural Religion,ò William Blake adopted the 

personifying practises of the allegorical mode not as a reaction to but as the natural outcome 

of his desire to expound Enlightenment educational ideals. This work was originally 

produced in c. 1788 and continued to be printed by the engraver for many years: in fact, 

Blake celebrated the work over thirty years later as his ñOriginal Stereotypeò (1822, p. 272). 

Blake's clear recognition of ñNo Natural Religionò as an important work in his illuminated 

oeuvre has not, however, generated an appropriate response from Blake scholars, the majority 

of whom have hastily described the engraved plates from ñNo Natural Religionò as little 

more than what S. Foster Damon referred to as ñthe smallest as well as the first examples of 

Blake's illuminated printingò (1924, p. 36)ïa fleeting assessment which would later be 

repeated in the highly influential monographs of Northrop Frye (1947) and David V. Erdman 

(1954). This paper aims to offer a reassessment of ñNo Natural Religionò which will 

contribute to the long over-due repositioning of this work as a defining text in Blake's 

catalogue by investigating why Blake believed that ñNo Natural Religionò was the foundation 

upon which his subsequent prophecies were built. 

 

mailto:a.author@university.ac.uk
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I will initiate this investigation by analysing the specifically allegorical nature of the figures 

which appear in the frontispiece of ñNo Natural Religionò [Fig. 1]. In this frontispiece, Blake 

presented his readers with the image of an elderly couple who were seated in the shade of an 

overhanging tree. To the right of this couple stood two men, both of whom were unclothed. 

In order to analyse the allegorical contents of this illumination, we must first learn how an 

eighteenth-century artist would have understood and consequently adopted allegory. We can 

do so by looking at contemporaneous pieces of literary criticism that investigated the 

practical functions of the allegorical mode. This study will reveal the dominant conventions 

of allegory during this period, allowing us to produce a relevant methodology that will help 

us to decode the allegorical contents of Blake's frontispiece. 

1. Allegory in the Eighteenth Century: the literal and the mythical 

The eighteenth century is often identified as a period that was antithetical to allegory. 

However, throughout this period writers made effective, innovative use of allegory, as works 

as diverse as James Thomson's The Castle of Indolence (1748) and Tobias Smollett's The 

Expedition of Humphrey Clinker (1771) demonstrate. Accordingly, eighteenth-century 

literary criticism frequently investigated the recurrent methods of this popular tradition. John 

Hughes, in his ñEssay on Allegorical Poetryò (1715), wrote: 

 

An Allegory is a fable . . . in which, under imaginary persons or things, is shadowed 

some real action or instructive moral . . . it is that 'in which one thing is related, and 

another thing is understood.' It is a kind of hieroglyphick, which, by its apt 

resemblance, conveys instruction to the mind by an analogy to the senses, the literal 

and the mythical: the literal sense is a dream or vision, of which the mythical sense is 

the true meaning or interpretation. (p. xxi) 

 

Hughes argued that an allegorical work must necessarily contain two levels of signification. 

The first level of signification, which Hughes called the ñliteral sense,ò was any superficial 

reading of a work that was purely deduced from the material surface of the page. The second, 

ñmythicalò level of signification, on the other hand, was an interpretation of the literal work 

that had been informed by external factors. A reader of allegory was therefore expected to 

unravel the symbolic contents of an allegorical work by discovering the resemblances 

between its superficial literal signifiers and its suggested mythical signifieds. 

The discovery of each level of signification in Blake's frontispiece may prove difficult for a 

twenty-first century reader. This is because, as Roland Barthes argues in ñThe Photographic 

Messageò (1977), each historical era harbours its own ñperiod rhetoric.ò This rhetoric is 

constituted of a ñstock of stereotypes (schemes, colours, graphisms, gestures, expressions, 

[or] arrangements of elements)ò that exist before and during a work's composition (p. 18). 

These elements prompt contemporaneous readers of a work to immediately recognize the 

familiar, literal significations of the text, after which they are expectedïvia subsequent 

reflection and contextual comparisonïto identify the underlying mythical significations of the 

allegory. In order to apply Hughes's interpretive methodology to Blake's frontispiece, then, 

we must first fabricate the contextual conditions of an eighteenth-century reading by looking 

at other contemporaneous works that contained similar signifiers. This comparative study will 

help us to accurately interpret the literal and mythical significations of the frontispiece 

according to the cultural rhetoric of the eighteenth century. I will begin this investigation by 

addressing the immediate, literal significations of the frontispiece, uncovering how an 
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eighteenth-century reader would have originally interpreted the print prior to their later 

allegorical analysis. 

2. Angelic Instruction: the literal significations of ñNo Natural Religionò 

 

Fig. 2. William Blake after Raphael, Abraham and the Three Angels from The Protestants 

Family Bible (1781), detail. 

 

Several illustrations in contemporaneous texts contained the same literal signifiers as those 

seen in Blake's frontispiece. For instance, in The Protestants Family Bible (1781) [Fig. 2], 

eighteenth-century readers were exposed to the image of an elderly man who was seated on 

the ground, to the left of which stood a group of men. This print, engraved by Blake, was a 

reproduction of Raphael's Abraham and the Three Angels (1517). The signifiers contained in 

Raphael's popular pieceïthe elderly man seated on a low level and the group of men stood on 

a high levelïwere all reproduced in ñNo Natural Religion.ò 

It is therefore likely that the literal level of signification in Blake's frontispiece depicted a 

similar scene of angelic visitation. This is because its primary signifiers, as Barthes notes, 

ñrefer to clear, familiar signifiedsò (pp. 22-23). These significations are ñfamiliarò and 

therefore literal due to their inception in the Bible and their subsequent reproduction in both 

religious scripture and art from the beginnings of antiquity to contemporary times. Indeed, 

the signifiers used by Blake in the frontispiece to ñNo Natural Religionò were frequently 

employed by artists throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to depict scenes of 

angelic visitation. Investigating the Biblical contexts of these continually replicated literal 

signifiers can help us to formulate an accurate idea of how Blake would have expected 

eighteenth-century readers to react to and initially interpret the frontispiece to ñNo Natural 

Religion.ò Moreover, by tracing the gradual evolution of religious and philosophical treatises 

that examined the same subject between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, we can 

uncover the allegory's hidden tier of enlightened, mythical signification that readers would 

have only identified upon subsequent reflection. 

The literal signifiers in Blake's frontispiece originated in the Bible. Due to the similar 

signifiers used in both Blake's and Raphael's works, we can assume that the opening plate 

from ñNo Natural Religionò was intended to invoke the story of Abraham in the mind of the 

reader. In this story, as related in Genesis, the usually bearded Abraham was found resting ñin 
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the plains of Mam-reò with his wife, Sarah. ñLift[ing] up his eyes,ò Abraham realised that 

ñthree men stood by him: and when he saw them, he ran to meet themò (18:1-2). Upon 

reaching the group, Abraham ñbowed himself toward the groundò and said to the three men, 

ñrest yourselves under the treeò (18:2-3). The arrangement of the literal signifiers in Blake's 

frontispiece has now been achieved: the angelic men are standing beneath the tree and 

Abraham and his wife are seated ñtoward the ground.ò 

This pictorial structure was representative of the hierarchical relationship between the angels 

and humanity.
 
Dionysius, in The Celestial Hierarchies (c. fifth century), argued that ñthe 

Word of God has given our [human] hierarchy into . . . the direct guidance of Angelsò (p. 35). 

Therefore, because God had attributed the governance of humanity to the angels, the former 

were lower on the celestial chain than the latter. This hierarchy was usually depicted in visual 

art via the implementation of Jacob's Ladder. Accordingly, in an early seventeenth-century 

engraving by Theodore Galle [Fig. 3], audiences were exposed to the image of ña ladder set 

up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven; and behold, the angels of God were 

ascending and descending on itò (Genesis 28: 10). At the bottom of this ladder sat the 

bearded Jacob. The angels were therefore pictured on a high level while the bearded prophet 

was positioned on a low level. This pictorial arrangement assumed the same visual structure 

as the frontispiece to ñNo Natural Religion.ò 

 

Fig. 3. Theodore Galle, ñMater Sanctae Speiò from Pancarpium Marianum (1618), detail. 

 

The practical function of this visual hierarchy was revealed in Abraham's story. Once the 

above structural arrangement had been achieved, the visitors began to relay a divine message 

to their hosts, saying: ñSarah thy wife shall have a sonò (18:9-10). What is of interest here is 

not the contents of the message; rather, it is how a standing group of individuals have 

imparted a previously unknown piece of informative knowledge to a seated audience.
 
Brian 

E. Colless, in ñDivine Education,ò argues that angelic messages such as those described in 

Genesis and Enoch are instances of what he calls divine education. Colless writes: ñin the 

Bible . . . God is represented as giving instruction on the basis of a set programme of 

education . . . which was implemented with the help of specially selected teaching assistantsò 

(1970, p. 140). These teaching assistants are the angels. 

This perspective of angelic tuition was dominant until the latter half of the seventeenth 

century. Indeed, throughout this period we see angels described as instructive figures in 

religious treatises and pictured as such in illustrations. For example, John Salkeld, in A 

Treatise of Angels (1613), argued that the function of angels was to ñaide, assist, illuminate, 

and stirreò humanity ñup to all good and vertueò (p. 319). Furthermore, in Thomas 

Heywood's The Hierarchie of the Blessed Angells (1635), readers learned of how angels 
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. . . were from Heav'n downe sent 

With full Commision to have government 

Or'e all Mankinde; not onely to conduct them, 

In their affaires, but tutor and instruct them: 

With these [lessons], never to incline 

Either to kill , Judge rashly, or Drinke Wine. (p. 289) 

 

The instructional function of angels was also used for a practical purpose in seventeenth-

century emblem books. The writers and designers of these illustrated worksïwhich were 

often used as tools of instruction throughout the period
ï
frequently employed the services of 

angels in order to inherit the tested, instructive significations of these creatures. For instance, 

in Otto van Veen's Amoris Divini Emblemata (1615), readers followed the growth of a young 

angel who was being educated by an adult tutor of the same species. Similarly, in Francis 

Quarles's Emblems (1635), readers saw images of a winged individual assisting unfortunate 

youths in a variety of instructive scenarios [Fig. 4]. As a result of these written and pictorial 

depictions of angelic tutors, there is no doubt that a seventeenth-century reader would have 

been familiar with the literal significations of Blake's frontispiece. Can the same be said of an 

eighteenth-century reader? 

Fig. 4. Francis Quarles, ñAh, Treach'rous Soul!ò from Emblems (1635). 

 

In short, yes. While the production of new angelic works did decrease during the first half of 

the eighteenth century, certain theological seventeenth-century works continued to be 

reprinted and remained popular throughout the period. Examples of these persistent works 

include the following: Quarles's angelic book of Emblems (1635), which was republished 

regularly during the eighteenth century; Isaac Ambrose's War with Devils: Ministration of, 

and Communion with Angels (1674), which similarly continued to be printed well into and 

throughout the following century; and, of course, John Milton's Paradise Lost (1667), whose 

popularity remained unquestioned. The illustrated contents of Bibles also remained 

unchanged [Fig. 5]. They continued to be adorned with angelic prints that contained the same 

literal signifiers as those found in Blake's frontispiece. Therefore, because numerous 

contemporaneous works contained the same signifiers as those seen in ñNo Natural 
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Religion,ò it is highly probable that an eighteenth-century reader wouldïas a result of 

contextual comparison and of associationïhave initially interpreted the content of Blake's 

print as a typical instance of an angelic visitation. 

 

Fig. 5. ñSt. Matthewò from The Sacred Chronicle or, a Compendious History of the Holy 

Bible (1731). 

This early reception of ñNo Natural Religionò should be categorized as the allegory's 

immediate, literal level of signification because of the superficial nature of its interpretation. 

However, as we learned from Hughes's allegorical methodology earlier, the literal level of 

signification in an allegory is ñdesigned only to clothe and adornò the mythical level of 

signification, ñnot to hide itò (p. xxxv). Eighteenth-century readers were therefore expected to 

de-robe the literal significations of Blake's work by reflecting upon the potential moral of the 

pictorial allegory. Hughes argued that this act, achieved through an internal process of 

ñresemblanceò and ñanalogy,ò would reveal the ñmythical senseò or ñtrue meaningò of the 

work (p. xxi). In order to uncover the mythical level of signification in ñNo Natural 

Religion,ò then, we must first locate any external texts that contained the same angelic 

signifiers as those seen in Blake's frontispiece. We can do so by comparing the contents of 

ñNo Natural Religionò with the instructional illustrations that accompanied contemporaneous 

children's literature. 

3. Enlightened Education: the mythical significations of ñNo Natural Religionò 

The dominant aim of eighteenth-century children's literature was to instruct the young. 

Juvenile fiction was accordingly adorned with illustrations that sought to render the often 

difficult process of education as a delightful experience. Thus, in works such as Lady Ellenor 

Fenn's Cobwebs to Catch Flies (1783) and John Marshall's Goody Goosecap (1788) [Fig. 6], 

readers observed scenes of instruction that were carried out by loving, patient parents. The 

figurative arrangement of these imagesïwith the parent stood above the childïmimicked the 

fundamental hierarchical arrangement of an angelic visitation regardless of no angels actually 

being present. The pictorial arrangement of angelic signifiers had therefore, at some point 

over the last century or so, began to produce a standalone system of signification that had 
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shed its religious context while maintaining its educative function. In other words, the 

pictorial arrangement of the individuals in a scene of angelic visitationïwith the messengers 

on a high level and the prophets on a low levelïwas now being used in an alternative but 

equally instructive context by the writers of secular works. 

 

Fig. 6. John Marshall, Goody Goosecap (1788). 

 

Upon noticing this parallel, a contemporaneous reader of ñNo Natural Religionòïrealising the 

hastiness of their previous literal interpretationïwould have subsequently categorized the 

frontispiece according to its mythical level of signification, identifying the pictured scene as 

an instance of secular rather than angelic instruction. Investigating how this secular form of 

instructional illustration manifested in children's literature can help us to understand why 

Blake inserted this second tier of mythical signification into his angelic allegory. We can do 

so by tracing the gradual evolution of instructional works between the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, identifying when and why human tutors began to be substituted for 

angelic messengers. 

Mankind's corporeal ascent up Jacob's Ladder was the result of a slow but steady 

development in works of private pedagogy, the seeds of which can be seen in the sixteenth- 

and early seventeenth-century works of Michel de Montaigne and Obadiah Walker. However, 

these advancements in education would fail to infiltrate instructive illustrations until the latter 

years of the seventeenth century, when secular in contrast to religious treatises on education 

started to become common rather than sporadic. These pioneering works focussed primarily 

on how a tutor should guide a pupil to enlightenment. This aim consequently caused the 

subjects that a tutor should teach such as scripture and conduct in church to become 

secondary. An example of a writer who supported this type of guided instruction is John 

Locke. This influential philosopher successfully assimilated the underlying secular feelings 

of the seventeenth century by incorporating and then advancing the ideas of prior 

educationalists, doing so in numerous treatises and essays on the subject of instruction. 

The result of this pedagogical advancement is best seen in Locke's Two Treatises of Civil 

Government (1690). In this work, Locke presented a secular argument which undermined the 

divine attributes that had often been associated with tutors. He did so by arguing against the 

outdated but popular notion of paternal authority, which advocated the supposed divinity of 

two types of tutors: namely, fathers and kings, each of whom had ñan absolute . . . power 

over the lives . . . and estates of [their] children or subjects . . . they being all his slavesò (p. 

9). These divine tutors were thought to be ñso high above all earthly and human thingsò that 

they assumed a similar but certainly more tyrannical role to angelic messengers (p. 5). Locke 
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refuted these paternal claims to divinity by examining the nature of the first appointed King, 

Adam, whose direct correspondence with God had supposedly established the divine right of 

humanity's paternal bloodline: 

 

The [divine] law that was to govern Adam was the same that was to govern all his 

posterity . . . But his offspring having another way of entrance into the world, 

different from his, by a natural birth, . . . were not presently under that law. For 

nobody can be under a law that is not promulgated to him. (p. 143) 

 

This supposition had two implications: first of all, that Adam's bloodline, composed of 

children who were born by natural means, did not consist of any divine attributes, thus 

rendering paternal authority void; and second, that humansïall of whom were born equalï

were therefore subject to natural in contrast to divine laws. These implications prompted an 

increasing number of individuals to question the truth behind any claims of divinity, paternal 

or otherwise. The knock-on effect of this uneasiness was an open refutation of angels, who 

were quickly becoming classified as an object of superstition during the early years of the 

eighteenth century. Their pedagogical position as the governors of humanity consequently 

required a sublunary replacement. 

This role was fulfilled by distinctly human tutors. The necessary attributes of these tutors, 

detailed by Locke in Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), included the following: 

ña good mind, well-principled, tempered to virtue and usefulness, and adorned with civility 

and good breedingò (p. 107). These parental qualitiesïwhich could be found in a father, a 

mother, or an appointed governorïwere by no means divine. The primary aim of these 

unbiased tutors was to ñteach his scholar . . . to make . . . a true judgement of men,ò which 

included the ability to identify the ñmany, who have not strength and clearness of thought to 

distinguish betweenò religious ñsuperstitionò and a ñtrueò humanitarian ñnotion of Godòïthe 

latter of which painted God as a natural force rather than as a tyrannical ruler (p. 123). 

Locke's brand of education was therefore founded on secular principles and not on oppressive 

conceptions of divine obedience. 

 

Fig. 7. John Gay,
 
ñIntroductionò from Fables (1733). 
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This supposition prompted a large reaction in the new educational works of the eighteenth 

century. Further, when combined with Locke's later recommendations of instruction via 

delightful pictures, secular illustrations in children's books soon became a normality. Images 

in children's literature now began to depict scenes of instruction that did not include the 

presence of an angel or the invocation of a paternal divinity; rather, secular prints now 

portrayed a form of education that was administrated by distinctly human parents or by 

enlightened tutors. These illustrations did, however, maintain the typical hierarchical 

arrangement of an angelic visitation in order to inherit the instructional significations of this 

publicly recognisable structure. Examples of these secular scenes occurred in John Gay's 

Fables (1733) [Fig. 7] and John Newbery's A Pretty Little Pocket-Book (1744), each of which 

placed the tutor on a high level and the pupil on a low level. A further example of an 

eighteenth-century work that adopted this pictorial arrangement was none other than the 

frontispiece to Blake's ñNo Natural Religion.ò 

4. Angelic Instruction or Enlightened Education?: combining the literal and mythical 

significations of ñNo Natural Religionò 

In short, then, a contemporaneous reader of ñNo Natural Religionò would have identified two 

levels of sequential signification in Blake's frontispiece. This reader would have initially 

distinguished the work's literal level of significationïwhich identified the scene as an instance 

of angelic visitationïbecause of the image's contemporaneous resonance in Biblical prints 

and religious documents. The reader would then have reflected upon the specific attributes of 

this immediate interpretation by searching for further pictorial echoes in contemporaneous 

works. This contextual interrogation would have subsequently resulted in the reader noting a 

visual comparison between Blake's frontispiece and the illustrations that adorned 

contemporaneous children's literature, prompting them to re-interpret Blake's illumination 

according to its previously unidentified level of mythical signification. It is this recognition 

that would have resulted in the reader uncovering what Hughes had referred to as the ñtrue 

meaningò (p. xxi) of Blake's allegorical frontispiece: specifically, that the designer of this 

image, ñThe Author & Printer W Blakeò (1788, p. 2), believed that human tutors were 

endowed with the same peculiar attributes which had resulted in the religious adoration of 

angelic instructors because these corporeal teachersïregardless of their sublunary in contrast 

to divine heritageïpossessed an exclusive ability to raise ñother men into a perception of the 

infiniteò (1790, p. 39). It is this ability that inspired Blake to use the instructional methods of 

the allegorical mode to literally simulate the pictured act of instruction, transforming himself 

into an enlightened tutor and ñNo Natural Religionò into a practical rather than passive piece 

of art that illuminated his ideas about the value of a guided, secular education. 
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Abstract  

 

Taking as a starting point Spoltonôs 1963 article ñThe Secondary School in Post-War 

Fictionò, this paper seeks to unpack potential reasons for the post-war boom in school-based 

novels by focusing on two novels in particular, BS Johnsonôs Albert Angelo and Anthony 

Burgessô The Worm and The Ring.  Identifying key political and economic factors 

surrounding education such as the 1944 Education Act and increased state funding, it is 

possible to outline the historical situation from which these novels arise. This background can 

then be traced through the authorsô own biographies and the contemporary educational 

policies, into the works themselves. 

By utilising an Althussarian approach, it can be seen how the changes occurring within the 

historical situation result in corresponding ideological tensions that, in turn, inform the 

narrative tensions existent within these novels. As writers, Johnson and Burgess were 

expressing the concerns that they felt as teachers. Whether it be the future of ñdemocracyò 

and ñcivilisationò, the ñinhumanò teachers whose role it is to enforce such things, or the 

ñsavageò children needing to be brought into line ï these novels provide a multitude of 

perspectives on the nature of schooling relevant both historically and contemporarily. 

Keywords  

Education, Post-War Novel, Burgess, Johnson, Ideology 

 

In the 1963 article ñThe Secondary School in Post-War Fictionò L. Spolton makes the claim 

that ñthe post-war period is noteworthy for is its proliferation ofémany full-length books in 

which the school is not merely an interlude but forms the major or sole partò (125). 

Substantiating this claim, Spolton outlines a significantly large number of books published in 

this era from both famous writers and relative unknowns. The reasons for this sudden boom 

in school novels are left reasonably ambiguous; with only a passing allusion to the 1944 

Education Act, for example. By situating the content of these novels within their historical 

moment it may be possible to further tease out these reasons and increase our understanding 

of this trend. 

In order to unpack the contents of the school-novel it is of necessity that I concentrate on far 

fewer texts than Spolton. The two central texts being Anthony Burgessô The Worm and The 

Ring and BS Johnsonôs Albert Angelo. This first of these, The Worm and The Ring, appears in 

Spoltonôs article as, notably, ñThe school is moving into new buildings, which, it transpires, 

are to be the first part of a large new comprehensive schoolò; something Spolton points out as 

ñprobably the first to be the topic of fictionò (135). This literary first aside, the novel is also 

both incredibly useful and problematic in terms of tracking the development of the school and 

its representation in the novel. Ostensibly set in the 1950s, The Worm and The Ring was not 

published until 1961. The threat of a libel case saw the novel recalled by Heinemann and only 

revised and reissued by Roland Gant in 1970. As a cultural artefact, Burgessô novel thus 

manages to touch three decades of educational development, the story itself apparently 

undergoing numerous changes throughout this time. 

mailto:j.a.darlington@edu.salford.ac.uk
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The second of these texts, Albert Angelo, published in 1964, was thus not listed in Spoltonôs 

exhaustive article. With formal innovations such as ña rectangular hole cut through two of the 

recto pageséso that the reader can see through to a future eventò (Coe 2004, : 18) and a 

fourth-wall-busting conclusion in which we are told that ñtelling stories is telling liesò 

(Johnson, 2004: 167), this novel can be considered far more ñexperimentalò than Burgessô. It 

is these very innovations that lend Albert Angelo so well to cultural analysis. The use of dual 

columned writing and clippings from studentsô work all contribute to the invocation of a 

multiplicity of voices. Published and seemingly set in 1964, Albert Angelo provides a 

contextual counterpoint to The Worm and The Ring and yet, where it differs in terms of form, 

the situations described are uncannily similar. 

Before approaching these texts directly, however, it is worth taking a brief moment to map 

the changes taking place within education during the historical moment with which these 

novels are concerned. In A Hundred Years of Education, A.D.C. Peterson describes the ñrapid 

growth of numbers in full time educationò that took place during the late 1950s and 1960s, 

that brought with it a large increase in ñeducational expenditure as a proportion of the gross 

national profitò (8). As a percentage of GDP, educational expenditure went ñup from 3.2 per 

cent in 1954 to 5.1 per cent in 1964ò (261) and, at the time of the bookôs publication in 1971, 

it is predicted to be ñprobably more than 6 percentò (261). Attributable to increased economic 

prosperity and development when viewed in Petersonôs terms, the fundamental factor in this 

growth can nevertheless be found in the 1944 Education Act. 

The 1944 Education Act significantly restructured the British education system and, vitally, 

introduced free secondary education for all. Prior to this act, secondary education was funded 

by the pupil and, as a result, many left education early. With the removal of fees came the 

compulsory school leaving age of 15, to be brought up to 16 when practical. The vast number 

of new pupils that the 1944 Act would thus create clearly called for a rapid expansion of the 

education sector. The large comprehensive school that makes its first fictional appearance in 

The Worm and The Ring is an indicator of this chain of developments. Alongside the 

increased fiscal responsibility that the state took in the promotion of education, as witnessed 

in the percentage of GDP, there was similarly an increased responsibility taken in terms of 

directing the content of education. The Central Advisory Councils initiated by the Education 

Act are described by Peterson as ñthe first time an official body in Englandémight take the 

initiative in ósupervisingô [sic] the content of educationò (61) through the establishment of a 

national syllabus. Increased participation and centralisation, the hallmarks of an expanding 

welfare state, provide the situation from which this explosion of school-novels is seen to 

spring ï yet it is not entirely positive. Kogan, writing in 1975, evokes the moment in 1960 

ñwhen the Opportunity State was at its noon tideò with a grim fatalism foreseeing the 

moment when ñsocial and economic relationships are under attack if not in danger of 

dissolutionò (26). Itôs a tone of systemic fragility and conservative regret that emerges in both 

of the texts weôre concerned with. These storylines all rely on the expanding education 

system for their tension; characters attempting with varying shades of enthusiasm to solidify 

their place within a system that has not yet solidified itself. 

Both writers being known for their use of autobiographical experiences as material for their 

works, it is worth taking a moment to situate Johnson and Burgess biographically in relation 

to this historical context. In Jonathan Coeôs biography of Johnson, Like a Fiery Elephant, he 

describes how Johnson applied ñin January 1960éto work as a supply teacher inside the state 

system and within a matter of days found himself employed by Surrey County Councilò (92). 

Coe categorises this as ñtypical of the hand-to-mouth existence [Johnson] had to cope with 

for the next three yearsò (92). These descriptions clearly imply a sense of desperation rather 

than actual enthusiasm on both Johnsonôs side and the side of Surrey County Council. Such 

an implication, whilst highly suited to the character of Albert in Albert Angelo, would seem 
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to contradict Johnsonôs reputed concerns at this time. ñThe public platform which the 

classroom provided,ò writes Coe, ñwas always going to inspire a crisis of conscience over 

what he should be telling his pupilsò (175). Concerns regarding the content and practice of 

teaching within the comprehensive system are implicit within many of Johnsonôs other works 

during this period. For example, Johnsonôs short film Youôre Human Like the Rest of Them 

features a teacher railing against his students for denying the grim realities of death through 

their inability to take life seriously. A bleak message, but one delivered with the strong anti-

establishment undertone concerned about the systemised regulation of children. 

Anthony Burgessô personal experience of teaching, growing out of his wartime role in the 

Educational Corps, is marked by many of the same concerns affecting Johnson. ñOffered the 

post of English master on 21 June 1950ò at Banbury Grammar School, Andrew Biswellôs 

biography points out that at ñthirty-three years oldéthis was [Burgessô] first permanent jobò 

(123). In an interview conducted with the school magazine in 1952 Burgess was asked if he 

would advise any of his students to become teachers, replying, ñOnly those I dislikeò 

(Biswell: 126). A typical Burgess witticism, this seems to point less to the kind of 

disillusionment suffered by Howarth in The Worm and The Ring and more towards the 

forever decreasing wages being paid to teachers within the expanding education system. In a 

time of general economic prosperity and growth, such a devaluation represented for Burgess 

ñpart of a wider government conspiracy against the intelligentsiaò (Biswell: 145). Again, as 

with Johnson, an uncomfortable relationship is drawn between the centralising operations of 

the state and the role of the individual teacher, something of keen interest to the competing 

educational theories being explored at the time. 

In Educational Policy Making, Maurice Kogan categorises the broad shift in educational 

theorising as a movement away from a psychology-dominated approach toward a theory of 

social environment. ñFrom the 1920s to the early 1950sò marks the period when ñthe 

psychologists were in powerò (1975, 40). This psychological approach, according to Salter 

and Tapper, makes it seem ñas if the patterns of success and failure are naturalò as ñthe 

individual himselféappears to choose to fail or succeedò (22). The student is regarded along 

liberal lines; as a free individual whose personal autonomy guarantees them a measure of 

success in balance with their expended efforts and natural ability. From ñthe early 1950s to 

the end of the 1960sò, Kogan writes, this theory is falling out of favour to be replaced by ñthe 

period when the environmentalists took overò (40). It is during this transitional period that we 

see Burgess setting The Worm and The Ring, and it is the collapse of these liberal values that 

is mirrored in the character of Woolton. 

Within the novel Woolton, the headmaster of the school, is effectively forced to step down 

from his office through a campaign of public pressure instigated by Gardner, his power-

hungry rival. The overwhelming tenor with which Burgess presents Wooltonôs withdrawal is 

a lament for the dehumanising process that the increasing systemisation of education seems 

to embody. ñA human being is out of place in a governorôs seatò, Woolton declares, a role in 

which ñthe first task of the governor is not to govern, but to existò (1970: 249) and the ideal 

candidate is ñthe man born to ruleò (272). It follows that this new form of governor must be 

ñneither the good man nor the bad, but the man capable of existing as a sheer function, a 

sheer personification of orderò (272). On a personal level, the implementation of rigid 

hierarchical structures within the educational system is decried as a ñstripping away from the 

rulerôs personality of those very attributes which it is the ambition of the civilised man to 

achieveò (252). Indeed, the fall of Woolton, considered on the epic scale that the novelôs 

Wagnerian title would suggest, represents the end of the cultivated and cultured educator 

whose high ideals are to be sacrificed on the altar of educational efficiency. 

The ideological implications of Wooltonôs lament become clear if we return to Spoltonôs 

categorisation of the novel as the first to feature a comprehensive school. The series of new 
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ñcomprehensive schoolò buildings that threaten to engulf the old ñgrammar schoolò buildings 

in which the novel is set have more than just architectural implications. With the ever-

expanding education system comes the demand for an increase in regulation and 

organisation. The ñpersonalityò of ñthe civilised manò is not merely unnecessary, but is at 

total odds with the maintenance of ñorderò through ñsheer functionò that new educational 

theory and practice demands. This ñenvironmentalistò theory, Hoggart writes, is premised on 

the notion that ñwe do not have an educational system: we have an education-and-class 

system, and thatôs very differentò (45). The large new comprehensive school in The Worm 

and The Ring is bringing with it the new cultural idea that ñchildren from some kinds of 

homeéare regarded as cut off from certain essential social and linguistic experiences and so 

[are put] at an educational disadvantageò (Hoggart: 31). In treating each student equally, the 

laissez faire liberalism of Woolton makes no recognition of the inequality present in his 

studentsô backgrounds. 

Similar tensions regarding theory and practice appear in Albert Angelo. Set later in time than 

Burgessô novel and in a struggling inner-city school rather than The Worm and The Ringôs 

somewhat idyllic countryside Grammar School, the teachers of Albert Angelo still often 

appear high-minded to a farcical level. ñI buy pop recordsò, remarks a teacher called Scott, 

ñfor sociological reasonsò (105). Yet itôs the remarks of one pupil that seem most to capture 

the ñenvironmentalistò theory. The note is included with a number of others written 

seemingly by Albertôs class. ñWe should be compeled to wire uniformò it reads, and ñwe 

smash the school up because the teachers are not strichtò (122). Rather than be treated as an 

autonomous individual, this student welcomes the rigid functionality that The Worm and The 

Ring portrays as potentially dehumanising. Rather than dehumanising, however, the student 

in Albert Angelo recognises that it is through this socially levelling operational model that 

education can inculcate a stronger sense of order that, theoretically, results in a better 

education for all. The demand for ñstrichtò teachers demonstrates this student recognising 

their right to education; a right only formally recognised by the government in the 1944 

Education Act. 

The widespread recognition of a universal right to education at this historical moment is 

evinced by Raymond Williamsô 1961 book, The Long Revolution. Here he writes confidently 

that Britain has now accepted the notion ñthat all members of the society have a natural right 

to be educated and that any good society depends on governments accepting this principle as 

dutyò (165). Steeped in the language of democratic socialism, Williamsô conviction at this 

historical moment is that the welfare state has crystallised within the national ideology to the 

point of universal acceptance. We see a similar position taken by the Director in The Worm 

and The Ring when he declares that ñwe are truly justifiably proud of what we have done in 

the field of education ï its almost complete democratisationò (83). In fact, this speech goes 

even further in presenting a vision of ñan even greater egalitarianismò in which teachers 

ñcease to laud the bookworméabove the good steady childò (83). Not only do we see here an 

acceptance of democratised education, but an enthusiasm for its future that could only 

possibly be built on an unshakable confidence in present developments. 

Scattered amongst these utopian proclamations, however, we can find intimations of the 

actual root from which the democratic socialist ideology grows. The Directorôs schools of the 

future will be ñthe best that money can buyò, aimed at raising children for ñthe rough world 

of practical endeavourò (83). The forecast is not so much about a ñlong revolutionò in 

consciousness, but rather predicts endless economic growth in which government expenditure 

is provided for by the forever increasing and expanding skill-base of its citizens. Education 

here appears as a nodal point around which new economic potentials can gather into an 

ideology; as Salter and Tapper write, ñideologies in ferment are inevitably the harbingers of 
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educational changeò (54). By the 1970s, with the economic rug pulled from under it, much of 

this glassy-eyed humanism collapses under the weight of its own presumptions. 

Such a faith in the system cannot in any way be attributed to Johnson. In the ñDisintegrationò 

section of Albert Angelo, where an authorial voice breaks through the narrative and appears 

to speak directly to the reader, it describes the novel as ñdidacticò (176). The Johnson-

character points out that ñif the government wanted better education it could be provided 

easily enoughò and their perceived reluctance to do so forces him to conclude that ñthey 

specifically want the majority of children to be only partially educatedò (176). The political 

power-structure as it appears in Albert Angelo is centred in the state and upheld through the 

economic dependence of the schools. This perspective is present even within the descriptions 

of teachingôs pragmatics. Where The Worm and The Ring describes the German teacher 

Howarth ruminating on Lutherôs theological implications before a rapt class, Albert Angelo 

describes the ñsheer bloody repetition of teachingò (84) and the ñperpetual nagging. Ninety 

percent of teaching is naggingò (74). But itôs here, whilst Albert considers that, ñOnce Iôve 

learnt something I want to go on, I want to build on it, not go on repeating itò (84), where we 

capture some of the true essence of teaching as a job, a role, and not as an idea. Knowledge, 

and the ambition towards attaining it, is conspicuously missing from the world of education 

as presented by Johnson. 

In presenting education as a routine perpetuated by an organ of the state, Johnsonôs outlook 

shares many of the positions held by the philosopher Louis Althusser. For Althusser ñthe 

schooléteaches óknow-howô, but in forms which ensure subjection to the ruling ideology or 

the mastery of its ópracticeôò (2008: 7). Althusserôs Marxist critique of ideology, set out in 

For Marx, revolves around how ñpolitical practiceétransforms its raw materials: social 

relations, into a determinate product (new social relations)ò (167). In the case of education, 

this takes the form of ñthe reproduction of labour power [that] requires not only a 

reproduction of its skills, but also, at the same time, a reproduction of its submission to the 

rules of the established orderò (2008: 6). In maintaining the capitalist system it is necessary 

that ñknowledgeò is formulated into the ideological conception of ñskillsò. Within the 

definition of these ñskillsò is embedded their practical application; ideologically, knowledge 

becomes inseparable from its economic utility and is thus formulated as a means of 

production. 

If we consider ideology from this perspective, we can now return to the theoretical debates 

presented in The Worm and The Ring and consider them according to this economic 

principle. The democratic socialist stance, with its allegiances to the ñenvironmentalistò 

theories previously described, is envisioned by the character of Gardner as ñthe final and 

finest flower of the welfare stateò (270). His utopian vision seeks the material outcome of ña 

skyscraper school with lifts to all floors, our own broadcasting systeméa library with a large 

full -time staff, a couple of cinemas, a daily newspaper and weekly magazineò (269), the 

functioning of which requires that ñthe children become cipherséin a huge administrative 

centreò (268). The democratic principle is here utilised to make universal compliance to a 

bureaucratic system appear as a social and moral good. This ideological drive towards 

equality, however, is rendered in such a way that it provides an intellectual justification for 

what appears to be the deeper imperative; economic gain. 

Against this democratic principle Burgess contrasts the ideologically conservative notion of 

ñthe eliteò. The character Ennis demands that ñyouôve got to have special training for the 

specially giftedò as ñthe world advances through its originalsò (268). The emphasis is here 

placed on the ñnaturalò superiority of the ruling class. From this perspective ñdemocracy is 

only a means of safeguarding the rights of the individualò and so the programme outlined by 

Gardner is reduced to nothing but ñselling our souls for a few extra quidò (269). The 

language in which the argument is framed focuses upon ñthe individualò and their ñsoulò 
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being presented as the highest moral and social good in order to ideologically justify the 

entrenched economic disparities that benefit those considered ñthe eliteò. The ñfew extra 

quidò, grubby and materialistic, is contrasted unfavourably with the high, pure air of 

aristocratic privilege. Yet, the tension within this very argument appears to disprove the 

inherent superiority of the ruling class; at least in terms of the mystic innate qualities of 

ñsoulò. Their cemented economic hegemony appears as something that ñdemocratic equalityò 

would challenge materially; suggesting that the ñspecial trainingò was perhaps the reason for 

ñthe specially giftedò existing, not some innate aristocratic law. 

In terms of the practical functioning of schools on a daily basis, however, these ideological 

debates are absent; the principal economic necessity being the integration of the pupils into 

the functioning of capitalist society. In one usage of his double-columned graphic device, 

Johnson portrays the physical proceedings in the classroom on the left-hand column whilst 

simultaneously showing Albertôs internal thoughts in the right-hand column. As a 

typographical representation of internal and external experience, this device also 

demonstrates how disconnected the lesson is as a material situation from the individual 

perspectives within it. The external-Albert exists materially as an infallible authority figure 

saying ñyouôll have a chance to ask questions laterò, to which internal-Albert adds, ñto which 

I shall be pleased to invent answersò (75). ñYou donôt have to believe in anything to teach itò, 

Albert thinks, yet teach it he does. A similar situation occurs in another of Johnsonsô novels, 

the autobiography-esque Trawl, when Johnson describes a teacher calling him ñthief and liar 

and cheatò, which, despite being factually incorrect, proved to the young Johnson that ñshe 

had the power, ah, the power!ò (67). Both this teacher and Albert himself demonstrate how 

the teacherôs central function is not that of imparting truths but of maintaining the dominant 

hierarchy. Youôre ñnot supposed to be human if youôre a teacherò (79), is the message of 

Albert Angelo.  

The implementation of such a power structure upon the students acts in such a way as to 

force their integration through dissolution of identity and imposition of preferable personality 

traits. Ward H Goodenoughôs article ñEducation and Identityò, collected in Anthropology and 

Education, describes how education ñmay be seen as a process in which people are helped to 

exchange features of their present identities for new onesò (1961, 86). The phrasing of 

ñhelpedò is perhaps a little misleading here, as is the notion of different ñfeatures of present 

identitiesò. As Goodenough insists that ñthose making the change must come to conceive of 

themselves as actually having new identitiesò (88) we can see how these ñfeaturesò in fact 

constitute traits perceived as socially unacceptable; the notion of ñnew identitiesò relating 

back to liberal notions of the individual as a self-determining and self-sufficient being. The 

means by which identity-transformation is depicted in both the novels focused on here is 

through the denial of students having identities in the first place. 

In The Worm and The Ring, Lodge describes patting a boyôs shoulder as ñlike patting a 

bicycleò as ñchildren were so unrealò (47). Indeed, throughout the novel children are depicted 

as less than human, their characteristics presented bestially rather than as personal character 

traits. Howarthôs son, in pronouncing words with a certain accent, is performing ñthe dialect 

of his particular tribe at the present timeò (16). The undertone that ñheôs got to speak like that 

not to be victimisedò (16) assumes a barbarity in his sonôs fellow students that is 

simultaneously excused due to their undeveloped ñidentitiesò. In fact, the parallels between 

the students in The Worm and The Ring and the figure of the ñsavageò is extended so far that 

at one point Howarthôs sonôs coat is tied into a bundle of knots ï a clear reference to an 

animistic practice described in The Golden Bough in which, through ñthe principles of 

homoeopathic or imitative magic, the physical obstacle or impediment of a knotéwould 

create a corresponding obstacle or impediment in the bodyò (Frazer, 2009: 192).  As not-

quite-humans, the power structures of the classroom therefore appear necessary in order to 
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maintain social stability through the propagation of a set of shared norms. It is these norms 

that constitute the notion of ñidentityò; the autonomy of the individual being the ideological 

gloss coating the principle aim of social stability. 

It is against this background of a ñsocialò education that we must set both Burgess and 

Johnsonôs novels. To return to Spoltonôs article, he describes the character of teacher-as-anti-

hero in terms of ñsome measure of the lack of integration so far achievedò (126) within the 

post-1944 Act education system. Having seen the economic tensions arising from this Act, 

and the ideological instability that the new economic model created within educational 

theory, it is perhaps fair to suggest that the ñintegrationò Spolton refers to is not simply of 

teachers into the new model of schooling, but of the superstructure itself struggling to 

ñintegrateò with the changes in its economic base. As the key engine for disseminating the 

dominant ideology, the hierarchy of the school must itself be solid. Yet, once the ideological 

structure is thrown into question by new material developments then the period of instability 

before the eventual reintegration of ideology is reflected within the social hierarchy of the 

school. The tensions within these novels are symptoms of an ideological, systemic 

reconfiguration. 

To conclude I will return to Spoltonôs article once more and its identification of a significant 

post-war trend in the large amount of school-novels entering circulation. I would argue that 

the growing economic prosperity of Britain, combined with the egalitarian 1944 Education 

Act, led to a point whereby the dominant ideological structure in education proved 

insufficient and was forced into a period of reorganization around the new material 

conditions. Holding a central role in the ideological state apparatus, the school represents a 

space where the resulting anxiety inherent in this process erupts. In setting their novels in 

schools, both Burgess and Johnson are taking part in the cultural manifestation of these 

tensions. A rise in education-based literature fulfils a cultural demand created by a sudden 

ideological vacuum at the time, and similarly provides a window into this historical moment 

for the modern reader. 
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Abstract 

This paper explores notions of dance knowledge and its place within the process of archiving 

dance. It negotiates the nature of the knowledge that is inherent in the different sources of 

dance that remain post performance. The dancing body itself will be situated as an archival 

site and its potential for contributing knowledge regarding the practice of dance will be 

explored. Employing theories of embodiment (Fraleigh 1987; 2004, Merleau-Ponty 1969) 

and archival theory this paper will illuminate new ways of thinking about the archive of 

performance (Taylor 2003, Whatley 2008) in relation to the following research questions:  

 What are the available documents of dance?  

 What is embodied knowledge and its function as an archival source? 

 How is embodied knowledge transmitted or accessed? 

From a philosophical viewpoint, this paper will explore the potential benefits and problems of 

employing the dancing body as a source of knowledge in dance archival practice. It considers 

the nature of tacit knowledge embodied within the dance practitioner and the 

availability/reliability of such knowledge as an archival source. The purpose of this line of 

questioning is to understand how we can better engage with dance heritage in order to move 

forward and inform future dance-making processes.  

 

Keywords: Dance; Archives; Document; Knowledge; Embodiment 

 

Performance practices are not traditionally self -documenting as they are fundamentally of the 

present.  Characterising the visual arts as ódisappearing actsô, performance scholar Peggy 

Phelan determines that performance practices are defined by their ephemerality, i.e. if they 

were not transient they would not qualify as performance practices (Phelan 1993: 146). As 

lived experiences, in the sense of both the practitioner delivering the performance and the 

audience member, the enduring records of a performance are limited to the material remnants 

of performance. The archival documents stemming from performance disciplines typically 

represent the outcome of a performance such as visual recordings, press reviews/photography 

and other artistic ephemera such as costume design and its realisation. Unlike other visual art 

forms, performance practices are not typically self-documenting and contemporary dance as 

an ephemeral art form sits within this category.  

In terms of archiving dance as a performance practice, organisations such as the Dance 

Heritage Coalition (www.danceheritage.org) exist in order to promote proper archival 

practice in relation to the genre of modern dance forms. The Dance Heritage Coalition insist 

that the documents selected for archival preservation should  

Reflect all aspects of dance; the creative process; the funding 

and management; the performance or execution; the audience 

reaction and reviews. 

  Dance Heritage Coalition, www.danceheritage.org   

http://www.danceheritage.org/
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In suggesting that the documents should óreflectô all aspects of dance this statement is 

ambiguous.  The transitory nature of dance performance/practice directly impacts upon our 

ability to trace dance heritage because it happens within the body itself as the vehicle for 

dance.  This paper considers the body a document of dance experience due to the fact that 

movement occurs through the body and the body does not cease to exist post-performance 

unlike the ephemerality of actual dance movement.  

This paper is above all concerned with the ephemerality of dance and its purpose is to explore 

how archival materials can be engaged with in order to reflect upon the past and inform 

current and future dance making processes. As a transient art form, dance is notoriously 

difficult to capture, and this research considers how we might be more sympathetic to this 

fact in the dance archive.  The absence of the actual dance and therefore the body from the 

archive is stimulus for reconsidering the value inherent within multiple archival sources 

available to the dance researcher and practitioner. This paper is particularly concerned with 

the body as an archival source in order to explore the knowledge that is inherent in the body 

as a living record of experience. It also considers that the body itself is ephemeral and 

therefore the reliability of the body as a source of knowledge is explored through the 

application of philosophical ideas about the body (Fraleigh 1987; Merleau-Ponty 1969).   

Because of the temporality of dance as a performance practice, information as regards the 

actual practice of dance is limited. With the advancement of digital technologies it is 

becoming more common for practitioners and/or dance companies to engage with technology 

as a way of expressing the dance experience i.e. blogging/digital storytelling/scratch 

tapes/video diaries. These innovations offer insight into the dancerôs experiences through 

dialogue with dancers and exclusive footage of rehearsal periods which are traditionally 

extremely private processes (Whatley 2008: 253). Such practices of documentation are 

significant in relation to the problem of ephemerality and the archive as discussed in this 

paper as they are examples of alternative archival practice, designed to capture information 

that is traditionally overlooked in favour of the more tangible records of performance 

practice.  Increasing numbers of contemporary dance companies and practitioners are 

becoming conscious of taking their audiences on a journey from the rehearsal process to 

performance, to educate audiences about the development of dance choreography. This 

demonstrates the fact that there is information supplementary to that available through the 

final product of dance choreography (i.e. the performance) as dance choreography unfolds. 

This paper will introduce the idea of tacit knowledge as a source of archival knowledge. It 

will address the issues associated with documenting performance raising questions about the 

type of knowledge that is available through the archive and explore the potential for the body 

as an archival source to transmit knowledge of an embodied nature. It will do so through 

firstly outlining key archival principles and contemporary interpretations of the performance 

archive from the discipline of performance studies. It will consider the nature of knowledge 

available through the archive as it is traditionally understood as the material records of events 

(Millar, 2009:24-25, Forde 2007:32). Secondly, the paper will explore the notion of 

embodied knowledge through the application of philosophical ideas regarding embodiment 

and lived experience (Fraleigh, 1987 Merleau-Ponty 1969). The purpose of which is to 

investigate the knowledge value of the body as an archival source.  

 

1.1 Archives and Performance Practice  

Principally, this paper negotiates the capability and value of different archival documents in 

contributing knowledge of dance practice through time. Archival theory specifies that the 

function of the archival document is to provide a link between past and present (Forde 2007: 

33). Archival materials are considered to constitute evidence and have been characterised as 
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the ódocumentary evidence of events pastô (Millar 2009: 25).  In order to be considered 

worthy of archival preservation, the archival document must embody an óon-going valueô in 

terms of their ability to remind us of ófacts and decisions, milestones and achievementsô 

(Millar 2009: 51). The term óarchiveô also constitutes the physical location of the documents 

and materials which philosopher Jacques Derrida determines to be fundamental as óthere is 

no archive without a place of consignationô (1996:11). Traditional archival practice is bound 

with ideologies in terms of records appraisal (a process undertaken in order to determine the 

archival value of an item), hierarchy and provenance (Forde, 2007). These terms refer to 

methods undertaken by the archivist/record keeper in order to determine and being to respect 

and the original context within which the record came into being to ensure accuracy in terms 

of interpreting the record/document (Pearce-Moses 2005 available online).  

Accommodating for the body as the vehicle for performance, Diana Taylor has 

communicated a new understanding of the archive of performance specifically through the 

notion of the Archive and the Repertoire (2003).  From the perspective of performance 

studies she presents the archive of performance as a dual entity so as to accommodate the 

complexity of documenting lived art forms.  The archive is considered to constitute the actual 

material (or óarchivableô) traces of a performance such as ótexts, documents, buildings and 

bonesô (2003: 19). Secondly, the repertoire refers to the embodied practice or knowledge that 

shares the temporality of performance (ónon archival, immaterial, disappearing, implicit, 

spoken, danceô) (ibid).  This paradigm recognises that in terms of its ability to transmit 

knowledge the embodied memory, the performance and movement of the individual are equal 

to that of the document or material/ extant traces of the performance.  Although others have 

since asked óhow can the document ever compete with the live performanceô (Gray, 

2008:410) through also adopting the notion of óimplicitô knowledge forms (Hartley & 

Rowley, 2008:6-7), Taylor is suggesting that embodied acts ógenerate, record and transmit 

knowledgeô (2003: 15).  With its potential to reveal information that the archive cannot, the 

repertoire goes beyond the boundaries of the archival items that are considered to be more 

tangible (i.e. textual records).  

 

1.2 Knowledge and the Archive  

With regard to the nature of the knowledge that is available through the archival document, 

the research discipline of knowledge management offers a useful distinction between 

knowledge types. Knowledge sources are categorised into either explicit or implicit (tacit). 

Explicit knowledge constitutes that which is manifest within recorded information that is 

externally available whereas implicit knowledge is understood to be óknow-howô in the 

human mind or tacit knowledge. Hartley and Rowley recognise that such tacit knowledge can 

only be made explicit through ópublic expression or performanceô or transferred from one 

who has it to another through instruction (Hartley & Rowley, 2008: 6). This is an interesting 

division and the notion that bodily óknow- howô can be recorded is presented as being a 

straightforward concept. In relation to the practice of dance however such bodily óknow- 

howô is acquired through multiple processes and experiences. Dancers require sufficient 

professional training and each individual will have encountered different methods and 

varying levels of dance training and performance experience.  The dancer typically (but not 

exclusively) acquires knowledge through the actual execution of movement and as a result 

learns to dance in a particular manner. In relation to dance, anthropologists have recognised 

that óknowing by doing is different from ñknowingò by observing (Peterson-Royce 2002: 

XV). In relation to the concept of knowledge, Susan Foster explains óknowing by doingô as 

óbodily intelligenceô (cited in Desmond, 1997: 236-256). She implies that through repetitive 

training and instruction the dancing body is made up of metaphors equating to bodily habits 

(ibid). In analysing movement others have referred to this intelligence as óthe private world of 
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knowing in oneôs bonesô (Moore & Yamamoto: 1988:74). Furthermore, repetitive dance 

experiences are said to óbuild [s] a fund of tacit knowledgeô which has especially rich 

implications when situating the body as a document for obtaining historical knowledge (Blom 

& Chaplin 1988:16).  

Taylorôs (2003) empowerment of the body as a source of knowledge suggests that the 

embodied memories and experiences of the practitioner may expose new knowledge and 

therefore we might look to the body in order to supplement the knowledge available in the 

material archival records. The question that arises through Taylorôs (2003) work is how the 

embodied knowledge of the practitioner is obtained, or in knowledge management terms 

captured/recorded and made permanent (Hartley & Rowley 2008: 6 ). How does the archive 

and the repertoire work in tandem with already existing archival materials to trace dance 

artistic heritage and development?  

Dance movement is created both on, and through the body, it exists through multiple genres 

and the performance of movement is a result of creative and rehearsal processes/ decision 

making. Dance choreographers recognise that the decision to omit certain movement material 

is equally as important as those that are selected for the final product (Butcher, 2005: 20). In 

archival terms therefore, it is clear that choreographic process is of historical value as it is 

evidence of decision making in dance practice yet this is rarely recorded in a tangible/explicit 

form.   

More recent thinking with regard to archival principles and methodologies goes some way to 

accounting for the body as a place where knowledge is manifest and transmitted. The 

archivist and philosopher Hugh A. Taylor recognises that archives should relate to and 

reinforce the social context within which they find themselves. H. Taylor calls for increased 

sensitivity towards the body and environment, moving the archive into what he terms a ópost-

literate modeô (Cited in Cook & Dodds 2003: 132). This idea reflects the immediacy of the 

exchange of information between the body and its environment which H. Taylor suggests is 

óanalogous to oral exchangeô (ibid). This is a key insight in relation to the overall 

investigation as it implies that different modes of communicating knowledge can still be 

considered in an archival sense.  

This approach transcends archival fundamentalism (i.e. appraisal; provenance; hierarchy) in 

favour of new methodologies which reflect societal changes. In the sense of moving away 

from written cultures to accommodate for the embodied, H. Taylorôs principles resound with 

the notion of the archive and the repertoire in recognising that there is value in the embodied 

experiences of the practitioner and prompts us to question what is the nature of knowledge 

available to us in the archive (2003).  

H. Taylorôs concepts clearly bring the body into question and the ideas surrounding the 

knowledge of the body as discussed here reinforce the fact that a significant portion of dance 

archival knowledge is of an embodied nature (2003).  However, these ideas do not 

communicate what might be óarchivableô in the body.  What can we learn through these 

ófunds of tacit knowledgeô (Blom & Chaplin: ibid) to supplement the archive of dance, and 

how can we access such internalised information?  
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2.1 The Body as Archive 

In identifying that the body contains tacit knowledge which must be transmitted in order to be 

made permanent and therefore constitute an archival record, Taylor illustrates that in the case 

of performance, the knowledge of a performance remains with the practitioner after it is 

embodied through the very act of performance (2003). This is a complex idea that in specific 

relation to contemporary dance practice Andre Lepecki defines as the óafter-life of dancesô 

(2010: 39). Taylor recognises this to be ónonarchivalô in conflict with the idea that tacit 

knowledge can be transmitted and made archival (2003: 15). The tension between these two 

ideas is important especially if we relate it to the dancing body and wider debate in relation to 

concepts of embodiment.   

The temporality of dance is the overall problem underpinning this paper and broad research 

problem in terms of capturing dance as an embodied practice. Dance itself is not a tangible, 

extant document and therefore this paper looks to the dancing body as the place where action 

takes place as a document. The body itself is also ephemeral as it too moves through space 

and time and is not fixed to a single point. Phenomenological theory is centred on this debate 

as it exists to negotiate the lived experience of the body, privileging the internal life of the 

body as opposed to more historic philosophical theories which presented a hierarchy of body 

over mind (Descartes (see Sorrell 1999); Foucault 1977).  Rather than seeing the body from 

the perspective of being controlled by the mind (i.e. as a docile body-see Foucault 1977) 

phenomenology enables us to explore the concept of óknowingô through the body and lived 

experience. Existential phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty suggests that embodiment 

is relational and that the body is what connects us with the world within which we inhabit 

(1969: 91). From the perspective of óbeing-in-the-worldô Merleau-Ponty connects the body to 

time and space, reinforcing its temporality through the notion that the ópresent does not 

cancel its past, nor will the future cancel its presentô (ibid: 81). This idea implies that the 

body is in a constant state of flux which is a problematic concept when applied to this 

investigation in terms of tracing the knowledge of the body, reinforcing the fact that the body 

is not a fixed entity.  

The lived body, with its embodied intellect, feelings and 

experiences, has come to occupy the heart of contemporary 

performance practiceé recognising the body as belonging to a 

subject, thereby acknowledging its historicity and all its contextual 

relations as embodied within it. 

Mitra, cited in Counsell & Mock 2009: 41 

For dance practitioner Royona Mitra, the body belongs to a subject echoing the fact that the 

body is a vessel of its own history and context. The lived body is recognised as a collective 

construct, in the sense of its history, experience and social/cultural circumstance. This 

reinforces the notion of the body as a text and exemplifies its relevancy as an archival 

document.  

The sense of instability communicated through the notion of a lived body poses a problem for 

its function as a document, in particular an archival document if we are to adhere to the 

notion of the archive as existing through a place of consignation (Derrida 1996: 11). When 

placing the body into an archival context (i.e. as a tangible record linking the past with the 

present) this idea raises the issue of the transfer of tacit knowledge, in order for it to reside in 

a permanent place. The notion of place raises further questions about the role of the body as a 

document. The body is recognised as the place where movement takes place, making the 

body and dance inseparable (Fraleigh, 2004:56). More specifically, the performing body has 
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been regarded as a container for knowledge or more specifically the ósignature practicesô of 

the performer. Performance Scholar Susan Melrose claims that the dancer/choreographer can 

be considered as an óexpert practitionerô with regard to their specific genre of practice as the 

performing body connotes óexpert or professional intuitionô through óinvisible qualities-e.g. 

ósoulô, ómindô, psyche, purpose, even ódance expertiseô(2006 available online). The idea of a 

signature practice is significant as it gives a sense of exclusivity to that performing body 

echoing the idea of óbodily know- howô and places agency upon the body as having 

knowledge within. This idea does however emphasise the fact that performing bodies contain 

tacit knowledge that is unique to their body and the dance repertoire that it performs. 

Especially interesting is Melroseôs idea of óinvisible qualitiesô which recognises that such 

information is not explicit (in the archival sense) but still exists regardless of its invisibility.  

2.2 Memory and Embodied Knowledge 

In line with phenomenological thinking, Fraleigh states that dance as a lived experience 

leaves implicit traces upon the body (1987) but such traces might take the shape of memory/ 

muscle memory and choreographic memory. In specific reference to the body and its 

memory, Jaana Parviainen (1998 :54) recognises the body as a óñplace of memoriesòô. Whilst 

this echoes Melroseôs notion of the body as a container of knowledge, Parviainen also 

emphasises the internal experience of the body as she suggests that bodily memory is 

recollected through ófelt qualityô and as a result concedes that óbody memories do not lend 

themselves easily to verbalisationô (1998: 55). Parviainen concedes that the ópast is embodied 

in actionsô which suggests that it is through movement that memory is created and it is also 

through movement that such memories are triggered. For Henri Bergson, in the temporal (or 

ephemeral) body the ópast registers itself as motor habitô (in Guerlac 2006: 126). Bergson 

divides the notion of memory into two distinct categories, these being óautomaticô and 

óImageô memory. The former is what is most relevant in this case as it is considered to be the 

ómemory of the bodyô which is óproduced through repetition and occurs as repetitionô (ibid) 

in a habitual sense as opposed to image memory which retains the past in images óthat carry 

the mark of the unique moment in which they were livedô (ibid: 127). Automatic memory is 

said to perform the past in the present when a habitual action is repeated (ibid) implying that 

the movement of the body might itself serve as a trigger to memory. Relating this idea to the 

archive of performance specifically sheds light upon the archive as an active entity in the 

sense that óthe archive does not store: it actsô (Lepecki 2010: 2).   

These ideas reinforce the idea of tacit knowledge as an archival source and whilst recognising 

that memory forms an integral role in terms of capturing experiential knowledge it raises 

questions with regard to reliability and authenticity.  Through the phenomenological 

approaches to the body as outlined within this paper, the body is seen as a óminded bodyô 

(Fraleigh, 1987: 9) rather than a mind in control of a body. As discussed earlier, the dancerôs 

experience varies from one body to another according to their individual bodily experiences. 

Additionally as Merleau-Ponty points out, the body is also ephemeral and itôs living through 

space, time and movement calls into question its reliability as an archival source. The field of 

knowledge management recognises that information must be made explicit in order to 

provide a tangible knowledge source. However, the óinvisible qualitiesô (Melrose 2006 

available online) of the body, although still recognised to constitute knowledge are not 

always made explicit and if they are, this must always be done in retrospect.  This raises issue 

with the reliability of memory as the body continues to build its fund of tacit knowledge as it 

moves through time and space, connected with the changing contexts of the world within 

which it is placed, and indeed the dance context within which it is placed. Questions can be 

raised  regarding the heritage of the body and indeed bodies. I have referred throughout to a 

body or the body of dance performance and practice, yet are there greater implications if a 

collective of bodies are concerned? What does each body remember and how consistent are 
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each of their experiences. Although each dancerôs experience and resulting knowledge could 

be widely varied there is also potential for collective bodies to reveal a congruent indication 

of heritage which would be of significant value to the understanding of dance as an embodied 

practice. Through adding multiple bodies to the equation it might be possible to measure the 

reliability of the bodyôs memory (in the sense of automatic/ muscle/ embodied etc.) through 

establishing consensus and therefore gauging how definite the imprints of experience are.  

This paper has considered the archive of dance through the lenses of traditional archive 

theory and notions of embodiment and lived experience. Firstly it has considered archival 

tradition and common practice and how this relates to the archives of performance practice. 

Secondly it has recognised the tacit knowledge of the dancing body in particular as an 

archival source. Through so doing, this paper has raised significant questions with regards to 

the fact that the archive of performance is not all encompassing as it does not allow for the 

knowledge generated through the embodied practice of dance.  The discussion has negotiated 

the idea of the body as an archival document and through doing so has exposed the body to 

be problematic through notions of lived-experience and the complexities of memory.  

Although it is clear that there is knowledge inherent in the lived body this paper has raised 

issue with the value of this knowledge especially if it takes the shape of memory. Through 

considering the memory of the practitioner as the place where knowledge is manifest and the 

body as a temporal entity, questions are raised regarding the authenticity of this knowledge: 

how accurate can the body be if this knowledge is to be recalled in retrospect? These ideas 

also stimulate debate if they are to be placed within the context of the physicality of the body: 

how accurate can movement and memory be in an ageing body?  

Supplementary to this, the discussion has highlighted the fact that the process of acquiring the 

embodied knowledge of the dance practitioner is not without difficulty. It has raised issue 

with the ability to access and engage with tacit knowledge types and revealed that further 

investigation is required into how such knowledge can be transferred and made permanent in 

order to warrant it worthy of archival preservation. To an extent, the example of how digital 

technologies are being engaged with to expose pre-performance material demonstrates how 

the creative process is being made accessible, yet further investigation into the actual archival 

value of such practise is required. More positively, through the application of ideas relating to 

the body and its connection with time and space, this paper has revealed that the body is 

capable of  revealing knowledge different to that of the archive as the external record of 

dance and therefore should be considered capable of contributing new archival dance 

knowledge.   

The question generated from this exploration is what methods we can use to engage with the 

dancer in order to extract the funds of knowledge from the body and its memory? I intend to 

pursue this line of questioning through practical methods which engage with the dancer on an 

individual level. Through interview, log books and video/audio diaries and observation of 

studio practices I intend to explore the body as an archival document, gaining as much insight 

into the lived experience of dance as possible through these means.  
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Abstract 

 

The eyeôs cornea absorbs light, in order to create an image that the retina can, in turn, 

communicate to the brain. In a broader sense, cinema absorbs societyôs contemporary 

concerns and then projects them back, via the cultural retina of the cinema screen. 

The culture and counterculture of a particular time will, therefore, inevitably inform its 

cinema. This research will argue that the biggest countercultural movement of the last 25 

years was the ñraveò revolution (now generally termed Electronic Dance Music Culture). The 

resulting paper will address how that scene can be read through the medium of its cinematic 

representation. 

In this piece, I will address these issues by focusing on one particular film ï an as-yet-

unreleased North American movie, Ecstasy. Using this source material, the paper will 

incorporate aspects of film theory, exploring the use of diegetic codes within this text, with 

particular reference to the views EDMC academic Stan Beeler outlined in his book Dance, 

Drugs and Escape. The paper will also incorporate primary research, utilising interviews 

conducted with the composer of the filmôs music, and one of its principal actresses. 

The paper will explore the peculiar issues that arise when attempting to translate the sensually 

explosive club experience for an essentially passive, mainstream cinema audience. As such, 

EDMC may ultimately be ill-served by the films that chronicle its tropes and modes and will 

ultimately form its cultural archive. 

It is anticipated that such research will be of interest to participants in the scene and 

consumers of such secondary texts, as well as contributing to the on-going academic 

conversation around EDMC. 

 

Keywords 

EDMC, Ecstasy, club culture, rave  

1. Perchance To Dreamé 

We switch off our conscious as we switch off the light and go to sleep, allowing in its place 

our unconscious to direct its own interpretations of the dayôs events, in the form of dreams. 

As a medium, cinema can be viewed as societyôs attempt to dream, to simultaneously reflect 

and project contemporary preoccupations, and thereby similarly influence its collective 

unconscious. In this sense, the cinema itself ï a darkened room - is an architectural construct 

that forms a safe cocoon in which the communal unconscious can evolve. Fully aware of this 

process of cultural metamorphosis, the film industry deliberately plays on societyôs concerns 

du jour, transforming them into discursive vehicles to play back to a willing, indeed paying, 
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audience. As such, in its relation to society, cinema can be considered much more potent than 

mere entertainment. 

To take three examples: in 1950s American cinema, the use of alien invasion narratives 

played on the very real fears within mainstream American society of communist invasion 

(Red Planet Mars, 1952; It Came From Outer Space, 1953). Then, as fears became 

internalised, cinema followed suit, with films such as Psycho (dir. Alfred Hitchcock, 1960) 

playing on anxieties around mental fragility and the apparently easy disseveration of an 

individual and their sanity. In the 1980s fear of new diseases such as AIDS led to a glut of 

films around issues of ñbody horrorò, for instance David Cronenbergôs Scanners (1981) and 

The Fly (1986). 

As well as these more generic anxieties, cinema also taps into the cultural and indeed 

countercultural preoccupations of the day. In purely business terms this is in order for the 

film industry to produce, distribute and project what it imagines a predominantly youthful 

audience might find interesting and therefore pay to watch, negotiating what Stan Beeler 

refers to as ñthe dialectical relationship between the phenomenon and its artistic 

representationò (Beeler, 2007: 182).  

My broader research will argue that rave culture, or Electronic Dance Music Culture 

(henceforth EDMC), was the last great countercultural movement of the 20
th
 century, what 

Matthew Collin calls ñthe most extraordinary entertainment form yet inventedò (Collin, 2009: 

vii). In line with the academic theory outlined in this introduction, many films have tried to 

make sense of this phenomenon, ultimately forming a recognised subgenre of ñEDMC filmsò. 

To roughly outline this topos, films such as Human Traffic (1999), 24 Hour Party People 

(2002), Itôs All Gone Pete Tong (2004), and even the comedic vehicle Kevin & Perry Go 

Large (2000), have all centred on club culture as context for their discourse, detailing the 

scene for a possibly non-participatory audience keen to be entertained and, in some cases, 

educated. My research will more broadly aim to address what Sean Nye identified in Dance 

Cult as ña current lacuna in club culture scholarship ï namely, the scarce critical-aesthetic 

engagement with filmic representations of EDM cultureò. 

The approach of this particular paper will be firstly to signpost what is meant by Electronic 

Dance Music Culture as a subcultural domain, and then consider what might form a club 

culture narrative. In terms of methodology, the paper will refer to two primary texts - the as 

yet unreleased films, both titled Ecstasy (for the purposes of clarity they will be identified by 

reference to their director: the one based on the Irvine Welsh story will therefore be 

referenced as ñHeydonò, the other as ñLuxò). It should be pointed out that the Heydon film 

remains unreleased and, although I have read the Irvine Welsh story on which it is based and 

sourced a substantial quantity of marketing material around the film, I have not seen it. 

Therefore, it will be considered more for its conditions of production and marketing, rather 

than the minutiae of its content. I have, however, seen the Lux film, which has had a limited 

release in North America, via DVD and streaming methods. I need also point out that, 

although the copy I have is marked as a final cut and will be the one I refer to, it appears the 

film has subsequently been re-edited. 

Taken together, the films will also act as a very pliable springboard into a broader 

examination of the themes within club culture narratives, and will prove useful in identifying 

the very particular issues that arise when representing club culture in the film medium. These 

might include practical issues around, for instance, the use of diegetic and non-diegetic music 

(a definition of diegtic codes will follow); and representations of recreational drug use. More 

broadly, issues might concern notions of morality and the very nature of both replicating, and 

conveying, the energy of a dance club to a passive cinema audience. The research will 

incorporate primary interviews with an actress from the Lux film, as well as the 

composer/producer of much of the filmôs diegetic and non-diegetic music. Finally, the texts 

http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1866039_1866042_1865892,00.html
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1866039_1866042_1865894,00.html
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will be held up against the opinions of film theorist Mark Cousins, and EDMC scholars such 

as Stan Beeler. The paper will argue that such EDMC narratives can be read through this 

process of viewing cinema in its relation to wider society and conclude that such close 

examination will ultimately leave the majority of EDMC films wanting and the club scene 

itself deprived of an on-going cultural legacy.  

2. Everything Begins With An E 

Firstly then, in order to define the countercultural domain that concerns this paper, I will start 

with a very brief outline of what is meant by EDMC. The so-called Second Summer of Love 

in 1988 was the perfect storm of cultural, political and pharmaceutical effects. A nascent 

house music sound, defined by a stripped-down, electronic beat, combined with a new drug, 

MDMA - popularly named ecstasy - and lit a blue touch paper for a generation of young 

people disenfranchised by the hard-edged politics of Thatcherism. Margaret Thatcher 

famously said there was no such thing as a society. Whilst possibly true within the quotidian 

world, in the warehouses, fields and nightclubs of the UK, people found their society on the 

dancefloor. 

As the socio-political impact of the rave scene became clear, then EDMC came onto the radar 

of writers, journalists and filmmakers - all keen, as outlined in my introduction, to use 

contemporary club preoccupations as source material for their narratives. In her introduction 

to the 1997 collection of rave fiction, Disco Biscuits, Sarah Champion writes: 

It was perhaps inevitable that this culture would finally influence literature 

too. In the fifties and sixties, jazz and psychedelia inspired writing from Jack 

Kerouacôs On The Road to Allen Ginsbergôs ñHowlò and Tom Wolfeôs 

Electric Kool Aid Acid Test. In the nineties, we have Irvine Welshôs 

Trainspotting, the book, the film and the attitude (Champion, 1997: xiv) 

Indeed, Champion goes on to argue that EDMC is actually better served by fiction than by its 

journalism or, indeed, music. Such EDMC films and literature soon formed secondary 

phenomena, of interest to both participators and outsiders. Stan Beeler writes about this 

notion this in his book Dance, Drugs and Escape and, although I will take issue with aspects 

of his standpoint, I agree with his assertion that such texts serve two different functions:   

the first is to describe the subculture to the mainstream and the second is to 

allow the members of the subculture to celebrate their participation in ways 

other than clubbing (2007: 25) 

To consider, for a moment, the two texts together. The fact that both films are Canadian-

financed productions and either in part (Heydon) or entirely (Lux), filmed in Canada, 

highlights the very strange co-incidence of their concurrent appearance. This is only 

accentuated when you note the websites for the two films: www.ecstasymovie.com (Heydon) 

and www.ecstasyfilm.com (Lux). However on reflection, although the timing of their release 

may be considered coincidental, their title and choice of subject matter actually says a great 

deal about the on-going penetration of EDMC within mainstream culture.  

It might also be assumed there is an agenda ï at turns both provocative and promotional - 

behind the choice of the word ñecstasyò as the title for a film. MDMA was the fuel that 

powered the rave revolution. First patented as Methylenedioxymethamphetamine in 1912 in 

Germany, then further synthesised by chemist Alexander Shulgin in America, in its very 

early years MDMA was given the street name ñAdamò and also ñempathyò, because of its 

affect on serotonin levels and the resulting openness experienced by users (Collin, 2009: 25). 

However street level marketers realised they needed something more immediate and 

powerful and settled on, in the words of Matthew Collin, ña seductive new brand name - the 
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word ecstasyò (2009: 28) which led to a ñchemical carnival, a form of mass intoxication 

without precedenceò (Jay, 2010: 46). Such is the ubiquity of EDMC that the potential 

audience for these two films ï the so-called ñChemical Generationò - would be well aware of 

the connotations of the word beyond its dictionary definition and that as such, the title is 

codified shorthand for that audience, a signifier of its countercultural, chemical content.   

However if we now return to the two films, the use of the word is rendered somewhat 

problematic. In the case of the Lux text, the red pills that form the focus for the filmôs drug 

use are pharmaceuticals stolen from a mental hospital and are therefore patently not MDMA. 

In the case of the Heydon film, the issue is less to do with pharmaceutical verisimilitude and 

more broadly to do with the marketing of the film itself. The film is based on an Irvine Welsh 

short story titled, in fact, The Undefeated and subtitled An Acid House Romance. The film 

therefore appropriates the title of the actual collection rather than the novella itself. As argued 

above, one might assume that this is for the greater marketing impact of the final product.  

Both films subscribe to what film critic Mark Cousins, in his work The Story Of Film, refers 

to as ñClosed Romantic Realismò. In other words, the fourth wall is very much in place and 

the drama is contained entirely within the construct of the film, which we observe, I would 

suggest, as floating voyeurs. Cousins references the word romance as ñemotions in such films 

tend to be heightenedò and realism because ñpeople in such movies are recognisably human 

and the societies depicted have problems similar to our ownò (Cousins, 2004: 494). There 

are, of course, humans within these texts, and love stories at the heart of both films. However, 

it could be argued that the most intriguing character in both narratives is the drug itself; the 

most interesting relationship that between the characters and the drug. In Teaser Trailer 3
1
 a 

voice over recounts the various street names for MDMA: ñeccies, disco biscuits, white doves, 

the club drug, a love drug, X, MDMA, 100% pure ecstasyò. Teaser Trailer 2
2
 for the Heydon 

film features pills falling through the air, in slow motion, like chemical confetti. The 

marketing poster for the Lux film features a mountain of white pills, on top of which stands a 

girl in her school uniform: 

 

Fig. 1. Marketing poster for the Lux film, Ecstasy 

                                                      

1 Irvine Welshõs Ecstasy Teaser Trailer 3, You Tube. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z5ls2TegJ60 [Accessed September 27th 
2011] 

 

2 Irvine Welshõs Ecstasy Teaser Trailer 2, You Tube. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BkqezYFu43w [Accessed September 
27th 2011] 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z5ls2TegJ60
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BkqezYFu43w
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Both vehicles seem to be suggesting oversupply and overconsumption, that the underlying 

driver of the filmsô narrative is excess.  

3. From Club Scene to Movie Screen 

I will now look at structural issues within the Lux film by a close examination of one scene, 

before moving onto a broader consideration of the morality of such films in reference to the 

Heydon vehicle. Firstly, let us consider the use of diegetic codes within the Lux film. 

Diegetic and non-diegetic music can broadly be defined as follows: diegetic music is that 

which occurs within the environment of the film ï for instance a car stereo, a radio or, in this 

case, the music a DJ is playing in a nightclub. This is set against non-diegetic music, likely to 

be the soundtrack or incidental music to the piece, designed to be detected by the audience in 

the cinema but not the actors within the narrative.  

In one of the early foundation scenes of the film, the four principal female leads are in the 

nightclub where one of them works as a DJ. All consume the red pills that one girl, Dianna 

Meyer, has stolen from her mother Alison, a nurse at the aforementioned mental facility. To 

convey the impression of the drug taking hold, the director makes sharp cuts in the edit to 

denote excitement and heightened sensation: eyes are dazed, sweat drips, heads are thrown 

back in a sexualised display of ecstatic rapture, a lesbian kiss suggests something more exotic 

than that which has gone before. However, perhaps even more important than the directorôs 

schema is how the transformative effect of the drug is conveyed acoustically. In diegetic 

terms the music seems to bulk up and throb, sounds melt, voice are distorted and there is a 

ringing in the ears ï shared subjectively by the viewers as well as the characters. Therefore 

the ringing sound might be said to cross the diegetic divide, in that in this case it is heard by 

both the character and the audience.  

This is the key scene for the drama that follows; however it also reflects an essential and 

peculiar issue in EDM films: how to convey the transformative effects of a powerful drug for 

a passive film audience. It is not simply a matter of mise-en-scene as geometrics: in the 

process of rotating a horizontal dancefloor onto a vertical cinema screen, it seems the 

intensity of the experience dissipates. This particular issue in club culture narratives is 

accepted by two of the people involved in the film project. In an interview I conducted with 

Elisa King,
3
 who plays Dianna Meyer, she explains that the venue used to replicate the club 

was actually a room beneath a bank, far removed from a nightclub environment. She 

explains: ñIt was kind of funny because we didnôt have any extrasé and we had a club scene 

to film.ò Crew, friends and actors were called upon to dress up to play the other clubbers at 

the party, having to adopt the demeanour of the blissed-out raver in the far more sober, sterile 

environment of a bank vault. The moment, it seems, is hard to capture cinematically, and then 

only further loses resolution in the on-going process of its passive consumption. The filmôs 

audience is likely to be rested, in a quiet cinema, far removed from the club experience. 

In addition, the composer of the filmôs diegetic music, Nick Hussey, had to retrospectively fit 

his music to the movements in the scene; for instance, to the tempo of the dancing and the 

actions of the DJ. Hussey was given time-coded scenes in isolation and without any post-

production sound, to then write the music that might have been played in the club. Different 

takes of the same shot would use different dummy tracks and therefore Hussey had to write to 

the rhythm of the movement he saw, which results in music ranging from 126-140 beats per 

minute. In a later interview I conducted with him,
4
 he explains: 

                                                      

3 King, Elisa, actress, interviewed by the author, Mulligans Irish Pub, Manchester July 1st 2011 

4 Hussey, Nick, film score composer, interviewed by the author, All Bar None,   
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You have to make it fit ï you have to find the certain tempo of the scene and 

work it out so thereôs no singing where thereôs any talking and vice versa. 

When youôre writing a song thatôs easy ï thereôs two verses, the chorus and 

outro, all in a set order. But when youôre doing a film you canôt. Youôve got to 

cram it in when you can - get the best bits from the scene, not necessarily the 

best bits from the song. Itôs challenging 

In a subsequent interview, Hussey remarked that the process was further complicated by 

these subsequent re-edits of the film. Such edits have re-cut certain scenes and therefore 

further thrown out the synergy between the mise-en-scene and diegetic soundtrack. 

Aside from these very practical issues in conveying the club culture experience to a movie 

viewer, there are also more broader, moral issues to consider. Beeler argues that in the source 

story for the Heydon film, The Undefeated, ñclub cultureé is bereft of any political motives 

or overt social projectò (2007: 62) and, in a sense, contradicts his own philosophy outlined in 

the book that EDMC films and literature can be considered via their dialectical relationship 

with, for instance, race, gender and politics. While it is entirely viable to take such a position, 

I would argue that EMDC resists such simple categorisation; rather, the dancefloor functions 

as a kind of Etch-a-sketch in which such rigid definitions can be depicted then shaken off, 

creating a much more abstract design for life. 

4. Imposing Order on Chaos 

Perhaps it is therefore for society at large to impose the moral framework onto the club scene; 

for directors and writers to impose order via a coherent narrative within this secondary 

phenomena; for academics to make sense of it, in terms of an on-going countercultural 

chronology. Indeed, Beelerôs ñdialectical relationshipò outlined earlier in this paper is an on-

going project, and one that becomes more ordered, the further it is removed from the chaos of 

the dancefloor. Irvine Welsh had to impose order on the dancefloor in order to turn it into the 

story The Undefeated. Director Rob Heydon then imposed further order ï for instance in 

making the principal male character Lloyd an international drug dealer ï to create a more 

dynamic narrative, in keeping with other tropes of the neo-gangster genre. As such, texts 

evolve and become more coherent narratives, rather than existing as impressionist renderings 

of a chaotic countercultural scene. 

The Lux text is even more rigorous in imposing a moral framework on the narrative. One 

storyline involves the priest of the local church, who sources the same red pills via Alison 

Meyer as her own daughter, in an attempt to drug his congregation. The suggestion of parity 

between the institutions of church and nightclub (both serviced by the same drug) chimes 

with an on-going neo-tribal dialetic within EDMC that portrays the club as church and the DJ 

as priest. For instance, Collin writes of the Warehouse club in Chicago, ñfor most of the 

people that went there it was a church for themò (2009: 15) and at one point in the Lux film, 

the priest says: 

Different people, different cultures, pray to all kinds of different Gods.  Some 

people pray to cows. Some people pray to rock stars 

Interestingly, a scene from Teaser Trailer 2 of the Heydon film features a character Woodsy, 

also talking to a priest. ñFaith, thatôs not real,ò he says, before holding up a pill to the priest, 

adding: ñthis is realò. Although an initial reading of the Lux film might assume it subverts the 

usual narrative arc of EDMC texts (the drugs originate not within a nightclub but a medical 

facility and not via a dealer but a characterôs own mother) the film ultimately abandons this 

as a narrative position, instead adopting a rather more reactionary standpoint in establishing a 
                                                                                                                                                                     

Manchester, March 25th 2011 
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nightclub (Saturday night) in counterpoint to a church (Sunday morning) ï the one dark, the 

other light - rather than as analogous institutions.  

5. And The Beat Goes On 

It must be assumed that these two films, in their use of drugs, diegetic and non-diegetic 

music, references to clubs, and especially in their provocative use of title, are placing 

themselves centrally within EDMC and setting themselves up as EDMC films. Taken 

together, aside from the co-incidence of their title, the release of the two films demonstrates 

the on-going cultural penetration of EDMC and its relevance as a subject matter for a 

contemporary cinema audience. In terms of the longevity of this scene, many in the audience 

for either film, even with an 18 certificate, will not have been born during the flowering of 

that Second Summer of Love and yet will still be congnoscent of the tropes and modes of 

EDMC referenced within the discourse. EDMC has arguably enjoyed a deeper ï and certainly 

longer ï cultural penetration of any subcultural form since the hippy scene of the late ó60s. 

As Simon Reynolds points out in his book Generation Ecstasy, writing in the late 1990s: 

òthis culture ï call it rave, or techno or electronic dance music - still feels incredibly vital. Itôs 

only just hitting its primeò (Reynolds, 1999: 390).  

Perhaps EDMC is subject to the popular myth of the 20-year rule, when cultural movements 

come back into focus. Indeed, the Heydon film, to be released in 2011, is based on a story 

published in 1996. If so, in the case of EDMC it will have managed to come back without 

ever having gone away. Furthermore it might be argued that the North American aspect to the 

films demonstrates a new reach of EDMC into both Canada and the USA. It is commonly 

understood that, despite the importance of cities like Detroit, Chicago and New York in the 

evolution of house music and club culture, it remained a fringe subculture on that side of the 

Atlantic compared to the UK, where it took a very deep hold. This is backed up by Elisa 

King, who remarks in the same interview: ñIn North America itôs really catching on ï things 

are changing, especially in electronic music.ò  

What remains a constant is that for North America, as for Europe, the cinema screen is the 

mirror society holds up to itself. Moving forward, these reflections will collate to form a 

visual-historic archive, footage by which any particular scene is remembered and judged, 

fading and degrading not because of the film stock, but because of changing cultural 

preconceptions. EDMC films sit, collectively, within the film theory outlined in this paper ï 

that such texts can be seen as much more than mere entertainment. However because of the 

issues of mise-en-scene outlined on a micro level, and the moral strictures on a macro level, a 

film called - very deliberately - Ecstasy, remains largely unsuccessful in translating the spirit 

of the club scene to the movie screen. While there are some notable exceptions, the end result 

of such collective failings is that as a consequence, the perception of EDMC will suffer as the 

decades progress and people consider such secondary phenomena its evolving cultural 

archive. To return to the dream analogy that began this paper, journalist Stephen Kingston 

remarked the birth of the club scene itself was a dream, a fantastical dream until it became of 

primary interest to those who might seek to profit from it: 

clubbers had become a little more than consumers to be exploited by corporate 

concerns, following the well-established youth culture trajectory: revolt into 

style, rebellion into money. The dream was finally over. (Collin: 2009, 334) 

If these films are designed to stand as cinemaôs dreams of the club scene, then they are 

unreliable narratives.  As such, the integrity of the EDMC mythos may deteriorate, like the 

vinyl on which the scene was built. Instead it will be for the participators to look inwards; for 

their unconscious to replay their own memories, their own dreams of the dancefloor.  
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Abstract 

  

Sociable folk dancing is a popular pastime for many people in Britain forming a social hub 

for many of the people who participate.  The events and activities organised around this can 

be viewed as non-youth music scenes that most of the participants adopt at a later time in 

their life.  This paper presents some early reflections on my doctoral research, which takes a 

cross-disciplinary ethnographic approach through fieldwork, to focus on the practice of Cajun 

and Zydeco, and Scandinavian folk music and dance in Britain.  This paper aims to explore 

issues such as intergenerational engagement with music, identity production in terms of 

aging, and how participation in folk social dance fits within the 'life course' of participants. 

Keywords 
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A restless sea that rises and falls, changing shape with the music in waves 

and peaks and troughs, steady, repeating, evolving in a complexity of 

rhythms and dynamics.  Capricious and playful, changing mood through the 

night it sighs, then ripples and swirls, a gentle whirlpool that flows and 

eddies around the room, spinning and turning throughout the small hall, a 

dulcet wash of colour and light, or whipped up rising and dipping into a 

lively storm of motion.
5
 

The word ófolkô evokes almost a century of intriguing constructs and received popular 

images; traditional costume, superstition and earthy wisdom, an old man with a hand cupped 

to an ear, crooning a ballad of rural life, or more recently beer and beards, and summer 

festivals.  Folk music mostly sits apart from pop and jazz lacking the verve and razzmatazz 

that makes these other types of Popular Music so alluring.  Folk social dance conjures up a 

number of impressions stimulated by mediated images of Maypoles and Morris Men, which 

conflict with the vibrant picture of joie de vivre, of a contemporary folk social dance, painted 

above.  In spite of fashions for Country Line Dancing, Swing, Jazz, Salsa, Tango, and 

Zumba, to name but a few, and the recent rise in interest in ball room style social dance 

stimulated by popular television programmes, there appears to have been no noticeable rise in 

interest in folk social dance.  Again there appears to be an intriguing and noticeable distance 

between it and other similar, non-folk cultural pursuits, but there is a lot more going on in 

folk social dance than meets the eye. 

This paper is based on findings from a study of how certain types of folk music and social 

dance are practised in Britain, and aims to contribute to an understanding of how people use 

                                                      

5 Dancer3, unpublished prose by the author.  
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music in their daily lives by looking at the music and dance cultures of people interested in 

two particular types of imported musics.  This is a cross disciplinary, ethnographic study and 

although related work has been done, there have been no in-depth studies in this area and 

discussion of which has highlighted many questions, preconceptions, and misunderstandings 

about this music based activity.  This research is undertaken from the perspective of one who 

has been involved with these types of music and dance events for over ten years as both 

musician and dancer, as well as that of an academic, and this paper presents some reflections 

based its early stages of fieldwork. 

1. The Story So Far ï existing literature 

Under the radar of commercial and media attention, many people in Britain regularly gather 

to take part in pastimes that form the social hub of their lives, one such activity is folk social 

dancing.  Exactly how many is ómanyô is hard to determine, because as with other leisure 

pastimes and popular hobbies, from wine making to train spotting, and Dungeons and 

Dragons to Live Action Role Play (LARP); these activities can be highly organised and have 

huge national appeal, but are generally based on an informal network of loose relationships 

and casual organisation.  The exact number of folk music and social dance festivals and 

events is likewise hard to determine, in some places there are weekly classes, in others 

monthly get-togethers and annual festivals and events.  However, it may be estimated through 

participation and anecdotal evidence that thousands of individuals, and possibly hundreds of 

small groups scattered about the country, come together on a regular basis to take part in a 

great variety of types of folk social dance. 

Interest in what people do with music has increased in recent years as shown by the number 

of recent studies whose focus has been on music in social life, however, few of these studies 

have taken folk social dance as their context.  These studies have been based on a range of 

methodological approaches within the social sciences which have addressed a number of 

important questions (Bull 2000; Cohen 1997; De Nora 2000; Frith 2003).  The few studies 

that have taken folk social dance as their context reflect this range of methodologies.  For 

example, a small number of politically orientated studies have been based on the Argentinean 

Tango; Savigliano (1995) focuses on the sociological and political meaning of the Tango 

dance, and Wartluft (2009) takes an ethnographic perspective on issues of gender in Tango 

clubs and Salons in Buenos Aires.  Revillôs paper uses French folk social dance in Britain as 

the context for assessing the usefulness of ónonrepresentational theoryô (after Thrift 2000) 

rather than social theory in human and cultural Geography (Revill 2004).  Wilkinson
 

conducted a comprehensive study in the 1990ôs of the social dance events held in Brittany 

known as Fest Noz and Fest Deiz and on the practices surrounding them.  He was concerned 

with their organisational structure and its relation to professionalism, and with their cultural 

and socioeconomic significance (Wilkinson 2003).  Ruth Finnegan studied and wrote about 

amateur music making in Milton Keynes in the late 1980ôs in her study The Hidden 

Musicians (Finnegan 1989), however, other than this little has been written about non-

professional music making, an aspect of social life that is important to very many people, 

including the majority of those who play at folk social dance events. 

A very significant characteristic of the activities that are the subject of this research is that the 

majority of participants are within an age range of 30 and 60 years of age, with 

approximately equal numbers of participants younger and older than this.  The events and 

activities organised around these forms of folk social dance could therefore be viewed as non-

youth music scenes that most of the participants adopt at a later time in their lives.  Very little 

attention has been paid to ôgroups of people and organisations, situations and events involved 

with the production and consumption of particular music genres and stylesô (Cohen 1999, 
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p239), where the participants are non-youth.  The study of popular music has been 

overwhelmingly concerned with youth culture and the academic definition of scene itself has 

generally been based on works to do with youth scenes, rather than participation by non-

youth (Cohen 1997; Harris 2000; Peterson and Bennett 2004; Shanks 1994; Thornton 1995; 

Tsitsos 1999).  While some studies have commented on older scene participants (Andes 

1998; Calcutt 1998; MacDonald-Walker 1998; Ross 1994; Wienstein 2000), it is only 

recently that a small number of studies have focused on aspects of non-youth participation in 

musical activities (Bennett 2006; Hodkinson 2010; Vroomen 2004).  The age of the 

participants in folk music and social dance therefore raises questions regarding the politics of 

participation in these events; this study aims, therefore, to contribute to a small but 

developing field of study which considers how age has an impact on types and modes of 

participation. 

 

2. More than the Dance 

2.1 Scene from afar ï a picture of the field of study 

Folk dancing is often seen as a means by which people connect with an imagined past (cf. 

Hobsbawm and Ranger 1989; Boyes 1993; et al) and is practised in a variety of forms.  The 

type of folk dancing that is the subject of this study is not the presentational type of dance 

that one generally associates with folk, for example Morris dancing or Clog dancing in 

English folk culture, but is social dance where people go along to an event to participate in 

dancing and not just to be spectators.  A few examples would include Breton dance, Irish and 

Scottish set dance, Contra dance, Salsa, Argentinean Tango, and Klezmer.  No one wears 

costume at these events and, in this country at least, no one goes only to sit and watch, it is 

not aimed to entertain an audience and for most participants it is an easy sociable activity on 

par with going to a friendly local pub or a party, but which involves dancing rather than 

standing holding a drink. 

An ethnographic approach has been adopted for this study which, from the very wide range 

of origins and dance styles within folk social dance, focuses on the events and activities to do 

with two folk music and social dance styles practised in Britain; Scandinavian Folk Dance, 

and the dances associated with Cajun and Zydeco music of Louisiana.  Both of these styles 

are practised regularly at national and regional events around Britain and they serve as 

interesting, contrasting examples, as each is quite distinctive in the style of dance and also in 

the way in which events and activities are organised around them.  Significantly however, 

they share distinct similarities in their practice and it is these similarities that are of value in 

the understanding of these music based activities.  

Many of the preconceptions and misunderstandings referred to earlier could be accounted for 

by the low profile of these events and activities, which largely operate non-commercially and 

attract little or no media attention.  For example, events are largely organised on a not for 

profit, óbreak evenô basis by enthusiasts, and the larger annual dances and festivals attract 

between 70 and 120 people.  These folk social dance events have no merchandising and very 

little publicity or advertising and there are no specialist publications.  Many of the events 

which are the focus of this study are also often run on a communal basis, which may involve 

a level of participation in the event beyond taking part in only the music and dance.  Often 

participants take an active role, through helping with the setting up of the event, volunteer 

stewarding, tidying and general housekeeping, and at some events by helping in the 

preparation of communal meals.  This often encourages a spirit of equality and cooperation 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































