From The Nuclear Family to Cold War Projects
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Introduction
In the early stages of my career I believed that art could change the world. The turbulent
social and political climate into which I was born instilled in me and, indeed, many of my
generation, a strong sense of social justice and a desire to make a difference in the world. The
book, Teaching As A Subversive Activity, published not long before I went to university,
opened my eyes, both as a student and an educator in the making.1 It galvanised me to
question everything I had been
taught including the prevailing
ideologies of the Cold War. The
threat of nuclear war bedevilled
my generation from childhood. It
was presented as an imaginary war
animated by images of nuclear
attack, underpinned by the
conflicting ideologies of two super
powers and yet fought in
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conventional terms in the Third
World.2 Unfortunately the nuclear threat continues, for no sooner did the Soviet regime
topple, than the second nuclear age crept almost unnoticed into our world. A more complex
situation exists today where there are an increased number of nuclear players and a shift in the

geographical centre as more countries acquire nuclear capability. The French strategic thinker,
Thérese Delpech, asserts that in addition to these factors, the term ‘second nuclear age’
signifies a period in which there are still nuclear weapons but that the old rules have
changed.3

In the late 1970s and 1980s, feminism awakened me to many other political campaigns such
as those against racism and nuclear disarmament.4 I went to Greenham Common twice in the
early 1980s, both times with my long-time friend Susan Timmins, once to participate in
‘Embrace the Base’ and on another occasion to be part of a human chain linking Burghfield,
Aldermaston and Greenham, organised by CND.5 In the late 1980s I joined the Shetland
branch of C.A.D.E. (Campaign Against Dounreay Expansion) as a protest against the
importation of nuclear waste from Europe.

Diverse strategies adopted by feminist artists also shaped my art practice during the formative
early years of my career. Many events, including a major series of feminist art events at the
ICA, London in 1980 were hugely influential, particularly the conference, Questions on
Women’s Art.6 I joined The Brixton Artists Collective, specifically the group Women’s Work,
as it provided significant collective agency to organise projects, events, workshops,
exhibitions and conferences. This ability to take action, initiate and lead has driven my
practice ever since.7

In addition to feminism, my art practice is equally defined by places, London, Moscow and
Shetland, all of which hold a particular resonance in relation to the nuclear issue and Cold
War politics. In late 2000 I moved permanently to Shetland. My practice, and especially my
politicised voice, manifests very differently in the context of this geographically remote, small
island community. New technologies, increased mobility and collaborative working practices
have utterly transformed my working and personal life. Today my art practice is embedded in
the Shetland context and is probably not perceived as overtly political. However, it is social,
and it is responsive to my local culture, community and society while sharing concerns about
what are global issues.

The Nuclear Family (1983-1991), my first body of work around the nuclear theme, served to
untangle some of the horror and fear embedded in my subconscious by the nuclear
propaganda that permeated my generation's early years. The Brixton Art Gallery provided the
first public space for The Nuclear Family in the exhibition Textiles: Making and Meaning,
curated by Teri Bullen. In this essay I will look at this work and how it led to my current ongoing collaboration with artist
Susan Timmins for Cold War
Projects, starting in 2011.

The Nuclear Family used and
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presented objects, largely
clothes treated with plaster

and powder pigments in temporary installations to address both the aftermath of the nuclear

bomb and the ideology of the nuclear family. By contrast Cold War Projects offers more
explicit and varied ideas about cultural memory and employs a variety of media, including
film, photography, textiles and sound. The working processes in Cold War Projects are also
distinct from those of The Nuclear Family in that we actively employ methods drawn from
socially engaged art practices, including the potential for co-authorship among collaborative
participants.

My continuing interest in this theme is ironically triggered by and responds to the dismantling
of the first-generation of Cold War installations in the UK as a visual archeology of memories
and sites. What I had imagined would be a short-term exercise, has seamlessly snowballed
into an on-going project. Several years into our work, world tensions began to increase again
and suggestions of a second Cold War emerged. Fuelled by this new situation, we continue to
unearth the largely invisible memories and ordinary stories from this era to explore our past in
relation to the nuclear present and future.

The Nuclear Family
The Nuclear Family comprised objects made largely from clothing soaked in plaster and grew
from just four individual pieces to
a large body of work, many
hundreds of ‘individual’
crumbling objects and dust,
symbolic of human remains. The
work referred to the nuclear
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family unit and the horror of

nuclear holocaust. It was not meant to be permanent, nor did it always appear in the same
form. New pieces were created, added and presented differently each time, depending on
location and whether it appeared in group or solo exhibitions. By using clothes it was possible
to work with materials and processes familiar since childhood - soaking, sewing, stuffing,
shaping, suspending, laundering, painting and colouring. These treated clothes could be
suspended from a clothesline, stuffed in crates, architectural spaces or windows, laid out on
the floor or suspended using meat hooks. The materials and processes of making reflected
qualities linked to women’s work. The making process was a little haphazard and
unpredictable, which echoed the random and indiscriminate ravages of war. Some of the
individual pieces resembled bones or fossils and the textures emerged from burnishing and
manipulating the clothing as the plaster dried.

The building plaster, rather than artist’s casting plaster, was fundamental for its colour and
physical qualities. It was very unstable when applied to textiles and would begin to fall away
as soon as a piece was moved, a metaphor for ruination and decay. Powder pigments were
applied by hand, burnishing the surfaces to bring out the textures in the fabric as well as to
suggest flesh, bruising, blood. The clothes were chosen very carefully, for their meaning,
texture and personal histories. I used my own clothes, my family’s clothes, and clothes that
friends donated. They emphasised the personal reality of the nuclear threat, the horror of
which was brought home vividly to me when I learned that Clapham Common, very near to
my home on Battersea Rise, was designated as a site for mass burial in the event of nuclear
attack.

By spending time with the work in public, it was
possible to learn a lot from people’s reactions
and thus gain understanding and insight into the
work’s ability to generate meaning and evoke
response. Media reviews also helped to confirm
whether ideas were clear. In one review, for
example, about the exhibition State of the Nation
in which The Nuclear Family was exhibited as
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thirteen individual items of clothing suspended
from a washing line stretched across a ten foot span, the critic Andrew Graham Dixon wrote,
“It is a rare exception in a show that prefers to make its political statements rather more
obviously: Roxane Permar's The Nuclear Family is a washing line strung with lurid rags dyed
the colour of flesh — no explanation required.”8

The clothes and occasional soft toys made the work feel familiar and leant an air of
domesticity. Visual signs of impermanence and ephemerality, such as the dust and powder, or
display methods such as hanging, laying and layering, hinted at cyclical processes, destruction
and perpetual renewal. The work operated on different levels, visually seductive, demanding;
deeply emotional; fragile and durable, beautiful yet horrific; haunting, obsessive, and, as the
work physically grew in size over the years, monumental. It carried symbols of past, present
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and future, albeit a horrible, unimaginable one.

The group exhibition Death in 1988 organised by
Kettles Yard and Cambridge Darkroom marked a
significant turning point for this body of work, as it
was installed in a vacant terrace house on a fairly busy
residential street. People walked by the window and
became curious. There was no electricity, and thus no
light after the window was completely filled. An
invigilator gave visitors a single hurricane lamp to
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carry inside thus giving them control over the way
they would see the work in the interior.

Looking back, it is apparent that two
projects realised in 1990, Burial and
Preservation (London) and The
Nuclear Roadshow (Shetland),
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realised in collaboration with Susan
Timmins, form a connection between
The Nuclear Family and my future

collaboration, Cold War Projects which they anticipate in terms of relationship to site and
place, ways of working and critical positioning.

These projects brought closure to The Nuclear Family. I publicly buried all of The Nuclear
Family in a trench, 140 feet long, on the anniversary of the Hiroshima bombing, in Burial and

Preservation.9 This attempt to both purge and commemorate nuclear atrocity was intended to
give my practice a fresh start. In spite of having done that, there is no escape from the
shadow cast by the nuclear era. Unlike The Nuclear Family, which posed a general view in
response to the nuclear theme, both Burial and Preservation and The Nuclear Roadshow
offered a critical position in direct reference to nuclear incidents, the first to the bombing of
Hiroshima by staging the burial on its anniversary; and the second to the nuclear accident at
Chernobyl in 1986 and the plan to expand the importation of nuclear waste for burial at
Dounreay.

These projects marked a turning point, too, in terms of public engagement and participation.
Because Burial and Preservation was realised in a public park, the work invited participation
among the park’s regular users, enabling them to take part as they liked, e.g. through digging,
talking or leaving offerings and watching it slowly change. Ultimately many did in fact feel it
belonged to them. This project ran parallel to The Nuclear Roadshow, in Shetland, for which
public participation was equally important. Our engagement with the local Shetland
community, however, followed a very different process in which we worked to identify six
empty buildings sited throughout the islands, using local radio interviews, telephone
conversations, personal visits, newspaper articles and word of mouth alongside two thousand
miles driving around the islands.10

Happily people responded to the work in their own way. For example the crofter, Robbie
Johnson, who lived by the site in Eshaness, would flag down tourist coaches so passengers
could look at the house and he could tell them about the project. The fact that he had his own

thoughts about the work was
important as well as his assertion
that he didn’t quite know what
was intended. He is one of a
number of crofters who shared
stories about those who had lived
in the houses in the past or lambs
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being born deformed following
the accident at Chernobyl.

A number of unexpected attitudes were revealed, too, during the project. Somewhat
alarmingly, The Shetland Times published an article suggesting a nuclear bomb had hit
Shetland houses, which might have worried the property owners who had been assured no
damage would be done. Most interestingly, some members of the community showed mild
surprise or even astonishment on hearing which Shetlanders had given permission to use their
properties.

Cold War Projects
Cold War Projects began by investigating the legacy of the Cold War in Shetland as it exists
both physically in the landscape, and in memory. This work is grounded in Shetland but
expands across different cultural and political borders, exchanging memories, knowledge and
perceptions of the nuclear era by connecting communities in the northern and Arctic region.
During the Cold War period Shetland, Norway, Faroe, Iceland, Greenland, Canada and Alaska
played an important strategic role by hosting NATO’s early warning defence system. There is

much evidence remaining, particularly in Shetland of listening stations, bunkers and radar
installations.11 It is quite shocking to encounter this Cold War landscape in Shetland in
comparison to London where I lived in the 1980s and 1990s. The visual landscape of
Shetland is very different; big skies and almost no trees create open vistas where the presence
of the Cold War is highly visible. Conversely, in London the presence of the Cold War was
very hidden, secret, and couched in terms of reference defined by paranoia and fear. Today
NATO, including US and British military forces, are returning to some of these sites
signalling an escalation in defensive measures against the threat of self-destruction.

Bringing together work across sculpture, photography, film, the Internet and sound, Cold War
Projects aims to encourage a different understanding of the remote North through
consideration of its historic significance as a new Front Line for defence against the perceived
Soviet threat in the Cold War era. Ways of working play on methods used during the Cold
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War to acquire information through listening and in turn relaying, or sharing. Thus the project
encourages listening, learning and gaining knowledge and experience; to share and exchange

in order to stimulate debate, trigger collective memory and promote engagement with issues
that are not only unique to the Cold War but have continuing relevance to today’s global
society.

Cold War Projects presents firsthand accounts of ordinary people’s experiences of the Cold
War so that they can be collected, preserved and shared with younger generations in an effort
to consider our nuclear futures. To date three separate art projects are complete, Countdown
(2012); Recount (2013); Cold War Histories and Nuclear Futures, 2016 (Iceland). One work,
Northern Exchange, is on-going, in progress since 2015, elements of which have been
exhibited in Scotland and Alaska. A new project is in the planning stages to take place in
Unst, Shetland’s most northerly island which hosted the Royal Air Force for more than fifty
years. It benefits from a slow development that enables relationship building and trust to grow
among the collaborative partners.

Each project uses a different approach to address the nuclear threat. Each was designed to
work within the Shetland context and drew extensively on previous projects and connections
in the community. Recount
was a socially engaged
project based on activities
undertaken by civilian
volunteers for Shetland’s
Royal Observer Corps (ROC)
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in underground Posts from
1961 to 1991. The content of

the project is informed by personal recollections of ROC Observers, creating a poignant and
powerful narrative. The Observers displayed huge commitment and revealed a strong sense of
public duty to the people of Shetland, as did the civil volunteers at all 1500 Posts operating
throughout the United Kingdom. The volunteers were well aware of the dangers and risks
involved in their work yet firmly believed that serving in the ROC was a way to help their
community.12 Recount comprised four elements which offered very different forms of
engagement and thus broadened access to the work. These included artworks sited at three
extant ROC underground bunkers, comprising glow-in-the-dark knitted covers for above
ground structures; public events in each of the communities where there had been ROC Posts;
a Focus Display in the Shetland Museum and Archives; and a web page containing edited
sound recordings and photographs.13

In Countdown a very different approach was used to address the question of the nuclear
threat. The work was made in the studio, without direct social engagement, then subsequently
used in public situations to stimulate discussion and debate about nuclear issues past and
present. The work comprises two elements, eighteen photographs and a film. The
photographs show the exterior
buildings and landscape
surrounding the military base,
RAF Saxa Vord in Unst, the
largest and most complex Cold
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War site in Shetland. The film
was shot inside the operations

12 Art

and Engagement in Cold War Shetland, relate north

block and bunker. The title Countdown alludes to the British Government’s much derided
public alert system, the Four Minute Warning, which would warn the public that in the event
of a nuclear attack it would have four minutes to count down to zero, the moment of
annihilation.14 The photographs are displayed inside cellophane bags normally used to
package disposable, protective masks. The flimsiness of the bags recalls the absurdity of the
civil defence measures put in place not only in Britain but on both sides of the Iron Curtain.15
The imagery in Countdown evokes shared associations for people across northern regions,
whose landscapes are similarly occupied by Cold War structures.16

Northern Exchange: Cold War Histories and Nuclear Futures explored the nuclear issue by
using a combination of approaches to re-imagine the period and ask how the presence of Cold
War military installations impact on local populations in Iceland, both past and present. The
project revolved around four communities, Höfn, Keflavík, Bolungarvik and Þórshöfn, linked
to bases operated by the American military during the Cold War. The operations have
subsequently been up-dated, re-situated and are now operated by the Icelandic Coastguard for
NATO.

The project brought together artists and
students with volunteer participants who
together represented different generations
of people who live and work in the
remote communities that hold historic
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significance in NATO’s early defence warning system. Collaborative interaction and
dialogical exchange were central to the project. A mobile geodesic dome served as a tool for
engagement, attracting attention and sparking curiosity as well as providing the framework to
display participants’ contributions written or drawn in invisible ink on triangles.17

Icelandic artist, Ásthildur Jónsdóttir,
and Finnish artists Elina Härkönen
and Timo Jokela, brought their
students while Susan Timmins and I
worked with Elizabeth Crichton and
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Rebecca Boyd from the University of
the Highlands and Islands.
Participants and collaborative
partners, or the specific ensemble of
social actors, as Grant Kester has
described them, are fundamental to a
project like this one, and without
them it would have been impossible,
in fact inconceivable, to go ahead.18
Ásthildur Jónsdóttir was a key
collaborative partner, who served as
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gatekeeper and helped choreograph
the invitations to work within each

community as well as steering our historical and contextual learning from the Icelandic
perspective.

Attitudes to the nuclear issue and the Cold War varied across the different communities, from
no interest at all to highly politicised or strident positions. It is not, however, the differences
in views or the passion with which
they are held, but the fact that the
project brought people together to
engage with each other, to talk, to
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learn and become more aware of
the histories embedded in the Cold

War period that are relevant to the nuclear issue now and in the future. One of the
collaborative participants in the project, Rebecca Boyd, clearly articulates the value of this
experience and identifies the importance for military leaders as well as ordinary people to take
note of this process.
It is the rich yet intangible network of relationships woven with people and
places, knowledge gleaned and awareness raised, that is the real and
powerful outcome of this journey of creative engagement. … And perhaps it
would be no bad thing if today’s global military leaders took more notice of
that all-important human element, not only in their awareness of ‘Cold War
Histories’ but in their strategising for ‘Nuclear Futures’. 19

The nature of engagement shifted over time, evolving as more people became involved and
the project moved across different virtual and geographical spaces. Each person and
community of people brought new ways of working, different expectations and background
experience. Speaking and talking, conversation and discussion, formed the heart of the
project, giving it meaning, purpose and momentum, whether face-to-face, by email, Facebook
or through Skype, all processes and tools that were used.

Through both bodies of work, The Nuclear Family and Cold War Projects, knowledge is
extended, awareness raised and discussion about the nuclear threat encouraged, not only as it
was experienced in different periods, whether the Cold War era or the second nuclear age, but
as it relates to life as we live it and aspire to live in the future. The processes by which these
aims are achieved are different, shaped by the changing contexts of world politics, personal
circumstances and the contemporary art world. Regardless of these shifts in situation, the
drive to use art as a means to address the nuclear issue, whether overtly or with subtlety,
endures. The need regrettably remains urgent. We can use our skills and knowledge of art
practice to keep the issue in the public eye, emphasising that this threat has not disappeared or
lost relevance.
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