
Starting in the middle and setting out, along the radial, warped spokes of time 
 
This piece is my half of a collaboration with Robert Galeta, which has just been 
submitted to South Square Gallery: 
 

‘Tess started on her way up a road which had originally been made for hasty 
progress; a street laid out dead straight, during an era when time itself went in 
any direction but, back when millimetres of land had value, when digital, 
global clocks subdivided the day, and lives were chopped into tiny 
fragments…’ 

 
I turn on the radio. Charlotte Bray’s orchestral piece ‘At the Speed of Stillness’ is 
being premiered at Aldborough this year, and I happened to switch on at the start of 
the Radio 3 broadcast. Bray’s intention, according to the commentator, is to give a 
sense of the permanence behind the appearance of change. She references Picasso’s 
muse Dora Maar and Sizewell B: Modernism, nuclear energy, all created by brains 
burning in the crucible of a twentieth century which Eric Hobsbawm described as 
‘short’. 
 
Appropriately enough then, the twentieth century must figure in any discussion of the 
logic of speed. Paul Virilio’s term ‘dromology’ tells us that capitalism actually 
emerged from feudalism via the technology of war, and the twentieth was perhaps the 
century of war and revolutions. Friedrich Kittler’s work tallies with Virilio’s, in as 
much as for him, the speed of history is the pace of military development. Kittler has 
sketched a post-apocalypse hypothesis in which it is possible that the CNN channel 
Virilio is obsessed with still broadcasts on a loop after all the humans on the planet 
who might watch it have been wiped out. This possibility is provided by the military 
development of fibreoptic cables, designed so that nuclear weapons, with their 
electromagnetic pulses, would not short them out. Metal cables would be rendered 
useless by a nuclear blast. 
 
Recently, I became fairly obsessed with a figure who was originally from the town I 
currently live in – John Cockroft – who split the atom with Rutherford and Walton. 
His family’s textile factory, powered by a waterwheel and boiler combination, led to 
Cockroft learning large-scale electrical engineering, and then on to building the 
particle colliders which would usher in the nuclear age. It isn’t far-fetched to suggest 
that in one generation, Cockroft leapt via his family and the industrial revolution, 
from the water wheel, to the nuclear reactor, which in turn led to Cern and the 
discovery of the Higgs Boson, and essentially our awareness of entirely new 
dimensions. 
 
Beyond the science discourses, Cockroft exists – on my internal landscape if nowhere 
else – as a cipher for modernism, but also for the uneven development of history 
itself, an uneven and fundamentally overlapping set of developments, plural, 
something which is often overlooked, although it is exactly this which produces the 
wheels-within-wheels of our different temporal experiences, both globally and 
locally. Cockroft altered our understanding of time and speed forever, and that was 
also in part framed by the logic of war, and not just nuclear war, Cockcroft took his 
university entrance exams in 1914, the day before Archduke Ferdinand was shot in 
Sarajevo. 



 
My own great grandfather, returning from the first industrial, modern war which 
followed, worked an almost medieval practice of tenanted, small-scale farming, right 
next to the space which incubated the atomic future, one which was visualised in the 
1950s as all shiny space-suits and hover-bikes. He was given permission by the 
Cockroft family to work a discarded scrap of land they owned, right next to the 
factory water wheel, as they busied themselves with visits to complicated science 
talks in Cambridge. I have written about this elsewhere. 
 
An interesting anecdote in Cockcroft’s biography relates to his childhood, when he 
and his brothers would jump the iron bar used to re-start the water wheel in the 
factory. One of the brothers, not as agile as the others, missed his footing and ended 
up clinging to the bar, going dangerously around the wheel, out of control, the 
electron spinning around the atom, soon to take the human with it. The ‘short-
termism’ rightly attributed to capitalism can only ever be exacerbated by the ultimate 
Sword of Damocles, the production of which Cockroft naively advised. Now, as Yari 
Lanci explains, neoliberalism can only live for today, but it attempts to hedge against 
future risk, and in doing so it makes that future unstable in the present, in fact it 
creates that unstable future. This is not just post-industrial capitalism, it is post-
apocalypse capitalism, the gritty augurs of old Methodism are inscribed into its shiny 
surfaces, and those surfaces reflect a distant mushroom cloud. The future feeds back 
into the present ever faster, as the assemblage speeds up. 
 
I think about all of this as the music pours out of the radio, like a lost piece by 
Stravinsky. But the curious title of Bray’s work, ‘At the Speed of Stillness’, is a 
postmodern paradox, surely? But how apt, because when I turned on the radio I had 
just got off the phone, having just negotiated this piece of writing with Robert Galeta, 
and what shape it may or may not take, and the thing we had just been discussing was 
‘beginning from a stalled present’, or Deleuze’s idea of ‘coming up in the middle’. 
 
Again, I read in the paper today, just idly, about Will Self’s new novel Umbrella, 
which is also influenced by modernism – Joyce in particular – and it apparently 
radiates like an umbrella, narrative-wise, from a single moment, out along radial 
spokes. I have also just seen Iain Sinclair and Chris Petit’s Swandown, during which 
Sinclair describes finding time opening like a swan’s wing on the trip, instead of all 
the ‘male plodding’ they began with. Time has been on my mind too, as I have just 
turned forty, and my own sense of time has just opened like a fan, you cannot see the 
contours unless you are a certain distance away from the terrain. 
 
Cultural time is not neat, ticking, measured time, it warps and weaves like any other 
fabric. This is not a concept that remains locked away in fantastical works of modern 
or postmodernist representation, away from the supposed ‘real world’, it is a real and 
tangible historical phenomenon: In his essay, ‘Time, Work-Discipline and Industrial 
Capitalism’, E.P. Thompson tracked the emergence of different figurations of time 
under industrial capitalism, pointing out that our understanding of it is not natural, and 
that it has developed historically. We were not born into it, and the 
instrumentalisation of time, achieved during the enlightenment, began to unstoppably 
enter every sphere of existence in the west: 
 



‘As the seventeenth century moves on the image of clock-work extends, until, 
with Newton, it has engrossed the universe. And by the middle of the 
eighteenth century (if we are to trust Sterne) the clock had penetrated to more 
intimate levels.’ 

 
To explain this last point, Thompson simply shows us Tristram Shandy’s father, 
obsessively winding the clock in the house, as though his very life depended on it. It 
could perhaps be argued that it did. In the nineteenth century, Thompson points out, 
‘the clock is sometimes known as “the devil’s mill.”‘ He then cites Evans-Pritchard, 
contrasting this emerging, re-constructed understanding of time in the industrial era, 
with that of other cultures during the same period, who had very different 
relationships with time: 
 

‘…the Nuer have no expression equivalent to “time” in our language, and they 
cannot, therefore, as we can, speak of time as though it were something actual, 
which passes, can be wasted, can be saved, and so forth. I do not think that 
they ever experience the same feeling of fighting against time or of having to 
co-ordinate activities with an abstract passage of time because their points of 
reference are mainly the activities themselves, which are generally of a 
leisurely character. Events follow a logical order, but they are not controlled 
by an abstract system, there being no autonomous points of reference to which 
activities have to conform with precision. Nuer are fortunate.’ 

 
And this is why I am very wary of the idea, which supposedly lies behind Bray’s new 
work, of permanence underneath the appearance of rapid change. It seemed to lurk 
behind David Hockney’s assertions too, after his recent show at the Royal Academy, 
of his iPad drawings of the East Yorkshire landscape, when he suggested that our 
current ‘problems’ were natural, and that if we’d all just contemplate nature… If this 
isn’t a philosophical or scientific untruth, it at least risks political shoulder-shrugging, 
and this is not a risk we should take at this moment. 
 
In one sense, ‘the speed of stillness’ is appropriate as a term, because what the 
situationists might have described as ‘the eternal present’, a hallucinatory, potent, 
historical amnesia, has not been significantly broken by any of the major crises on the 
political or ecological landscape. Cockroft’s brother, spinning around the water 
wheel, began to spin so fast that nobody could tell that he was spinning anymore, and 
speed has, in many ways, become stillness. We no longer witness the speed required 
to power the zoetrope, a speed which both produced and denied the illusion it was 
designed for, conjuring moving pictures which looked like reality, but which also told 
us that they were fabricated: We have long since sunk into the dream world of 
representation, as distance and time is everywhere steamrollered into a millimetre 
thin, pliable surface. Recently, I went to the replica of Etienne-Jules Marey’s zoetrope 
from 1886, which was up and working. What was interesting about this particular 
piece of early optical technology is that it is didn’t employ two dimensional 
representations – film, or paper pictures – but a three dimensional set of bird models 
rotating inside. It is still trying to replicate the real in a very literal way, by 
reconstructing it, by making faithful models of the birds that were to be animated. 
From then on, it could be argued, it was a culture of flattening all the way. 
 



But the hallucination isn’t total, and in order to return to my point about political 
responsibility, I want to restate Zygmunt Bauman’s assertion that our globalized 
‘eternal present’ itself is unevenly developed, and that there is globalization for some, 
but localization for others, and in the example of my great grandfather, we can see 
how there is perhaps something unchanging about this state of affairs. Identity, 
created at the centrifugal centre of speed, the point when the movement appears to 
stop and the beautiful images arrive unbidden, is meaningless if you are poor. The 
poor do not have speed, they, as Bauman again points out, live in dead time without 
end. In Dante’s Divine Comedy, the wedding cake structure of his world’s social 
hierarchy was inverted polemically. But in order to do the same thing now, we would 
have to figure something rhizomatic, something a little more horizontal than vertical. 
Perhaps Dante, in 2012, would write a biting satire around the concepts of ‘network’ 
and ‘un-network’. 
 
Doreen Massey is a crucial figure to bring in at this point, as she describes in detail 
what Bauman theorizes; people stranded in a very bad eternal present as others 
literally fly around the earth in an exciting one. I recently railed at writers who only 
ever reproduce their existence in a state of ‘permanent becoming’. The ‘decentralized’ 
state of life in the twenty-first century is not a single state, it is heaven for some, and 
hell for others, and each contains the other. The poor in a bad eternal present are the 
economically necessary, because their existence literally holds the others in the air, 
even as they are about to drop out of the patternless weave of air traffic, into an 
already centreless LA, whilst musing about their own radicalism for doing so. That 
each exists in the other seems to draw comparisons with Leibniz’s term the 
‘compossible’, but I think more appropriately with a proper Hegelian dialectics, the 
‘aufheben’, or sublation, of inherently contradictory concepts containing each other, 
without ever being neatly separable. 
 
Via Deleuze’s idea of the ‘compossible’, time may be plastic, morphing, and via our 
recently interconnected landscape, time itself has been rendered invisible. In this, time 
now hides behind experience, but it always produces experience, and we should never 
let that point out of our sights. Capitalism, as Marx pointed out, and David Harvey 
regularly reminds us, always tames space with approaches to time. But capitalism has 
to move fast, it has to morph itself into the next phase of the game, and when it does 
that, it shifts everybody else’s sense of time, and therefore space too. I am convinced 
that the riots of August 2011 – a year ago as I write – were temporal disturbances. But 
if you think about the history of the subject, they were far from the first ‘time riots’. 
The reports that emerged afterwards tell of subjects disturbed by their discontinuous, 
security-free states, states known to sociologists by the term ‘precarité’, or 
precariousness. 
 
During a recent community research project, I became interested in the use of the 
phrase ‘on and off’, as it arose again and again during fieldwork. It alerted me to the 
precariousness of everyday life. ‘How is work?’ ‘On and off’. Or, ‘I live with my 
girlfriend, we’ve been at it eleven years, on and off’. Linguistically, the permanent 
was often couched in the temporary, and vice versa. This highlights the dialectical 
nature of contemporary community, and cultural time. This way of speaking seemed 
to have simultaneously replaced and subsumed older statements, such as ‘up and 
down’. ‘Up and down’ designates a continuum – a rollercoaster-like one, perhaps – 
but ‘on and off’, a phrase that also maps good and bad, also assumes a fundamentally 



discontinuous set of experiences. There was a generational aspect to this, terms such 
as ‘donkey’s years’, designating ‘a long time’, via the image of a work animal, 
seemed to have been replaced by phrases which signified discontinuity. 
 
It might be argued that the existence of binary discontinuities such as ‘on and off’ 
deny the idea of an ‘eternal present’, good or bad. Bauman actually goes so far as to 
say that the rich have time whilst the poor have space. Residents of the first world, he 
says, live in time, because that is the scarce commodity, space is irrelevant because it 
has been flattened for them by air travel and interactive communications. The 
residents of the next world live in space, a ‘heavy, resilient’ space, which keeps them 
weighed down. This argument, essentially about the gravity and weightlessness of the 
new class situation, is correct, but ‘precarité’ is also a single state saturating all 
experience, as Mario Candeias agrees. 
 
This, ultimately, ought to be the point of thinking through speed and its lack, and the 
way temporality figures in 2012. The qualities or otherwise of a public life rapidly 
congealing in the private are political concerns which are underpinned and powered 
by all the other, big macro concerns I have outlined here. 
 
During modernity we began to run before we could walk, now we need to run again, 
in the desperate hope that we might walk once more, and it is, I think, a desperate 
hope now. To return to the beginning, we always need to start in the middle, and set 
out again, along the radial spokes of time. 


