
One of the leading corporate
sponsors of art,BP is now 
the focus for protests. But it’s
just the most newsworthy
example of an ugly artworld
reality,says Ossian Ward 
Photography by Immo Klink

When the invitation arrived for Tate
Britain’s Summer Party, I didn’t
appreciate the irony in how the details
for such a glitzy event were embossed on
a nice bit of recycled, eco-friendly grey
cardboard. Neither did I notice that the
evening was in celebration of anything
other than Fiona Banner’s new ‘Harrier
and Jaguar’ fighter-plane sculptures.
‘And 20 years of BP’s support’, came the
almost apologetic words on the invite.
That’s how we like our corporate
sponsors: unassuming and discrete.

However, thanks to an activist group
called Liberate Tate, the small print did
not go unnoticed on the night, as guests
were treated to two oil-bashing
performances of ‘License to Spill’, in
which gallons of tarry treacle were
splashed down the steps and over the
gallery floors. It might have seemed that
the protestors were aiming their anger
at the wrong target, but then picketing
BP’s head offices is not as newsworthy
as gatecrashing a VIP  crowd at Tate.
Besides, far from being reduced to a tiny

Mexico fishermen and the already
beleaguered Louisiana coastline.

We’re not likely to forget this sorry
episode in a hurry, however. It shines a
light on the ethics behind corporate
sponsorship of the arts, as well as the
general murkiness of all funding,
whether by government or rich
individuals. It will make us look again at
the BP-sponsored rehangs of the Tate’s
collection, the latest of which includes
Mike Nelson’s claustrophobic
installation ‘The Coral Reef’, which
might now be reread as a disastrous oil
rig interior or a metaphor for the slow
suffocation of
underwater life. If

that sounds far-
fetched, then what

about the fact

green logo splat on the bottom corner of
an exhibition poster, BP’s sponsorship
of the arts is now headline news.

A similar protest was staged outside
the National Portrait Gallery’s BP
Portrait Award last month, as well as at
the British Museum last week, where
molasses was poured in front of an
Easter Island bust to ‘represent the way
in which civilizations once considered
invincible can collapse in a short period
of time’. The besieged institutions have
so far been stoic in their defence of up to
two decades’ worth of sponsorship from
BP: ‘You don’t abandon friends because
they have a temporary difficulty,’ said
Tate director Nicholas Serota in a

recent interview. Indeed, if a
newly fitted petrol cap puts an
end to almost four months
of Deepwater Horizon
leakage, perhaps it will be
back to business as usual
for BP, although
obviously not for the Gulf of

that Tate used to take sponsorship
money from a builder of military
weapons and attack gunships? That
certainly changes my perception of
Fiona Banner’s decision to place two
decommissioned fighter jets in the
central nave of Tate Britain.

Even if Big Oil does join the ranks of
arms and tobacco manufacturers as
patrons non grata, we shouldn’t assume
that a corporate sponsor is harmless,
just because they’re not involved in
killing the planet. Art relies on this
money to such an extent that its own
ecosystem is being damaged by its
acceptance. If a company pays half the
costs for an exhibition, won’t they
automatically want a say in the content
or presentation? At its most insidious,
corporate sponsorship reduces art to a
contractual obligation: thou shalt not
mention the war, thou shalt not show
nakedness and so on.

When these agendas come to the fore
of funding, then the price for showing
public art for private gain will really be
quantifiable. It won’t end until our
collections are pimped out to the highest
bidder and our museums franchised
across the globe, because if Karl Marx
was right we’re in a capitalist system
that insists on ‘the restless never-ending
process of profit-making alone’. Next
time, just be sure to read the fine print
before you walk in to an exhibition.

www.timeout.com/art
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Tarred and feathered Protesters performing ‘License to Spill’ (main, below right and bottom). Fiona Banner’s ‘Harrier and Jaguar’, sponsored by Sotheby’s (top right)
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Murky waters

Corporate
sponsorship can
reduce art to a
contractual
obligation
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!!!!!
Hamiltons Mayfair to Sloane Square

There’s a portion of ‘Then’ which we
pretty much see in glossy black-and-
white, thanks to Bailey. With his gruff
insouciance, contempt for class and
eye for pretty girls of all social strata,
he could have been a poster boy for
the Swinging ’60s, had he not been the
person creating the posters. Last
month, Hamiltons showed ‘David
Bailey: Now’, a collection of still lifes
(flowers, skulls) that were just as
crisp and bolshy as any of his
musicians, models and actresses.
Bailey has evidently moved on, so
why go back then, with this clutch of
large-format contact prints? It could
be the money (£12,000-
£18,000+VAT) but I suspect Bailey is
so sure of his place in history that he
feels unseen images should be shared,
and he may be right.

Apart from a couple of well known
images – Jagger as a fur-lined hoodie,
for example – these aren’t
photographs we know, and being
contact sheets, they tell you a lot
about the shaping of public figures’
images. Even Jagger shows a quite
startling versatility: in one shot he’s a
recalcitrant schoolboy, in another a
suave young man (albeit one in dodgy
outerwear and V-necked sweater)
while in a third, in which he clutches
his anorak to his neck, he’s decidedly
feminine. Penelope Tree morphs from
scary waif to louche, confident babe; a
chubby-cheeked Hockney plays
mischievously with his glasses. Only
beauty – Catherine Deneuve, Jean
Shrimpton, both Bailey’s lovers – is
still: he may be a gabby sod but he’s
always been a master at letting
loveliness do the talking. Then
looking better than now is hardly a
revelation, but after all, Bailey isn’t
trying to break ground. There is
nothing new here: that’s the point.
Nina Caplan !!!!!

BFI Gallery Southbank to Deptford

‘Filmed essays’ is how the work of John
Akomfrah, co-founder of seminal Black
Audio Film Collective, is often
described. Yet  ‘Mnemosyne’ is very far
from being prosaic, its multiple
interweaving strands and allegorical
devices making it more akin to a piece of
epic poetry or fable. Indeed, its title
derives from the Greek goddess of
memory, mother of the nine Muses and
the work is punctuated with voiceovers
reading from, among others, ‘The
Odyssey’ and ‘Paradise Lost’.

Its themes, then, are memory and
migration – specifically, the formation
of British immigrant communities from
the 1960s onwards. Footage sourced
from BBC archives illustrates the basic
story: the arrival of boats and planes

!!!!!
V&A Major spaces

Talk to an architect these days and
you’ll hear a tale of woe: it turns out
they aren’t building much, certainly
not the affordable housing this
country so desperately needs, or –
thanks, Michael Gove! – any schools.

So, in lieu of ‘Architects Build Useful
Stuff’, we should perhaps content
ourselves with ‘1:1 – Architects Build
Small Spaces’, which in a similar
spirit to the Portavilion scheme by UP
Projects and, of course, the decade-
old Serpentine Gallery Pavilion
series, invites architects to create
diminutive structures that give a
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Exhibition of the week
1:1 – Architects Build Small Spaces

Reviews

flavour of their big ideas. The brief set
by the V&A was to ‘examine notions
of refuge and retreat’, which most of
the seven architects whose designs
were selected for construction have
done, even if the results seem at
times only to offer refuge from queues
of their own making. Terunobu
Fujimori’s charming ‘Beetle’s House’
– a (tea-less) tea house that seats
six, which you enter by clambering up
a ladder – is worth waiting in line for,
but it works just as well as a visual
counterpoint to the sixteenth-
century spiral staircase it
accompanies at one end of the
spectacular Medieval and
Renaissance Galleries.

The structures are dotted about
the museum. In the Cast Courts,
Studio Mumbai Architects have
created a long, thin space based on
one of the ‘unauthorised structures’
that make up half of all buildings in
Mumbai, its drilled plaster exterior a
kind of camouflage that speaks of
provisional living. The V&A’s own
transitional spaces are put to use. 
In a stairwell, Rintala Eggertsson
Architects from Norway have created
a multi-storey library. It fares better
than Brazilian practice Vazio S/A’s
‘Spiral Booths’, on show in the Porter
Gallery, a series of curtained cubby
holes accessed via a spiral staircase:
‘potential sites for moments of
creativity and performance’ says the
gallery text, optimistically. Rural
Studio – a programme of Alabama’s
Auburn University School of
Architecture, rather than a practice –
provides the most pleasing
structure, a series of wooden bents
held together by rods to create an
open-ended monopitch form that is
dark on the outside, rich and warm
within. Yes, it’s a shed.
Martin Coomer

David Bailey:
THEN

John Akomfrah: Mnemosyne
from the Caribbean and India, the search
for menial employment, the resulting
racism and antagonism from native
whites, and from politicians like Enoch
Powell. For the most part, it’s a pretty
familiar tale (albeit hugely relevant and
important), which is perhaps why
Akomfrah has gone for a more poetic,
lyrical approach, constantly
emphasising musical and religious
currents, and incorporating written and
spoken quotations from various works
of literature. Yet the result is that there’s
often so much going on that the film feels
rather overburdened.

All of this, though, is only half the
piece. Alternating with the
documentary and literary aspects is a
very different sort of visual sensibility,
one that redeems the work as a whole – a
strange, ambiguous sequence in which a
man, or sometimes two men, occupy a

frozen, arctic landscape. The specifics of
location and identity are never made
clear. Yet the figures’ bright blue and
yellow snow-jackets suggest a kind of
dreamlike literalism, a manifestation of
cultural consciousness – the sense of
being a ‘coloured’ person in a white,
inhospitable environment. 
Gabriel Coxhead

Slumdog V&A ‘In Between Architecture’, by Studio Mumbai, 2010

‘Catherine Deneuive’, 1965

A still from ‘Mnemosyne’
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Edward Kay’s humorous drawings and
paintings explore the meanings of
everything from zombies to art history.
His current show, titled ‘Working Mum’,
features 21 close-up pencil drawings of
single breasts, based on photographs
from lads mags and newspapers.

Haven’t you drawn breasts before? 
‘I made a series of drawings called
“Recession Tits” which were shown in
an exhibition in Dallas in 2009. They
were pairs though, rather than
individual breasts. I made them as a
sort of crisis work when the market
looked like it was going to collapse.
They were meant to be a bit cynical and
whimsical but then I began thinking  –
just what is a boob?’

Why call the series ‘Working Mum’? 
‘Boobs are obviously connected with
motherhood because they provide food
but they can also be a means of earning
an income, as they have for the women
who posed for the original photos.’

Isn’t there still a danger you could be
accused of sexual exploitation?’ 
‘In one sense, the politics of women’s
boobs have nothing to do with me, but
in another sense we can all relate.
Because unlike a penis, for example,
we’ve all had a relationship with
breasts at some point in our lives.’ 
Interview and portrait Helen Sumpter
Edward Kay shows with Clunie Reid 
at Studio Voltaire until Aug 7 (see South
Bank to Deptford).
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Parasol Unit Major spaces

If there is a shared sensibility between
the animated short-film installations
of Japanese artist Tabaimo and other
forms of Japanese cartoon or animated
art, such as manga comics or feature-
length anime films, it’s the
combination of everyday characters,
objects and activities that encounter or
morph into something fantastically or
magically surreal. 

The five films showing here, each
installed within its own specific
environment, include the three-screen
‘Japanese Kitchen’ (1999), where the
chopping and boiling of vegetables
becomes entwined with salaryman
failure, suicide and murder, and
‘Yudangami’ (2009), in which a
wafting fringe of dark hair behaves
like a living curtain in and through
which odd events unfold, all to a
discordant, jazzy soundtrack. 

‘Public conVENience’ (2006), set
within a ladies’ loo, is perhaps the most
interesting. A turtle sits stubbornly in a
toilet bowl despite repeated flushes; a
young woman emerges from a cubicle
and does her hair in front of the mirror,
unconcerned that she’s dressed only in
socks and knickers, even when moths
flutter about her with eyes that click
like camera shutters; another woman,
bent over as if in pain, shuts herself

In the studio Edward Kay
Tabaimo

inside a stall and pulls a baby out of her
nostril. The anxiety is decidedly
female; giving birth/miscarrying in a
toilet, being undressed and vulnerable
in a public place. It’s also in this work
that different possible cultural
interpretations come to the fore. 
A turtle may hold all sorts of symbolic
meanings in Japan in relation to folk
tales or longevity, but I couldn’t help
also thinking of the stubborn stool that,
accompanied by a growing panic,
refuses to go away. Helen Sumpter 

‘Yudangami’ and ‘Public conVENience’
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