Red Discussion 1
by Nada Prlja
Speakers included:
Dave Beech
Hannah Black
Gail Day
Mark Fisher
and Nina Power
The discussion was
moderated by
Vlad Morariu

2

3

34

35

...TO CONNECT THIS PRESENT THAT WE'RE IN
WITH A FUTURE THAT MIGHT BE DESIRED, THIS
BETTER WORLDÐ*
ESSAY BY
LINA DŽUVEROVI

Essay edited by
Gerrie van Noord

Nada Prlja’s multifaceted project Subversion to Red was commissioned and first shown
as part of the exhibition ‘...how is it towards the east?’, which took place at the Calvert
22 Foundation, London, in spring 2013.1 The exhibition explored a range of aspects of the
local histories of Shoreditch, the rapidly gentrifying area in the city’s so-called East
End, where Calvert 22 Foundation was based at the time.2 Working in a locality known
for its rich and complex history, including East European and Russian immigration, our
curatorial interest was piqued not only by word of mouth accounts of our very own
building’s past as a garment factory, but also by the history of socialism and Marxism,
which has strong roots in this part of London. While other works in the exhibition
engaged with personal as well as collective memories associated with specific local
spots, Prlja’s project, in contrast, took a broader approach, seeking to revisit key
Marxist concepts and test out their potency in today’s neoliberal capitalist hegemony.
Prlja’s project proposed that by re-engaging with some aspects of socialist thought, we
might be able to identify tools, new approaches and renewed inspiration to build
a more equitable present.
How could we rethink the notion of solidarity, for instance, in today’s climate governed
by individualism and fierce competition in every sphere of life?
Prlja’s own experience of Marxist thought and its manifestations in daily life were
influenced by a childhood spent in the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, where
Marxism was a core subject in the secondary school curriculum, and maxims like
‘brotherhood and unity’ were central to the national narrative, along with the politics
of non-alignment and solidarity with struggles for independence from colonial rule
across the Global South. This perspective, which Prlja and I share as two ex-Yugoslavs of
the same generation, imbued the work with the lived experience of a socialist country,
in which terms such as solidarity, alienation, questions of the role of the state, labour
relations and social property, were continuously discussed and re-evaluated in the public sphere. Although we may not have preoccupied ourselves too much with such concerns as teenagers, the key Marxist principle of continuous criticism and self-criticism
did colour the general climate, consequently fuelling an ingrained habit of questioning
the possible meanings behind every idea and political proposition.

*
The title is derived from Gail Day speaking at the Red Discussion 1, the
transcript of which can be found in this catalogue, pp. 17
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1
The exhibition took its title from William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890). It was curated by Elizaveta Butakova, Marina Doritis and Lily Hall, with myself in the role of Artistic Director, and featured
artworks by Adam Chodzko, Germano Facetti, Andrew Kötting, Cathy Lane, Tessa Brown, Michael Marriot,
Nada Prlja and contributions from Hannah Black, Stefan Dickers, David Mabb, David Rosenberg, Marina
Vishmidt, Alfred & Ben White and Dr Sarah J. Young. It was accompanied by collaborative events with the
Bishopsgate Institute, the Courtauld Institute of Art, the East London Fawcett Society, Cinenova,
Hato Press and X Marks the Bökship.
2
In 2018, Calvert 22 relocated to Somerset House in central London and shifted its focus from contemporary art to operating as a ‘think net’ at the ‘intersection of culture, economics and the arts’ through its online
publication The Calvert Journal and other activities.
See https://www.calvertjournal.com/calvert-22 (last accessed 28 March 2019).
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Prlja’s project did not aim to make any grand claims, stage public protests or inspire
a revolution. Instead Subversion to Red was a subtle discursive intervention, a form
of ‘freeing up’ of ideas and ideals that have gradually become hackneyed and difficult
to turn to without scepticism. In its original iteration, as presented at Calvert 22, the
work took the form of an installation, housing a staged performative event entitled
Red Discussion, in which each invited speaker – ranging from well-known left-leaning
academics, writers and thinkers to artists – was asked to select three concepts they
wished to discuss.3 Their conversation, taking place around a pentagonal red table,
especially designed for the project, was chaired by academic Vlad Morariu, who
hurriedly scribbled key words and phrases onto the table’s surface as they came up
in conversation.4 The overall atmosphere was one of an intense fast-paced exchange,
with the audience seated on the floor, surrounding the participants. Terms that were
selected by the speakers included, among others: labour, capital, the state, alienation,
self-criticism, violence, gender, communization and futurality. The discussion
meandered, as Prlja had hoped, frequently veering off to expand beyond strictly Marxist
analyses into observations of current urgencies while opening up to tentative
propositions for future action. At the heart of the discussion was the question of how
to go forward, or as Gail Day put it: ‘how does one connect this present that we’re in
with the future that might be desired, this better world?’
Subversion to Red was envisaged as a project in three stages: knowledge (the
Red Discussion); ideology (the creation of further artworks based on the first stage);
and application, a phase in which strategies developed in the first two parts would be
internalised at an organisational level (i.e. arts organisations putting these ideas into
practice). As it happened, the project did indeed seep beyond its public manifestation
during the exhibition into the life of the commissioning organisation, albeit in unexpected ways. The schism between institutional logic and the politics of this particular
project impacted the commissioning process from the start. Unbeknown to us curators,
colleagues in the administration department had put out a call through the foundation’s website for unpaid invigilators to work during the ‘...how is it towards the east?’
exhibition. So in effect our foundation was soliciting free labour to support an exhibition with socialist politics at its core. The first we knew about this call was through
an Open Letter sent to the institution by the Precarious Workers Brigade, ‘a UK-based
group of precarious workers in culture and education who call out in solidarity with all
those struggling to make a living in this climate of instability and enforced austerity.’5
The letter called out the organisation on the unpaid menial tasks listed on its website
that were dressed up as an ‘internship opportunity’. The letter quoted an article that
had appeared on the ArtLeaks website on the same topic, which highlighted the instrumentalisation of cultural work by those who sponsor it: ‘By co-opting cultural activity,
these sponsors obtain social credibility, which they then proceed to mis-use: by refusing
decent conditions for cultural workers through oppressive measures – the same
workers whose labour makes their subsistence possible.’6

Calvert 22 was not in any way an exception in terms of the dissonance between artistic
content and organisational ethics. Although this particular campaign by the
Precarious Workers Brigade succeeded in Calvert 22 immediately abolishing unpaid
internships and starting to pay all its staff, including interns, the bigger picture in the
art world remains largely unchanged when it comes to exploitation and the co-option
of cultural labour for other ends. As cultural workers, we, ourselves, of course continue
to ‘let it slide’ by taking on unpaid tasks, making exceptions to enable projects we love,
calling on friends for favours in order to make the project work.
Six years after commissioning Subversion to Red, I am delighted that the piece has
found a new lease of life at the Venice Biennale, and I look forward to seeing a new
group of thinkers gather around the red pentagonal table, no doubt generating a new
round of fascinating discussions. While projects like Prlja’s Subversion to Red provide
an incredibly important platform for the exchange of ideas, the infrastructures that
surround and support such work rarely change as a result of them. Can an exploration
of Marxist terms be meaningful if undertaken within (and supported by) an art infrastructure that is deeply embroiled in the neoliberal logic of circulation of art products
and their promotion, without attempting to tackle the inequalities in the supporting
infrastructures themselves? Does the project, regardless of its radical aims, not simply
serve to raise the cultural capital of the commissioning and exhibiting structures? Is
Prlja’s name just another one to add to the long list of artist-brands in the exhibition
press release?
Global political events that have taken place since 2013, the year of the project’s original
iteration, then, make it more urgent than ever to not only revisit and debate socialist
ideals and Marxist terms such as those brought up during the original ‘Red Discussion’,
but to, at a more immediate level, continue to raise the alarm about the infrastructures
that enable such projects, in which creative labour is only available to the privileged
few. The only way to move beyond the spectacle of panel discussions in art spaces and
at biennials is a radical ethical ‘scan’ of institutional support, and an insistence on the
ethical rewiring of the larger system around the project.
It is only if the ethics of the ‘Red Discussion’ become the ethics of every single exchange
within the project, that we can hope for a true reinvigoration of ideals that the project
tackles, and be able to look to ‘a future that might be desired, this better world’.

3
The invited speakers were Dave Beech, Hannah Black, Gail Day, Mark Fisher and Nina Power.
4
Vlad Morariu is a researcher, lecturer, and curator who is affiliated with Middlesex University
5
The Open Letter to Calvert 22 is available online at
https://precariousworkersbrigade.tumblr.com/post/49306259188/open-letter-to-calvert22-from-precarious-workers (accessed 28 March 2019).
6
Ibid.
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NADA
PRLJA

is an artist whose work deals with the complex situations of inequality
and injustice in societies, ranging from political to economic issues. Using different media, her projects are multi-layered, site or condition-specific, as exemplified by her projects Advanced Science of Morphology
(2006) or Peace Wall (2012) commissioned by Berlin Biennale or Peace
Wall, Replica (2013) for White Cube, Mason’s Yard, London. She works
mainly in the media of installation, video installation, live art and art in
public space. Prlja’s main aim as an artist is to affect society in the most direct of ways.
Her work challenges critical discourse around issues of current politics, nationalism,
the transition of societies in ex-socialist countries, migration, etc. At the same time, her
work maintains a conceptual and aesthetic authenticity.
Prlja graduated from the Academy of Fine Arts in Skopje and subsequently obtained an
MPhil research degree from the Royal College of Arts in London. She currently lives
and works between Copenhagen, Skopje and London.
Selected Biennales: 7th Berlin Biennale, Berlin (2012), Manifesta 8, European Biennial
of Contemporary Art, Murcia (2010), 5th Moscow Biennale (Film Program), Moscow (2013),
IV Bienal del Fin del Mundo de Arte Contemporáneo, Chile and Argentina (2014 & 2015),
28th International Printmaking Biennale, Ljubljana (2009), etc.
Selected solo exhibitions: Museum of Contemporary Art, Skopje (2019 & 2010), Maltfabrikken, Ebeltoft, DK (2017), FUTURA, Prague (2013), Lakeside Kunstraum, Klagenfurt
(2010), MC Gallery, Zagreb (2009), National Gallery of Macedonia, Skopje (2007), etc.
Selected group exhibitions: Kunsthalle Krems, Krems (2018); White Cube, London (2013),
Calvert 22 Foundation, London (2013), Palais de Tokyo, Paris (2012), Lewis Glucksman
Gallery, Cork (2013), Szuki Museum, Lodz (2011), David Roberts Art Foundation, London
(2009), Hong-Gah National Museum, Taipei (2008), Zacheta National Gallery of Art, Warsaw (2008), etc.
Selected public presentations: Nottingham Contemporary, Nottingham, ICA, INIVA,
Tate Britain, University College of London (UCL), Goldsmith University, all in London;
University of Aberdeen, Aberdeen, etc.
Prlja’s main interest revolves around art in the public domain. Her recent public art
interventions were for the 7th Berlin Biennale, in Berlin; ORF Funkhaus, Vienna; Marble Arch Gate, London, etc. Her practice-based research thesis, entitled ‘‘Blurring the
Boundaries between the Artist and the Viewer, as Conditioned by the Changing Concept of Art Space’, gained Prlja an MPhil Master of Philosophy of Arts diploma from the
Royal College of Art, London.

LINA
DŽU
VERO
VI

is an independent curator and Lecturer in Arts Policy and Management
at Birkbeck’s Department of Film, Media and Cultural Studies. Previously, she was Artistic Director of Calvert 22 Foundation, and founding director of the London-based curatorial agency Electra. She has held curatorial posts at ICA London and the Lux Centre and was the Arts Council’s
Decibel Curatorial Fellow in 2016. Prior to joining Birkbeck, Lina taught
at the University of Reading and at IZK – Institute for Contemporary
Art, TU Graz, Austria. Džuverovi ’s PhD (Royal College of Art/Tate), contributed research
on Yugoslav pop music towards Tate Modern’s exhibition The World Goes Pop (2015).
Selected curatorial projects include ‘Monuments Should Not Be Trusted’ (Nottingham
Contemporary, 2016), Sanja Ivekovic - Unknown Heroine (South London Gallery and
Calvert 22 Foundation, 2012/13), Archive As Strategy: Conversations about Self-historicisation Across the East series (Calvert 22, 2011- 2014); IRWIN – Time For A New State
and NSK Folk Art (Calvert 22, 2012) and NSK Symposium (co-organiser) (April 2012, Tate
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Modern); The Forgetting of Proper Names, co-curated with Dominik Czechowski, (Calvert
22, 2012); 27 Senses (Chisenhale Gallery, London, 2010; Kunstmuseet KUBE, Alesund, Norway, 2009), Favoured Nations, Momentum, 5th Nordic Biennial of Contemporary Art
(co-curated with Stina Hogkvist), (Moss Norway, 2009), film/performance Perfect Partner
by Kim Gordon, Tony Oursler and Phil Morrison (Barbican Centre, London and across
Europe, 2005), the group exhibition Her Noise co-curated with Anne Hilde Neset, (South
London Gallery, 2005), Sound And The Twentieth Century Avant Garde lecture series
(Tate Modern, 2004), soundtrack consultancy on films by Daria Martin, with composers
Zeena Parkins and Maja Ratkje, Emotional Orchestra and Sheer Frost Orchestra by
Marina Rosenfeld (Tate Modern, 2005) and numerous projects with Christian Marclay.
Selected curatorial projects include ‘Monuments Should Not Be Trusted’ (Nottingham
Contemporary, 2016), Sanja Ivekovic - Unknown Heroine (South London Gallery and
Calvert 22 Foundation, 2012/13), Archive As Strategy: Conversations about Self-historicisation Across the East series (Calvert 22, 2011- 2014); IRWIN – Time For A New State
and NSK Folk Art (Calvert 22, 2012) and NSK Symposium (co-organiser) (April 2012, Tate
Modern); The Forgetting of Proper Names, co-curated with Dominik Czechowski, (Calvert
22, 2012); 27 Senses (Chisenhale Gallery, London, 2010; Kunstmuseet KUBE, Alesund, Norway, 2009), Favoured Nations, Momentum, 5th Nordic Biennial of Contemporary Art
(co-curated with Stina Hogkvist), (Moss Norway, 2009), film/performance Perfect Partner
by Kim Gordon, Tony Oursler and Phil Morrison (Barbican Centre, London and across
Europe, 2005), the group exhibition Her Noise co-curated with Anne Hilde Neset, (South
London Gallery, 2005), Sound And The Twentieth Century Avant Garde lecture series
(Tate Modern, 2004), soundtrack consultancy on films by Daria Martin, with composers
Zeena Parkins and Maja Ratkje, Emotional Orchestra and Sheer Frost Orchestra by
Marina Rosenfeld (Tate Modern, 2005) and numerous projects with Christian Marclay.

DISCUSSION
PARTICIPANTS

is Professor of Art at Valand Academy, University of Gothenburg and
Reader in Art at CCW, the University of the Arts, London. He is an
artist, writer, curator and educator. Beech worked as an artist in the
collective Freee (with Andy Hewitt and Mel Jordan) between 2004 and
2018. His work has been exhibited at the Istanbul Biennial and the
Liverpool Biennial as well as BAK, Utrecht, Wysing Arts, Cambridge,
SMART Project Space, Amsterdam, the ICA, London, Centro Cultural,
Montehermoso, Vitoria, Spain, the Collective Gallery, Edinburgh,
International Project Space, Birmingham, and 1000000mph Gallery, London. He is a
regular contributor to Art Monthly, co-authored the book 'The Philistine Controversy'
(Verso 2002) with John Roberts, edited the book 'Beauty' (MIT/Whitechapel 2009), and is a
founding co-editor of Art and the Public Sphere journal.

DAVE
BEECH

He has contributed to debates on participation and art’s publics in books such as
‘Locating the Producers’ (Valiz 2011), ‘Curating Subjects’ (Open Editions 2007) and
‘Curating and the Educational Turn’ (Open Editions 2010). He is the author of 'Art
and Value: Art’s Economic Exceptionalism in Classical, Neoclassical and Marxist
Economics' (Brill 2015), which was shortlisted for the Deutscher Memorial Prize. 'Art
and Postcapitalism' (Pluto 2019) is forthcoming.
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is a cultural critic, social theorist, philosopher and translator. She is a
Senior Lecturer in Philosophy at Roehampton University and the author
of 'One-Dimensional Woman'. She served as both editor and translator
(with Alberto Toscano) of Alain Badiou’s 'On Beckett'. Power received her
PhD in Philosophy from Middlesex University on the topic of Humanism
and Antihumanism in Post-War French philosophy, and also has an MA
and BA in Philosophy from the University of Warwick. She has taught at
Middlesex, Orpington College, the London College of Communication, Morley College. and as a tutor in Critical Writing in Art and Design at the Royal College
of Art. Power is a fellow of the Royal Society of Arts and a member of the British Philosophical Association. She has a wide range of interests, including philosophy, film, art,
feminism and politics, and is interested in independent publishing and reviving certain
political forms and genres of writing. She writes for a variety of publications and journals, in different genres and on various topics (including music, critical theory, film,
policing and protests). Some of the publications she regularly contributes to include
Frieze, Wire, Radical Philosophy, The Guardian, Cabinet, Film Quarterly, Icon and The
Philosophers’ Magazine. She is currently working on two book-length projects – one on
the topic of work and the other on the history of the collective political subject. She is
also working on a number of more experimental collaborations with artists and writers.
Dialectical Passions: Negation in Postwar Art Theory (Columbia University Press) was
shortlisted for the Isaac and Tamara Deutscher Memorial Prize.

GAIL
DAY

is Senior Lecturer and Director of Research in History of Art in the School of Fine Art,
History of Art and Cultural Studies at the University of Leeds, where she is co-founder
of the Centre for Critical Materialist Studies. Gail initiated the project Aesthetic Form
& Uneven Modernities with colleagues from Universidade de Sao Paulo and Birkbeck,
and belongs to Centro de estudos Desmanche e Formacao de Sistemas Simbolicos at USP
(DESFORMAS). She is an active member of the research collective for the Institute of Historical Research seminar Marxism in Culture (Institute of Historical Research, School
of Advanced Study, University of London). Her research interests are: aesthetics and
politics: capitalism and form; the intersection of value theory, commodity, reification,
social process and abstraction with cultural and aesthetic theory analysis; critique of
postwar commodity cultures, traditions of emancipatory and dissident thought and
their role in visual and material culture; Marxism and issues arising from Western
Marxism, the New Left and the new social movements; legacies of dialectical thought.
history of theorisations of the avant-garde and neo-avant-garde; practices of negation,
critical practice. theories, geographies and economies of social transformation and
global restructuring; the role of non-identity in subject (trans)formation; the interface
of radical philosophical aesthetics and historical paradigms.
(11 July 1968 – 13 January 2017). Mark Fisher was a British writer, critic, cultural theorist, and lecturer based in the Department of Visual
Cultures at Goldsmiths, University of London and at the City Literary
Institute. Also known as “k-punk”, he achieved acclaim for his blogging
as k-punk in the early 2000s, and was known for his writing on radical
politics, music, popular culture and abstract theory. Fisher earned
a Bachelor of Arts degree in English and Philosophy at Hull University
(1989) and completed a PhD at the University of Warwick in 1999. In his
youth, Fisher was formatively influenced by the late-1970's post-punk music press,
which crossed music with politics, film, and fiction. During this time, Fisher was a
founding member of the interdisciplinary collective known as the Cybernetic Culture
Research Unit, which were associated with accelerationist political thought and the
work of philosophers Sadie Plant and Nick Land. Fisher also co-founded the message
board Dissensus with writer Matt Ingram.

MARK
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Photo © Mariona Otero
Courtesy of Calvert 22 Foundation
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