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Third George Orwell Studies Conference 30th 
May 2018 Goldsmiths, University of London in 

association with the Orwell Society 
In one of his essays George Orwell wrote "All art is propaganda...On the other hand, not all 

propaganda is art."  

The third academic George Orwell Studies conference opened by the Warden of Goldsmiths, 

University of London, Pat Loughrey is being held on the theme of Orwell and the Arts. 

Subjects covered include: Orwell’s Literary Art…Orwell and the Spanish Civil War…Orwell’s influence 

on artists…Orwell and the Art of Drama…Orwell, The Art of Donald McGill and the Pleasures of 

Sex…Orwell and the Art of Dance in Burmese Days…Orwell and the Art of Propaganda in Book 

Covers…Orwell’s Inspiration to New Writers…Orwell and the Art of the Microphone. 

 

“If liberty means anything at all it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear” 
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LGO2 10 am to 4 p.m. Professor Stuart Hall Building, Goldsmiths, University of London, 
Lewisham Way, New Cross, SE14 6NW  

Conference Schedule 

10.00 Conference opened by the Warden of Goldsmiths, Pat Loughrey 
 
10.05  Orwell, Art and Homage to Catalonia 
Artist Sonia Boué, George Orwell’s son Richard Blair and Quentin Kopp, son of Georges Kopp- Orwell’s 
commanding officer in the Spanish Civil war- discuss the experience of returning to Catalonia when all 
of them had fathers who participated in and witnessed the tragedies of this conflict. Interviewed in open 
discussion by Professor Tim Crook.  

11.00  Keynote presentation Professor Len Platt. ‘Orwell and Literary Art’- Was he as one 
contemporary novelist said ‘a literary mediocrity’, or did he pioneer a unique political literary aesthetic? 

11.40  Professor Anna Furse revisits her creation of Down and Out in Paris and London ‘Dans La 
Deche’ in 1992 and some of its many challenges.  

12.10  Professor Richard Keeble presents 'The Art of Donald McGill: Orwell and the Pleasures of 
Sex' 
 
12.45  Author Nicola Rossi reads from her new work 'Rockstar Ending' and explores her inspiration 
from Orwell that has included being runner-up in the Orwell Dystopian Prize.  
 
1 p.m. Lunchtime. 

2 p.m. Artist Glenn Ibbitson presents ‘Room 103: Orwell and contemporary visual art’ - exploring 
how the art of the present is influenced by Orwell’s work.’ 

2.45 Douglas Kerr, Honorary Professor, University of Hong Kong and Honorary Research Fellow, 
Birkbeck College, London presents: 'The pwe dance in Orwell’s Burmese Days' 
 
3.15  Stuart Bannocks, lecturer in Design at Goldsmiths presents 'Icons in Windows & Books Without 
Covers' - exploring the design of books in relation to ideas of micro-propaganda in hyper-biased 
times. Inspired by Orwell’s understanding of the art of propaganda.  
 
4.00 Closing thanks  
 
Professor Tim Crook on Orwell and the Art of the Microphone is the reserve presentation. The paper 
will be submitted to the next Edition of the George Orwell Studies Journal.  
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10.05  Orwell, Art and Homage to Catalonia 
 
Artist Sonia Boué, George Orwell’s son Richard Blair and Quentin Kopp, son of Georges Kopp- Orwell’s 
commanding officer in the Spanish Civil war- discuss the experience of returning to Catalonia when all 
of them had fathers who participated in and witnessed the tragedies of this conflict.  
                                 

Interviewed in open discussion by Professor Tim Crook. 
 

 
 
Sonia Boué is a visual artist working with objects. She uses research methods to explore her family's 
exile following the Spanish Civil War. What began as a painting practice has developed into assemblage 
and performance. Art History and Art Therapy inform her practice. http:///www.soniaboue.co.uk 
 
She said: ‘My journey to Catalonia with Overtone Productions for Radio 4’s ‘The Art of Now’ has 
honestly been the trip of a lifetime. I set out with some trepidation (for the first time) to trace (in reverse) 
my father’s exile journey from Barcelona to England at the fall of Spain to the Franco dictatorship in 
1939.’ 

BBC Radio Four. Return to Catalonia The Art of Now 

Anglo-Spanish artist Sonia Boué responds to the Catalan crisis and the Spanish Civil War by retracing 
her father's exile and exhibiting her work in Spain for the first time.  

We chart her journey as she makes her artistic response and navigates her own family history, capturing 
the processes by which she unravels the complex emotions and memories the unrest in October 2017 
revives within her, and exploring her Spanish identity.  

In a loving tribute to her father, Sonia retraces his exile in reverse. In 1939, he fled over the Pyrenees 
to France as Franco's army advanced on Barcelona, never letting go of his grief at being forced from 
his homeland.  

The programme is also a lament for the 500,000 Spaniards who left Spain as the Civil War drew to a 
close - and indeed for all exiles everywhere, including those like Sonia, for who it is a historical memory 
passed down to the next generation.  

The silencing of Civil War history, first by Franco's dictatorship and then by the "pact of amnesia" which 
aided the transition to democracy in the 1970s, is a recurrent theme in Sonia's work.  
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Sonia Boué 

She discovers elements of her own history and her father's struggle which are new to her and confronts 
the very real fears that surface as she prepares to take her artistic practice to Spain for the first time. It 
is something she feels she needs to do - and yet she identifies menacing undertows in the recent 
upheavals in Catalonia that threaten to silence her more than ever before. 

Listen again at https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09w05z7 
 
Video made in Placa Urquinaona 25:2:18 while making, The Art of Now: Return to Catalonia, with 
Overtone Productions for BBC Radio 4 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zb6Gpj1n8Ds 
 
Richard Blair is the Patron of the Orwell Society and along with Society Events Organiser Quentin Kopp 
regularly take part in trips to Spain to retrace George Orwell’s steps as he fought for the Republican 
side during the Civil War. 

In 2017 Richard and Quentin attended the inauguration of an exhibition in Spain called ‘Orwell has a 
coffee in Huesca’, which detailed the participation of their fathers in the Spanish Civil War. The show 
coincided with the 80th anniversary of Orwell’s arrival on the Aragón front. The name of the exhibition 
was a phrase from Orwell’s book about the conflict Homage to Catalonia. The sentence was attributed 
to a general who led the Republican troops after the capture of a local municipality: ‘Tomorrow we will 
have coffee in Huesca.’ But the Aragonese city never did fall.  

Richard Blair told the Spanish newspaper El País that ‘Homage to Catalonia’ is an honest work, which 
was not well received among those with a black and white view of the war. Orwell came to fight against 
fascism, but like other Trotskyists and anarchists, he ended up being pursued by pro-Moscow 
communists.  
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Richard argued that Spain still hasn’t explained its recent history properly, and this book, the best-seller 
on the topic of the conflict, helps to alleviate ‘that huge black hole that there is between 1936 and 1975.’ 
He concludes: ‘There are still people who come to me with tears in their eyes and they say to me, thank 
you for what your father did.’ 

 

George Orwell tallest standing with his wife Eileen O’Shaunessy sitting to the right at the Aragon Front. 

Quentin’s father Georges Kopp met his mother through having been Orwell’s Commanding Officer in 
the Spanish Civil War: ‘I have been a keen reader of Orwell’s work since my teenage years. The clarity 
of his thought and his lucid expression always impressed me and are an example to all still. At a time 
when people decided what they thought in relation to their ideology, his clear and independent approach 
was and remains refreshingly different.’ 

 

Refugees from the Spanish Civil War crossing over the border into France 
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11.00  Keynote presentation Professor Len Platt. ‘Orwell and Literary 
Art’-  

Orwell is a hugely popular, even venerated, writer. At the same time his relationship to canonical 
literature has always been deeply problematic. Literary establishments have imagined his writing to be 
too close to politics or journalism, or genre fiction, to be ‘art’ of the most serious kind. Quite recently 
(2014) Will Self famously described him as a literary ‘mediocrity’ — not specifically for genre reasons 
but because his writing is too ‘English’, too parochial, to be considered anything other than second rate. 
Orwell, traditionally held to be prescient in so many ways, was prescient too about the difficulties his 
writing would have with ‘Literature’. This session charts his development of a political aesthetic that 
would challenge the cultural assumptions of his day and raise questions about ethics and writing that 
we still grapple with in the post-postmodern present. 

 

 

Len Platt is Professor of Modern Literatures at Goldsmiths. 

He has published widely on modernist literary culture, especially on the works of James Joyce and on 
contemporary culture across genres and technological forms. His major interest is in the politics of text 
and the ways culture performs in politically strategic ways. He is also a leading expert on early musical 
theatre and the exchange and transfer practices that made it a characteristic culture of conservative 
popular modernism at the fin de siècle. 

The subjects Len has published on also include postmodernism, postcolonialism, cultural adaptation, 
Scottish cultural nationalism, early Australian literature and cultural geographics. His range of interests 
has included social satire in the 1930s, the Hannibal Lector phenomenon, the televisation of classic 
novels and children’s literature. His most recent book is an application of centre/margin debates once 
shaped by postcolonialism to the more local geographics of London and the Thames estuary. 

 

 

 



 7 

11.40  Down And Out In Paris And London 

Dans La Deche 

A theatre adaptation of Orwell’s chronicle directed by Anna Furse in 1992 

As Artistic Director of the new writing theatre company Paines Plough 1990 - 1995, Anna Furse was 
approached by the British Council in Paris to create a new piece of theatre in a converted abattoir in 
Chalon Sur Saone, Burgundy. The condition of the commission was to engage up to 100 local members 
of the community in the production. This initiative was to celebrate Britain’s full entry into the EU. She 
decided that the costume drama the producers expected would in fact be the staging of Orwell’s Down 
and Out in Paris and London. Her bi-lingual production was created in France, toured the UK, performed 
at Riverside Studios, London, and was invited to represent new theatre in the UK by the Theatre de 
Gennevilliers Paris. Featured on French national TV, and engaging not only the Chalon community 
aged between 6 – 86 but, on tour, homeless communities in its performances on tour, it made its mark 
at the time. Furse will revisit the creation of this work and some of its many challenges. 

 

Professor Anna Furse FRSA (Department of Theatre and Performance) 

Originally trained with the Royal Ballet, winning choreographic prizes from Sir Frederick Ashton and Leonid Massine as a student. 
After quitting ballet in 1971, she apprenticed with Peter Brook’s ICTR, Paris, and participated in Grotowski’s Teatr Laboratorium 
paratheatre (Poland and France). Following degrees from the University of Bristol and Goldsmiths, she worked as a writer, 
performance maker, writer and activist in the emerging New Dance movement in London in the 1980's, co-founding the London 
venue Chisenhale Dance Space, before specialising in theatre as a director, writer and dramaturg. Her 20-year award-winning 
career in the industry includes productions with many companies and repertory theatres, the RSC, international collaborations, 
and as Artistic Director of Paines Plough (1990 - 1995) with whom she pioneered innovations in new writing dramaturgies. She 
has taught and led performance projects for over three decades, most recently in Palermo, Athens and Bogota. Her current 
project The Theatre of Our Bodies includes a performance lecture Anna Furse performs an Anatomy Act: a show and tell, and a 
digital and analogue publication I’m Not a Piece of Meat (2018), both commissioned by CREATE (the national development 
agency for collaborative arts in Ireland, and CAPP (Collaborative Art Partnership Programme), a transnational programme co-
funded by the Creative Europe Programme of the European Union; and a Wellcome Trust-funded interdisciplinary talks series 
Interiorities, co-curated with Dawn Kemp, Director of Museums and Archives, Royal College of Surgeons at The Old Operating 
Theatre Museum and Freud Museum, 2017. 

At Goldsmiths she directs the MA in Performance Making, curates The Performance Research Forum, co-directs the Centre of 
the Body, and is on the Editorial Board of Goldsmiths Press. She is a frequent international conference and keynote speaker and 
a member of the Advisory Board for Digital Theatre+ who published her conversation with influential centenarian, Bertolt Brecht’s 
collaborator, critic and playwright Eric Bentley in New York, 2015. Her publications include chapters and articles, several plays, 
and an anthology she edited Theatre in Pieces: Poetics, Politics and Interdisciplinary Collaboration (Methuen 2011) that includes 
the text of her co-production with Mladinsko Gledalisce, Ljubljana, Don Juan. Who?/Don Juan.Kdo? (FeEAST Festival, Riverside 
Studios, 2009). This innovated geographically dispersed, anonymous, collaborative writing by her trans-European company in a 
specially designed online studio. She is currently developing projects including a new performance work to commemorate WWI: 
Shocks (to the system) or The Soldier’s Heart, 2018, on war trauma and PTSD. This is specially commissioned to be sited in the 
Chapel at Craiglockhart, formerly the asylum where poets Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon were treated for shellshock, now 
a campus of her commissioners, University of Napier, Edinburgh. 
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12.10  Professor Richard Keeble 
'The Art of Donald McGill: Orwell and the Pleasures of Sex' 

Susan Watson recalled that when Orwell invited Aunt Nellie Limouzin – wrapped in black satin and 
adorned with jet beads – to tea in Canonbury Square, he’d amuse her with his collection of postcards 
by Donald McGill. He told her not to serve tea until Nellie had finished laughing at the jokes (Myers 

2000: 268). 

The centrality of sex in the writings of George Orwell has been largely missed by critics and biographers. 
Feminist critics such as Daphne Patai (1984) and Beatrice Campbell (1984) have accused Orwell of 
misogyny: rightly so. But as so often with Orwell (his character so complex and contradictory) there is 
another side which this paper will attempt to outline.  
 
It will aim to highlight briefly the place of sex in a selection of his works (Down and Out in Paris and 
London, Homage to Catalonia and ‘Such, Such were the Joys’). In particular, it will focus on Orwell’s 
(largely unacknowledged) explicit homoeroticism and his almost New Mannish frankness about his own 
sexual history. Analysis of Nineteen Eighty Four will show that the representation of Julia, who conducts 
a secret affair with the anti-hero Winston Smith, is far more nuanced than generally thought: Orwell lays 
quite a few hints that she is, indeed, a Party spy drawing Smith into a honeytrap.  
 
The paper will move on to consider Orwell’s remarkable 1941 Horizon essay on McGill’s sexy seaside 
postcards. Like Orwell’s essays and journalism on turned-up trouser legs, the common toad, cups of 
tea, boys’ weeklies, pubs, Woolworth’s roses, handwriting, common lodging houses and trashy 
American crime novels, this one is brilliantly original in challenging the expectations of his readers: 
directing his critical gaze at a manifestation of popular culture normally ignored.  
 
Orwell mixes attitudes of pleasure (captured, above all, in the humour of the sexy cartoons and his own 
writing) and shame. In the process, he explores with a lightness of touch (along with dollops of irony) 
such issues as the essential purpose of jokes, the notion of goodness, gender stereotypes – and the 
complexities of the human condition, no less. 
 

 
 
 

Professor Richard Keeble  
 

Richard is Chair of the Orwell Society Committee. Richard Keeble is now on his 36th book, all written 
and edited by himself and the latest one, ‘Covering Conflict: The Making and Unmaking of New 
Militarism’ looks into the study of Fleet Street’s reporting of wars since 1945. He is a professor of 
journalism at the University of Lincoln and is also a Visiting Professor at Liverpool Hope University 
where he very much enjoys teaches Creative Writing. He is also Editor of the Journal Ethical Space 
and Chair of the Institute of Communication Ethics.  
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12.45  Nicola Rossi: Inspired by Orwell in 2017 - a personal creative 
journey 

 

After a light hearted look at a number of Orwellian coincidences that dominated her life in 2017, Nicola 
Rossi will reflect briefly on how Orwell has shadowed her career to date, initially spanning 30 years as 
a corporate communicator. She will then talk about how she reached her decision to write a near-future 
dystopian novel with the dual aims of telling a compelling story, while at the same time provoking debate 
about some of the most fundamental social, political, economic, life-and-death challenges on the public 
agenda today. Nicola will end the session with a reading from her current work in progress, Rockstar 
Ending, citing among her influences beyond Orwell the novels The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret 
Atwood (1985), Neuromancer by William Gibson (1984), and Terry Gilliam’s film Brazil (1985). 

		

	

	

Nicola Rossi 

After graduating from UCL in English Literature, Nicola Rossi spent three decades managing corporate 
communications for technology companies, before enrolling at Goldsmiths in 2017 to complete an MA 
in Digital Media. While there, her short story, One Last Gift, came runner up in the Orwell Society 
Dystopian Fiction Competition. Inspired by this recognition, Nicola is now working on a novel.  

She uses macabre humour to create a near-future world where old people are targeted with insidious 
advertising and financial incentives, aimed at persuading them to sign up for a glamorous Rockstar 
Ending from which they will never return. The narrative is steeped in the moral questions raised by her 
competition entry, and draws heavily on her recent studies of how society and the digital environment 
are evolving together. 
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2 p.m. Artist Glenn Ibbitson 

Room 103: Orwell and contemporary visual art’ - exploring how the 
art of the present is influenced by Orwell’s work 

 

Room 103 is an online gallery of contemporary artwork influenced by the work of George Orwell. The 
wide spread of his interests has encouraged a suitably diverse range of contributions by painters, 
sculptors, film-makers, book artists and printmakers. Their tributes testify to the continuing relevance of 
the writer’s oeuvre to visual culture.  

https://orwellroom103.wordpress.com 

 

 

Glenn Ibbitson is a curator and painter whose artwork operates across the waveband of visual 
disciplines.  

Following a career as a scenic artist for the BBC and the film industry, he relocated to West Wales to 
paint full-time.  

His art has been compared to a self-assembly furniture kit - don’t expect to find all the components or 
an instruction manual in the box.  

Nevertheless, work has been shown in London, New York, Tokyo and Rio de Janeiro and is housed in 
private collections across six continents. 
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2.45 Douglas Kerr: 'The pwe dance in Orwell’s Burmese Days' 
 

Writers as differently oriented as David Cannadine and Homi Bhabha have found it 
useful to think of empire in terms of a series of performative encounters. Orwell 
anticipated this theatrical vision in a narrative such as “Shooting an Elephant”, in which 
the helpless protagonist finds himself obliged to perform an unwelcome role by the 
pressure of his audience’s expectations.  
 
This paper will take as its subject an episode in the novel Burmese Days, in which 
Flory, the central character, takes the newly arrived Elizabeth Lackersteen to see a 
Burmese pwe dance, performed in a street in the town of Kyauktada. The English 
visitors are both spectators, of the performance and the crowd, and the objects of 
curious attention by the local audience.  
 
The episode gives a quite complex analysis of the dynamics of performance, 
spectation, and interpretation, with Flory and Elizabeth bringing to bear quite different 
anthropological attitudes (to the Burmese) and aesthetic expectations (of the show, 
which their own intrusion also modifies).  
 
 

 
 
 
 
The pwe itself bears an interesting relation to both highbrow and popular Western 
ideas of performance – and of the Orient – in the period of modernism, from The Rite 
of Spring to Chu Chin Chow. 
 

Douglas Kerr 
 
Honorary Professor, University of Hong Kong and Honorary Research Fellow, 
Birkbeck College, London. 
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3.15  Stuart Bannocks: 'Icons in Windows & Books Without Covers' - 

exploring the design of books in relation to ideas of micro-
propaganda in hyper-biased times. 

 
Inspired by Orwell’s understanding of the art of propaganda. 

 
Stuart Bannocks is a practicing designer working in both industry and education. Focused currently on 
self-publishing practices, and the uses of zines and comics as vehicles for exploring and interrogating 
architecture and design.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
His work has been shown work at the Victoria and Albert Museum, The Museum Of Modern Art, Rice 
Gallery and Musée d'art moderne, and is a regular contributor the Institute of Contemporary Arts ASP 
series.  
 
 
A founder member of the research collective POI, previously teaching at the Royal College of Art he 
now lectures at Goldsmiths University and sits on the editorial board of The Goldsmiths Press. 
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Papers and articles from this conference can be submitted for peer-reviewing and potential 
publication in the George Orwell Studies Journal 

 

'An exciting, new scholarly journal to bring an end to the curious academic neglect of Orwell's 
magisterial writings and ideas; including his journalism.'  

Bob Franklin, Professor of Journalism Studies, Cardiff University 

 

 

'The arrival of George Orwell Studies is a very welcome and long overdue event. It will allow the true 
richness and variety of Orwell's writing to be explored.'  

Steven Connor, Grace 2 Professor of English, University of Cambridge 

'That George Orwell now has an academic journal devoted to his works indicates the scale and 
significance of his achievement. That the master reviewer sets a high standard for his reviewers is 
something the editors and contributors to Vol. 1, No. 1 clearly understand.  

At last, somewhere to focus.'  

Robert Colls, Professor of Cultural History, De Montfort University, author of George Orwell: English 
Rebel 

http://www.abramis.co.uk/george-orwell-studies/ 


