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I'd like to start by showing an extract from Charlie Chaplin's 1936 film, Modern Times. This 
film and the toilet as a space of refuge from unproductive or unrewarding labour came to 
mind in responding to this space here in the toilet gallery.

(Film extract: from end of front titles & sheep sequence up to eating machine sequence)

Charlie is a skiver

& where does he go when he wants to escape from work?
to the toilet. He downs tools and heads for the washroom, his body twitching all the while 
in time to the repetitive work he has been performing on the conveyor belt

We see him clocking off. The mechanical time-clock records how long he is going to be 
away from the assembly line.

In the toilet, he relaxes and stops twitching, sits on the edge of the sink and lights up  a  ci-
garette. Suddenly, the end wall is illuminated as a movie screen and an image of the com-
pany boss appears, ordering Chaplin back to work.
When we see Charlie in the film return to the conveyor belt his joints are still moving con-
vulsively, locked into a set pattern of tightening bolts with his spanners, but he pauses for a 
moment before resuming the thankless work, filing his nails with an industrial sized file, of-
fering the viewer a moment of parody and mimicking the idleness of the boss class.

The film was made in 1936 and offers a sharply critical view of 'modern' industrialised soci-
ety and its effect on the human spirit.
These were perilous times for working people, with the rise of fascism in Europe, the years 
of the 'great depression' following the Wall Street crash, a time of mass unemployment.



Chaplin of course was investigated by Hoover, the FBI and the House of UnAmerican 
Activities Committee as a Communist in the late 1940s, and who,a feter 1952,  lived in ex-
ile from the USA as a result of his political beliefs.

Later on in this film, we see him arrested as a subversive when in fact he has inadvertently 
got caught up in the workers protest, catching the Red flag by mistake! There are parodies 
of life as a worker in the capitalist time machine and of  domestic bliss in the land of the 
free. Later still, Charlie, has to perform, to do a turn in the restaurant where he is working 
as a waiter, but he loses his words and  sings a nonsense song, apparently random, sur-
real, emerging from the unconscious, confusing and unsettling to hear.

So, a parable of modern life for dangerous times. When the film was made, the boss ap-
pearing at the end of the toliet when Charlie rests on the edge of the sink to smoke his fag 
was a fantasy, the stuff of science fiction.

Not so today.

Are we watched on cctv as we go to the toilet ?

We may as well be.

Back in the 1930s, in the age of Fordist production and the factory time-clock, when the 
boss on the big screen was still mercifully a fantasy, people worked in terrible conditions 
when they could get a job at all; and yet, the workers can be clear in their own minds. They 
hate the job, they hate the boss, their desire is to be done with toil. To have their own life. 
To be free.

Today, in contemporary western capitalist societies, as workers in all kinds of jobs, secure, 
precarious, full time, part time on or off a set career path...  we are invited to participate in 
our own wage slavery, to enjoy our oppression to believe in its value, to believe that we 
are working for our own good. We are all too often willing participants in our exploitation as 
workers, falling for the notion that we can change our conditions, make it easy on 
ourselves.  We are conned into believing that there will be caring ounsellors their to listen 
to our problems, that we will be consulted, allowed to participate in making our working 
lives better. As  Stevphen Shukaitis  points out: As capitalism develops, social relations be-
come a part of the process of production ( Shukaitis 2007). The workers' desire for change 
is recuperated. Our time is wasted. The boss on the screen is now sitting back with his feet 
up... inside our heads.

The other film that was in my working imagination as I thought through how to set up this 
work in the toilet space was Luis Buñuel's 1974 film, The Phantom of Liberty, in which 
where the etiquette of bodlily fuinctions is reversed and we see a dinner party where the 
guests are seated on toilets round the table, unconcerned with their evacuations or about 
gender difference, whilst they are compelled to leave the room and go to a small enclosed 
cubicle to eat dinner, suffering embarrassment on being interrupted. So, Buñuel asks us to 
step away from convention, to regard as nonsensical this sense of shame in our bodies, 
and by implication, our selves, to resist the making of our secret selves debased and ab-
ject



Probably everyone here at some point has taken refuge in a toilet cubicle to conceal upset, 
grief, sadness,  anger, despair, frustration, just sheer boredom with the job... what else do 
we hide there?

The toilet cubicle that we have as our dreaming space, our place of refuge from tedium, is 
also by convention a place shame... a place of piss shit dirt, our shitting pissing organs 
close to our sexual organs, desire concealed along with the dirt. Desire intimately en-
tangled with our abject selves, our hidden parts with dreams, imagined futures, plotting es-
cape

The toilet cubicle then is a place to escape and yet it is enclosed, the  cubicle has echoes 
of the prison cell, physically shutting us into a highly confined space.In the Toilet Gallery 
space, the cubicles lined up, also resemble a row of cells - but maybe these cell, could 
also be political cells where we use the space in our heads to dream, skiving, refusing to 
believe in the lies of our employers, the great money trick, the capitalist con and the recu-
peration of struggle, holding out against all of it, engaged in 'skiving' as resistance.

Can 'skiving', withdrawing, demonstrating indifference or refusing be the beginning of fruit-
ful resistance? In the short story, by Herman Melville, Bartleby the Scrivener, the clerk 
Barteby, refuses to work for his attorney boss and finally to move from the workplace or to 
engage in any 'normal' social interactions, constantly resisting all demands with the refrain: 
'I would prefer not to'. This tale of refusal, withdrawing, extreme resistance to conviviality 
and co-operation in the workplace, has been taken up by many post-structuralist theorists, 
thinkers, including Deleuze and by Hardt and Negri who, in Empire (Hardt and Negri 
2000), posit Bartleby's refusal of work as potentially a  revolutionary beginning, although 
the story itself is both complex and opaque and ends badly for Bartleby. Lisa le Feuvre has 
suggested that 'I would prefer not to' may be taken up as a strategy for artists seeking to 
resist the 'instuitution'.

In the toilet, we are momentarily free. Our time is our own.

I'd like to show a short extract from my film in the installation - The Song of the Skiver. The 
installation is also set up with a cctv camera positioned above the door, pointing down into 
the cubicle to record any activity inside and relay it to the screen on the outside of the 



door. People are invited to come inside and skive in whatever way they feel moved to. 
From time to time the film is showing and the soundtrack runs continuously.

(Film extract).

In making this work, responding to the space, I experienced an almost overwhelming sad-
ness that the shut-in, abject space of the toilet cubicle might often be the only free dream-
ing space that people have in their working lives, dreaming in close proximity to shit. The 
dream-space mingles with bodily concealment, become subjective concealment hiding 
your desires. The dream-space set against the great prohibition: to do what you want, to 
refuse to be caught up in the machine. The resistance for artists is not allowing this space 
to be colonised by capitalism's constant recuperations of the idea of dreams and freedom, 
it's instant commodification of even the 'edgiest' art practices. To have spaces where we 
don't have to flatter and wrap a blanket of safety around our dangerous dreams of actually 
changing things.

Songs are spaces of resistance inside our heads that are often there, through our daily, 
enclosed working lives, recurrent and away from the colonised space. I started working 
with song words, protest songs but also pop songs lines in our minds tunes and ideas, 
away from wherever we may physically be at the time, resisting the job we are supposed 
to be doing. In the video work, I was trying to use  these lines form songs, these tunes as a 
kind of shamanistic chanting, getting gradually slower and slower to slow down time itself, 
to make a time outside time for the artist, the worker escaping into the toilet to make a 
dreaming space and time that the mechanical time clock will be unable to register and the 
invasive controlling spurious consultative processes of human resources will be unable to 
manage, colonise or even recognise. 

The song of the skiver then, is a song for artists seeking to resist the commodification ma-
chine of the art world and to make work in real freedom and for all workers who don't want 
to wind up with physical, mental or spiritual convulsing limbs fit only for the conveyor belt. 
Time is precious time is all we have. The dreaming space is there wherever we can find it. 
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