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The Fiction

I have set myself to write the story of the Great Change, so far as it has affected my own life 
and the lives of one or two people closely connected with me, primarily to please myself? So 
begins H.G. Wells’s 1906 novel In the Days of the Comet, source of the subtitle for British 
Art Show 7. Well’s fiction, set in 1910, recounts the apparition of a mysterious green-tailed 
comet whose protracted approach to the earth - it was so bright, recalls the aged narrator de-
cades later, that cities in Britain abandoned street lighting - ends with the planet swathed in 
a green fog that sends all human life to sleep for three hours. The world awakes to a utopian 
rationalism and calm - wars and poverty come to an end, and the protagonist takes full ad-
vantage of an era of ease and sexual freedom. But something, he laments, a cultural-political 
edge or energy, is missing from this new hedonic dispensation.

Wells’s fiction is an apt emblem for an exhibition that purports to capture (thus also to invent) 
the state of British art in the five years up to the show’s opening in October last year. But it’s 
also oddly apropos in terms of the artworld’s present romance with fiction, and with the novel 
in particular. Wells, with his vexedly English attitude to Modernism, the future and an idea of 
nation, makes a good deal of sense in light of the show’s daunting brief, but also in a milieu 
perhaps fatigued by reminders of such writers as Poe, Melville, Borges and Sebald - though 
at least two of those crop up among the show’s catalogue essays, blurbs and artists’ state-
ments - and seeking less predictable fictional models among the likes of Céline, Flaubert, 
Thomas Bernhard and (the sole novelist actually in BAS7) Alasdair Gray. The citing of In the 
Days of the Comet on the part of curators Lisa Le Feuvre and Tom Morton seems less, how-
ever, an instance of referential telegraphy and more a matter of invoking a certain miraculous 
uncertainty.

Of course, ‘fiction’ here means in part a simple licence to invent on a meticulous or spec-
tacular scale, not least in the continued elaboration of The Island (2004-), Charles Avery’s 
burgeoning - it’s now essentially his sole, seemingly limitless project - cartography of an 
imaginary territory tricked up out of Wells, Lewis Carroll and the wry spectres of canonical 
philosophers. Avery’s vast metal and glass vitrine, topped with a ramifyingly crystalline and 
mirrored structure, glories in the title Untitled (Miss Miss finally gives in by the tree where 
Acaen sought to bamboozle the One-Armed Snake by attaching himself to the tree to make 
himself a larger thing (2010) and presents another comically enigmatic anecdote in the 
work’s cod-Edwardian fantastique. At the show’s Glasgow iteration, Avery’s whimsical grandil-
oquence is flanked by Steven Claydon’s more self-involved, no less obliquely antiquarian array 
of sculptural artefacts: these seemingly sketching the tale of a notional London district, Trom, 
and the whole avowedly indebted to Céline’s 1944 novel Guignol’s Band, though you might 
not know it from Claydon’s familiar modular display materials, ritual headgear and London 
bricks rendered in metal. 



Contemporary art’s relationship with fiction can sometimes seem to risk nothing more so-
phisticated than a fascination with possible worlds just a shade away from historical fact or 
too easily in thral to a magical or metaphysically heightened realism - hence the lingering 
recourse to the likes of Poe or Borges. But something as scurrilous and abject as Nathaniel 
Mellors’s film Ourhouse (2010) appears to take its inspiration from less rarefied fiction-
al models. Mellors invokes British sitcoms and Pasolini’s Teorema (1968), but this tale of 
scatological adventures in a rambling country pile ‘reads’ more like a fever-dream amalgam 
of Jonathan Swift, Tom Sharpe, Vivian Stanshall’s Sir Henry at Rawlinson End (1978) and, 
though he sits differently in such company, Borges. (There are instances of bibliophagia and 
efforts to decipher the resulting enigmatic and malodorous texts.) In an entirely different 
register, the films of Anja Kirschner and David Panos too are concerned with writing’s pas-
sage through the world: their Last Days of Jack Sheppard (2009) restages the unruly textual 
history of the eponymous eighteenth-century jailbird, while The Empty Plan (2010) juxtapos-
es reconstructions of Bertolt Brecht’s productions of the 1930s with his alienation in the US 
during the Second World War, despairing of the emotional incontinencies of a nascent Meth-
od acting style.

There are more laconic examples of work that summon fictional worlds, both sui generis and 
based on prior texts. Elizabeth Price’s video User Group Disco (2009) - the second part of 
a series begun in 2008, The New, Ruined Institute - treats, like many works in the show, of 
things and their thinginess. Household objects, rendered in lush, dark monochrome, become 
exhibits in a fictional museum or artefacts in an archive, spinning and disporting themselves 
to the accompaniment of aged synth-pop while (inescapable, yet again) a text based partly on 
Poe’s A Descent into the Maelstrom’ (1841) unfolds austerely onscreen.
Becky Beasley’s seven images of a piece of iron pyrite (or fool’s gold), photographed to re-
semble gleaming miniature dwellings, come with title quotations from Bernhard’s 1975 novel 
Korrektar, a narrative among other things of architectural obsession.

On the face of it, all of this narrative-mongering and circumscribing of possible worlds might 
look like an evasion of sorts, and Le Feuvre and Morton readily embrace the fact that little 
in the show has much purchase on the world as such, ifwe imagine the world to consist of 
consensually sanctioned ‘events’ and ‘issues’. Fiction operates here instead as a means of 
giving things their potential, clearing a space for enigma and ambiguity. As such it seems 
to say, with the portion of Wells’s novel that sees Britain bathed in green light in advance of 
the Great Change, that the fantastic is not a deas ex machina that arrives in time but an odd 
inflection of the everyday, a cloud easily dispersed by a too-timely punctuation mark.


