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An archive occupies a significant position in how we remember the past. An 
archive also defines us as we are today and gives us insights into reimagining 
our futures. Archives are repositories – however, they should never be seen as 
static in the knowledge that they hold. Archives have the potential to be catalysts; 
triggering new perspectives, providing fresh insights, and laying a context for 
knowledge for a world yet unknown. 

An archive is also about the person or the institution who is collecting its 
materials and artefacts. Esther Leslie writes of  Walter Benjamin’s passion 
as a collector and the impact on his writings, where ‘moment, history, stance 
intersected with the encrypted meanings of  the object as historical witness to 
produce a spark of  charged social memory.’ (Leslie, 2007,  p. 210) We might also 
view the archive as a critical platform through which questions on authenticity 
and reliability might be asked: Whose archive and whose history? What are the 
cultural implications? And, what of  the biases and ethical implications involved in 
any formal act of  collecting and curating? As new forms of  digital technologies 
emerge, how might this impact the traditional notion of  what an archive is for, 
how we store, collect and interpret what is contained within? What is the role of  
archives in shaping what we know as communication researchers? 

The Archives of  Curiosity forms the basis for this year’s MRes RCA 
Communication Design Pathway collaborative project and book. Nine students 
have come together to discuss, explore and debate these and other pressing 
questions which have emerged out of  their early research investigations. This has 
been a starting point in their research journey to scope individual areas of  interest 
using an archival resource as a catalyst for thinking differently about their final 
Thesis projects.

We celebrate diversity. Each chapter in this book is written or visualised from 
the personal perspective of  its author and positioned within relevant cultural, 
political, technological, social, sensory, behavioural and visual contexts. Students 
have chosen methods to address specific lines of  inquiry employing a range 
of  strategies from interviews, observation, visualisation, to speculative and 
historiographical approaches. This project, whilst resulting in the publication of  
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individual research outcomes, could not have been achieved without a number of  
collaborative touch points from initial meetings with librarians and archivists to 
the production of  the final outcome with our printer Pureprint Group Limited. 
At the same time, we would argue the most significant collaboration has been 
that between students themselves and the degree to which they have informed, 
critiqued and supported each other. The Archives of  Curiosity evidences these 
moments in their research journey, whilst simultaneously indicating trajectories 
for future explorations.

Dr Helga Schmid, Senior Tutor, MRes RCA Communication Design Pathway 
Professor Teal Triggs, School Lead on Research Degrees
Royal College of  Art, School of  Communication

NOTES
Esther Leslie (2007) Walter Benjamin. London: Reaktion Books.
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In a world of  information overload and twenty-four hour news cycles, archiving 
has become an act of  resistance. It implies, after all, stopping for a moment 
and considering the past. It requires time and attention to select what needs 
to be archived and to decide what we salvage, so that future generations might 
understand who we were and who we are.

Our collective imagination pictures the idea of  an archive as an old dusty 
library filled with precious ancient books. But in reality, as this book shows, 
archives are far more diverse. They can include archives of  smell, of  memories, 
of  languages and of  play. They can be physical as well as immaterial. They can 
be personal or communal. All these archives are constructed as time capsules; a 
reflection of  our lives, our cultures and our histories.

The Book Test Unit has become a Royal College of  Art tradition, built in 
partnership with our main sponsor Pureprint Group Limited. Each academic 
year, a cohort of  students has the privilege of  writing and designing a book about 
a chosen topic. The book is subsequently printed by Pureprint Group Limited and 
distributed by students for no profit to our stakeholders, potential collaborators 
and those who have a keen interest in archives as places for creative inspiration

As a cohort of  MRes RCA Communication Design Pathway (2018-19) 
students, we were asked to reflect on the theme of  ‘the archive’. Driven by 
curiosity and a desire to expand our knowledge, we each have chosen a specific 
archive to explore in relation to research undertaken for our Master’s thesis. From 
our explorations, a book was born, designed to evoke the symbolic black box of  
a plane as a nod to the archive’s relentlessness in keeping records of  events and 
history alive, even when faced with tragedies. 

Archives of  Curiosity is a collection of  works exploring nine different archives 
across space, time and specialist topics. Through them, we, the students, look 
back at the past to speculate about our future, traversing topics from politics 
to social sciences, from environmentalism to art history. All of  us stand on the 
shoulders of  everyone who made history before us, and this book honours it.  

Thank you for delving into the Archives of  Curiosity. We hope you are 
inspired by its contents.

INTRODUCTION
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A D V E R T I S I N G  A S 
V I S U A L  P O L L U T I O N

CHAPTER 1

Seeing Through A Newspaper Archive

Ha Young Cho (Stephen)

The archive I have looked into is the online newspaper archive 
of  The New York Times. The archive was created by The New 
York Times, and is called the ‘TimesMachine’. The archive 
provides browsable full-scanned pages of  every issue of  The 
New York Times published between 1851 and 2002.

Advertisements
I see more advertising than entertainment 
or news, and even more advertisements 
and sponsored posts on Facebook than I 
do any substantive content. Magazines have 
multiple pages of  advertisements; many 
precede the content I wish to read, while 
advertisements are embedded in websites 
causing slow loading speed. The increase 
of  advertisements is making it difficult for 
the public to avoid them, and it is voiced as 
a common frustration (Rotfeld, 2006). This 
bombardment of  advertising adds up: on 
average a person is exposed 4,000 – 10,000 
advertising messages a day (Simpson, 2017). 
Due to their sheer number, we have become 
tolerant of  advertisements, to the extent that 
we don’t always know when we see one as our 
mind applies selective filtering (Styles, 2006 p. 
43-44). Can you recall the last time you saw an 
advertisement and remembered its contents? 
Normally, the answer will be no. Studies have 
shown that unless we’re exposed to multiple 
identical advertisements we’re likely to forget 
their content (Zielske, 1959). This makes the 
brand repeat its identical advertisements in 
multiple mediums, creating Visual Pollution. 
The term Visual Pollution is ‘usually applied 
to describe the negative effects of  man-

made structures on people’s perception and 
enjoyment of  the surrounding environment’ 
(Anciaes, 2014, p.1709). The aforementioned 
overexposure to advertisements could 
therefore be conceptualised in terms I call it 
Advertising as Visual Pollution (AVP).  

People may question, ‘how can advertising 
harm me?’ Long-term exposure to the same 
unpleasant and intimidating view, both 
environmental and screen-based, can cause 
psychological conditions such as stress and 
depression (Anciaes & Garrett, 2014). Studies 
by the World Health Organization show that 
people who are consistently exposed to views 
which they consider unpleasant are 40% more 
likely fall into depression than those who 
have more pleasant views (Principe, 2015). 
Indeed, AVP is causing information overload 
as companies ramp up their advertisements, 
on the premise that the more interaction 
and information they provide, the better 
chance they have of  gaining the attention 
of  distracted customers. However, with the 
rise of  advertisements, consumers aren’t 
empowered, but rather overwhelmed and 
disengaged (Spenner and Freeman, 2012). 
This results in potential consumers purposely 
avoiding ad messages, even if  they could help 
or improve their life. In terms of  how much 

About the archive
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they can listen to and how much information 
they can absorb, people have a limit of  five 
to nine items at any one time, no matter how 
good the messages are (Miller, 1957). With so 
many advertisements vying for our attention, 
it would be interesting to investigate if  
advertising has always been so cluttered and 
noisy.

Newspaper Archive
The advertising industry is fast-paced, and 
its onus is on finding new ideas and new 
innovations to sell to the consumer. However, 
by moving too fast, we can’t strategically ask 
the right questions or take time to think about 
fixing the problems. We are creating more 
problems with AVP: unnecessary information 
overload. In order to pause and develop an 
understanding as to why advertisements have 
become the way they are today, I am reviewing 
an archive of  newspapers to analyse how 
advertising has evolved over time. 

During my advertising career in New 
York City, there was an unwritten rule in the 
industry to test out an idea for simplicity and 
intelligibility: ‘does this idea work in print?’  
The test assessed whether the idea was simple 
enough for the people to understand quickly. 
As my former teacher Jack Mariucci once 
said, the viewers need to understand what the 
print ad message is in 3 seconds or else they 
will ignore it. Print is more difficult to master; 
TV, digital, and other mediums have more 
tools and interactions available to convey 
more diverse and complex messaging for 
longer periods of  time. Print advertisements 
therefore focus on capturing the key essence 
of  an idea, the most vital information. If  you 
can convey a message successfully in a print, 
you can do the same in other ad mediums.  

Advertisements were introduced in 
newspapers in 1833 in New York, when 
Benjamin Day created The Sun, in order to 
provide a cheap newspaper to appeal to a 
mass audience. Whereas a regular newspaper 
cost 6 cents, Benjamin was able to make a 
newspaper that sold for one penny – the 
first newspaper containing advertisements in 
order to lower the cost.  According to Mitchell 

Stephens, author of  A History of  News, this 
was the most popular newspaper in America 
at the time (The Economist, 2011). 1833 was 
a turning point for the newspaper industry. 
Suddenly the newspapers didn’t solely rely 
on selling copies to make revenue but came 
to depend mostly on advertising. All three 
parties involved benefited: the reader got their 
news at a cheaper price, the advertiser could 
reach a larger audience, and the newspaper 
had increased their revenue. The business 
model has remained until this day, making 
print the predominant medium available 
to advertisers for a long time (Dahlen and 
Rosengren, 2016). Given its long history, the 
newspaper is a highly suitable print medium 
to look at when assessing the past trends and 
characteristics of  advertising. 

Newspapers are one of  the few mediums 
that contain advertisements in situ, meaning 
the advertisements still preserved physically 
inside the newspaper with its surrounding 
when the newspaper was printed, rather being 
taken out of  its environment (fig. 1).  An 
aspect of  the methodology I am developing 
to overcome Advertising as Visual Pollution 
is assessing where advertising is situated and 
analyzing its impact on people within that 
space. However, a lot of  advertising (of  any 
medium) that has been archived has been 
preserved outside of  its original context and 
surroundings. When you look at an advertising 
poster from the 1960’s without the knowledge 
of  where it was displayed, you treat the 
specimen more as a design object or artwork. 
It is important for archivers to archive how 
advertisements were situated in order to fully 
understand the context of  advertisements.  
That is why I have chosen the newspaper, as 
a specific medium, and The New York Times, 
as an archive medium because it contains 
where and how the advertising was displayed 
in the medium. Furthermore, The New 
York Times is based in New York City, the 
birthplace of  modern advertising. It should 
be noted however, that newspapers do not 
represent the whole spectrum of  advertising 
we see today, but only a fraction. 

Methodology
In my visual data collection for The New 
York Times, I recorded the area and the 
intensity of  the advertisements. In order to 
see the pattern of  how advertising frequency 
changed overtime, I selected the print edition 
of  The New York Times on the first Monday 
in December for every decade between 1900 
and 2000 (and included 2002 as the latest 
accessible year). The first ten pages of  the 
newspaper were analysed. A more thorough 
examination of  the archive would involve 
the assessment of  the entire paper from 
every fifth year, or better still all 100 years 
between 1900 and 2000. However, this level 
of  analysis was not within the constraints of  
this report and it is considered that data from 

each decade is sufficient enough to display 
general trends. The visual data is presented 
in two main colours: grey for the articles and 
red for advertisements. In the advertisements 
I also measured the intensity.  Intensity was 
determined methodically, considering several 
variables: the size of  the advertisements, 
the size of  the text used within them, 
visual treatment, design and colour. All 
this combined to determine how much the 
advertisement fights over the attention of  
the news article, as the newspaper’s purpose 
was to tell the story of  events. The intensity 
was graded between 10%–100% red, with the 
deepest red colour representing 100% (fig. 2). 
This methodology was applied consistently to 
all advertisements in the newspapers assessed.

Figure 1: 
Cho, S. (2019). In Situ 
Advertisements.

Figure 2: 
Cho, S. (2019). 
Advertisements Intensity 
Grading.
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The New York Times
The purpose of  this data collection was to 
answer the question: Have advertisements 
always been so cluttered like today, or has it 
changed over time? Seeing the visualized data 
(Fig. 3), it seems the nature of  advertisements 
have dramatically changed over time. Below 
I discuss the pivotal decades in advertising 
history to contextualise my findings. 

1900 to 1910
In The New York Times newspaper from 
1900 – 1910 the advertisements were much 
less frequent and more subtle than those 
seen today. Most of  the advertisements were 
very text-heavy, which effectively made them 
blend in with the adjacent newspaper articles. 
All the advertisements were informative local 
advertisements for citizens of  New York 
City, such as local events and local stores 
advertising. According to a study by Larkin 
and Grotta (1976), local news advertisements 
weren’t perceived as an interruption of  the 
news; it was the primary source of  information 
about where to shop and events within the 
community. 

1920 
In the 1920’s there was a substantial shift in 
the amount of  advertisements. The size of  the 
advertisements increased, and the design used 
in advertisements changed, becoming more art 
directional, using headline images and white 
space to capture more attention.  At the start 
of  the ‘roaring ‘20s’, the American economy 
was flourishing, and people had buying power 
that supported a booming market. By 1925, 
nearly 40% of  the U.S workforce was making 
$2,000 or more a year. There was money to 
spend, and advertisements capitalised on this, 
appearing in newspapers, magazines, and radio 
telling the people what, why, and where to buy 
products (Adage, 2003). The historian Robert 
Marchand discusses statistics revealing how 
influential advertising had been in promoting 
sales of  the 1920s. According to Marchand, 
Daniel Pope estimates that the total amount 
spent on advertising in the United States risen 
from $682 million in 1914 to $2,987 million 

in 1929. Companies, not wanting to miss out 
on the benefits advertisements had to offer, 
set aside budget to produce advertisements 
and promote their products. Marchand writes 
that Maxwell House Coffee expanded its 
advertising budget from $19,955 to $509,000 
between 1912 and 1927; the Crane Company 
increased its budget from $79,000 to $436,000 
between 1921 and 1925. Boosting advertising 
agency incomes generated work for art 
directors and copywriters, but as demand 
increased, so too did the cost of  producing 
advertisements. In the words of  one critic 
‘[costs] hit the ceiling, broke through, and 
sailed off  into the empyrean [heaven]’ 
(Pope 1983 cited in Marchand 1986, p.6). 
1920s New York marked the starting point 
of  the advertising industry and culture of  
consumerism.

1950 to 1960
The use of  advertisements took off  again in 
1950 to 1960, following a similar pattern as 
in the 1920s, a result of  post-war economic 
growth. In the U.S there was an abundance 
of  mass-produced goods and people with the 
disposable income to buy them. Supply and 
demand generated more advertisements from 
companies wanting to attract the consumer’s 
interest. It was also the time of  the ‘Creative 
Revolution’ of  the advertising industry, where 
traditional styles and formats of  advertisements 
were replaced by different, innovative designs. 
A famous example is the Volkswagen ‘Think 
Small’ and ‘Lemon’ campaigns, aiming to 
change people’s perceptions of  what a ‘good 
car’ should be, by highlighting positive, if  not 

unusual aspects, such as ‘small’ (i.e. cheaper) 
repair bills, getting a smaller car into smaller 
parking spaces, and an attention to detail that 
incorporated safety features (Adage, 2003). 
The 1960’s established much of  what we see 
in the advertising industry today. 

If  we compare the number of  
advertisements from the 1960s to those shown 
in the newspaper from 2002, the more recent 
edition dedicates less space to advertisements 
(by area on a page). In fact, the percentage area 
of  a newspaper taken up by advertisements 
was at its peak in 1960 at 78% advertisements 
and 22% articles. In 2002, the percentage 
area of  the newspaper was 50:50 articles 
to advertisements (Fig 4). This outcome is 
surprising as I would have assumed that there 
would be more advertisements in the 2002 
newspaper compared to the 1950’s and 60’s.

Whilst the number of  advertisements 
has decreased following its peak in 1960, the 
intensity of  the advertisements has increased 
to compensate for this. This was partly a result 
of  colour being introduced to newspapers in 
the 1970s, making the advertisements stand 
out more, and presenting the merchandise 
in a more interesting and attractive way 
(Gardner, and Cohen, 1964). The design of  
the advertisement also played a big part in the 
increasing intensity. The use of  image evolved, 
with imagery becoming bolder and enlarged 
with bigger headlines. This intensity trend 
has continued up to the 2000s. In parallel, 
the advertising industry became a source of  
enormous pressure on the newspaper industry. 
Beerman and Bagdikian (1983) point out that 
‘the media are no longer a neutral agent of  
the merchant but an essential gear in the 
machinery of  corporate giantism’ (p.151-152). 
According to Lawrence & Robert (1992), 93% 
of  the editors they surveyed reported that 
advertisers had threatened to withdraw their 
advertising contract because of  the content 
of  news stories. Advertising companies 
attempted to manipulate or influence the 
editorial content (Lawrence & Robert 1992). 
Gloria Steinem (1990, p.18) states that ‘news 
magazines use “soft” cover stories to sell 
advertisements, [and] confuse readers with 
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I have identified two major turning points 
in the industry’s history: the 1920s (‘roaring 
20s’) where the industry hired more artists to 
create artwork for advertisements, increasing 
their intensity and number; and the 1960’s 
‘creative revolution’, where a new style of  
advertising was born, laying the foundations 
for advertising as we know it today.   

Looking at the trend of  advertisements 
over time, we can speculate that 
advertisements will become more intense 
and interruptive. In 2019 the number and 
intensity of  advertisements remains high, 
the only significant difference is the medium 
in which the advertisements are placed. 
However, this increase in advertisements is 
not necessarily a bad thing. Up to the present 
day, the attitude of  the advertising industry 
hasn’t changed substantially from that of  the 
1920s. The same attitude to selling remains, as 
does the misconception from the advertisers 
that ramping up the messaging, with more 
interaction, information and bolder, bigger 
images, will grab consumers’ attention (Patrick 
S, Karen F. 2012).  This may have worked until 
the 1990’s, when newspapers, TV and radio 
were the only source for advertisements, and 
advertisements were much more informative 
and locally-based. However today, for the 
many, advertisements are only a distraction 
and stress, and a form of  Advertising Visual 
Pollution. 

It appears as though the newspaper 
advertising industry has experienced changes 
in 40-year cycles, with key events defining 
the characteristics of  that cycle. In the 
1920s, advertisements became more visually 
appealing as artists entered the business. 
In the 1960s, the ‘creative revolution’ of  
the advertising industry began, shifting 
advertisements into a creative field. In the 
2000s: the internet and multimedia advertising 
were born. As technology and globalization is 
advancing rapidly, there could be yet another 
a change waiting to happen to advertisements. 

The key difference between AVP and non-
AVP is if  the advertisement adds a positive, 
beneficial effect or contribution to people or 
society. A stigma toward corporate business 

as a result of  stereotypical perceptions 
leads many to think that anything with 
advertising is AVP. Because there are so many 
advertisements, we think everything is a form 
of  visual pollution. However, not all are bad, 
they have just been obscured by those that are 
AVP and because of  AVP’s bad image for the 
brand. 

In the D&AD archive, there are a 
collection of  non-AVP advertisements that 
we can look at. One example is Intermarché’s 
2015 Inglorious Fruit & Vegetables campaign. 
Intermarché, the 3rd biggest food grocery 
store in France, used this advertising 
campaign to tackle food waste. Each year, the 
world throws away hundreds of  millions of  
tons of  fruits and vegetables just because of  
their ‘non-conventional’ appearance. Their 
idea was to change perceptions of  imperfect 
fruit and vegetables by buying them and 
selling them at a 30% discount (DandAd.
org, 2015). With their advertisements, they 
added a positive spin to ‘imperfect’ food, to 
the benefit of  people, to society, and to their 
brand. 

As it was in 1920, advertising has been 
primarily concerned with consuming and 
selling for more than 100 years, and that 
mindset is strongly present today. With all the 
media channels there is no ad free space in 
our surroundings, but only advertising clutter. 
Advertisers say that in order to break out 
from the advertising clutter, it is necessary 
to make more creative advertising; more 
emotional, funnier, and more innovative. 
Which is true, since advertisement clutter 
is composed of  the same boring repetitive 
message in order to ingrain the messaging 
to the consumer (Rotfeld, 2006).  The focus 
of  the advertising industry always has been 
on how to break through the clutter and 
noise with creative ideas.  However, one in 
every 7,000 advertisements is considered to 
be creative, let alone win a creative award 
(Hurman, 2016). In reality, for this to occur, 
what is needed is not an increase in the number 
of  advertisements or their intensity, but a 
reduction in the number of  advertisements 
we see. As humans we have our limits of  what 

information we can take on board, whether it 
is good or bad. Stewart (2016, p.350) states 
‘The consumer is not a passive recipient of  
advertising messages. Rather, consumers are 
active information seekers and processors.  
Instead of  trying to break through the clutter 
we need to first clear the clutter – because 
no matter how great the advertisements are, 
if  it’s among clutter and noise, the consumer 
will treat advertisements just like any other 
noise. At a recent American Association of  
Advertising Agencies event, Procter and 
Gamble chief  brand officer Marc Pritchard 
said, ‘There’s too much crap’ (CNBC, 2017). 
Instead of  making noise and interrupting 
what people want to see, advertisements need 
to become what people want to see, and the 
advertiser needs to become a listener, not a 
screamer. If  advertising is able to make the 
change, this will be the next ‘revolution’ of  
advertising. 

Advertising can be a powerful tool to 
change the world for the better because it 
has the potential to change perceptions and 
behaviours for the good. As a person who 
has created advertisements, I hope one day I 
can clear out the clutter. As one person who 
created what advertising is today said:

As a private person, I have a passion 
for landscape, and I have never seen 
one improved by a billboard. Where 
every prospect pleases, man is at his 
vilest when he erects a billboard. 
When I retire from Madison Avenue, 
I am going to start a secret society 
of  masked vigilantes who will travel 
around the world on silent motor 
bicycles, chopping down posters at the 
dark of  the moon. How many juries 
will convict us when we are caught in 
these acts of  beneficent citizenship? 
(Ogilvy, 2004, p.127)

Conclusion
To conclude, my assessment of  The 
New York Times newspaper archive has 
demonstrated that the nature of  advertising 
within newspapers has evolved over the 
past century. Both the area of  a newspaper 
occupied by advertisements and the intensity 

“advertorials”’. This media manipulation 
occurred because the newspapers came to 
rely heavily on advertising revenues since the 
financial model was introduced in 1833.  

1990 to 2000
The 1990s and 2000s advertisements 
analysed were more structured, giving the 
advertisements their own defined space in the 
newspaper. It seems the newspaper industry 
was trying to take back control, limiting 
the area that advertisements could take up 
through the use of  templates. However, the 
more significant reason for the decline in 
the number of  advertisements (despite their 
rising intensity) was because the digital age 
of  the internet emerged. As more media 
channels were established, more channels 
of  communication were made available to 
advertisers, enabling them to reach a larger 
audience. Advertisers spread out the media 
budget to target a range of  channels, leading to 
fewer advertisements in the newspapers. This 
multimedia approach lead advertisements 
to the paradox of  our digital age. Despite 
the expansion of  communication channels 
where advertisers can easily send messages 
to consumers, it has become more difficult to 
capture the attention of  the people (Brete and 
Gysels 2008). As people have become more 
distracted, the intensity of  advertisements has 
increased in a bid to capture their attention. 
Visually impactful, bigger headlines and 
simplified typefaces have been adopted, 
continuing to inform the minimalist trends of  
today. 

Discussion
Overall, the proportional advertising content 
in newspapers has increased during the 
past century. Perhaps more importantly, the 
intensity of  the print advertisements has 
increased. The New York Times contained 
advertisements that were focused on 
commodities and consumerism throughout 
the century. The difference over time shows 
advertisements becoming more diverse as 
more businesses emerged and more eye-
catching in order to compete for attention. 
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of  those advertisements increased till the 
1960s. While number of  advertisements 
subsequently decreased in the newspaper 
due to multiple media channels, the intensity 
had continually increased over time. Ads are 
influenced by economic, societal and industrial 
factors. The evolution of  advertisements in the 
newspaper medium has been driven by changes 
in the advertising industry, initially from the 
promotion of  consumerism in the 1920s, to 
developments in creativity in the 1960s and 
competition with the digital realm in the 2000s. 
The question now is have we had enough? There 
are so many advertisements out there vying for 
our attention that the media environment is 
blighted by advertising as visual pollution. The 
market is saturated; adding to the amount of  
advertisements will no longer return gains on 
investment for advertisers and companies, and, 
there is only so much more ‘intensity’ to be 
gained. So what now for advertisements and the 
industry? A fresh approach, focusing on quality 
not quantity may prove beneficial. Next steps 
should be to reduce visual clutter and create 
advertisements that listen and sympathise with 
consumers needs. Minimising the extent to 
which AVP overwhelms the media space will 
hopefully encourage consumers to re-engage 
with the material as exposure to advertisements 
becomes a more pleasant experience.
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A  H O U S E  A R C H I V E D

CHAPTER 2

Barry Gross

The archive in this case consists of  every book, periodical, 
movie and piece of  recorded music housed in my home.  
Located in The Shepherd’s Bush District of  West London, the 
house is a typical Victorian three-story structure which shares 
walls with houses on either side. A home’s content is finite, but 
it is full of  objects that don’t necessarily say anything about 
the makeup of  its residents. The archive of  my favourite film 
director Stanley Kubrick doesn’t include his coat hangers or his 
nail clippers, only what the archivists felt was important. 
 
This archive helps to understand the people housed in my 
house. I chose to concentrate on the things that shape our 
intellect and our emotions.  Reading material, movies and 
recorded music say something substantial about us.  The 
paintings, photographs and sculpture is also significant.  
Clothing, tableware, furniture less so.  The choice of  what 
to archive felt important.  I also rediscovered many objects, 
especially books, which upon seeing them again, reawakened 
memories and emotions, not just about the content, but about 
the time and place in which they were read.

The difference between an archive and a 
regular library is that an archive cares for and 
preserves rare things, mostly one-of-a-kind 
objects, whereas a library allows members 
of  the public to borrow material that, for 
the most part, is duplicated somewhere else. 
Visiting archives and libraries got me thinking 
about the relationship between the noun 
archive, and the verb to archive.  

I decided to archive the contents of  my 
household. What does the house hold? I 
started making a catalogue of  everything 
readable, watchable, and listenable. These 
texts and stories are significant because they 
shape the way we household inhabitants see 
the universe. If  I made a catalogue of  all 
the cotton towels, the significance would be 
different. I began by listing the visual art, but 

found to my surprise that just because I own 
a painting, it doesn’t mean I own the rights 
to publish its image. These rare items make 
an archive (noun) out of  the archiving (verb) 
process.

In Walter Benjamin’s essay, Unpacking 
my Library, Benjamin discusses how he has 
created a home inventory. He wasn’t simply a 
book collector, he wanted to acquire texts, to 
own them and covet them.  It was all about 
the hunt and the kill for Benjamin. When 
he had a particular book in his sight, he was 
compelled to own it. His excitement rose 
as he bought rare volumes through dealers 
or at auction or controlled himself  by not 
bidding, feigning disinterest only to return 
and bag his prey.  

About the archive
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He said, ‘What I’m really concerned with 
is giving you some insight into the relationship 
of  a book collector to his possessions, into 
collecting rather than a collection.’ (Benjamin, 
Zorn and Arendt, 1999) My household, 
however, has no such bloodlust when it 
comes to books. We aren’t hoarders, but we 
do save things.  Acquiring isn’t important, 
but collecting is. We tend to find an author 
or artist and inhale their entire body of  work. 
In contrast, Benjamin was a hunter, we are 
gatherers.

This list is organised by location. I 
categorised according to physical place, by 
location in the house, but the objects could 
equally be sorted according to rank, size, smell, 
relevance, value, emotional memory, weight. 
I suppose I originally ordered the objects by 
size and type, but not really adhering to a set 
taxonomy.  How they were unpacked from 
moving boxes might echo where they were 
previously shelved. We have been a transient 
household. Many of  these objects were from 
our childhoods and have been dragged across 
oceans of  land and water. They have been 
merged with each other as we have merged 
in marriage and family additions. There are 
standards for organising archives, but these 
ways of  categorising are not standardised. 
Some archivists adhere to the standards and 
some choose other methods. Childhood 
memories, food, obsolescence, painful 
associations – how would you categorise your 
personal archive?

Archiving is never finished. I could 
include the dust in the house, the mildew in 
the shower, the fresh flowers which bloom, 
flourish and die. Nothing lasts. The theologian 
Stephen Hodge said: 

Our normal tendency is to believe 
that everything is fixed and solid. We 
wish to believe that all we see is real 
and secure, even though our ordinary 
experience tells us that nothing 
remains unchanged and nothing lasts 
forever. On the contrary, everything 
in the world around us is constantly 
falling apart and requires a great deal 
of  maintenance on our part if  we wish 

to hold it together. (Hodge and Boord, 
1999)

I decided not to include the people in the 
household in the catalogue, but the categories 
name the children: Ben’s room, Abbe’s room, 
Anna’s room, (our room).  The inventory is 
already growing and shrinking according to 
the growth of  the children and the two adults.  

The conceptual artist Christian Boltanski 
conducted a vast archival project called The 
Inventories. He listed and displayed the entire 
contents of  five people’s living spaces, and 
each inventory was displayed at a different 
museum or gallery. ‘The Inventories say 
nothing about anyone. Their only interest is 
that anyone who looks at them sees his or her 
own portrait in them.’ (Modern Art Oxford, 
2014). I disagree.  I think you can an idea of  
who we are by what we read and listen to.

I want to comment on the obsolescence 
of  this list. These things we hold belong to 
the past. Many households no longer collect 
books, certainly not vinyl records, and view 
newspapers or periodicals electronically. For 
example, all of  our compact discs are no 
longer physically in the house. They’ve been 
downloaded into hard drives, our music is 
now ethereal, barring a few vinyl records. In 
the near future, how will I archive everything 
readable, watchable, and listenable if  it doesn’t 
exist physically?  Will I have all these shelves?

Hodge, S. and Boord, M. (1999). The Illustrated 
Tibetan Book of  the Dead. New York: Sterling.

Modern Art Oxford (2014). Inventory Of  Objects 
Belonging To A Young Man Of  Oxford. [online] 
Available at: https://www.modernartoxford.org.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/CHRISTIAN-
BOLTANSKI-exhibition-notes.pdf  [Accessed 8 Apr. 
2019].
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ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND AND 
THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS
LIKE WATER FOR CHOCOLATE

BLACK SWAN GREEN
CALCULATING GOD
DAVID HOCKNEY
THE GLASS ROOM
THE ADVENTURES OF GESSO MARTIN
BLOOD TIES
CORALINE
THE FAIRY TALES OF HERMANN HESSE
STEPPENWOLF
THE LOVELY BONES
BEST FRIENDS
DUDE, WHERE’S MY COUNTRY?
JONATHAN LIVINGSTON SEAGULL
HEART OF DARKNESS AND OTHER TALES
COCKNEY RHYMING SLANG
FATHER TO SON
THE DROWNED SON
THE ENGLISH PATIENT
MATILDA’S ENGLAND
THE ANGEL
A TASTE OF LIFE
TOKYO: A CERTAIN STYLE
JAMES JOYCE DUBLINERS
ESSAYS IN SKEPTICISM
THE BASKETBALL DIARIES
THE DIARY OF A NOBODY
THE END OF THE AFFAIR
GYPSY BOY

SHELF 2 L BOOKCASE OFFICE
1001 ARABIAN NIGHTS
LITTLE WOMEN
FAST FOOD NATION
100 YEARS OF SOLITUDE
BRIDGE OF SIGHS
A SUITABLE BOY
THE SEA, THE SEA
LIFE OF PI
ON CHESIL BEACH
AMSTERDAM
WAR HORSE
ANGELA’S ASHES
SWEET TOOTH
THE CHILDREN ACT
THE GIRLS’ GUIDE TO HUNTING AND FISHING 
ANOTHER WORLD
EXPECTING ADAM
BLOOD CHILD
MONEY
MASTER AND MAN AND OTHER STORIES
THE ENGLISH PATIENT
MORE DIE OF HEARTBREAK
SENOR VIVO AND THE COCA LORD
ABOUT A BOY
HIGH FIDELITY
CHOCOLAT
HAMLET
THE WINTERS TALE
MY BOOKIE WOOK
LIARS AND SAINTS
DARK MATTER

BOTTOM SHELF
GLORY LANE
DOUBLE STAR
EXISTENTIAL ERRANDS
CHILDREN OF DUNE
HELLSTROM’S HIVE

THE LAZARUS EFFECT
ALAS BABYLON
AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF MALCOLM X
THE TAO OF POO
BEFORE NIGHT FALLS
THE NAMES
MIDNIGHT IN THE GARDEN OF GOOD AND 
EVIL 
WAYS OF SEEING
OUTLIERS
THE FAMISHED ROAD
HOW TO BE IDLE
OXFORD DICTIONARY OF SLANG
LIFE BEFORE MAN
THE PORTRAIT OF A LADY

MIDDLE SHELVES OVER DOOR
BEING A REPORTER
ENGLAND’S DREAMING
THE BOOK OF MERLYN
BEHOLD A PALE HORSE
A NEW PAIR OF GLASSES
PANAFLEX USERS’ MANUAL
SPECIAL TOPICS IN CALAMITY PHYSICS
THE BIG SLEEP
THE BLACK DALIA
POSSESSION
THE RELAPSE
BURIAL RITES
THIS BOY’S LIFE
THE WHITE DEVIL
THE COLOR PURPLE
SEXING THE CHERRY
LIKE WATER FOR HOT CHOCOLATE
THE WELL TEMPERED CLAVIER
CHAUCER-GENERAL PROLOGUE MILLENNIUM 
PEOPLE
THE WAR OF ART
MR TWO-BOMB
THE FRAN LEBOWITZ READER
COLLECTED POEMS OF WB YEATS
ETHAN FROME AND SUMMER
THE SHADOW OF THE WIND
MISS WYOMING
QUESTIONS ABOUT ANGELS
BEAUTY AND THE BEAST: DIARY OF A FILM
STYLE CITY BARCELONA

RIGHT SHELVES OFFICE TOP TO BOTTOM
QUICKSILVER
THE DIAMOND AGE
ANATHEM
SYSTEM OF THE WORLD
TRAVEL SECRETS
THE CIDER HOUSE RULES
THE PINK PANTHER
SYNGE THE COMPLETE PLAYS
KISS THE GIRLS
FRANNY AND ZOOEY
MISS LONELY HEARTS AND THE DAY OF THE 
LOCUST
DEATH OF A SALESMAN
THE MOSQUITO COAST
CYBERPUNK
THE BONFIRE OF THE VANITIES

SHELF 6 RIGHT SIDE OFFICE
SCALPED: 2-10
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UNWRITTEN: 1-5
MARVEL COLLECTORS EDITION:
23, 25, 26, 28, 38, 47, 62, 65
THE BOOKS OF MAGIC 1
THE SANDMAN 1 
GIVE ME LIBERTY NUMBER 1-4
PREACHER SPECIAL TALL IN THE SADDLE
CIVIL WAR 1 AND 2
THE ORIGINALS
BITE CLUB OVERSIZED
THE BALLAD OF DR RICHARDSON
ADVENTURE TIME 1-3
HELLBLAZER: 1-25

OFFICE RIGHT SIDE
SHELF 5
THE LITTLE ENDLESS STORY BOOK
JOE THE BARBARIAN
GOD SAVE THE QUEEN
PALESTINE
TRANSMETROPOLITAN: 1-7
BREATHTAKER
VAMPS
WE THREE
THE VINYL UNDERGROUND: WATCHING THE 
DETECTIVES
HUMAN TARGET:
STRIKE ZONES
LIVING IN AMERICA
FINAL CUT
THE LOSERS 1-5
IN SEARCH OF THE FAR SIDE
BLOOM COUNTY
IT CAME FROM THE FAR SIDE
BEYOND THE FAR SIDE
MIDNIGHT DAYS
100 BULLETS FIRST SHOT, LAST CALL
WATCHMEN
INSIDE OUT-SIGNED FLIP BOOK
U.S. 1-2
GRANT MORRISON SUPERMAN NUMBER ONE
THE SANDMAN THE WAKE NUMBER 72 
NOVEMBER 95
THE SANDMAN NUMBER 47 MAR 93
Y THE LAST MAN NUMBER 38
CIVIL WAR 3-4
SPIDERMAN: REIGN
TERMINAL CITY
GRENDEL: DEVIL’S LEGACY
GRENDEL: THE DEVIL INSIDE
GRENDEL: DEVIL TALES
LONE WOLF AND CUB NUMBER SIX
THE INVISIBLES: 1-7
EX MACHINA: 1-7
BOOKS OF MAGICK: LIFE DURING WARTIME: 
BOOK 1
THE BOOKS OF MAGIC 1-8
DEAD@17

OFFICE SHELF 4 RIGHT SIDE
VICE MAGAZINE:
THE HAPPINESS ISSUE
THE HATE YOUR PARENTS ISSUE
THE BOYS OF SUMMER ATARIS VERSION ISSUE 
THE MEXICAN ISSUE
THE RACE ISSUE
THE GUCCIONE ARCHIVES ISSUE
THE WALL STREET ISSUE

THE EDUCATION ISSUE
THE IRAQ ISSUE
THE SEX ISSUE
THE TRAVEL ISSUE
THE STORYTELLING ISSUE
THE FICTION ISSUE
THE 4-ACO-DMT ISSUE
THE ACME NOVELTY LIBRARY
BRAUTIGAN’S TROUT FISHING IN AMERICA, 
THE PILL VERSUS THE SPRINGHILL MINE 
DISASTER, AND IN WATERMELON SUGAR
THE WORKS OF WILDE
BUICK MUSCLE CARS 1965-1970
ODE TO A HIGHFLYING BIRD
MONDO 2000: A USER’S GUIDE TO THE NEW 
EDGE
VIOLENT CASES
DEVIL BY THE DEED
NEUROMANCER
THE OTHER SIDE
THE FURIES
PRIDE OF BAGHDAD
100%
ORIGINS OF MARVEL COMICS 
DEATH-THE HIGH COST OF LIVING
Y: THE LAST MAN NUMBER 39, 40, 43 
DEATH-THE TIME OF YOUR LIFE 1,3
MARTHA WASHINGTON STRANDED IN SPACE 
Y: THE LAST MAN FINAL ISSUE
Y: THE LAST MAN 55-59 
JAMES JOYCE ULYSSES
AMNESIA MOON
GUN, WITH OCCASIONAL MUSIC
THE GOD OF SMALL THINGS

3RD SHELF R OFFICE
TUNNEL IN THE SKY
THE PAST THROUGH TOMORROW
TAKE BACK YOUR GOVERNMENT
THE GIRL ON THE TRAIN
FAR FROM THE MADDENING CROWD
EINSTEIN RELATIVITY
A LITTLE LIFE
THE SANDMAN: ENDLESS NIGHTS
THE SANDMAN: OVERTURE
THE SANDMAN: 1 THROUGH 10
DEATH-THE HIGH COST OF LIVING
UNDERSTANDING MOVIES
CORMAN 2
FAST SOFA
GENERATION X 
BETWEEN TIME AND TIMBUKTU OR 
PROMETHEUS 5

SHELF 2 RIGHT SIDE OFFICE
THE MOTE IN GOD’S EYE
I WILL FEAR NO EVIL
STEPPENWOLF
1984
LEVEL 7
SHAMBHALA
THE ROBOT WHO LOOKED LIKE ME
THE CHINESE ORANGE MYSTERY
OF MATTERS GREAT AND SMALL
A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM
DAYS OF WINE AND ROSES
ALIVE
MONA LISA OVERDRIVE

GLOBALHEAD
SEIZE THE DAY
URBAN SQUIRREL 2

1ST SHELF OFFICE RIGHT SIDE
RIPLEY UNDER GROUND
THE PERFECT STORM
RHYMING COCKNEY SLANG
PINTER PLAYS THREE
NIL BY MOUTH
HARRAP’S FRENCH PHRASEBOOK
HARRAP’S MINI FRENCH
ANGELS AND DEMONS
THE ILLUSTRATED MAN
NEVERWHERE
THE GODS OF MARS
THE WARLORD OF MARS
SLANG AND EUPHEMISM
THE QUEENS COUNSEL LAWYER’S OMNIBUS
SPIN APRIL 2000
HEEB SPRING 2008
HURRICANE KATRINA THE ONE WE FEARED
CLASSIC, ANTIQUE& CUSTOM TRADER AUGUST 
5-11, 2004 (MY CAR FOR SALE ON COVER)
SIDEWALK SKATEBOARD MAGAZINE APRIL 
2014 (HUGH’S RAMP ON COVER)

THAT COMPLETES THE OFFICE BUILT IN 
SHELVES
IN DESK OFFICE
HOW TO MEDITATE
MY FRIEND LEONARD
FATHERHOOD
STATE OF DENIAL
THE SLAP
THE LORD OF THE RINGS
THE BONE COLLECTOR
ONE FOR MY BABY
HOW TO BE A WOMAN
DAY HIKES AROUND LOS ANGELES
CRYPTONOMICON
I AM AMERICA (AND SO CAN YOU!)
DRAWING ON THE RIGHT SIDE OF THE BRAIN
THE TARMAC PARTY
THE KINDNESS
WEIRD CALIFORNIA
THE BASEBALL BOOK

ON DESK:
THE POWER OF WOMEN
MOVIE MAKER SPRING 2019
AMERICAN CINEMATOGRAPHER OCTOBER 
2004 
BRITISH CINEMATOGRAPHER JANUARY 2014 
AMERICAN CINEMATOGRAPHER SEPTEMBER 
2006 
BRITISH CINEMATOGRAPHER NOVEMBER 2008
 FILM CRAFT CINEMATOGRAPHY 
CINEMATOGRAPHY SCREENCRAFT

SHELF OFFICE
BIG GUY VOL 1&2
DARK SATANIC MILLS
THE ORIGINAL HITCHHIKER RADIO SCRIPTS
BRIGHT SHINY MORNING
THE ASSAULT ON REASON
EXPERIENCE
CAN’T GET NO

AMERICAN BORN CHINESE
STAIRWAY WALKS IN LOS ANGELES
VIRTUAL LIGHT
IDORU
SNOW FALLING ON CEDARS
REAMDE
SPOOK COUNTRY
NOVA SWING
ZERO HISTORY
ARTIFICIAL KID
THIS IS WHERE I LEAVE YOU
WHITE NOISE
BOY
TIGERS IN RED WEATHER
ATONEMENT
PATTERN RECOGNITION
NEVERWHERE
ZEITGEIST
DISTRACTION
HOLY FIRE
AN EQUAL MUSIC
THE HELP
FRAGILE THINGS
HAPPYDALE: DEVILS IN THE DESERT 1 AND 2
NATURAL BORN KILLERS
MAN AND BOY
EARTH ABIDES
AMERICAN PASTORAL
A GOOD OLD-FASHIONED FUTURE
CAT ON A HOT TIN ROOF
IDENTITY
ILLUSIONS
LICHTENSTEIN
THE WASTELAND
OH THE GLORY OF IT ALL
ORIGINAL BLISS
DON’T LET’S GO TO THE DOGS TONIGHT
THE CURIOUS INCIDENT OF THE DOG IN THE 
NIGHTTIME
THE BEST OF FRITZ LEIBER
MEMOIRS OF A SPACE TRAVELER
THE PARTY
THE HORSE IS GOOD
THE CATCHER IN THE RYE
PLAYS BY GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
TESS OF THE D’URBERVILLES
THE UNBEARABLE LIGHTNESS OF BEING
THE REMAINS OF THE DAY
THE CROSSING
CROOKED LITTLE VEIN
HOW TO BE GOOD
ETHIOPIA
ROT AND RUIN
JOHN KEATS
A CONFEDERACY OF DUNCES
POST CAPTAIN
THE 17 TRADITIONS
POETRY 1900 TO 1975
A LOVE LIKE NO OTHER
THE POISONWOOD BIBLE
IF DECEMBER 1967
ENEMIES
BLOOD MERIDIAN
THE JOKE
BIT OF A BLUR
SLAVES OF NEW YORK
ONE DAY
MONDO 2000: 1989-97

BMW MOTORCYCLE OWNER’S NEWS
CLASSIC BIKE FEBRUARY 1994
MAP OF OLD ROUTE 66

**VINYL RECORDS:
TALKING HEADS SPEAKING IN TONGUES
MORRISSEY
BILL COSBY IS A VERY FUNNY FELLOW RIGHT 
DEPECHE MODE MUSIC FOR THE MASSES 
EURYTHMICS
THE JAM THE BITTEREST PILL
RODNEY ON THE ROQ
YAZ DON’T GO THE REMIXES
GILDA RADNER LIVE FROM NEW YORK
DEAD KENNEDYS PLASTIC SURGERY 
DISASTERS 
DAVID BOWIE LET’S DANCE
LAURIE ANDERSON BIG SCIENCE
EURYTHMICS SAVAGE
HUSKER DU LAND SPEED RECORD
RAT MUSIC FOR RAT PEOPLE
BOSTON NOT LA
THE FACTION 
EDITH PIAF
RANKING ROGER RADICAL DEPARTURE
THE BEASTIE BOYS THE IN SOUND FROM WAY 
OUT!
RUSH 2112
MAXIMUM ROCK AND ROLL NOT SO QUIET 
ON THE WESTERN FRONT
SOUL II SOUL BACK TO LIFE
MINISTRY WITH SYMPATHY
HUSKER DU EVERYTHING FALLS APART
ROBIN WILLIAMS REALITY WHAT A CONCEPT 
CHAMELEONS UK SCRIPT OF THE BRIDGE 
GENERAL PUBLIC HAND TO MOUTH
DEPECHE MODE BLACK CELEBRATION 
CHRISTOPHER LAWRENCE NAVIGATOR
SINEAD O’CONNOR THE LION AND THE 
COBRA 
THE ART OF NOISE INVISIBLE SILENCE
PUNK AND DISORDERLY
DEPECHE MODE 101
GUARDIANS OF THE GALAXY AWESOME MIX 
VOLUME 1
THE JAM BEAT SURRENDER
CODE OF HONOR/SICK PLEASURE
DESKEE LET THERE BE HOUSE
JFA
DUANE EDDY SHAZAM!
REALLY RED NEW STRINGS FOR OLD PUPPETS

LIVING ROOM
THE VISUAL ART OF JEAN COCTEAU
CINEMATOGRAPHY ROBBIE MÜLLER
THE FEMALE LEAD
SIGHT SOUND MOTION TWO
FRIDA KAHLO THE PAINTINGS
EYES WIDE OPEN
SURFING PHOTOGRAPHS FROM THE 
SEVENTIES TAKEN BY JEFF DIVINE
GRACE
SOUL OF A NATION
VANESSA BELL
DAVID KORTY BLUE SHELVES
MASTER PAINTINGS FROM THE PHILLIPS 
COLLECTION
FRANK AUERBACH

THE ART BOOK
MAY I FEEL SAID HE
KIT KEMP
CHAGALL
PARIS INTERIORS
MATISSE
THE ART OF THE MOTORCYCLE
IN TOUCH
POST-IMPRESSIONISM RA 1979-80
CAMERA READY-HOW TO SHOOT YOUR KIDS
JESSICA JONES: ALIAS: 1-4
JESSICA JONES: UNCAGED 1
GILLIAMESQUE
THE RISE AND FALL OF D.O.D.O.
HEROES OF THE FRONTIER
COWBOY-MUNKY
AMERICAN GODS 1
ULI WEBER-THE ALLURE OF HORSES
THE ESSENTIAL HOUSE BOOK
TIM FLACH-MORE THAN HUMAN
NIGEL PARRY-SHARP
BRITISH EMBASSIES
NIL BY MOUTH
A LIVING SPACE
MIYELO
NIL BY MOUTH

OUR ROOM
THE DIFFERENCE ENGINE
FAST BIKES
OLD HOUSE HANDBOOK
THE NIGHT WATCH
ELIZABETH IS MISSING
VANESSA AND HER SISTER
GREAT EXPECTATIONS
THE SPARSHOLT AFFAIR
ANOTHER PLANET
WUTHERING HEIGHTS
SMALL GREAT THINGS 
THE SELL-OUT 
THE RULES DO NOT APPLY 
THE PAST 
GIRL, WASH YOUR FACE 
THE VANITY FAIR DIARIES
INFINITE JEST
WALLPAPER APRIL 2019

HALL TABLE
DYSFUNCTIONAL
INSIDE VOGUE
THE JUNGLE BOOK
GHOSTS OF THE TSUNAMI
FISHERMAN’S MANUAL: FISH AND HOW TO 
CATCH THEM

KITCHEN 
**NEWSPAPER:
THE TIMES ON THE WEEKENDS

ANNA’S ROOM
SHELVES
FERDINAND
A ROBERT MCCLOSKEY COLLECTION
OH, THE PLACES YOU’LL GO!
1001 HILARIOUS HISTORY FACTS
JORGE EL CURIOSO
FREE TO BE… YOU AND ME
WHY IS BLUE DOG BLUE?
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CORALINE 
PAX
WHERE THE SIDEWALK ENDS WACKY 
WEDNESDAY 
CLOVER MOON
GEORGE’S MARVELOUS MEDICINE 
MATILDA
THE NAUGHTIEST GIRL IN THE SCHOOL
ESIO TROT
THEN
THE TWITS
CHARLIE AND THE CHOCOLATE FACTORY
CHARLIE AND THE GREAT GLASS ELEVATOR
GANGSTA GRANNY 
THE MIDNIGHT GANG 
THE EBONY TOWER 
PERSUASION 
AFTER 
BLACK BEAUTY 
THE SECRET GARDEN 
GOING SOLO 
TAKE YOUR LAST BREATH RUBY REDFORT
TESS OF THE D’URBERVILLES
ARTEMIS FOWL: THE OPAL DECEPTION 
THE IMPERFECTIONISTS 
THE HUNGER GAMES 
BREAKFAST AT TIFFANY’S 
ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND 
THE COLLECTOR 
LITTLE WOMEN
THE GIRL’S BOOK OF GLAMOUR 
SASKIA‘S JOURNEY 
PRIDE AND PREJUDICE MONSTROUS MAUD
MY GUM AND BISCUIT BILLIONAIRE 
WHEN HITLER STOLE PINK RABBIT 
AWFUL AUNTIE
ARSENIC FOR TEA
WHAT’S A GIRL GOT TO DO?

NEXT TO BED
HOW TO BE THE BEST BUBBLE WRITER IN 
THE WORLD
THE ESSENTIAL FAN GUIDE TO RUPAUL‘S 
DRAG RACE

ABBE’S ROOM
SHELVES
RICH DAD POOR DAD
THE SECRET LIFE OF BEES
MAUS
FERDINAND
YOU WILL BE ABLE TO DRAW FACES BY THE 
END OF THIS BOOK
GOTH GIRL
HEROES OF THE VALLEY
ARTEMIS FOWL VIKING
THE LITTLE PRINCE
ANDREW HENRY’S MEADOW
SCARRED FOR LIFE
WONDERSTRUCK
WRECK THIS JOURNAL EVERYWHERE
THE KITES ARE FLYING
WAR HORSE
13 REASONS WHY
PRIVATE PEACEFUL
THIS IS NOT A BOOK
STORM BREAKER
JONATHAN LIVINGSTON SEAGULL

THE FRENCH CONNECTION
THE GREAT GATSBY

ABBE’S FLOOR
GUINNESS BOOK OF WORLD RECORDS 2019
** VINYL RECORDS:
EARTHA KITT REVISITED
ELTON JOHN GOODBYE YELLOW BRICK ROAD 
PETER GABRIEL SO
DAVID BOWIE AND PAT METHENY GROUP 
THIS IS NOT AMERICA
INXS KICK
THE SISTERS OF MERCY TEMPLE OF LOVE 
EXTENDED VERSION
THE EAGLES HOTEL CALIFORNIA
EURYTHMICS
DISCO EXPLOSION COMPILATION
GUARDIANS OF THE GALAXY AWESOME MIX 
VOLUME TWO
BLONDIE PARALLEL LINES
MICHAEL JACKSON BAD
GUARDIANS OF THE GALAXY AWESOME MIX 
VOLUME ONE
NINA HAGEN UNIVERSAL RADIO
ALLISON MOYET ALF
BILL HALEY AND HIS COMETS ROCK AROUND 
THE CLOCK 
THE CURE THE HEAD ON THE DOOR 
PRETENDERS II

BEN’S ROOM
SHELVES
AMERICAN GODS
MASTER AND COMMANDER 
THE PROBLEMS OF PHILOSOPHY 
ATONEMENT 
FLETCH’S FORTUNE 
THE UNKNOWN SHORE
THE BONFIRE OF THE VANITIES 
HOW TO RAP 
HMS SURPRISE
THE BOURNE SUPREMACY 
LIVE AND LET DIE 
TREASURE ISLAND 
THE ADVENTURES OF TOM SAWYER 
THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS 
READING PHOTOGRAPHS
THE LEAN START UP
THE HISTORY MAKING 2008-09 NBA CHAMPION 
LOS ANGELES LAKERS
DRAW PAINT PRINT LIKE THE GREAT ARTISTS
THE SPORTS BOOK
HOW TO BOOST YOUR BRAIN POWER 
A HEARTBREAKING WORK OF STAGGERING 
GENIUS 
THE DA VINCI CODE 
CONCEPTUAL PHYSICS 
SCALPED ONE 
NEUROMANCER 
LAST CHANCE TO SEE 
IN PURSUIT OF EXCELLENCE 
FOUR ESSAYS ON PHILOSOPHY PRACTICAL 
PHOTOGRAPHY
SOLITARY FITNESS
OF MICE AND MEN
MAD DOGS
FEAR AND LOATHING IN LAS VEGAS/
GENERATION OF SWINE

NOTHING IS IMPOSSIBLE
USEFULLY USELESS
THE PROBLEMS OF PHILOSOPHY
STAR WARS THE ACTION FIGURE ARCHIVE 
STAR WARS THE CLONE WARS THE VISUAL 
GUIDE 
BLUEBELL ICE CREAM 
SPORT EXAMINED 
MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING 
GOOD OMENS
PULP FICTION

BEN’S FLOOR
A-LEVEL ECONOMICS

BEN’S BATHROOM
BATMAN YEAR ONE
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A N  A R C H I V E  O F  B A N N E D  B O O K S :

CHAPTER 3

A Singaporean Approach To Censorship and Self-Censorship

Pham Thuy Doung (Elly)

While conducting research on the topic of  censorship in 
Singapore, I stumbled on a statement made in James Gomez’s 
research that there are apparently 168 English books currently 
banned in the country. I then become interested in the idea of  
banned books and created a ‘hypothetical’ archive which I have 
called: An Archive of  Banned Books. 

Within the Archive of  Banned Books, there is a collection of  
publications that were banned for under specifics categories 
such as differences in political opinions, extreme religious 
content or sexually explicit content. I believed by looking 
at these prohibited publication titles, one can have an some 
understanding of  the Republic’s political climate or even suggest 
ways of  living. My research looks at the concept of  censorship 
and self-censorship while using the Archive of  Banned Books 
as a case study to analyze Singapore’s political system. 

Even before the invention of  the Gutenberg 
Press in 1450, a history of  banning 
controversial books was commonplace. 
(Lombardi, 2019) Today, when a book is 
banned, the physical artefact will be forcibly 
removed from school curricula, libraries, and 
bookstores if  dictated by a given country’s 
legislation. 

Exploring the idea behind banned 
books fascinates me. With this, there is the 
excitement of  going against the rules and the 
anticipation of  becoming privy to uncovering 
a secret. I was first introduced to this topic 
while reading James Gomez’s book Self-
censorship: Singapore’s Shame. In his book, 
he states that 168 English language books 
were banned in Singapore in the early 2000s 
(Gomez, 2000, p.48). 

After conducting further investigation into 
Gomez’s statement, I found a news article 
from 2015 announcing that the Singapore 

About the archive

government had lifted bans on 240 titles, 
ranging in subjects from eighteenth-century 
erotica to anti-colonial texts (Wembridge, 
2015). In the same article, a list of  17 titles 
remained outlawed under the city-state’s 
‘Undesirable Publication Act’, which ‘prevents 
the importation, distribution, or reproduction 
of  undesirable publications’ (Undesirable 
Publication Act, 1998, p. 6). The legislation 
defines taboo themes as:

sex, horror, crime related, cruelty, 
violence or the consumption of  drugs 
or other intoxicating substances in 
such a manner that the availability of  
the publication is likely to be injurious 
to the public good. (Undesirable 
Publication Act, 1998, p. 4). 

The list of  17 titles was comprised of  15 
erotic magazines and 2 texts with religious 
connotations. This raises questions, for 
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me, as to wondering what other outlawed 
publications also listed under these or other 
categories might exist. This led me to seek out 
other titles that may currently be prohibited, 
and curate this collection of  books into what 
I am calling ‘a hypothetical archive’. This 
conceptual-based archive is systematically 
categorised into different themed sections, 
based on the reasons behind why they were 
banned. At the moment, I am wondering if  
this speculative archive will have a physical 
existence. As with all banned publications, 
they ‘can have historical, historical, evidential, 
informational, fiscal, administrative and legal 
values for documentation and public records 
purposes’ (Sentürk, 2013, p. 108). That being 
said, the banned books archive that the 
Republic has might be completely different, 
compared to the one that I’m presenting here. 
This is due to the fact that not all books that 
were banned were  announced publicly. 

My question for this research has emerged 
out of  an inherent curiosity for the subject: I 
wonder if  a reader who is unfamiliar with the 
country’s history and background can make 
assumptions about Singapore by looking 
at their list of  banned books, since banned 
books have an underlying message about the 
societies and regimes that invalidate them This 
theoretical archive gives me an insight into a 
country’s position on freedom of  speech and 
its censorship laws. This being said, I decided 
to conduct a more thorough enquiry into 
these issues.

Singapore’s Political System
It was merely fifty years ago when Singapore 
formed part of  the British colony, and yet, the 
country is now one of  the most successful 
economies today, making Singapore one 
of  the most transformative nations since 
their independence (Hussain, 2015). In the 
span of  fifty years, the city-state has actively 
promoted itself  as a place for innovation, the 
singular place to be. However, under their 
meticulously designed high-rises of  the city 
and its industry-led technological advances, 
there remains an undertone of  governmental 
restrictions and subjugations. 

It is believed these implications came about 
due to reasons which emerged from, for 
example, political, religions and equality. 
At the same time, these implications ‘draws 
legitimacy from an expression of  ‘tradition’ 
based on diverse ethnicity and culture’ 
(Siao, 2018, p. 411). According to Human 
Rights Watch (HRW) ‘those who criticise 
the government or the judiciary, or publicly 
discuss race and religion, frequently find 
themselves facing criminal investigations and 
charges, or civil defamation suits and crippling 
damage.’ (Human Rights Watch, 2017).

‘In Singapore, even if  it is true 
you aren’t supposed to say it.’
– Alan Shadrake, author, London, November 2015. 

(Human Rights Watch, 2017).

Shadrake’s observation of  the 
contradictions that exist in Singapore may 
also be extended to the topic of  censorship, 
particularly since the Republic has been 
efficacious in controlling the media and its 
people, and in censoring subjects which focus 
on race, religion, art and design. When a 
topic even exhibits the slightest potential for 
disruption and the appearance of  equality, 
it will immediately be banned, using a 
rationale of  ‘Asian values’ to legitimize their 
interventions. The topic of  homosexuality is 
a prime example. It takes great deal of  effort 
for this topic to be able to surface anywhere 
in the country of  Singapore. According to 
the Republic, it is suppressed on the grounds 
of  it being against ‘traditional values’. As one 
academic has remarked: ‘The suppression of  
free speech and assembly has been a constant 
occurrence throughout Singapore’s legal 
history, since it became independent.’ (Siao, 
2018, p.410).

The theory behind Singapore’s present 
‘political framework and conduct lies in its 
citizenry acceptance, either genuinely or 
reluctantly, that political participation in 
the Republic is the ‘exclusive’ domain of  
the People’s Action Party (PAP)’ (Gomez, 
2000, p.33). Pioneers and leaders of  the 

PAP have been in power for over 50 years. 
Gomez described in his book that the Party 
has successfully infiltrated the legal system 
(Gomez, 2000 p.33). Thus, because of  that, 
the PAP have full authorities over all political 
commitments in Singapore. All oppositional 
and non-PAP parties have little to none spaces 
to preach advocate their activities.  

Consequently, Singapore’s citizenry 
practices the art of  self-censorship, ‘the 
act or action of  refraining from expressing 
something (such as a thought, point of  
view, or belief) that others could deem 
objectionable’ (‘self-censorship’, 1845). Due 
to a widespread system of  self-censorship, 
these qualities have been engraved into its 
people’s subconsciousness, so profoundly 
that most of  the general population regularly 
do not realise that they are practicing it. 

The concept of  self-censorship ‘is 
relatively common in ‘authoritarian’ 
countries, which are controlled by a strong 
central power that limits political freedom 
(‘authoritarianism’, n.d.). In this case, Can-
Seng, who is a sociologist and anthropologist, 
categorised Singapore as ‘soft-authoritarian’ 
(Ooi, 2008, p.287).

The Concept of  Censorship 
and Self-censorship
The act of  self-censorship is often practised 
by the media industry and other creative or 
artistic communities. In an authoritarian 
state, creators of  artworks often avoid overt 
themes that their government might find 
controversial, for fear of  sanction. During 
Singapore’s International Festival of  Arts in 
2016, thirty-three photos were removed from 
the exhibition, On the War Trail, originally 
curated by an artist named Tavakolian. The 
series featured a visual map across Iraq and 
Syria, showcasing elements such as nudity, 
prostitution, death and violence (Ng, 2016). 
Due to the fact that there are no tolerances 
for anything or anyone releasing images 
or written work that encourages hostility 
or violence among different religious 
groups (Tham, 2017). In order to make the 
censorship glaringly obvious, black frames 

were used instead to represent the photos that 
were removed.  

Although I will not delve too much into 
Singapore’s governing parties and how they 
operate, some foundational knowledge is 

Figure 1: 
Tavakolian, N. (2016). On the Wars Trail. Singapore Arts 
Festival [image]. 

critical to comprehending the many years of  
cultivating political socialisation by the PAP. 
Due to the nature of  the political climate of  
the country, the Republic labelled all political 
expressions condemning the current policies 
as a threat. The various schemes that attempt 
to speak to opposing political viewpoints 
as ‘negative’ explain why self-censorship 
and censorship of  others occur in the first 
place. James Gomez, a Singaporean former 
politician and academic, heavily emphasises 
‘censorship as a tool of  repression’ (Gomez, 
2000, p. 36).

The fear of  the retaliation that the 
government will strike back is the biggest 
driver to self-censorship. There is a certifiable 
sense that, on the off  chance, you challenge 
the Republic of  Singapore, and you will 
pay a price; it could be as severe as criminal 
indictments. There are countless ways the 
government can rebuff  people for their 
resistance.

Censorship restricts genuine public 
discourses and has an impeding effect 
on the way society develops …  this 

This photo has been censored due to violence and insensitive 
religious content.
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culture of  second-guessing the 
authorities and self-censorship has 
huge effects on the creative process. 
These representations contribute to 
the overarching argument that the 
censorious state is repressing while the 
creative industries are the repressed 
resistance. (Davidson, 2011)

Evidence of  self-censorship and 
censorship of  others is frequently cited as 
anecdotal. We can analyse contextual case 
studies and expansive precedents derived 
from records of  incidents faced by creative 
individuals such as artist, designers, writers, 
basically intellectuals. To give an example, in 
1994, the National University of  Singapore 
Society (NUSS) was involved in a case of  self-
censorship. 

In 1996, an issue of  Commentary, which 
is a collective of  journals published by an 
alumni society of  the National University of  
Singapore Society (NUSS), was censored by its 
own executive editorial committee members. 
Allegedly, the nature of  the content written by 
the subcommittee members of  NUSS contain 
‘sensitive’ subjects that explores alternative 
political concepts (Krishnan et al, 1996). 

Fundamentally, the articles were tentative 
attempts to reconsider culture and freedom 
of  expression in Singapore, and to investigate 
the possibility of  a democratic political 
framework. The executive council of  NUSS 
viewed the diverse articles that was submitted 
by the NUSS subcommittee a risk, therefore 
chose to censor their monthly publication. As 
a demonstration of  dissent against censorship 
by their own members, the sub-board of  
trustees resigned and went on to publish their 
articles independently (Kwok, 1995). This 
episode was an event of  self-censorship.

In James Gomez’s book Self-censorship: 
Singapore’s Shame, he emphasises that the 
implementation, concept and practices of  
self-censorship will be the biggest downfall 
of  the Republic’s political development in 
the future (the statement itself  is in the title 
of  the book). As a country that is currently 
calling out for more technological innovations 

Figure 2: 
National University of  Singapore Society (NUSS). 
(1994). Commentary [image].

and the promotion of  art and design, how can 
these fields expand without the freedom to be 
expressive?

Gomez believes that the growing culture of  
self-censorship will inhibit Singapore’s future 
ambitions as a nation (Gomez, 2000, p.40). 
Due to Singapore’s censorial atmosphere, any 
publications that convey any other political 
perspectives alternative to the government are 
published elsewhere and or abroad. In special 
cases, you can still purchases these books in 
Singapore; this is however, limited in numbers 
and come at a extremely high priced. 

A good example of  this is illustrated by The 
Singapore Puzzle, a collection of  articles that 
reviews national issues, is estimated at SGD 
$145 or £80. The cost of  producing limited 
print books in itself  is a form of  structural 
censorship. The writers who contributed 
to The Singapore Puzzle were stressed over 
the possible outcomes they might suffer as 
a consequence of  the government’s position 
(Gomez, 2000, p.46). Not uncommon in these 
cases, the consequences resulted in being sued 
for tax evasion in order to publicly shame 
putting their names in disrepute. 

Censorship is, according to Siao, defined 
as the ‘upholding of  community values’ 
(Siao, 2018, p. 418). According to the Info-
communications Media Development 
Authority in Singapore (IMDA), censorship 

decisions are regularly made in concurrence 
with ‘community values and social norms’. 
IMDA emphasises that the government is 
often placed at a distance from censorship 
decisions. They claim to regularly consult 
with two hundred sixty members of  the 
public of  diverse backgrounds, with an intent 
to maintain ‘community values’ from the 
perspective of  regular citizens (IMDA, 2016).

Can we therefore see restrictive decisions 
as reflective of  Singapore’s unique postcolonial 
blend of  social and traditional values? While a 
number of  legislations were adapted by their 
British counterparts, law making decisions 
were also affected by the diverse race and 
culture of  Singapore. There are four major 
races inhabiting the island of  Singapore. In 
order to secure ‘racial harmony’, restrictive 
measures are made. To make sure there are 
no dispute or disagreements between the 
different groups of  people. 

In discussing these so-called values, the 
government often refers to a White Paper 
detailing ‘a set of  Shared Values which 
Singaporeans of  all races and faiths can 
subscribe to and live by’, which is in turn based 
on ‘traditional Asian ideas’ (Shared Values, 
1991). All of  this could be a clever ruse of  
dodging the real issues at hand, however, 
since mass media is government controlled. 
Regardless, the vulnerability implies that 
Singaporeans will in general remain in the 

Figure 3: 
Haas, M., Neher, D. C., Lingle, C., Wickman, K., 
Davies, D., Seow, T. F. and Decks, A. R. (2014). The 
Singapore Puzzle. [image].

‘safe zone’ and practice self-censorship as 
opposed to placing themselves into dangerous 
circumstances. 

Banned books
Publishers refuse to accept certain 
manuscripts, with content that might be 
flagged for sensitive content with the 
governments, as the bases of  all business is 
to venture in profits. Even book distributors 
and book stores refrain themselves from 
disseminating books and journals that are 
deemed sensitive for distribution to the mass 
public. Distributors in Singapore prefer not 
to import ‘undesirable’ books to avoid being 
blacklisted, which is further evidence of  a 
process of  self-censorship. This, of  course, 
does not only apply to alternative political 
books; 90% of  magazine publications are 
deemed sexually explicit and therefore 
inappropriate, with examples ranging from 
American Playboy to the British magazine 
Elite.

Even Cosmopolitan was banned for 29 
years for ‘extreme liberal views’ or ‘sexually 
explicit’ content that threatened ‘traditional 
Asian female values’ (Branding in Asia, 2015). 
The ban was lifted on the magazine in 2011, 
yet the conservative market in Singapore was 
difficult to break into. The women’s magazine 
closed in 2015 after four years of  publishing. 
The business model could not adapt to the 
changing Singaporean mainstream culture. 
What’s more, all publications were required 
to have the disclaimer, ‘Unsuitable for the 
young’ on their front covers. This made the 
publication unattractive for families. 

According to Singapore’s legal system, 
anyone that distributes or possesses banned 
books can be convicted of  an offence under 
the Undesirable Publication Act; they can 
be fined, jailed or both (Liang, 2015). Those 
who have copies of  a banned book are 
encouraged to hand over their copy to the 
police. There are a few categories of  banned 
book, including those containing religious 
sensitivities topics such as satanic content, 
alternative political views such as communism, 

This photo has been censored due to alternative political content.

This photo has been censored due to sensitive political content.
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criticism of  the political system, and so-called 
‘alternative lifestyles’ such as homosexuality 
(Mathews, 2015). Most children’s books in the 
archive were banned due to depiction of  an 
‘alternative lifestyle’. 

According to Singapore’s legal system, 
anyone that distributes or possesses banned 
books can be convicted of  an offence under 
the Undesirable Publication Act; they can 
be fined, jailed or both (Liang, 2015). Those 
who have copies of  a banned book are 

Figure 4: 
Cosmopolitan Cover, 2015.

encouraged to hand over their copy to the 
police. There are a few categories of  banned 
book, including those containing religious 
sensitivities topics such as satanic content, 
alternative political views such as communism, 
criticism of  the political system, and so-called 
‘alternative lifestyles’ such as homosexuality 
(Mathews, 2015). Most children’s books in the 
archive were banned due to depiction of  an 
‘alternative lifestyle’.

In 2014, the book And Tango Makes Three 
made headlines internationally for being 
pulled from all of  Singapore’s libraries and 
bookstores for going against ‘traditional family 
values’. It was a children’s book enlivened by a 
genuine story: two male penguins raise a child 
penguin at Central Park Zoo. Yaacob Ibrahim, 
Singapore’s Minister for Communications and 
Information, reacted to the criticisms: ‘The 
prevailing norms, which the overwhelming 
majority of  Singaporeans accept, support 
teaching children about conventional families, 

but not about alternative, non-traditional 
families, which is what the books in question 
are about’ (Culzac, 2014). This book raised 
a number of  important questions: What are 
traditional family values? Can you even tell 
which penguin is male and which is female 
anyway? 

As you can see, particular concepts of  the 
traditional and conservative are reinforced 
through the banning of  books. While 
remaining critical, I do not personally disagree 
with some aspects of  Singapore’s current 
legal framework. Coming from a background 

Figure 5: 
Richardson, J. & P, Parnell. (2005). And Tango Makes Three.

with a family who is conservative and holds 
traditional values, I do understand how these 
regulations can come about. I was taught 
to adhere to certain values associated with 
Confucianism as defined by: 

….filial piety or loyalty towards the 
family, corporation, and nation; the 
forgoing of  personal freedom for 
the sake of  society’s stability and 
prosperity; the pursuit of  academic 
and technological excellence; and, a 
strong work ethic together with thrift 
(Bary, 1998, p. 1).

But as time progresses and Singapore strives 
to be more creative and innovative, its legal 
systems contradicts these efforts. I do 
question the dominant models of  censorship 
as well as self-censorship. I question if  writers, 

creatives, designers, and artist feel trapped 
or limited when practising the act of  self-
censorship. Since the norms are constantly 
changing, shouldn’t the country be more open 
to changes as well? 

It is important to archive these books as 
a matter of  public records. Banned books 
are constantly being looked at in terms of  
law making decisions. The number of  books 
banned are slowly being reduced, proving 
that Singapore is becoming somewhat more 
lenient. This is evidenced, for example, in 
its tolerance and opening up to LGBTQ 
activities.  

I do believe that politics is tied in with 
sharing power and having an impartial political 
framework that takes into consideration 
the exploration, articulation, practice and 
representation of  political alternatives. In 
simple terms, different ideas should be able 
to co-exist; this could potentially be the future 
of  Singapore in uniting as one society. Instead 
of  looking at differences in political view as 
a threat, the process can be viewed as a form 
of  constructive feedback and presentation 
of  alternatives publications and viewpoints. 
Although I am just theorizing what can be 
possible for Singapore’s future, I believe there 
is no harm in looking at other possibilities to 
better the country’s not so distant future. 

This photo has been censored due to sexually explicit content.

This photo has been censored due to alternative lifestyle content.
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LIST OF BANNED BOOKS 
IN SINGAPORE:

Banned for alternative political topics:
James Minchin, No man is an island: A 
Portrait of   Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew (1987). 
Christopher Lingle, Singapore’s 
Authoritarian Capitalism (1996). 
Alan Shadrake, Once a Jolly Hangman: 
Singapore Justice in the Dock (2010).
Said Zahiri, Poems from Prison (1977).
Aldolf  Hitler, Mein Kampf (1925). 
People’s China: A journal about 
communism in China.
Labour Monthly: A communist magazine 
from Great Britain. 

Religious sensitivities: 
Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (1988). 
Muhammad Zafarullah Khan, Islam: Its 
meaning for Modern Man (1962).
Publications by The Watch Tower Bible 
and Tract Society.
Publications by International Bible 
Students Association.
Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, Things 
that nullify one’s islam (2004).
Yahiya Emerick, What Islam is all about 
(1997).
Abuhuraira Abdurrahman, The Wisdom 
of  Jihad (2005).

Alternative Lifestyle:
Michael Uslan, Archie just married: The 
married life (2012). 
Nancy Garden, Good Moon Rising (1996).
Leslea Newman, Heather has Two Mommies 
(1989). 
Shel Silverstein, A Light in the Attic (1981).
Leslea Newman, Daddy, Papa and Me 
(2009). 
Leslea Newman, Mommy, Mama and Me 
(2009). 
Jessica Walton, Introducing Teddy (2016).
Nancy Garden, Molly’s Family (2004).
Todd Parr, The Family Book (2003).
Gill Pittar, Milly, Molly and Different 
Dads (2002). 
David Walliams, The Boy in the Dress 
(2008). 

Sexually Explicit: 
MAGAZINES
Playboy
Leg Watcher’s 
Elite
Swank
Men Only
PlayGirl
Mayfair 
Girls of  Penthouse
Gallery
Genesis
Fiesta
Hustlet
Knave
Cheri

BOOKS
Superstar by Leslie See.
Marquis de Sade, The Bedside 
Philosopher (1795). 
Jack Lynn, Tall and Torrid (1961).
George H Smith, Swamp Lust (1960).
George H Smith, Soft Lips on Black 
Velvet (1961).

‘authoritarianism’. (n.d.). In: Cambridge. [online] 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Available 
at: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/
english/authoritarianism [Accessed 20 Mar. 2019].

‘self-censorship’. (1845). In: Merriam-webster. [online] 
Available at: https://www.merriam-webster.com/
dictionary/self-censorship [Accessed 20 Apr. 2019].

Bary, D. T. (1998). Asian Value & Human Rights: A 
Confucian Communitarian Perspective. London: Harvard 
University Press.

Branding in Asia. (2015). Once Banned, Now Shuttered, 
Singapore Cosmo Closes Down. [online] Available at: 
https://brandinginasia.com/one-time-banned-now-
shuttered-singapore-cosmo-calls-it-quits/  [Accessed 
29 Mar. 2019].
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A N  E X P L O R A T I O N  O F 
D I F F E R E N T  W AY S  T O  AV O I D 

‘ B E I N G  H A R M O N I S E D ’

CHAPTER 4

Shengwei Chen

The archive explored in my essay is The Non-Latin Typeface 
Collection, based at the University of  Reading. This archive 
includes different non-Latin design styles and their historical 
background. I am using this archive in my research aimed 
at creating new versions of  ‘sensitive characters’ that might 
avoid being ‘harmonised’ by government-controlled censoring 
software in China.

After 40 years of  ‘reform and opening up’, 
a policy which aimed to change China’s 
economic policies and adopt Western 
technologies in Mao Zedong’s era, China’s 
economy has improved significantly 
(Sturzenegger and Tommasi, 1998). Yet, 
in this process, the Chinese government 
has strengthened control over some areas 
such as ideology and freedom of  speech. 
he government not only clamps down on 
individual dissidents, but it also oversees all 
public platforms, such as the Internet and 
social media. Consequently, the government is 
able to block or eliminate information that is 
not conducive to their continued authority. In 
addition, those in power control the Internet 
and social platforms mainly because they 
would like to block and delete certain words 
deemed unfavourable by the government, 
or ‘sensitive characters’, so that audiences 
will not know the deleted words and the 
exact intent of  those who wrote them (Kim 
Dug Sam, 2010). Their digital monitoring 
system automatically blocks sensitive Chinese 
characters when they are recognised. Needless 
to say, individuals’ online life and its ‘freedom’ 
is affected by this. Theoretically, however, 
audiences can use other characters or elements 

About the archive

instead of  these ‘sensitive characters’ to 
represent the same meaning. Building on this 
idea, I have explored The Non-Latin Typeface 
Collection at the University of  Reading to use 
as inspiration for prototyping solutions to 
this issue. This essay will illustrate actual cases 
of  characters that have been ‘harmonised’ (a 
euphemism for ‘censored’) and, in doing so, I 
will propose alternative characters.

Harmonious Society
With the rapid development of  China’s social 
media and the Internet in the past ten years, 
there are more than 800 million netizens in 
China (Vadrevu, 2013). People now express 
their opinions on various social platforms (e.g. 
Microblog, TianYa BBS) rather than through 
posters or books only. Therefore, the Chinese 
government began to control the Internet 
and social platforms with various methods. 
the word ‘harmony’ (which includes two 
characters in Chinese) was announced during 
Hu Jintao’s presidency. The Central Publicity 
Department’s interpretation of  ‘harmony’ is 
that there is no conflict in society, and people 
have consistent goals (Song, 2005). Chinese 
netizens, however, refer to the government’s 
control over speech as ‘harmony’. If  the 
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government finds sensitive words, they will 
‘harmonise’ (block) these characters (Chen, 
2010).  As a result, there is a very strange 
phenomenon in contemporary Chinese 
society: when people use sensitive characters 
in communication on social media (even 
when these words are not intended to convey 
subversive topics), these words will usually 
be ‘harmonised’. For example, during North 
Korean leader Kim Jong-un’s visits to China, 
if  someone says ‘fat Kim’ (金三胖) on an 
online social platform, the characters for ‘fat 
Kim’ will be blocked.

Case Studies
This case involves a chat from a Chinese 
online game (fig.1). The game player (who 
can be called ‘A’) feels that the network delay 
is very serious in the game, which affects 
his game experience. Therefore, he posted 
a message to express his dissatisfaction. ‘A’ 
wrote, ‘I just want to express that the network 
delay is a serious problem, affecting my 
gaming experience. I hope the government 
can improve the network speed’. Because the 
word ‘government’ appears in this sentence, 
the system automatically blocked it. Similar 
situations occur in many instances of  gaming. 

Figure 1: 
Feng, Y. (2019). Characters blocked in online game. 
[Screenshot]. Chengdu.

The second case comes from my personal 
experiences (see fig.2). The National Day 
of  The People’s Republic of  China is a 
significant public holiday in China celebrating 
the birth of  the current government and its 

leadership of  the country. Therefore, during 
National Day, the government claims to 
be the supporter and performer of  Dr Sun 
Yat-sen’s revolutionary thoughts1. However, 
when I talked to my friends through Wechat 
about the history of  Sun Yat-sen via WeChat 
on National Day, the information was 
automatically blocked. Initially, I didn’t know 
that the text was blocked. When I did not 
receive a reply, I asked my friend about the 
message, who confirmed that he had not 
received it. To prove this block, we conducted 
an experiment: if  we entered the characters 
‘Sun Yat-sen’ in the chat message, the 
information would be automatically blocked, 
and the other party would not receive it. 
Interestingly, if  we sent ‘Sun Yat-sen’ on a 
normal day, i.e. not National Day, the message 
would be received.

Exploring Solutions 
These ‘harmonised’ cases occur not only in 
text messages or online games, but also in other 
fields. People try to overcome this problem 
through innovations in their modes and 
styles of  communication. The most common 
method is to reverse ‘sensitive characters’ 
or to replace characters with a non-verbal 
symbol. For instance, as the image in Figure 
4 shows, when ‘A’ needs to enter a sentence 
with the character “government” within the 
game’s public chat space, he doesn’t enter 
the character directly, but reverses the order 

Figure 2: 
Deng, A. (2017). Characters Test in Wechat. 
[Screenshot]. Chengdu.

Figure 3: 
Deng, A. (2017). Characters test in Alipay Chat. 
[Screenshot]. Chengdu.

instead. Then the system cannot detect and 
block the ‘sensitive characters’. This method 
of  disrupting the order is like changing the 
order of  letters in English words; audiences 
can understand the meaning according to the 
context (fig.4). 

Another common method is to replace 
sensitive characters with ‘Pinyin’ (fig.5). Pinyin 
is the phonetic transcription of  Chinese 
characters officially used by the government 
from the 1950s through the 1960s. In every 
sentence, characters can be composed of  
different Pinyin combinations. As long as 
people are familiar with Chinese characters 
and Pinyin, they can fully understand the 
meaning expressed phonetically through 
Pinyin, even though Chinese characters do 
not appear throughout. As the image in Figure 
5 shows, we conducted a short experiment on 
WeChat. When we directly input ‘sensitive 
characters’, the other party cannot receive 
the information. However, when we replace 
‘sensitive characters’ with Pinyin, the other 
party can receive the message. 

Exploration of  Non-Latin Typeface 
The two methods of  subverting ‘harmonisation’ 
(character reversal and Pinyin) are more 
common in contemporary society, but both 
methods have disadvantages. Sometimes the 
character monitoring system uses a specific 
method so that wherever a specific character 
appears, the entire paragraph is blocked. 
While Pinyin will not be blocked, it will affect 
readers’ reading speed. Users may need to 
read the text to or three times to comprehend 
it. Because of  these disadvantages, I am using 
design tools to investigate alternative means 
for preventing ‘harmonisation’, involving 
redesigning ‘sensitive characters’. The archive 
which inspired me to do so is The Non-Latin 
Typeface Collection based at the University 
of  Reading. Many different typefaces have 
been collected in the archive, including 
Arabic, Indian, Thai and many other scripts. 
The archive collects a range of  design styles 
and concepts for various characters. 

 I am inspired by the design of  characters 
and scripts, even though I cannot understand 

Figure 4: 
Deng, A. (2017). Xie, R. (2019). Disorder Test in 
WeChat. [Screenshot]. Chengdu.

Figure 5: 
Deng, A. (2017). Xu, R. (2019). Pinyin test in WeChat. 
[Screenshot]. Chengdu.

[1]. Dr Sun Yat-sen was one of  the Founders of  the Nationalist Government in China in 1910.
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the meaning of  most. Interestingly, the overall 
structure of  Arabic is similar to the style of  
Chinese scripts, because writing in both 
Arabic and Chinese scripts can technically be 
done in one continuous stroke. Indeed, it is 
clear that Arabic script is an important part of  
Chinese calligraphy art (Ding, 2016). Eurasian 
culture was associated with the development 
of  the Silk Road in the Han Dynasty, and 
Arabic script was introduced to China during 
this period. The earliest Arabic scripts that 
we know of  are inscriptions for mosques and 
other architectural decorations in China. As 
the cultures have intermingled, a new type of  
Chinese art, combining Chinese and Arabic 
calligraphy has formed (ibid). For instance, 
some artists have readjusted the structure and 
thickness of  Arabic characters, adding some 
elements from Chinese characters. Given the 
historical adaptability demonstrated in the 
co-production of  contemporary Arabic and 
Chinese calligraphy art, there is potential for 
Chinese ‘sensitive characters’ to be redesigned 
by simplification or refactoring, such as 
adding some small symbols or modifying a 
part of  the character (e.g. point, horizontal, 
vertical etc.). These redesigned ‘sensitive 
characters’ may not be automatically blocked 
by the system when they are used. 

Combining an arc with a straight line is 
another category of  script in the Non-Latin 
Archive. For instance, as the image in Figure 
7 shows, this character is mainly composed of  
vertical and horizontal lines. However, an arc 
of  the spiral style is used on the right half  of  
the character. As a result, this character gives 
a stable feeling as a whole, and it also makes 
the audience feel its softness.     

Experimental Design
The character I will redesign is called ‘Xi’, 
one of  the Chinese surnames. Under some 
specific circumstances, such as in private 
messages, if  the message contains the 
character of  a leader’s last name, it could be 
blocked. Therefore, I have used some special 
elements from Arabic characters to redesign 
the character ‘Xi’ while the overall structure of  
‘Xi’ remains unchanged. Firstly, I disassembled 

this character, which includes various basic 
elements such as point, horizontal and vertical. 
In addition, each element has been adjusted 
based on previous explorations of  the design 
of  Arabic characters. The two points in the 
original character ‘Xi’ are composed of  two 
‘lines’ of  different lengths. In terms of  the 
characteristics of  the Arabic characters, these 
two ‘points’ are redefined, which means the 
‘dot’ that often appears in Arabic characters 
is used to replace the ‘dot’ in the middle of  
‘study’, and the geometrical structure is used 
instead of  the long ‘point’. Furthermore, 
as the previous image illustrates, the 
combination of  different elements in Arabic 
characters is not only an angular link but also 
a lot of  links with curved lines. Also, the 
outer shape of  the character ‘Xi’ reassembles 
the regular horizontal and vertical lines with 
a smooth line, which looks more Arabic-
like. Therefore, with the dot in this character 
redesigned, the structure is modified while the 
overall recognition is preserved, and the new 
characters are put into the chart so that they 
are not blocked. In fact, it is more than just a 
character, but it is closer to a symbol with a 
special meaning through redesign.

The second experimental design focuses 
on the character ‘Sun’, which is another 
surname in Chinese. As I mentioned before, 
Sun Yat-sen is a famous revolutionary 
politician and one of  the founders of  the 
Nationalist Government in modern China, 
and his name could be blocked in social 
communication software (e.g. WeChat) on 
politically significant days. Therefore, ‘Sun’ 
has been selected for another test. The style of  
the character ‘Sun’ has been greatly adjusted, 
which means many arcs have been used 
instead of  regular strokes as there are many 
arc elements in Arabic characters (fig.10). 
More importantly, these arcs cannot only 
change the structure of  the character’s main 
body but also maintain the basic recognition. 
In addition, in the right half  of  the character, 
the original arc is further enlarged in the 
Arabic character style, and the two short 
lines are abstracted into two points (fig.11). 
Overall, this character is more coherent and 

Figure 6: 
Ross, F. [ca. 1990]. Non-Latin Typeface Collection [photography]. 
London: University of  Reading.

Figure 7: 
Ross, F. (ca. 1990). Non-Latin Typeface Collection [photography]. 
London: University of  Reading.

abstract. After undergoing the test my friend 
and I developed earlier on WeChat, the 
character was not blocked because, of  course, 
the system could not identify it (fig.12). 

Reflection 
It is clear that the government has 
strengthened its control over speech across 
digital platforms to try and keep up with the 
rapid development of  the Internet. People 
cannot express their opinions in public, 
and the content of  private conversations 
is controlled. As the previous tests show, 
if  we enter characters that are considered 
‘sensitive’ within a particular date range, 
these characters will be blocked. Therefore, 
in order to avoid such blocking, alternative 
communication tools can be used. The first 
method is to change the chat software, i.e. to 
use a less popular chat software that is usually 
not monitored, but there is no guarantee of  
privacy in this case. Second, some ‘sensitive 
characters’ will not be blocked if  the order 
is adjusted in the paragraph, but this method 
is not suitable for some long paragraphs. 
In addition, using Pinyin or English instead 
of  Chinese characters can also prevent 
blocking, but Pinyin is not conducive to easy 
reading, and English is also incomprehensible 
for many Chinese netizens. Therefore, 
redesigning sensitive characters can help to 
avoid blocking without affecting people’s 
normal communications, although this would 
require constant innovation from online 
communities to ensure that the new characters 
aren’t targeted by censorship software.

 The basic recognition of  the redesigned 
characters should be maintained, as it aids 
the audience’s normal communication. 
Arabic characters have a lot of  connections 
and intersections with Chinese characters, 
according to my archival research. New 
font styles with Chinese and Arabic styles 
have gradually formed over a long period 
of  cultural integration. As a result, it is 
possible to redesign ‘sensitive characters’ 
to avoid blocking by trying to use elements 
of  some Arabic characters. There are some 
vital components to my redesign of  ‘sensitive 
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characters’. For instance, in the redesigned 
character ‘Xi’, the two points were abstracted 
then combined with elements of  Arabic 
characters. The arc style in Arabic characters 
is used in my redesign of  another character, 
‘Sun’. The new character seems to retain 
the original structure while incorporating 
the Arabic character style. Overall, the 
exploration of  sensitive characters and the 
search for different ways to avoid ‘being 
harmonised’ takes a long time, and requires 
the consideration of  different factors such 
as the political environment, technological 
innovation, and exposure to other cultures.

Interactive Activity
This is a small exercise. The sentence below 
includes sensitive characters. You can have a 
go at redesigning the characters. Try replacing 
components with similar yet different 
elements from your first language.

Figure 8: 
Chen, S. (2019). Redesign test: Xi.

Figure 9: 
Chen, S. (2019). Redesign test: Xi.

Figure 11: 
Chen, S. (2019). Redesign test: Sun.

Figure 10: 
Chen, S. (2019). Redesign test: Sun.

Figure 12: 
Chen, S. (2019). Redesign test: Sun.

Figure 13: 
Chen, S. (2019). Redesign test: Sun.
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Figure 14: 
Replace test: interactive activity. This is 
example of  page design.

Figure 15: 
Replace test: interactive activity. 
This is example of  page design.
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A R C H I V I N G  M E M E  H I S T O R Y

CHAPTER 5

An Ode To Know Your Meme

Marie Dalle

Know Your Meme is an online archive of  Internet memes 
and cultures. It is a private, revenue-generating website first 
intended as a funny, entertaining source on the genesis, spread 
and meaning of  various Internet memes. Due to the lack of  
any similar archive of  Internet history and folklore, Know Your 
Meme has by default  become the main reference in the field, 
even serving academic purposes. 

Archiving the Internet 
Archiving the Internet seems like an 
impossible task. Life online is fast and fickle. 
Content is refreshed constantly, tweets are 
sent and deleted within seconds. There 
is a reason why social media has such a 
widespread culture of  ‘screenshots or it didn’t 
happen’, collecting what the online slang 
calls ‘receipts’ of  one politician liking porn 
on Twitter or a Kardashian sister posting an 
unflattering Instagram story she immediately 
regrets. These receipts are proof  that this 
content existed, if  only for a second. They 
are engraved forever in the history of  the 
Internet, saved somewhere on a server by 
users, ready to be reused later to illustrate a 
BuzzFeed article or end a career.

And how frustrating is it to click on a link 
only to find that the destination webpage 
doesn’t exist anymore? Or worse, that the 
domain has been bought by a sketchy Eastern-
European porn production company? With 
bloggers growing out of  their content and 
deleting their blogs, fan-fiction writers erasing 
their work from the Internet, and companies 
frequently going under, we might resort 
to archiving our favorite Internet pages. A 
trusted, simple method is to copy and paste 
said page into a Word document saved on 

your computer. But there are other tools, 
including the aptly-named Wayback Machine 
Internet Archive, a non-profit platform that 
allows users to save a ‘capture’ of  a webpage 
on a specific day. Users can come back years 
later to the Archive, enter the same URL, and 
get access to the page as it looked on the day 
of  the capture. This tool has become essential 
in the recording of  now-deleted websites, but 
is also widely used by Wikipedia contributors 
who, when citing a webpage as their source in 
an article, are advised to save a capture of  the 
selected page in the Wayback Machine, thus 
making sure that their source remains forever 
accessible. 

Other than writing a well-sourced 
Wikipedia article or being able to re-read 
your favourite fan-fiction once deleted, why 
should we archive the Internet? Well, simply 
put, nothing is a better testament to our times 
than what happens online. Look at traditional 
history books: they tell you of  leaders, of  
politics, of  social evolutions, of  revolutions. 
Where do these things happen nowadays? 
Online. Political campaigns are part of  daily 
life on Twitter. Women’s rights are discussed 
and defended on Tumblr. 4Chan hosts a new 
generation of  white, all-American terrorists. 
BuzzFeed publishes some of  the most 

About the archive
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cutting-edge investigative journalism of  our 
era. Documenting online history, trends and 
cultural phenomena will be essential for future 
generations who might try to understand our 
society based on the evidence left behind 
(Aschenbrenner & Rauber, 2001).

Memes of  Communication
At the centre of  the Internet’s cultural 
life are memes. The concept of  memes as 
Richard Dawkins first wrote about it in 1976, 
as a cultural phenomenon that spreads by 
imitation from one person to another, is not a 
new phenomenon. ‘Memes’ can be observed 
taking place all through human history. But 
memes in the context of  contemporary digital 
culture have their own specific definition. 
Limor Shifman, one of  the first academics 
to publish a book on the topic of  Internet 
memes, describes them as ‘a group of  digital 
items sharing common characteristics of  
content, form and/or stance, which […] were 
created with awareness of  each other, and [..] 
were circulated, imitated and/or transformed 
via the Internet by many users’ (Shifman, 
2014, p.41).

Internet memes range from a very simple 
joke to a possible tool for cultural warfare and 
ideological propagation (Prosser, 2006). While 
introducing the Journal of  Visual Culture’s 
issue dedicated to memes, Laine Nooney 
and Laura Portwood-Stacer explain why they 
consider the academic study and archiving of  
memes to be essential:

[A]s heterogeneous and divergent bundles 
of  communicative and aesthetic practices, 
they have produced forms of  digitally 
mediated interaction, the outcomes of  which 
cannot yet be measured. This is a journal issue 
compiled and edited as much for tomorrow 
as for today. For better or worse, consider this 
issue a time capsule, an attempt to capture, as 
imperfectly as possible, something of  present 
technological, social, and aesthetic conditions. 
(Nooney and Portwood-Stacer, 2014, p. 249). 

Since it can take years to fully grasp the 
cultural impact of  a meme, it is important to 
keep track of  them for the future of  cultural 
studies. Indeed, a common meme on the 

Internet is, when faced with very strange or 
bizarre online content, to reply with ‘future 
historians will have a hard time explaining this’. 
Archiving this content to assist hypothetical 
historians of  the future is, in its own way, a 
strangely kind gesture (Madrigal, 2017).

Know Your Meme
Cue Rocketboom, a.k.a. The Rocketboom 
Institute of  Internet Studies. This early player 
in the Internet video scene is the brainchild 
of  Andrew Baron, Kenyatta Cheese and Leah 
D’Emilio. In 2004, with a small team, they 
created online newscasts centered around 
Internet-related events. To create revenue for 
their activity, they sold ad spaces and product 
placement in their videos, a precursor of  the 
current business model of  YouTube vloggers. 
Old Reddit threads from the mid 2000s testify 
to Rocketboom’s popularity as a much-talked-
about topic within online spheres. Their 
comedic content and acute understanding of  
a culture overlooked by mainstream media 
even led to Rocketboom being called the 
possible ‘future of  TV’’ (Moore, 2005). 

In 2007, Rocketboom added to their video 
content a regular segment explaining to their 
viewers the origin of  various Internet memes. 
This was the original ‘Know Your Meme’, 
a section in which the Rocketboom team 
analysed various famous memes to uncover 
their origins on the Internet, and how they 
had spread in popularity, also giving their 
broadcast viewers a better understanding of  
the meaning of  the meme. The segment was 
very popular, and in order to provide more 
resources to viewers curious about the topic, 
Rocketboom launched an online platform 
of  the same name, KnowYourMeme.com 
(Baron, 2012). The website compiles not 
only the classic visual Internet memes, but 
also portraits of  figures relevant to online 
culture including vloggers and politicians, as 
well as reports of  online and offline events 
with significance to the digital landscape. The 
website was conceived to fill a gap left between 
two already existing websites: Wikipedia, 
which is too serious and academic for most 
meme content, and Encyclopedia Dramatica, 

a website that had already started to archive 
memes but was also doubling up as a cesspool 
of  misogynistic, racist, and neo-Nazi rhetoric; 
it makes for quite a traumatising browse. 

In 2011, Rocketboom sold the Know 
Your Meme platform for a substantial sum 
to Cheezburger Media, the current owners 
of  the website (Baron, 2011). From then on, 
Rocketboom mostly faded away. Its founder 
Andrew Baron was arrested for fraud in 2017 
and disappeared from the Internet (Osher, 
2018). The irony is that all that is left of  his 
original project is a series of  videos still up 
on Vimeo (but not Youtube), a few Reddit 
posts asking what happened to Rocketboom 
and now-deleted entries from Baron’s blog 
Dembot saved on the Wayback Machine 
Internet Archive.

Kenyatta Cheese, one of  the Co-Founders 
of  Know Your Meme, said in an interview 
transcribed in Stryker’s book, Epic Win for 
Anonymous, that they had understood early on 
that the Internet is ‘this place for information 
to live permanently, but if  there’s no market 
value in keeping something online, it could be 
lost forever’, justifying their private business 
model by their need to sustain a website that 
he saw as ‘almost [...] a public service that [...] 
properly archive[s] and analyze[s] stuff  that 
no one in academia seemed willing or able 
to preserve properly’ (Stryker, 2011, p.172). 
This explains why Know Your Meme chose a 
different route than other online archives that 
are mostly funded by donations (Wikipedia, 
Wayback Machine, Archive of  Our Own). 
The website was bought from its original 
creators because it was a lucrative business 
with a lot of  online traffic. It now survives 
online thanks to embedded programmatic 
advertising and sponsored content. 

Know Your Meme works partly through 
open-source content creation: users can 
create accounts on the website and then go 
on to contribute content, either by registering 
a new meme or by changing an existing 
page (adding new information, modifying 
erroneous details). With an active internal 
forum community, the platform is constantly 
updated by its users who ‘gather’ online to 

discuss how to best represent the history of  
each meme.

The archive is divided into sub-categories: 
Cultures, Events, Memes, Subcultures, People 
and Sites. Each of  them has numerous 
pages recording key cultural moments from 
the history of  the Internet. The archive’s 
metadata elucidates the origin of  the meme, 
how it spread online and in which context 
it is commonly used on the Internet. Each 
page ends with an auto-generated Google 
graph that shows the spikes in searches for 
the meme on the search engine, used as an 
indicator of  the meme’s popularity at a given 
time. Like on Wikipedia, it is recommended 
that the contributors provide sources when 
writing metadata, but this rule is not enforced 
as strictly on Know Your Meme. 

While Wikipedia is a giant non-profit 
archive where volunteers are at the core of  
the recording of  knowledge, Know Your 
Meme has an official editorial team paid for 
by the owner, Cheezburger Media. They 
supervise the content to, in theory, avoid 
bias and keep it mostly neutral. But complete 
neutrality is impossible, especially to a human 
editorial team, and their position as employees 
of  a company generating profit from the 
website can raise concern of  political bias 
or censorship of  content. And the fact that 
Know Your Meme generates profit mainly 
from the free labour of  its contributing users 
is questionable (and a matter that deserves its 
own chapter). In an ideal world, the archiving 
of  the history of  Internet culture would be 
taken more seriously and managed more 
sustainably. But in the meantime, and in the 
absence of  a better source for this knowledge, 
Know Your Meme will have to be regarded as 
the main reference in the field. 

Recording Internet Folklore
Despite the various issues that are raised about 
the platform – from its exploitation of  free 
labour to the lack of  control over sensitive 
political content – Know Your Meme is an 
invaluable database of  an overlooked side of  
contemporary history. Trevor Blank & Robert 
Howard, for example, note the importance of  
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the platform in recording ‘Internet folklore’ 
and preserving it for future history books 
(2013). In 2014, significantly, the American 
Folklife Center at the Library of  Congress 
started collecting offline digital records 
of  Know Your Meme, recognising how 
important it had become as an archive of  what 
they refer to as ‘Born Digital Folklore’ (Saylor, 
2014). The British Library also archives web 
pages in their UK Web Archives, but since 
they concentrate on UK-located websites, 
Know Your Meme is not included.

Meme culture is the international folklore 
of  the twenty-first century. Memes are the 
digital equivalent of  oral storytelling, passed 
on from one person to another. But unlike 
tales told around the campfire at night, memes 
spread from user to user on a variety of  digital 
platforms. Only those ‘in the know’, with 
the necessary cultural codes, can understand 
them. Group dynamics are formed around 
meme literacy, creating subcultures with their 
own codes and ‘memelore’ (Shifman, 2014). 

Some memes become so mainstream that 
they integrate popular culture and collective 
consciousness. Rickrolling (fig.1), a famous 
Internet prank where any innocent link could 
lead you to the music video for Rick Astley’s 
1987 song ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’, is a 
case in point. Some play with already existing 
cultural norms, extracted from popular media 
to join a stranger, more opaque culture. For 

Figure 1: 

Dalle, M. (2019) Rickroll. Digital image.

example, ‘You’re doing amazing sweetie’ (fig. 
2) is based on a memorable quote from the 
reality television series Keeping Up With the 
Kardashians. The catchphrase often comes 
with an image of  the family’s ‘momager’ Kris 
Jenner pointing her camera at a nude, off-
screen Kim Kardashian. The meme is used to 
express encouragement or support. 

Meme culture has its own folk tales. A 
notable example are the Copypastas, urban 
legends born on the Internet, which spread 
from blog to blog in a ‘copy-paste’ fashion. 
Copypasta folklore has its own set of  stories, 
like the one of  Slender Man, a strange creature 
who haunts the Internet. Despite being an 
online myth, the Slender Man went on to 
inspire a tragic stabbing in 2014 in the USA 
(Mar, 2017). More mainstream meme culture 
also has its own folk creatures, like the funny - 
if  not weird - LÄMP Moth (fig. 3), stemming 
from a joke about moths and their attraction 
to the light produced by lamps. We can also 
cite the infamous Pepe the Frog (fig. 4), a 
character from the comic series Boy’s Club by 
Matt Furie that has been widely used by the alt-
right as one of  their symbols on the Internet, 
despite its creator expressing his disavowal of  
such a use. Pepe’s complex online history is 
also tied to the strange Cult of  Kek, a post-
ironic online religion venerating frog gods 
and mass shooters alike (Grey Ellis, 2018). 

Digital folklore and Internet memes are 

fast becoming an integrated part of  Western 
contemporary popular culture. As such, 
archiving this history is vital. Yet, the value 
of  archiving Internet subcultures is often 
overlooked by traditional mainstream media, 
and even by the academic community. 

Recent tragedies prove the importance 
of  archiving information about memes. 
Indeed, Know Your Meme will provide its 
readers with a definition of  what being an 
‘incel’ means, helping us to better understand 
the connections between this misogynistic 
underground online community and the 
2018 Toronto terror attack perpetrated in 
their name (Beauchamp, 2018). Know Your 
Meme has pages dedicated to YouTuber 
Felix ‘PewDiePie’ Kjellberg and to the 
complex ‘Subscribe to PewDiePie’ meme 
that he sparked and that the alt-right tried to 
overtake as one of  their symbols. The phrase 
‘Subscribe to PewDiePie’ was scratched 
on Holocaust memorials as a form of  anti-
semitic attack and, in a horrific turn of  events, 
shouted out loud by the 2019 Christchurch 
Mosque shooter while he live-streamed his 
Islamophobic terrorist mass-murder (Know 
Your Meme, 2019). 

Sadly, in the wake of  such tragedies, light is 
shone on the often-ignored world of  Internet 
folklore. But each incident goes to prove that 
even if  Know Your Meme appears to be an 

Figure 2: 
Dalle, M. (2019) You’re doing amazing sweetie. 
Digital image.

Figure 3: 
Dalle, M. (2019) Moth & LÄMP. 
Digital image.

incomplete and biased archive of  online 
history, the records it keeps are essential to 
our understanding of  some of  the events we 
are going to encounter in the future. Added 
to this discussion is the future of  meme 
history, currently uncertain in the European 
Union where the European Parliament has 
voted on soon-to-be-implemented copyright 
laws restricting the freedom of  creation by 
Internet users, especially the freedom of  
meme creation and sharing (fig. 5). Know 
Your Meme will undoubtedly continue to have 
a role to play in the resistance movements 
against these laws. The topic is already heavily 
discussed on the platform’s forum.

In conclusion, I think one could question 
the reliability of  archiving Internet content 
on other Internet pages. What happens if, 
one day, the Internet disappears? Are physical 
forms of  archiving more reliable? The French 
journal of  Internet cultures, Nichons Nous 
Dans L’Internet, takes this approach. Their 
catchphrase, printed at the beginning of  
each issue, is ‘Printing the Internet before it 
disappears’. Maybe this is what the future of  
historical meme archives looks like: a museum 
of  memes, walls filled with printouts of  each 
of  them. Or maybe we need to speculate in 
favour of  a fantastical library, books stacked 
everywhere, each hiding away a few ‘rare 
pepes’, some ‘lämps’ or an inventive paper 
‘RickRoll’. 

Figure 4: 
Dalle, M. (2019) Pepe the Frog. 
Digital image.
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C O D E  [ 7 . 5 . 1 . 9 ]  - 
T H R O W I N G  S H A D E 

O N  S H A D E

CHAPTER 6

Archiving of  skin colour through social stratification

Andrea C Simmons (Cocobrown)

Japanese Author; Nihon Shikisai Kenkyujo,1967; 
SKIN COLOUR ATLAS, Archive. The Colour Reference 
Library, Royal College of  Art. 

The Royal College of  Art hosts one of  the largest collections 
of  colour reference material in the world. For my research, I 
was looking at the Skin Colour Atlas, Archive. The archive is 
unusual as it is also an artefact. It was commissioned in 1967 
by the Japan Skin-colour Research Institute and was produced 
by an amalgamation of  organisations in academia in subject-
related to psychology and cosmetics. It was used for skin 
analysis in relation to cosmetic surgery and dermatology. 
The archive was designed by Nihon Shikisai Kenkyujo, a 
designer with an expertise in colour application and fashion 
and arts-related products. 

Abstract
If  the future is now, but not as we know it! 
What of  the future?

Throughout the decades we have been 
exposed to subliminal messages, persuading 
us of  a certain ‘truth’. Historically the ‘truth’ 
has been fraught with problems in the way we 
are perceived as individuals and communities. 
One example of  this is how designers engage 
with the sensitive topic of  human skin-
colour representation. Through an in-depth 
exploration of  design and cultural colour 
representation, I want to pose the following 
question: how do we understand and mitigate 
against negative perceptions of  skin colour? 

I explore this question working with the 
Nihon Archive, a human skin-colour, atlas/
archive from 1967. It is unique, as it can be 
considered an artefact as well as an archive. 
This chapter invites the reader to question 
and review the sensitive topic of  human skin-

colour representation set against a context of  
fashion, the arts and sub-cultures. The work is 
positioned in a ‘post-apocalyptic’ setting. It is 
unequivocally me ‘throwing shade on shade’ 
from the past, the present and foreseeable 
future. The rationale behind choosing this 
archive derives from my investigation into 
equality and inequality of  human skin-
colour, especially exploring the stereotypical 
concepts found within society. ‘Throwing 
shade on shade’ highlights elements of  social 
stratification. 

This will be me: code ‘[7.5.1.9]’, giving my 
rendition of  social stratification. 

The Nihon Archive presents a catalyst for 
us to think differently. Within the chapter, 
I demonstrate how the portrayals of  skin-
colour from the past can be used as a legacy 
for the future. However, when we speak of  
the past, what is our perspective, and where 
does it derive from. Is it history or (his)story? 

About the archive
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This chapter builds upon principles of  
cognitive perception as outlined by McLeod 
in his journal article ‘The Development of  
Mastery and Race in the Comprehensive 
Slave of  the Greater Caribbean During 
the Seventeenth Century Codes’. Here he 
discusses the theory of  perception and 
how we understand skin-colour as a set 
of  social constructs culturally and socially. 
This chapter investigates possible cultural 
inclusion and discusses the relevance of  social 
cohesion. It takes you on a journey, looking 
at negative perception, informed decisions 
in fashion, design and the arts. It touches on 
a controversial topic with the aim to depict 
inclusion as normality rather than alienation. 

Editor’s Note: What comes next are edited 
extracts drawn from a more substantial 
research paper which sets out to break code 
[7.5.1.9].

Introduction: Code
Holding the key to the code is of  great benefit 
in the current hierarchical system. 
Over decades codes have advocated 
and activated privilege and failure of  
acknowledgement. However, how does one 
break the code when stigmas of  repression, 
stereotypes and bias are rife? 

Over the course of  our life, we embed 
certain codes influencing our conscious and 
unconscious bias, for instance the perception 
of  black skin-colour versus white skin colour. 
What is wrong and what is right? A certain 
skin-colour might lead to social advantage or 
disadvantage affecting the socio-economic 
status and positioning of  a person. Black 
often deemed as the colour disadvantage or 
disability and white as the colour of  privileged 
and capability. Although, no one person’s skin 
colour can actually be deemed as black nor 
white, where did these chains of  thought 
derive from?

In the paper White Fragility, the author 
Robin DiAngelo outlines the following: 
‘People of  colour talking directly about their 
racial perspectives (challenge to white racial 
codes)’ (DiAngelo, 2011, p. 57) She highlights, 

that the subject of  skin-colour evokes 
discomfort in a racial context. In this context, 
the psychiatrist Charles Pearce discusses 
the key themes of  microaggressions and 
macroaggressions. They are understood as 
codes of  practice. Based on his observational 
studies, he defines them as racial coded 
language. His research evokes a conversation 
on why people act the way they do. He is 
foregrounding, how individuals might act 
as negative advocates in relation to skin 
colour perception. His findings are affirmed 
by DiAngelo, who refers to coded words 
such as “urban”, “inner-city” to “personal 
positioning”. (DiAngelo, 2011, p.55). In her 
analysis skin colour was perceived by some 
people as a disadvantage and resulted in 
socially marginalised groups. A certain ethnic 
minority group was often related to a lower 
status within society.  

Decoding the code of  [7.5.1.9] would be 
an easy feat, but first of  all mis-educational 
concepts need to be reviewed. The challenge 
is to change the perception on how skin 
colour is perceived. It starts with re-education 
on an individual and societal level, rethinking 
and removing old stigmas of  the past. 
Self-education is the key here. We need to 
review personal prejudices first in order 
to decolonise the future. New educational 
models and a reformation of  existing models 
could work to crack existing codes and to 
implement new creative strategies. The Nihon 
Archive serves as a great example here. It 
uses streams of  mathematical coding based 
on the Munsell Colour System of  1930, to 
define a new skin colour palette. The archive 
uses individual skin-colour hues to represent 
social stratification of  colour. The principle 
theory of  this coding uses unique DNA of  
skin colour to represent people as individuals

.
Nihon Archive: An archive of  curiosity
The Nihon Archive was created in 1967 in 
Japan and was produced by collating localised 
skin-colour samples, which were originally 
used for medical purposes. By comparison, 
in 2007 the American company Pantone 
produced a skin tone swatch book. Both 

consist of  an extensive number of  human 
skin-colour swatches. However, the ratio of  
colour differs enormously, the Nihon Archive 
includes over 300 shades in contrast to 
Pantone’s colour palette of  110 shades. The 
Royal College of  Art hosts one of  the largest 
collections of  colour reference material in 
the world, including the Skin Colour Atlas, 
Archive. The archive is unusual as it is also 
an artefact. It was commissioned in 1967 
by the Japan Skin-colour Research Institute 
and was produced by an amalgamation of  
organisations in academia in subject-related 
to psychology and cosmetics. The Nihon 
Skin Colour Atlas, Archive is an emblem 
of  inclusion and an archive of  curiosity. It 
presents itself  as a historical visual library and 
log of  scientific human skin-colour data. It was 
carefully designed as part of  a collaborative 
research project, turning the research results 
into a tangible package of  knowledge. In this 
chapter, me as the code ‘[7.5.1.9] urges you 
to analyse why some people are bias towards 
certain skin colours. Why do these prejudices 
exist?

In the Beginning
Through the guise of  cultural colour 
representation, an initial question is posed: 
does the colour of  your skin define where 
you are from? This archive of  curiosity is 
like a matrix emerging from Pandora’s box 
of  factual data; a visible human rainbow of  
skin-colours visible for the eye to see created 
with a precision and purpose as unique as 
its designer. Over the decades the subject 
of  skin-colour has been challenging. The 
derogatory aspects of  skin-colour occur 
perhaps due to discomfort, racial disharmony, 
or dare I say, possible discriminatory practice? 
This is unlike my archive of  curiosity which 
projects a union of  differentiating categorised 
hues, spanning over three hundred shades, 
representing human skin-colour. So, I put it 
to you dear reader, did we need to provide 
diverse ranges of  human skin-colour within 
products and services to ensure all cultures 
were inclusively acknowledged? In my 
opinion, once a balanced ratio of  skin-colour 

is accessibly inclusive of  all cultures, I see no 
problem. 

Furthermore, when talking about the 
perception of  skin-colour, the question 
arises how can this be effectively translated 
into inclusive thinking? And, where did the 
negative connotations, against human skin-
colour derive? 

For many centuries, it appeared that 
many in the world had come to avoid the 
apparent issues of  skin-colour, as if  it was 
invisible. It will be through the Nihon skin-
colour archive; the story will be set; by me 
as code ‘[7.9.1.5]’ where I will be ‘throwing 
shade on shade’. In aiming to grasp the 
knowledge and understanding of  skin-colour, 
it will become self- apparent we all may need 
to review our own skin-colour and socio-
economical positioning. The Nihon Archive 
conclusively demonstrates its array of  skin-
colour sampling, justifies its relevance and 
purpose beyond its years. Progressing from 
this, it will be through the collation of  human 
skin-colour data found within this unusual 
artefact/archive. It will be through cultural 
colour representation more questions can be 
posed, and able to guide us towards how one 
or, we as a nation, aim to tackle the challenges 
of  inclusion on a social and global level.

Throwing shade on shade 
From the birth comes the biology, skin-colour 
is made, invariantly of  many key elements. 
Conceived as an amalgamation of  lighter and 
darker hues and when unveiled, it is nude. In 
this act of  creation derives the biggest faux 
pas and controversial topics for debate: how 
can the colour ‘Nude’ be deemed as nude? 
How is this an aspect of  being marginalised 
from particular ethnic groupings. Looking at 
the terminology surrounding the ‘nude’ the 
definition itself  becomes debatable, leading 
one to question whose nakedness is depicted 
as a pink flesh tone? The nude colour 
concept becomes a baffling one, developed to 
constitute its colouration as the overarching 
symbolic colour for all people. 

Created as a facade to other skin tones, 
it is championed by ‘hierarchical bodies’ in 
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the fashion industry. The colour set as a ‘fait 
accompli’ presenting itself  as an anomaly as 
it cannot be singular colour of  universal skin 
tone. Opposing this debate some within the 
fashion industry and society have professed: 
‘what was the problem with the colour 
‘Nude’? My research includes the theories 
of  ‘enclothed cognition’ by psychologists 
Galinsky and Adam (2012) and a research 
paper on embodied cognition by Verela titled 
The embodied mind, (2019). It is evident 
to see an influence surrounding the way we 
think about skin-colour. Examples of  this 
are indicated in the works of  Hunter (2005) 
Colorstruck: Skin Color Stratification in the 
Lives of  African American Women. 

The Invisibles 
To progress my argument, when we speak of  
the Invisibles, we might also ask whom and 
what determines one’s visibility in relation 
to skin colour? It was evident to see huge 
areas of  missing elements from industry-
led skin-tone palettes. If  these palettes 
were designed to be reflective society, then 
whose society might it be? The companies 
and authorities of  skin colour are written 
about in Li L, (2019) Note to self, feed me 
data, blog and Li. J, (2018) Beauty Brawl, the 
pudding cool, in correlation with new data 
visualisation space. Both sources provide a 
line of  questioning towards methodologies 
applied to research to enable more justified 
and accurate outcomes. Proving the point: we 
see marginalised perspectives and viewpoints 
lead to marginalised outcomes. 

Similarly, the Nihon skin-colour atlas 
demonstrating extensive detailed research 
and with results of  high-quality outcomes. 
By comparison the Pantone skin-tone swatch 
book demonstrates, a condensed volume 
of  data which is not reflective of  society. 
However, a mediation point is achievable 
if  both the Nihon and Pantone books were 
combined, as it would offer a better summative 
and compact solution. To clarify this issue, I 
am not suggesting all skin-colours should be 
documented into one narrative, but proposing 
it is vital to apply correctly apportioned ratios 

of  skin-colour, to products and services, 
to ensure, inclusion is representative and 
reflective of  all cultures.

Intriguing as the Nihon skin-colour 
atlas stands as an obsolete box as much of  
its affiliates are non-existent in Japan. This 
archive within itself  could be deemed as 
invisible if  one did not know of  its existence, 
rationale, purpose or use. Neil Parkinson, the 
RCA’s colour referencing library Manager 
recently stated: ‘this unusual box had offered 
himself  great curiosity and had been waiting 
for an opportunity for someone to use it.’ 
This archive similar to Johari Window has a 
wealth of  knowledge demonstrating, when 
research is applied cohesively, outcomes can 
be impressive and with longevity. Likewise, 
my current, research identified clear objectives 
for, more extensive study into colourimetry 
and sociology. Implementing progressive 
work into diverse regional and localised areas 
within a globalised framework to achieve 
better results. My work also uses the principle 
theories offered by Dr Joanna Boehnert, a 
social data visualisation expert, presented 
during a seminar at the Royal College of  Art 
(2019).

Subliminal messages through the skin 
Regretfully, there are still stigmas of  the past 
entrenched into our systems, with challenges 
placed upon social environments when it 
comes to skin-colour. Especially in the areas 
of  fashion & beauty where connotations 
of  skin colour are rife and reflected as ‘The 
Fairer, whiter, lighter’ stigmas, adopted 
by Asian and Black cultures. These are 
reminiscent to colonial atrocities practised 
and the preconceptions of  attractiveness, by 
particular variants and hues favoured over 
others. Similarly, this is reflected in the Halo 
Effect (E Thorndike 1920) through elements 
of  favouritism. Notions have transcended 
over decades and have projected global 
cultural acceptance for a ‘marginalised few of  
the minority’; if  one’s skin-colour was lighter 
than a brown paper bag.

Under the guise of  cultural appropriation, 
mindsets through media and influencers 

have been allowed to have free reign. These 
pressures through social expectations 
of  beauty, acceptance and inclusiveness, 
have been questionable over decades. 
Preconceptions of  beauty have led to more 
anomalies and contradictory practices, such 
as fixations on skin-tanning applications to 
darkening of  complexions. Also, although 
set in a different context as medical anomaly, 
including skin disorders like Vitiligo to 
Albinism and other dermatological issues. 
Correlations made between the biological 
and dermatological skin processes are teamed 
with the psychological of  physical attributes 
of  skin-colour. However, the imbalance in 
some cases, where skin-colour is used as a 
trophy of  acceptance or ignorance. Thus, 
leading to personal issues of  perception 
thereby potentially impacting on individual 
persona and social wellbeing. 

Breaking the code
All things been said, is it time to break the 
code if  we want decolonisation of  design to 
manifest and be addressed. If  evaluations of  
worth, status and social standing are endorsed 
when looking at a person’s skin colour, we ask 
how might we understand the mindset of  a 
broader world view? Cognitive bias initiates 
negative twists of  perception by making poor 
and preconceived judgements on people as 
individuals or people as nations. Willis and 
Todorov (2006) write in their research paper 
First impressions, that it takes approximately 
half  a milli-second for a person to make an 
assumption or an assessment of  a stranger. 
Similarly, the Implicit bias test by Greenwald, 
Banaji, Nosek at Harvard University (1998) 
informed us of  negative bias of  skin-colour. 
It has a detrimental impact on individual 
perceptions of  cultures and race.

Identifiably the principles of  salience 
are understood through the extremities of  
poverty versus supremacy. Invariably negative 
imbalance is left on all sides, as depictions 
of  truth and untruths, take place through 
parallel narratives. Thus, demonstrating how 
invisibility may be formed and how exclusion 
can manifest. Unlike, the Nihon skin-colour 

atlas, that demonstrates attention to detail, 
is crucial enabling equal balance and ratio 
to be evident within the distribution of  
colour, ensuring inclusiveness is portrayed 
as a good metaphor. Who was to know skin 
as the largest organ on the body, formulates 
many narratives though skin-colour! Such 
as the subliminal messages in history, this 
archive of  curiosity was carefully compiled 
to provide a transference of  knowledge. The 
Nihon skin colour atlas written in Japanese 
with condensed English embedded script, 
accompanied with pages of  graphs and charts, 
enables this archive to visually communicate 
many exciting aspects of  creativity, drawn by 
the focus on skin colour.

The Prophecy the prodigy 
When speaking of  the challenging issues of  
skin-colour were we looking for a prophecy, 
prodigy or a revolution? Political arguments 
made by the American educationalist Jane 
Elliot, writing on the Blue Eyes Brown eyes 
experiment (1968), which took place on 
5th April the day after the assassination of  
Dr Martin Luther King. Created in protest 
of  what she saw as inequality is projected 
now as her salad bowl of  new education 
reform. However, twenty-three days later 
in the UK, Conservative Politician Enoch 
Powell presented his infamous ‘Rivers of  
Blood’(1968) speech, setting the tone for 
opposing viewpoints of  crossing cultures by 
vocalising his stark eulogy of  perceived pitfalls 
of  diversity and inclusion by promotion of  
inequality.

Between the parameters of  right wing 
and left-wing viewpoints, If  the future is 
now, then what are we doing to preserve its 
progression and longevity? This is evidenced 
from racialism to colonialism, to culturalism 
to decolonisation, when looking at the topic 
of  skin-colour impartial perspectives. A 
question could be posed to those whom are 
deemed as the ‘perceivers’ to ask on what 
basis disregard and ignorance makes racial 
issues better. Also, can the idea of  inclusion 
be proposed or perceived as a real catalyst 
for change? Will it be through introducing 
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palatable creative mediums, such as the skin-
colour atlas that perhaps new dialogue can be 
made. Could it be for role model creatives, 
educators and influencers of  inclusion to 
project their talents in aid of  raising awareness 
of  the issues, and enabling diversification and 
equality to be effectively projected within the 
arts sector? 

Deriving from the impartialness of  re-
education as an epiphany, Engaging the 
pink elephant in the room by Lee, (2011, 
p.151) addresses issues of  being a creative 
facilitator of  learning rather than just being 
and academic. Perhaps, it will be through the 
perspective of  identified mis-education, one 
can start to re-educate themselves through the 
principles of  self-education. However, it can 
only be from ‘new education’ the decolonising 
of  skin-colour be changed. Over decades 
from reviewing the UK’s methodologies, 
of  teaching within Arts Education, no 
emphasis has been made on areas of  equality, 
diversification and inclusion within the 
subject area of  skin-colour stratification. As 
demonstrated within this archive, there is a 
need to review challenging topics and find 
creative summative solutions.

Conclusion
With intention to alleviate bias of  authorship 
conclusively, who is code [7.9.1.5]? Via 
the Pantone swatch system this is my skin 
colour number, as a cocoa brown shade. A 
representation of  myself  like a Johari window 
with many dimensions, such as my chosen 
archive. For some, depicted as the ancestor 
of  a slave or alternatively, just a mere black 
female. The Nihon Archive, using tangents 
of  human skin colour, as swatches identified 
as tones descending from unknowing places, 
but all part of  our human race. From personal 
experience skin-colour stratification is a study 
of  various ology’s and a consuming and 
laborious process. However, it should not be 
done to the detriment of  exclusion of  cultural 
sectors regardless of  race. It is also with 
hope ‘throwing shade on shade’ this archive 
of  curiosity, has provided enlightenment 
and thought on various aspects of  human 

skin-colour. It is imminent and clear to 
see the advantages and disadvantages, of  
exclusion and inclusion, as represented in this 
artefact/archive. It will be by new education 
via creative re-imagining of  curriculums 
and implementation of  visual culture and 
communication. Valid contributions in 
the transference of  knowledge can be 
implemented to making the invisibles of  
society to be made visible. 
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D E C I P H E R I N G  T H E  LY R I C S
O F  T H E  L I C H E N

CHAPTER 7

On Biomonitoring, Worlding, and Airy Symbiosis

Lucy Sabin

The lichen collection at the Natural History Museum consists 
of  400,000 specimens and over 10,000 type specimens (the 
specimens upon which species’ descriptions are based). Lichens 
and lichenicolous fungi have been collected during scientific 
expeditions in Britain, Ireland, the Antarctic, Australia, Chile, 
New Zealand, and beyond. Researchers can visit the collection 
and are able to borrow specimens for research. The database 
can also be explored online at https://data.nhm.ac.uk.  

Introduction 

To explore a material poetics 
of  place, and air’s function 
with it, we need to ask after the 
material and meaningful ways 
in which air enters into human 
and geographic life. 
– Tim Choy (2012, p.22)

This chapter begins with a visit to the Natural 
History Museum (NHM), where I discovered 
the fluctuating nature of  air quality in the 
UK by looking at historic distributions of  
atmosphere-sensitive lichens. The encounter 
inspired an unpicking of  ‘biomonitoring’ as 
an interspecies epistemology. I argue that 
the scientific research method produces an 
excess of  meaning through its stories of  
environmental change, including loss, over 
space and time. The excess of  meaning 
opens up speculative registers for sensing, 
knowing, and worlding. Finally, in my essay, 
I conclude that biomonitoring, which reveals 
the interdependencies between bodies and 
matter, reveals air itself  to be a medium for 
symbiosis. Within this material poetics, air 

dynamically interfaces with its inhabitants 
to continually transform the conditions for 
living together. 

Report from the Herbarium
The architectural body of  the Natural History 
Museum comprises a network of  chambers and 
passageways, mostly hidden from public view. 
When I visited their collection of  preserved 
lichens, totalling 400,000 specimens, I found 
myself  in a long room with a vaulted ceiling, 
like an inverted encyclopaedic tome. My 
guide, a resident lichenologist, made sure that 
I completed two initiatory tasks before I could 
investigate the archive independently. First, I 
signed the Visitor Book, an historic record 
in itself. Second, I demonstrated an ability 
to handle the archived ‘documents’ correctly, 
fingertips at the margins. Once satisfied with 
my technique, the lichenologist left me with 
a ‘scientific associate’. The associate was 
busy counting specimens by drumming his 
fingers on a wooden desk. Like Morse code, it 
punctuated the still atmosphere. 

The herbarium was flanked by rows of  
nondescript filing cabinets. I directed my 
attention to the one labelled ‘Xanthoria’, 
referring to a genus of  lichenised fungi named 
after the Greek word for yellow, xanthos. Like 

About the archive
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a human eye, Xanthoria’s colours are best 
admired up close, under natural light. Flecks 
of  turmeric, flax, terracotta, butterscotch…
the colours can change according to the 
environment. Some species that rival daffodils 
under direct sunlight will fade to green in 
shady, moist conditions, like corroded copper. 
Texturally, the Xanthoria genus is composed 
of  small scales known as ‘squamules’. Like 
mosaic tiles, the squamules form intricate, 
citrine patterns that are unique to each species, 
and probably to each individual lichen.

Starved of  light, fresh air, and moisture, 
the archived specimens appear less vivid 
than lichens ‘in the wild’. Like the wares of  
an antique store, they hark back to bygone 
glory days of  being useful and admired. 
Enveloped in parchment folders like old 
family scrapbooks that have been compiled 
by many hands, specimens resemble amber 
brooches and dried lemon peels, alongside 
scrawled or typewritten labels. The metadata 
includes: collection date, location, substrate, 
name of  collector, name of  their institution 
or expedition, and taxonomic classification. 
Each lichen has its own stories to tell about 
its former life of  interacting with the outside 
world, just as ‘every tree, in the arc of  its 
trunk and the twisting of  its branches, bears 
testimony to the currents of  wind in which 
it grew’ (Ingold, 2007, p. S30). Yet unlike a 
tree or a lichen in media res, the preservation 
of  these biological samples begets a certain 
collapsing of  linear time because specimens 
are suspended in the growth phase from when 
they were collected 10, 50, 100 years ago or 
more. Like proto-photographic processing, 
exposure to the elements leaves a latent trace 
which is suspended in time with the act of  
archiving. 

In the Xanthoria family, species include: 
X. alaskana, X. borealis, X. elegans, X. 
tenuiloba, and the list goes on. With my 
precious time in the herbarium, I investigated 
records for X. parietina, a species colloquially 
known as ‘maritime sunburst lichen’. In terms 
of  ethnolichenology, the study of  relations 
between humans and lichen (see Gilbert, 
2010), X. parietina is notable for its use in 

making dyes. Islanders in the Outer Hebrides 
boiled the the lichen or ‘crottle’ with sheep’s 
urine in order to colour yarns. The latter 
were woven into clò-mòr, the Harris Tweed 
that traditionally cloaked crofters and their 
families to protect them from harsh winter 
weather (ibid, p.280). On a bright, cold day 
when deciduous trees are bare, the lichen is a 
glinting reminder of  the old ways. 

Figure 1: 
Sabin, L. (2019). X. parietina specimen collected in 
1964, archived at the Natural History Museum.

Figure 2: 
Sabin, L. (2019). Lichens at the Natural History 
Museum suspended in handmade envelopes.

I am particularly interested in records 
of  X. parietina for two interrelated reasons. 
Firstly, it has recently become remarkably 
common in the UK over the last few decades, 
and, secondly, it is an indicator of  a particular 
kind of  air pollution (Power et al., 2018). 
Previously, sulphur dioxide and smogs were 
recognised as public health hazards in the 
UK. So technologies and environmental 
policies were adapted and adopted in response 
(Massara et al., 2009). However, nitrogen-
containing pollutants, linked with industry, 
transport and agriculture emissions, have been 
identified as an ongoing problem (Power). X. 
parietina thrives in nitrogen-rich atmospheres; 
its recent proliferation is not a testament to air 
pollution levels per se, but to its fluctuating 
chemical composition. 

Unsurprisingly, I had passed many examples 
of  X. parietina on roadsides during my walk 
to the Museum through central London. I had 
previously developed the habit of  stopping to 
look after conducting field studies with the 
British Lichen Society. These excursions were 
imbued with the immediacy of  inhabiting 
‘the open world [...] immersed in the fluxes 
of  the medium: in sunshine, rain, and wind’ 
(Ingold, 2007, p. S30). In contrast, my visit to 
the archive felt like a moment to contextualise 
observations and learnings from the field 
within the cultural and historical practice of  
archiving. The overall ‘patchy’ approach to 
my research was thus far largely inspired by 
Anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt-Tsing’s 
book on the matsutake mushroom in which 
she advocates telling a rush of  ‘multispecies’ 
stories as a method in itself, proclaiming that 
‘[t]o learn anything we must revitalise arts of  
noticing and include ethnography and natural 
history’ (Tsing, 2015, p.37). Following Tsing’s 
example, I asked the Scientific Associate in 
the herbarium if  he would participate in an 
unstructured interview. 

Roy Vickery, who has been involved 
in curating and maintaining the herbarium 
throughout his career, explained that one 
of  the collection’s many uses is to ‘plot the 
historic distribution of  lichens’. He gave an 
example. ‘The thing which was everywhere, 

when sulphur dioxide was at its ‘peak’, so to 
speak, was Lecanora Conizaeoides – that’s 
C-O-N-I-Z-A-E-O-I-D-E-S’. During the 
smog days, when industrial zones were almost 
lichen deserts, the greyish-green lichen with 
browny-orange fruiting bodies was, allegedly, 
‘all over the place in urban areas’. But ‘it’s 
disappeared now’ (Roy Vickery, personal 
interview, 18 March 2019). 

Indeed, collection dates for L. 
Conizaeoides appeared sparse when I checked 
the Museum’s digital herbarium later that day 
(the project to publish the database online 
is in its Beta phase): 1868 in Essex, 1880 in 
Cumbria, 1953 in Guildford (Natural History 
Museum, 2014). It clearly lived through the 
industrial revolution but there wasn’t much 
evidence of  its existence from the last half  
century in the archive. That didn’t necessarily 
prove much, because lichens are only 
recorded due to scientific biases at the time. 
For example, if  a lichen is more common, 
the need to preserve it may be overlooked. 
So I cross-checked Roy’s information with 
The Lichenologist. According to an article 
in the scientific journal, ‘[t]he crustose 
lichen Lecanora conizaeoides has declined 
markedly around London with progressively 
diminishing sulphur dioxide pollution of  
the air since the 1960s’ (Massara et al., 2009, 
p.673), corresponding to the UK Clean Air 
Act in 1956. Its disappearance is ‘linked to 
gradual increase in bark pH caused by the 
combined effects of  a marked reduction in 
SO2 emissions and rising emissions of  NH3’ 
(ibid).

While investigating one common lichen, I 
came across another that has all but died out. 
L. Conizaeoides adapted to thrive during the 
industrial revolution but it couldn’t rely on 
humans to keep emitting the same pollutants. 
As transport, agriculture and industry rapidly 
changed, so did air. By comparing the present 
situation to past records, I witnessed the fickle 
and changing nature of  air pollution. We live 
in a time when our decisions can transform 
the atmosphere several times over within 
one human lifetime, never mind the lifetime 
of  a lichen, which can potentially survive 
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for hundreds of  years if  uninterrupted. Two 
places or two time periods can both have 
severe air pollution, but the actual chemical 
and particulate composition of  the air can 
be so different, due to human activity, that 
the environments are ecologically worlds 
apart. Looking ahead, speculatively, the 
normalisation of  electric vehicles is another 
human phenomenon that may cause X. 
parietina to retreat from its roadside habitats, 
because the fluctuating atmosphere will have 
reached yet another tipping point (human 
lungs will be relieved). 

Figure 3: 
Sabin, L. (2019). X. parietina near fields outside of  
Scarborough, documented during the 2019 Winter 
Workshop of  the British Lichen Society.

Biomonitoring as Worlding

Interspecies entanglements […] 
are now materials for serious 
discussion among biologists 
and ecologists, who show how 
life requires the interplay of  
many kinds of  beings. 
– Anna Lowenhaupt-Tsing (2015, p.vii).

Contamination destroys worlds, but it 
also makes room for others. In order to 
understand how contamination transforms 
ecosystems over time, an ‘indicator species’ 
can be measured over time. Lichens 
are mapped and measured to track and 
understand fluctuations in atmosphere as well 
as geomorphology and biodiversity (Power 
et al., 2015; Favero-Longo, 2012; Favero-
Longo, 2010). Several qualities make lichen 
a useful bioindicator: it is a perennial, long-
lived, widespread and pioneering life form, 
with a tendency to concentrate elements in its 
environment (Purvis, 2000, p.77). Therefore, 
lichen’s collective presence, absence or 
formation provide useful data for evaluating 
the status of  ecosystems all year round, over 
relatively long periods of  time, in extreme 
environments, before other life forms have 
settled, and in response to contamination. 

It is important here to distinguish between 
the method of  bioindication, which can be 
a one-off  encounter, and the methodology 
of  biomonitoring, which happens over time 
via durational observation of  bioindicators. 
While bioindication reveals dynamics between 
pollution and ecosystems at one point 
in time, biomonitoring shows how those 
dynamics unfold progressively, so that we can 
make predictions of  the past and future. In 
Lichens, William Purvis compares the two 
approaches to photography and videography 
(ibid). Thus, when Jennifer Gabrys in her 
article ‘Sensing Lichens’ proposes ‘[e]ngaging 
with bioindication as a speculative register’ 
for understanding the ‘relationships and 

conflicts encountered through environmental 
pollution [...] over time’, I suggest it would be 
more appropriate to call upon biomonitoring 
instead (2018, p.435). While my own approach 
is inspired by Gabrys’ speculative register, 
it centres upon the need for a commitment 
to monitoring1 fluctuations in air quality 
durationally. 

[b]ioindicators are taken here to 
represent the basic application of  
a method, while biomonitoring is 
taken to represent the application 
of  bioindicator techniques over 
time at given locations. Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee (Sutton et 
al., 2004, p.4)

For example, in a recent survey by Open 
Air Laboratories (OPAL) and the NHM, 
citizen scientists identified up to nine different 
lichens with a range of  air pollution tolerances 
to show species-level patterns and significant 
relationships with air quality (Power et al., 
2015, p.1). X. parietina was the ‘nitrogen-
loving’ lichen on the bioindicator index and, 
according to a cartographic data visualisation 
of  the results, it was the most commonly 
recorded lichen during the time of  the study 
(OPAL, 2019). The data visualisation also 
showed that most recordings were made in 
densely-populated areas; ethnolichenologists 
might fabulate that X. parietina thus appears 
woven into the figurative fabric of  our lives 
as a witness to our polluting activities. For 
most participants, the air quality survey was 
a snapshot of  air pollution in a singular 
situation. The researchers hope that the 
bioindicator indices will be used in further 
site-specific studies of  air pollution (Seed et 
al., 2013). 

It is my contention that bioindication needs 
to become self-referential biomonitoring in 
order to take on a ‘metastability’ in terms of  
how we read and relate to our environment, 
so that ‘a sense of  something happening 
emerges’ (McCormack 2016, p.6). As I have 
discussed, a particular lichen might be an 

indicator in one spatiotemporal context. It 
is only through points of  comparison that 
we understand how ecosystems are different 
or changed. Biomonitoring depends upon 
multiple engagements with bioindication in 
order to generate comparable data, which 
invites reading between the lines to produce 
an interspecies account. The fluctuations of  
such a narrative dissolve any definite end 
or beginning and instead point to a state of  
perpetual interconnectedness articulated 
through constant transformation. 

An unlikely parallel can be drawn 
here between biomonitoring and Sasha 
Engelmann’s analysis of  artist Dryden 
Goodwin’s large-scale, digital installation 
of  1300 sketches on a loop, which intimate 
the shape-changes of  respiration in a young 
boy’s body. Breathe (2012), elucidates 
Engelmann, is both a sequencing and a 
surface presentation of  inhaling and exhaling 
which promotes an ‘aesthetic sensibility’ that 
she terms a ‘poetics of  air’, based on the work 
of  Tim Choy (Engelmann, 2015). Goodwin’s 
ethereal installation, overlooking London’s 
Westminster Bridge, invited onlookers to 
collaboratively sense the passing of  time with 
each sequenced ‘breath’ in the stop motion 
animation. The surface markings of  skin 
come alive as each sketch transitions rapidly 
to the next and the figure’s boundaries jump 
about, showing a ‘porous’ body that operates 
like a negatively pressurised, organic valve 
(ibid). The vulnerability inherent in a lack of  
boundaries between the depicted child’s body 
and the air he mechanically needs to survive 
links back to the EXHALE programme which 
inspired the artwork, ‘a long-term study of  the 
medical effects of  air pollution on children’s 
respiratory health’ (ibid, p.434). Biomarkers 
in children after exposure to traffic pollution 
had already been monitored for two to three 
years when Goodwin collaborated with 
the researchers to create Breathe. Similarly, 
where one individual sketch by the artist is 
the counterpart of  bioindication, the flowing 
progression of  sketches collectively become 
akin to biomonitoring and something 

[1]. Etymologically, the word ‘monitor’ derives from the Latin monere, meaning to warn or advise. The warning is 
coming from a non-human source, which corresponds to Gabrys’ notion of  ‘collaborative sensing that might also 
suggest more ecological ways of  encountering citizenship’ (2018, p.367).
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much greater than their combined parts: a 
relatable story. When it comes to tracking 
air pollution, biomonitoring is ‘less about a 
numerical value, and more about an ongoing 
set of  transformative effects that even 
rematerialise and remake environments’ 
(Gabrys on ‘bioindication’, 2018, p.360). It is 
a sequencing of  encounters with the indicator 
species’ population and its mutating outlines. 
In contrast, the internationally recognised 
Air Pollution Index (API) is a numerical 
value based on capturing and measuring the 
concentration of  specific gases/particles. 
On-site measurements are translated into 
an index which is then deemed acceptable 
or not according to local standards. Choy 
has referred to the API as an ‘aesthetic 
technology’ for ‘managing the public 
perception of  risk’ (2011, pp.32-33). While it 
opens up a space for potential biopolitical and 
geopolitical intervention (Adey, 2013, p.299), 
the processing and evaluation of  data can be 
swayed by PR concerns; the ‘acceptable’ level 
for pollution is often considerably higher than 
World Health Organisation recommendations 
(Choy, 2011, p.32). Rather than revealing the 
transformative effects of  pollution on the 
environment, the API seems abstracted from 
the biological experience of  air pollution. 

Unlike the API, the outputs of  

biomonitoring are communicated in terms 
of  survival rates – stories of  thriving or 
declining – which are inextricably linked to 
environmentalist discourses and sentiments 
of  loss. Similar to Neimanis and Hamilton’s 
concept of  ‘weathering’ the effects of  climate 
change, biomonitoring ‘invites us to consider 
what we will lose along the way’ (2017). Indeed, 
there seems to be a forced ‘acceleration of  
archival practices’ propelled by ‘[b]iodiversity 
loss and habitat change’ (Yusoff, 2010, 
p.73). There is the Millennium Seed Bank at 
Kew Gardens, and see, for example, Daisy 
Ginsberg’s Designing for the Sixth Extinction 
(2013). In a similar way, biomonitoring is a 
repeated act of  paying attention while we still 
can.

I have described so far a scientific process 
with a meaning in excess of  its purported 
scientific telos. I will home in on this point 
in terms of  Julia Kristeva’s ‘subject-in-
process’ (Kristeva, 2002). While inspired by 
the psychoanalytic tradition, Kristeva holds 
that subjectivity is not fixed at some point 
in the past but is always ‘on trial’, oscillating 
between both symbolic and semiotic realms. 
Whereas the symbolic refers to structures 
for communication which are part of  an 
acknowledged signifying system, the semiotic 
derives from a ‘non-expressive totality’, 
known as the ‘chora’ (ibid, p.33). The motile 
and heterogeneous drives of  the semiotic 
are the repressed backstory to symbolic 
communication; one cannot be without the 
other. In scientific communication, the role 
of  the semiotic has been largely overlooked. 
Biomonitoring studies are justified based 
on a replicable framework for empirical 
investigation (symbolic). Yet as Breathe shows, 
a semiotically-charged mode of  interpreting 
and communicating durational observation of  
a biological process invites a material poetics 
that symbolic terms cannot fully convey. 

‘Do you realize,’ the phytolinguist will 
say to the aesthetic critic, ‘that [once 
upon a time] they couldn’t even read 
Eggplant?’ And they will smile at 
our ignorance, as they pick up their 

Figure 4: 
Sabin, L. (2018). Experimenting with Xanthoria 
and performance-based projection-mapping at 
the Royal College of  Art.

rucksacks and hike on up to read the 
newly deciphered lyrics of  the lichen 
on the north face of  Pike’s Peak.’ 
Donna Haraway (2016, p. 57).

The semiotic is prevalent in the collection 
of  bioindicator data. There is an embodied 
relationship between the human researcher, 
the indicator species, and the atmosphere. 
In Haraway’s vignette above, interfacing 
with lichens is semiotically charged: it 
requires moving in a landscape (hiking); the 
protagonists’ motives are affective (they 
smile) and aesthetic (deciphered lyrics). In 
this depiction of  alterity, human cultural life is 
enriched by non-human perspectives through 
‘studying organisms in their environments’ 
(Gabrys, 2018, p.358). In the appreciation 
of  the lichen’s music, there is a ‘more-than-
human sociality’ at play (see Tsing in ibid, 
p.364). Instead of  air quality, the hikers seem 
to be exploring the affective qualities of  the 
atmosphere they share with the lichen. This 
semiotic calling to ‘make kin’ (Haraway, 2016) 
with other species requires a speculative 
register. This may be spawned from 
conventional biomonitoring, but there is space 
for artistry and emotion, for embodiment and 
non-human sources of  knowledge. 

In the fictive scenario up in the Rocky 
Mountains, Haraway describes a ‘worlding 
project’. Worlding has been succinctly defined 
by Derek McCormack as ‘the process by 
which different infrastructures of  sensing 
make the force of  the circumstantial 
palpable’ (McCormack, 2016, p.10). Worlding 
juxtaposes with a fixed idea of  ‘The World’, 
as a top-down anthropocentric objectification 
of  all the earthly things. Unlike The World, a 
noun which oscillates between abstraction and 
concretion, worlding is the present participle 
of  a verb and thus describes a process 
of  ongoing discovery. A speculative, pro-
semiotic form of  biomonitoring as worlding 
might facilitate a ‘mode of  attunement’ to 
other species’ experience that is expressed 
through an ‘ongoing responsiveness’ (ibid, 
p.10). This ongoing responsiveness to non-
human ‘rematerialising’ and ‘remaking’ 

environments frames the human view as one 
among many, which, following McCormack’s 
logic, enables a ‘post-phenomenological’ 
approach (ibid). Indeed, with an excess of  
meaning, biomonitoring affirms changes in air 
quality that we may have observed or intuited 
less assuredly through our own respiratory 
experiences or received knowledge. Human 
cognition thus outsources sensing (and other 
pre-reflective faculties of  consciousness) to 
other organisms (see Clark & Chalmers, 1998). 
In this view, unfolding subjects and unfolding 
phenomena influence one another – the 
subject is always in process. Worlding involves 
dynamic feedback loops between persons 
and actants. It happens through attunement 
and exploration of  these feedback loops, by 
focussing awareness beyond and within skin. 
For ‘[t]he open world [...] has no insides or 
outsides, only comings and goings’ (Ingold, 
2007, S28). We are porous. 

Airy Symbiosis

[…] To live within air is to be 
in common. A postaquatic 
commons. A pneumatic 
commons. Respiration is a 
choral practice; the interplay 
between oxygen, hydrogen, 
and carbon dioxide complexly 
threads the reproductive fates 
of  oceans, trees, flesh, and 
cells together.
– Sarah Jane Cervenak (2018, p.167).

We have come a long way since the herbarium 
report and discovery about fluctuations in 
air quality. The investigations and interview 
in the herbarium, supplemented by my 
ethnolichenology field studies, prompted a 
speculative development of  biomonitoring 
as an ongoing responsiveness to ecosystems 
in media res. We touched upon the excess 
of  meaning that is always present in 
biomonitoring. Then we saw how sensing 
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via another species’ point of  view debunks 
a fixed human lens, moving towards a 
post-phenomenological subject-in-process 
engaged in worlding. 

Humans are not the only ones to make 
worlds (Tsing, 2015, 21). One elegant example 
is fungi breaking down rocks to churn out 
soil (Taylor et al., 2014). In an imaginary 
time sometimes called ‘the beginning of  life’, 
microorganisms may have somehow evolved 
from earthly compounds, or they arrived 
on Earth via Space debris2. The case has 
strengthened for the latter theory, panspermia 
(literally, ‘all seed’), since lichen became the 
most complex life form to remain viable after 
prolonged exposure to outer space conditions 
(Brandt et al., 2015). Much to the excitement 
of  astrobiologists, cryptoendolithic species 
that live in the cavities of  porous rocks in 
the Arctic could even analogise possible life 
forms on inhospitable Mars (ibid). What is 
the secret to lichen’s pioneering capabilities? It 
doesn’t seem too far-fetched to speculate that 
lichen’s hardiness has something to do with its 
unique internal microcosm. For lichen is not 
a single species, but a ‘composite organism’, 
composed of  one or more fungi, an alga and/
or cyanobacteria (the exact list of  partners is 
constantly being revised) (e.g. Tuovinen et al., 
2019). I’ve even heard members of  the British 
Lichen Society call lichen a ‘community’. 
Within the community, the fungal actants 
house and shield the photosynthesisers, 
which reciprocate by converting sunlight into 
energy. This innate symbiosis (literally, ‘living 
together’) affords lichen certain properties so 
it can make new worlds from drifting spores, 
while other organisms must wait for the right 
conditions to be established.

Lichen’s existence – and ecological role 
in world-making – subverts the assumption 
that species can be separated into discrete 
categories, thus we can observe and speculate 
about symbioses happening across the entire 
tree of  life and the vibrant matter that flows 
through it (see Bennett, 2010). The simple 
fact that lichen is a composite organism 
fundamentally disrupts ad hoc boundaries of  
taxonomic classification, because it cannot 

Figure 5: 
Powell, M. (2019). Micrograph of  X. 
Parietina, with generous permission 
from the Lichenologist.

be individuated as a single life form (Gabrys, 
2018, p.352); this has repercussions for the 
rest of  biological theory. In an article for the 
Quarterly Review of  Biology, Gilbert, Sapp 
and Tauber ask: “What would biological 
science be if  symbiosis were seen as the rule, 
not the exception?” (2012, p.327). We can 
speculate that there would be more awareness 
of  the hidden relationships – symbioses – 
that govern life as we know it, making worlds 
possible from the ground up. 

Given that time and space are both 
experienced in different ways across the tree 
of  life, symbiosis is literally a state of  living 
with on spectrums of  precarity and proximity. 
Like Tsing’s metaphor of  entanglement, 
symbiosis encapsulates the idea of  an 
ecological community or network, but also 
inherently conveys that world-making is a 
collaboration or co-production. Gabrys builds 
on this concept of  collaboration to propose a 
speculative bioindicator garden (2018, pp. 365-

367). I argue that within said garden, lichen 
represents a relatively proximal and stable 
symbiosis, but it is nested within countless 
others. Gardens are a symbiotic space for 
humans to establish conditions and continue 
intervening so that worlds and networks 
can materialise through interdependence. 
Metaphorically, the garden represents our 
responsibility as ecological citizens; we are all 
contributing to conditions which determine 
who or what survives.

Air is in the garden too, even if  it comes 
and goes more freely than others. The air we 
breathe is the air they breathe. It is a symbiotic 
matrix. An ecologically shared medium that 
reacts dynamically across surfaces. Tim 
Ingold speaks of  surfaces as interfaces, which 
meet with the medium of  air. When we pay 
attention to weather’s remaking of  surfaces, 
he says, ‘the land itself  no longer appears as an 
interface separating the two, but as a vaguely 
defined zone of  admixture and intermingling’ 
(2007, p. S33). However, if  we return to the 
original definition of  interface from physicist 
James Clerk Maxwell, we understand interface 
precisely as a ‘vaguely defined zone of  
admixture and intermingling’:

it is a boundary condition that both 
separates and holds contiguous as one 
body those parts whose mutual activity, 
exerted from each part onto the other, 
is directed into and channelled across 
that boundary condition in such a way 
as to produce a fluidity of  behaviour 
(in Hookway, 2014, p.66). 

The landscapes of  our bodies – human 
or not – are changed by and change the 
atmosphere in myriad ways. Thus, ‘[a]ir 
muddies the distinction between subjects and 
environments, and between subjects’ (Choy 
2011, p.25).

Returning to X. parietina as our main 
example, remember the intricate, citrine mosaic 
of  squamules in turmeric, flax, terracotta, and 
butterscotch? If  I fish a few specimens out of  
my pocket (imagine I’ve collected them on my 
way back from the museum), then I can show 

[2]. The debate about the beginning of  life is complicated by the fact that, like ‘world’, there is no fixed definition for 
‘life’; the present participle ‘living’ best describes the phenomenon (Nick Lane in Davis, 2016).

you something magic. With a single razor 
blade poised between my fingers, I hold my 
breath to slice a vertical cross-section from 
a choice sample — finer than a human hair. 
With the tip of  the blade, I transfer the cross-
section onto a glass slide and click it into 
place under the microscope. Look! Through 
the eyepiece, there is an entirely different 
world to be seen. A community of  vibrant 
cells living together; organisms from different 
eukaryotic kingdoms co-create the living 
conditions that each need to survive. There’s 
the outer layer of  parietin, a band of  brandy-
coloured crystals, the proportional thickness 
of  icing on a cake. The UV resistance of  the 
orangey pigment protects the green algal cells 
underneath. Surface membranes are zones for 
interfacing, allowing atmospheric moisture, 
gases, and tiny particles to pass through — 
where does symbiosis begin and end? The 
nitrogen-loving lichen captures and reacts 
to atmospheric elements. It’s a bioindicator 
of  air pollution, a testament to ‘the invisible 
reciprocities of  the element of  air’ (Jackson 
& Fannin, 2011, p.442). Each lichen cosmos 
shines a light on environmental conditions, 
and is therefore united in a living archive, 
constantly responding to changes in the air we 
all breathe, composing an excess of  meaning 
over time and space.
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T H E  S C E N T  A R C H I V E :

CHAPTER 8

A Curatorial Tool To Amplify The Way We View Old Master Paintings

Janaina Baxevani

It is within an independent, non-profit organisation and 
classic building in Versailles, founded in 1990, that the riches 
of  perfume treasures are archived and preserved. This is the 
Osmothèque, where someone can experience the authentic 
formulations of  iconic perfumes in their original glory, and 
it is there where the rarest publications of  perfumery can be 
accessed.  

“Perfume is an art … We need people to understand the 
importance of  perfumery; new perfumers need to smell the 
older perfumes.” (CaFleureBon, 2014).

Perfume, similar to the discipline of  art, is informed by what has 
come before it. The history of  perfume is a benchmark from 
which perfumers create compositions. We cannot travel to the 
past in a time capsule, nor watch as Caravaggio brushed his fine 
strokes onto woven hemp canvas (CaFleureBon, 2014). However, 
Osmothèque provides us with the opportunity to explore history 
through scent. More information on Osmothèque’s perfumes 
treasures can be found on osmotheque.fr.

‘Just like painting and music, 
perfume must also have life 
and feeling to be more than 
olfactory noise. There is a 
synergy (1 + 1 = 3) in the 
mixture of  materials that 
tells a story or maybe reflects 
personality and character.’ 
– Stephen V. Dowthwaite (1998, p. 4)

Have you ever wondered what Da Vinci’s 
Mona Lisa or Georges Seurat’s Sunday Afternoon 
on the Island of  La Grande Jatte would smell like?

Scent has for a long time been considered to 
have an effect on people, such as aiding the 

About the archive.
The Osmothèque:
A Scent Exploration of  
Lost Perfumes In The 
Lost World of  Perfume 
Treasures, Tucked Away 
At The Scent Archive

memory of  situations or events. The power 
of  scent in memory recall can be used as a 
strategy for curation. Curators may find it 
useful to link certain paintings or drawings 
through scents that represent a particular 
period of  time, in order to influence the way 
viewers of  the work relate to that history. It 
may be that scented paintings will be appealing 
within the art world, and engage viewers, 
because reinvigorating memories from a 
scented painting might allow the viewer to 
identify with that painting and even create a 
personal connection.

On the other hand, the adoption of  scented 
paintings faces a fair share of  criticism with 
critics stating that it would not be appealing to 
the audience experience (Painter, 2019; Burr, 
2012). Some may believe that smells are more 
biological than cultural, as implied by the 
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idea of  scented paintings, since they are only 
capable of  evoking but not representing the 
history (Warner, 2018; Reason & Landelon, 
2016). This chapter aims to show how the 
Osmothèque archive in Versailles, France can 
be utilised as a resource, tool and method to 
tell the stories of  Old Master paintings within 
museum and gallery settings (Quiviger, 2010; 
Piesse, 2018). 

Conservators and curators have in the 
past used the smells from old books to get 
information regarding them (Lee, 2018; 
Maxwell, 2018). They used the odour from the 
books to determine the rate of  decomposition 
and to profile the book in totality (Lyon, 
2018; Herman, 2013). Through that same 
technology, artworks can be analysed to 
determine the various materials used (Ellena, 
2011; Rivkin, 2018). This indeed has been 
effective in ensuring an entire painting can 
be much easier to understand and anyone 
viewing an artwork will be able to grasp it as 
fast as possible (Ciceroni, 2018). 

The Osmothèque as an archive of  
perfumes, has a range of  scents that can have 
a direct effect on people. This is because 
scent has a direct effect on the limbic system, 
which triggers curiosity and evokes memory. 
Hence, scent can be a powerful tool for a 
curator to consider in enhancing the viewer 
experience (Painter, 2019; Maxwell, 2018). 
Scents can also be more difficult to escape 
than a painting alone. If  a painting does not 
overwhelm the viewer, they may simply look 
away or just close their eyes to ignore the 
painting (Warner, 2018; Burr, 2012). 

The collection of  scents in the Osmothèque 
archive in Versailles, France date back to the 
years the perfumes were developed, and is thus 
an environment that is ideal for the curation 
of  smells with paintings. Curators can use the 
Osmothèque as a resource that will help in 
analysing paintings with perfumes and further 
help with understanding the sociocultural 
background of  those artefacts. This would be 
an ideal way of  connecting with the museum 
visitors due to the memories such scents 
bring to mind (Herman, 2013). In as much as 
a fragrance may be designed to repel, rupture 

or remind, one has to physically experience 
the release of  the scent in itself  because the 
connection created is immediate and real 
(Painter, 2019; Singh, 2018). Scent in this case 
acts as a medium of  prosocial1 experience 
among human beings. In addition scent 
engages people of  all ages and walks of  life, 
and is thus an important medium in curation 
practices due to the kind of  the connection 
it creates among human beings (Quiviger, 
2010; Rivkin, 2018). It is also believed that it 
would appeal even to those who are not art 
lovers per se, but have an interest in curatorial 
practice (Piesse, 2018; Burr, 2012). 

Scents can bring out an animated appeal 
in an artwork. A number of  artists use scent 
in breaking various taboos regarding the 
body and different perceptions people have 
on the body (Ciceroni, 2018; Ellena, 2011; 
Reason & Landelon, 2016). Scent can be used 
as a method to decode paintings and their 
histories. The proposed framework can be 
applied to study the socio-cultural histories 
and identities of  civilisations.

Smell is not simply a biological and 
psychological phenomenon though. 
Smell is cultural, hence a social and 
historical phenomenon. Odours are 
invested with cultural values and 
employed by societies as a means of  
and model for defining and interacting 
with the world. The intimate, 
emotionally charged nature of  the 
olfactory experience ensures that such 
value-coded odours are interiorised by 
the members of  society in a deeply 
personal way. The study of  cultural 
history of  smell is, therefore, in a very 
real sense, an investigation into the 
essence of  human culture. (Classen, 
Howes & Synnott, 2002, p. 3)

Two senses are immediately affected by 
scent when used in curation of  collections 
of  paintings: smell and sight. A painting 
enthusiast looking at a painting can sample 
the fresh scent of  fruits or flowers if  the 
painting is of  a fruit tree. This can be a good 

communication tool for those interested in 
vineyard drawings and smell, and some may 
end up buying the painting just to enjoy the 
smell and admire the wonderful drawing on 
the wall (Quiviger, 2010; Reason & Landelon, 
2016).

Curators and art historians use visual 
analysis to recognise and understand the 
visual choices the artists made in creating 
the artworks. They observe and write about 
separate parts of  a painting and this enables 
them to better understand the masterpiece as a 
whole. A visual analysis addresses an artwork’s 
formal elements and key features such as 
shape and support, medium and materials, 
composition, style and technique, and signs 
and symbols. Looked at in the context of  
the artists’ work these five features are key 
to a greater understanding of  the painting’s 
historical context and interpretations of  
meaning (fig. 1). 

Figure 1: 
Baxevani, J. (2019). A suggestive model and 
method of  studying paintings. Available at:  http://
thestorytellingoftheoldmasters.tumblr.com  
[Accessed 21 April 2019].

The diagram above (fig. 1) could be used 
as a method for deconstructing a painting’s 
historical context through the process of  
brainstorming keywords. These keywords 
can then act as key points for scent making. 

For instance (fig. 2) is a portrait of  the Hon. 
Frances Duncombe. She is posing during 
dusk, judging by the setting of  the sun at 
her back. The environment she stands in is 
surrounded by trees.

She was born in 1757, the only 
daughter of  Anthony Duncomb and 
Frances Bathurst. Gainsborough’s 
portrait of  her reveals the artist’s 
admiration for Van Dyck, not only in 
its elegant proportions, graceful pose, 
and Arcadian setting, but even in the 
costume, which recalls fashions of  the 
seventeenth century. It was probably 
painted while the subject was living 
with the family of  the Earl of  Radnor, 
into which her stepmother married. 
(Davidson, Galassi, Ryskamp, Munhall, 
1996, p. 135).

Judging by the expression on her face, 
she looks happy and looks impressed by 
something she is staring at on her side. This 
portrait can be described using the scent of  
flowers being that it is a display of  the beauty 
of  a woman as well as the expression of  her 
happiness. The scent can be described as 
delicate, powdery and aldehydic, emitting a 
soapy-waxy-lemony-floral effect and made of  
rose, green and woody components, as a way 
of  describing the environment in which the 
Hon. Frances is standing. 

Matching Perfume: 
Floris – White Rose, 1800 

[1].  The term Prosocial denotes behaviour which is positive, helpful, and intended to promote social acceptance and friendship 
(Oxford English Dictionary, 2019)

With generous permission 
from the Osmothèque and Floris.
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A second example is that of  a narrative 
portrait of  the Brockman family (fig. 3), which 
shows them seated in an open environment 
surrounded by lush green vegetation, in a 
countryside amidst the presence of  cows.

Certain people are shown in the painting, 
usually those who commissioned the 
work, interacting with family and friends 
as they would in everyday life, especially in 
conversation. The social status of  the sitters 
are pointedly revealed through the setting and 
costumes. The artwork reveals the Brockman 
family estate in Kent, England as the subject 
matter. It is an idealised scene with whimsical 
grounds, with picturesquely exposed animals 
and people enjoying the day of  sunshine in 
an atmosphere of  peacefulness. The garden is 
designed with the English attitude, with trees 
positioned in rows and an attractive man-
made pond. References to antiquity are made 
with the classical-style round-shaped temple. 
The captured view includes members of  the 
Brockman family and friends, all engaging in 
different activities such as painting, fishing, 

gossiping and having a stroll at Beachborough 
gardens. (Prints & Fine Art, 2019).

The painting can thus be described by 
the use of  a scent with earthy accords. The 
composition of  the essence may comprise 
woody, aromatic, citrus and green notes to 
represent freshness of  the environment. An 
animalic and warm spicy note would also be 
in order due to the presence of  cows in the 
surrounding. 

Matching Perfume: 
Guerlain – Mitsouko, 1919 

Figure 3: 
Edward Haytley, The Brockman family at Beachborough, c. 1744–1746. 
Oil on Canvas. 52.7 × 65.0 cm. National Gallery of  Victoria, Melbourne.

Figure 2: 
Thomas Gainsborough, 
Portrait of  The Hon. Frances 
Duncombe, c. 1777. Oil on 
Canvas. 234.3 x 155.3 cm. 
The Frick Collection, 
New York. 

(left)

With generous permission 
from the Osmothèque and Mitsouko.

Accession number: 1246B-5
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Brueghel’s and Ruoppolo’s grand still 
life (fig. 4) shows a number of  fruits such as 
grapes, oranges, melons, berries, apples and 
flowers in a basket. The painting may have 
been inspired by the various fruits one may 
take after a meal. 

Giuseppe Recco, Ruoppolo was 
one of  the most important figures 
in Neapolitan still life painting in 
the second half  of  the 17th century. 
Writing in the mid-18th century, the 
art historian and biographer Bernardo 
De Dominici wrote a detailed notizia 
on his life, describing Ruoppolo as 
one of  the great still life painters in 
Naples. His paintings were collected 
by the aristocracy and wealthy citizens 
of  the city, and several of  his works 
were recorded in the collection of  
Ferdinand van den Einden, the 
famous Flemish banker and art patron 
who lived in Naples. Ruoppolo’s style 
shows an awareness of  painters from 

his own and earlier generations. While 
his youthful works reflect the more 
austere naturalism of  such Neapolitan 
painters as Luca Forte, Paolo Porpora 
and Giovanni Battista Recco, his 
later works are characterised by more 
opulent and decorative compositions. 
This is likely due to the influence of  
Abraham Brueghel who arrived in 
Naples in 1675. (Sotheby’s, 2018)

The old master still life depicting a 
profusion of  grapes, melons, peaches and 
other fruit can be analysed using scents 
derived from the fruits and flowers to bring 
out the real feel of  the same. For instance, 
a mixture of  the scent of  grapes, lemon, 
berries, the apples and even floral scents will 
be ideal in the curation of  this masterpiece. 

Matching Perfume: 
Creed – Jardin d’Amalfi, 2011

Figure 4: 
Abraham Brueghel and Giuseppe Ruoppolo. Still life with fruit and flowers, 1680-85. Detail. 
Oil on canvas. National Museum of  Capodimonte. Naples. Italy.

Figure 5: 
Tommaso Salini, Still Life with Vegetables, Fish, Clams, and A Basket of  Citrus Fruit, on A Stone Ledge, c. 1575–1625. 
Oil on Canvas. 98.10 x 135.50 cm. Sotheby’s, New York.

Salini’s still life (fig. 5) shows ‘vegetables, 
fish, clams, and a basket of  citrus fruit, on a 
stone ledge’. It looks like the preparation of  a 
meal, accompanied with the citrus fruit, as a 
way to filter unpleasant smells in the air. The 
presence of  the basket of  citrus counteracts 
the fish’s odour, which one may encounter 
while viewing the painting. The notes that can 
be used to analyse this artwork are those of  
a citrus nature representing the citrus fruits, 
green essence representing the vegetables and 
salt water essence representing fish to bring 
the composition to life.

Matching Perfume: 
Creed – Millésime Imperial, 1995

The last example is the grand painting by 
Francisco de Zurbaran (fig. 6) of  a lamb. It is 
pure white and the legs are tied up together. 
Although Zurbaran’s painting is atypical for 
the genre, it can be considered a still life as it 
objectifies and isolates the lamb, offering it up 
for our intense consideration. Tethered and 
ready for slaughter, the vulnerable lamb was a 
typical subject in the 17th century and refers 
to the sacrificial death of  Christ. We notice 
how the textural matting of  the fur reveals 
the shape of  the body. Zurbaran has used 
grey to counterpoise his subject. The light 
comes sharply from the left, which creates 

Figure 2: 
Francisco de Zurbaran, Agnus Dei 
(The Lamb of  God), c. 1635–1640. 
Oil on canvas. 37.3 x 62 cm. 
Prado Museum, Madrid. 

(next spread)

With generous permission 
from the Osmothèque and Creed.

With generous permission 
from the Osmothèque and Creed.

Accession number: 69.1059
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a chiaroscuro2 by using the intensity of  the 
white lamb against the black background, flat 
on its side, neck exposed, on the sacrificial 
grey slab. (Rideal, 2014).

The scent that can be used in this case 
is warm, spicy, leathery, oud, balsamic and 
animalic, given the nature of  the place the 
lamb is placed. 

Matching Perfume: 

Gucci – A Nocturnal Whisper, 2019 

Another thing that might be important to 
consider is the nature of  perception and what 
role can it play in olfactory curatorial design. 
There is a link between perception and an 
urge to let go of  one state to adopt another. 
When people see they remain who they are, 
but when they smell, they are taken or carried 
away by something else (Lee, 2018). It might 
be that through smell, we will be more capable 
in forming an audience’s perception of  art. 
This effect may trigger a transformation of  
an artist’s role from creator to influencer and 
encourage a complete spectrum of  odour 
and a complete polysemic potential beyond 
a simple fragrance and stench dichotomy 
(Quiviger, 2010). By having such a complete 
spectrum of  smells it would mean that we 

would also have a complete spectrum of  
perceptions. Possibly even an infinite amount 
of  perceptions given that there is an infinite 
amount of  combinations with smells.
Works of  art can be produced through what 
an artist feels or wishes to express in the 
form of  drawing. Then, the way museums 
approach the interpretation of  that art is 
critical to maintaining the artistic connection 
with generations that follow (Ciceroni, 2018; 
Burr, 2012). To put this to the test, a set 
of  museum visitors can be exposed to the 
proposed scented artworks and another set 
can be exposed to the same artwork without 
any scents. Then the data collected can be 
processed in order to determine the level of  
engagement each person had with a particular 
work of  art. This may allow the audience 
to have a more associative and receptive 
experience with the artwork and also produce 
the results to see whether the artwork becomes 
more engaging, and whether the odour tends 
to catch the attention of  any visitor, breaking 
various traditional expectations regarding 
the permanence of  and boundaries around 
artworks in museums (Hartman, 2018; Piesse, 
2018).

In the speculative olfactory art exhibition 
within a museum, there is nothing necessary 
to identify various scents but the scent itself. 
There are no bottles or fancy packaging. One 
cannot understand the message displayed in 
the museum in such a manner until a curator 
explains what each fragrance means. This 
in turn is a classic example of  how scents 
can be associated with a particular work of  
art and displayed within the museum (Lee, 
2018; Lyon, 2018). Pairing the scents with the 
paintings makes the historical contexts much 
easier for one to understand, including the 
message being relayed from the displays (Lee, 
2018; Herman, 2013). It can also help visitors 
better understand the overall work an artist 
displays as the scent makes it much richer in 
content (Hartman, 2018; Warner, 2018). 

On the same note, a plain painting would 
be hard for an individual to understand 
because of  the challenges it comes with. For 
instance, a plain drawing of  a tree without 

a scent that the particular tree may display 
may make it hard for someone developing 
an interest in painted art to understand what 
is being displayed in the painting (Lee, 2018; 
Singh, 2018). A scent of  the particular tree 
and the fruits that it produces would be 
important in understanding the painted art in 
detail for a new art enthusiast (Lyon, 2018).

A range of  views as how scents can be 
integrated with painting exists. For instance, 
scents can be directly painted onto or 
attached to the painting in the form of  a 
capsule or a scratch-and-sniff  strip that one 
can break to release the actual smell (Maxwell, 
2018). The scent one gets from the first touch 
enables one to have the memory forever 
stuck in their minds (Ellena, 2011; Piesse, 
2018). This process makes it possible for 
aspiring artists to know how best they can 
blend the scents with their drawings over time 
and make their artwork more appealing to 
their audiences in the future (Warner, 2018). 
Such art pieces require a lot of  time to put 
together to ensure the art communicates 
what is intended (Hartman, 2018; Reason & 
Landelon, 2016). The Osmothèque can thus 
be a place of  resourceful tools for curators 
and art historians. It can be a place where 
potential collaboration with museums would 
be encouraged, promoting olfactory curation 
as a framework for education. 

Adopting the use of  scent for curation is 
ideal since it will be a big step towards making 
the museum experience feel more real and 
relatable for visitors. Adopting the idea of  
the Osmothèque as a way of  preserving the 
work of  the past makes the curation of  scents 
alongside paintings more authentic, because 
the scent formulations were developed by real 
perfumers. A detailed analysis of  the scents 
provides an ideal opportunity to look deeper 
into various components and recipes of  the 
archived scents. Every curator should look 
at the new directions in which the industry is 
going, perceiving the need to adopt a better 
more creative approach to staying afloat with 
the times and trends.

[2]. Chiaroscuro is an Italian term which stands for ‘light-dark’. ‘In paintings the description refers to clear tonal contrasts 
which are often used to suggest the volume and modelling of  the subjects depicted.’ (The National Gallery, 2019).

With generous permission 
from the Osmothèque and Gucci.
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T H E  F O O D I E  S A L O O N :

CHAPTER 9

A Visual Essay Behind The Design and Making of  A Paper Theatre

Zixuan Yang (Skyler)

With the V&A’s Museum of  Childhood and Benjamin Pollock’s 
Toyshop as my  ‘archives’, I am investigating interactive 
storytelling using toys. The V&A has a collection of  dollhouses 
and miniature theatres, whereas Pollock’s shop stocks paper 
theatres from different historical periods. Similar in nature, 
both collections of   toys paint detailed pictures of  a set or 
scene in which play can occur. With no script to follow, there is 
space for re-creation on top of  what has already been created. 
Interactions triggered by touch and embodied decision-making 
processes allow children to intuitively construct narratives and 
dialogues, to enact scenarios that are guided by the make-believe 
canvas of  the dollhouse or theatre.

When I visited Benjamin Pollock’s Toyshop, 
I interviewed Simon, the Store Manager. 
He told me that long, long ago, in the old 
markets, townspeople would invite strange yet 
wonderful harlequinade groups to perform. 
The pantomime characters captured people’s 
imaginations, and eventually inspired paper 
theatres for people to enjoy at home. At 
the same time, those markets were a place 
where people came to buy, sell and celebrate 
food. Food is a ritualistic part of  fairy tales 
and folklore stories, often suggesting basic 
human emotions such as hope and desire. 
Interestingly, I counted that 60% of  the paper 
theatres in the toy shop are food-related!  I 
imagine children with sweets in their hands, 
trying to get a better view of  the harlequinade 
troupe across a busy market. 

About the archive.
The Osmothèque:
A Scent Exploration of  
Lost Perfumes In The 
Lost World of  Perfume 
Treasures, Tucked Away 
At The Scent Archive

I was fascinated by how the old markets, 
food rituals and street entertainers feature in 
creative play. Weaving the background story 
from Simon with my own research on food 
and fairy tales, a collage of  stories and cultural 
experiences fed into the construction of  a 
paper theatre of  my own. 
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Firstly, some hints from me about who I 
am and what I do will help you to better 
understand how I came to research this 
topic. Working with visual materials is 
where I excell; that’s why I am writing my 
chapter with doodles and drawings. I hope 
that this visual essay conveys the flow of  
design, characters and storytelling within 
the process of  designing for a paper theatre.
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1930s cartoons hold a very special place 
in my heart. This was the ‘golden era’ of  
animation, when many of  the best-known 
characters in animation history were born: 
Bugs Bunny, Mickey Mouse, Betty Boop, 
and many more. The 1930s cartoon style 
has appeared in many types of  media, from 
the game industry to illustration, retaining 
an appeal that transcends contexts of  
production.
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As an MRes researcher in the RCA’s School 
of  Communication, I am curious about 
the significance of  food within fairy tales 
and folklore. My paper theatre is therefore 
designed around the theme of  food in 
motion, accompanied by emotion. 
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In animation, this process would be called 
the character mood-board, but I would like 
to call it ‘the blueprint for an imaginary 
friend’. This is where an individual character 
comes to life, and you get to know him or 
her better. Let’s take Squeezy as an example. 
Squeezy is an octopus with a slice of  lemon 
on his head. He’s a plucky little fellow who 
prefers to stay in the corner and play his 
accordion. Squeezy is clumsy but sweet. He 
is the perfect sidekick, who might surprise 
you with a power at the moment of  truth! 
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By far the easiest part of  this design 
process has been this storyboard. Once 
the character is all set, stories become a 
collaborative process between me and the 
imaginary friend, like children playing in a 
toy theatre. Maybe the character represents 
an alternate part of  my personality which I 
don’t consciously identify with. All I know 
is that I can almost watch their story unfold 
right in front of  me; the character speaks for 
itself  through me. Character development 
is a creative catalyst and an interesting self-
discovery tool, too.
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Inspired by Benjamin Pollock’s Toyshop 
and the V&A’s Museum of  Childhood, I 
designed this paper theatre toolkit to help 
you explore the embodied, character-based 
storytelling process, inspired by nostalgia and 
food symbolism in fairy tales. The nostalgic 
flavour of  my design was picked up during 
my visit to the Museum of  Childhood. 
Walking through the display windows in the 
museum, I spotted a 1930s Mickey Mouse 
soft toy. It is the earliest Mickey toy that was 
produced, and compared to Mickey today, 
the planiform drawing on the face suggests 
how the world famous cartoon character has 
grown over the years, almost simultaneously 
with the American cartoon industry’s 
growth and blossoming. Interestingly, the 
short animation pieces produced in this 
period absorbed the dramatic flavour of  a 
theatre-centered entertainment culture, and 
developed into what we know as animation 
today. That process of  exploring and 
innovating since the 1930s is something I 
want to show through my visual storytelling. 
For this reason, I combined the hand-
drawn texture of  1930s-style animation with 
the form of  paper theatre, to create a new 
experience of  both subjects through playful 
narratives. 

129
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This chapter was created as a tool kit to help people who are 
interested in storytelling to get a taste of  paper theatre. The 
original food characters and theatre set are inspired by 1930s 
American cartoons. My intention is that participants have 
fun exercising their imagination and reflect on the recurring 

elements of  make-believe, such as food. 

THE CONTENTS OF YOUR FOODIE SALOON TOOL KIT:

1 x instruction page: read through before you start
4 x pages that can be cut out and made into the model theatre
1 x character mood-board

3 x theatre assembly cards

Assembly Tips:
 
TOOLS AND MATERIALS
You will need scissors or a craft knife with a steel ruler, plus 
good paper glues and some patience.

SCORING
To make folds you can use a blunt instrument like a ball point 
pen or the back of  the craft knife to go through the folding 
line. Use with a ruler for a sharper finish. The lines to score are 
marked with dotted lines. 

CUTTING
Use a cutting mat if  you have one, and please be careful with 
the craft knife. Cut out the theatre parts following the closed 
outlines. When cutting out characters, remember to cut around 
the outer edge to allow for margins.

GLUING
Check your alignment first, then put glue on the connecting 
side. Gluing area areas are covered with blue slashes.

PERSONAL TOUCH
Make use of  the blank spaces, colour in the characters, write 
the character mood-board, and script your own play. Try 
adding your own props.

T H E  F O O D I E  S A L O O N
ASSEMBLY INSTRUCTIONS
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*Before you start, why not put on some 1930s 
jazz with a good drum beat?

1. Cut out [1]; this is the front of  the stage. Use 
the craft knife or scissors to cut out the open 
mouth area along the blue dotted line.

2. Cut out [2], fold and glue all four blue slashed-
line areas in the corners to create the stage.

3. Cut out [3] and glue it to the back of  [1].

4.  Glue the blue slash line area A on [2] to area 
A at the back of  [1].

5.  Cut out [6] and glue area B to the back of  the 
area on [2] marked B.

6. Cut out the blue straight lines marked on [2]; 
then cut out [4], [5] and slide them into the cut 
created on both sides of  the stage.

7.  Cut out the characters, fold the extra space 
under the outline, and place on stage.

I N S T R U C T I O N S

Thanks for making!
Share your finished theatre with me on 

Instagram: @SKYLER.YANG
#FoodieSaloon

S T E P  1 S T E P  2

S T E P  3 S T E P  4

S T E P  3 S T E P  4
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T H E  B I O G R A P H Y
OF THE CURIOUS ONES

Andrea C Simmons is a conceptual designer, design 
educationalist and an accredited assessor of  art and 
design at the University of  Cambridge. She obtained 

a BA (Hons) European Fashion and Product Development at Academie 
Beeldende Kunsten, a Master’s degree in Design Studies at Central Saint 
Martins, University of  the Arts London (formerly The London Institute) 
and a Post Graduate Diploma in Arts Education at the London Centre for 
Fashion Studies at Middlesex University. 

Andrea has worked nationally and 
internationally for brands such as Nike and 
Vivienne Westwood. For over nine years 
she was the Course Director of  Fashion 
at Thames Valley University, where she set 
the foundation for research and cultural 
representation through equality and 
diversity within fashion and the related arts 
society. Her aspiration is to create palatable, 
creative, educational programmes and 
curricula, that practice inclusion. 

A N D R E A  C  S I M M O N S

( C O C O B R O W N )

Barry Gross is a Texas-raised, Hollywood-
trained cinematographer currently teaching at 
Ravensbourne University London, considered 

to be the best undergraduate film school in the UK. He was the 
drummer and founding member of  the seminal Texas punk band 
Urban Defiance. Barry has worked on over 200 
music videos and 100 films and TV dramas, 
and has invented lighting techniques that have 
shaped the way movies are made.  He lit the 
first commercial and the first television series 
in which a digital camera was substituted for 
celluloid film. He lives with his wife and three 
children in West London.

B A R R Y  G R O S S

Stephen Cho is an advertising creative who 
obtained his bachelor’s degree in Fine Arts 
and Advertising from the School of  Visual 

Arts in New York. As an Art Director working in New York and 
Amsterdam, Stephen has won multiple creative awards, including 
One Show, Professional Clio Music, Clio and 
ANDY. After nearly five years in advertising, 
Stephen realised that there is a visual pollution 
issue in the industry, so he set out to explore 
solutions via research at the Royal College of  Art. 

H A  Y O U N G  C H O

( S T E P H E N )

Janaina Baxevani is a multidisciplinary communication 
designer. She holds an FdA in Fine Art from Central Saint 
Martins, a BA(Hons) in Fashion Promotion: Public Relations 

from London College of  Fashion, an MA in Graphic Branding from the University 
of  the Arts London, and an MPhil in Communication Design from the University of  
Westminster. She has worked for clients including Christie’s, Sotheby’s, Vogue, and 
Harper’s Bazaar, and her greatest expertise revolves around 
the worlds of  art and exhibition design. Janaina designs for 
purpose and her design work attempts to tell stories and 
create meaningful experiences. She has worked for Halcyon 
Gallery, producing identities for exhibitions, client fine art 
volumes and promoting contemporary artists such as Andy 
Warhol, Dale Chihuly, Lorenzo Quinn and Bob Dylan. Her 
works are research driven, through intelligent enquiry and 
evaluation, they create a framework for a deeper insight into 
graphic design and its future development. Alongside her 
professional work, she is currently conducting research at the 
Royal College of  Art. This project, entitled ‘The Storytelling 
of  The Old Master Paintings in the 21st Century’, explores 
means of  communicating historical significance through 
smells. With her research, Janaina aims to show the potential 
of  communication design practice to contribute towards 
history of  art education, preservation of  heritage and 
curatorial practice.

J A N A I N A  B A X E V A N I
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Lucy Sabin is an interaction designer 
influenced by embodiment philosophies, 
ethnographic methods, and creative 

geographies. Her current research interests centre upon 
atmosphere, breath and ecology. For her 
MRes at the Royal College of  Art, Lucy is 
investigating alternative, sensory experiences 
of  air quality. Her BA from Durham University 
was in Liberal Arts (Philosophy, French and 
Spanish, First Class). Lucy is also an alumna of  
Founders and Coders (software development 
bootcamp) and a qualified Vajrasati yoga 
instructor.

L U C Y  S A B I N

After a brief  career in fashion and cosmetics 
marketing, Marie Dalle joined the RCA’s 
MRes in Communication Design to pursue 

her passion for political science 
studies as applied to visual arts. She 
is currently writing a thesis exploring 
the use of  Internet memes in radical 
political propaganda. She also works 
part-time for ocean protection charity 
Project 0.

M A R I E  D A L L E

Elly Pham is a Vietnamese-born multimedia 
designer and art director, who spends most 
of  her life living away from her home 

country. Elly used to work for a youth 
advertising agency in Singapore, where 
she worked with big brands, sharpened 
her skills as a designer and developed her 
artistic practice. Her research interests 
includes censorship and self-censorship, 
creativity and political restrictions. 

P H A M  T H U Y  D O U N G 

( E L L Y )

Shengwei Chen is a contemporary artist and 
designer working experimentally and across 

media. Shengwei Chen holds BFA and MCA degrees from 
Queensland University of  Technology and 
the University of  Sydney. He is currently 
pursuing an MRes in Communication 
Design at the Royal College of  Art. His 
research focuses on the freedom of  speech 
and ideological control in China and the 
redesign of  ‘sensitive characters’.

S H E N G W E I  C H E N

Zixuan Yang (Skyler) is trained in theatre design 
and works in animation, illustration and model/
props-making. She completed a production design 

course at the University of  Arts London in 2018 and continues to explore her 
unique, personal visual language. The process 
of  creative storytelling is the key element 
in her work, which examines and practices 
experimental visual design. Her research at 
the Royal College of  Art is focused on the 
symbolism of  food within fairytales and 
folklore, from multicultural perspectives. 

Z I X U A N  Y A N G

( S K Y L E R )

T H E  B I O G R A P H Y
OF THE CURIOUS ONES




