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Patrick Keiller, 

Stonebridge Park, and the ‘subjective 

transformation of space’

By David Anderson

3DWULFN�.HLOOHU��DQ�DUFKLWHFW�¶GLYHUWHG·�LQWR�PDNLQJ�ÀOPV�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��LV�
best known for his ‘Robinson’ series, a loose trilogy running from London 

(1994), through Robinson in Space (1997), to 2010’s Robinson in Ruins (2010). Often 

VLWXDWHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FDSDFLRXV�JHQUH�RI�WKH�¶HVVD\�ÀOP·��WKHVH�ZRUNV�RFFXS\�D�
formal space some distance away from conventional narrative cinema, and 

DOPRVW�DV�IDU�UHPRYHG�IURP�VWUDLJKW�GRFXPHQWDU\�ÀOPPDNLQJ�WRR��7KH\�VWDQG�
as a rare extension of the English ‘legacy of “poetic” documentary cinema’, 

DV�WKH�ODWH�SURGXFHU�.HLWK�*ULIÀWKV�FKDUDFWHULVHG�LW��UHIHUULQJ�DERYH�DOO�WR�WKH�
director Humphrey Jennings (1994). Yet Keiller, avowedly a disciple of Jennings, 

DOVR�LQWHQGHG�KLV�ÀOPV�WR�FRQVWLWXWH�D�NLQG�RI�FLQHPDWLF�UHVHDUFK�LQWR�ZKDW�KH�
ultimately called the ‘transformative potential ’ contained within ‘images of the 

English landscape’, and how this visible surface variously displays or conceals 

VRFLDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�UHODWLRQV��.HLOOHU�����������,Q�GRLQJ�VR��WKH�ÀOPV�UHFRUG�DQG�
bear witness to the explorations of an eponymous, unseen protagonist, while 

D�VHSDUDWH�QDUUDWRU�ÀJXUH�³�WKH�SURWDJRQLVW·V�IRUPHU�ORYHU�³�GHVFULEHV�WKHLU�
journeys in a tone that undulates between camp whimsicality, luxuriant distain 

and mordant jeremiad. All this is set over a sequence of almost exclusively 

VWLOO�FDPHUD�VKRWV��7KH�YLVLRQ�RI�WKHVH�ÀOPV�LV�VR�VWDUWOLQJO\�FRPSOHWH�WKDW�LW�
can almost seem to have arrived from nowhere, and Keiller’s handful of early 

works are rarely studied in detail. This essay seeks to correct that, augmenting 

our understanding of Keiller’s practice by paying closer attention to how the 

¶VXEMHFWLYH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�VSDFH·�LV�FXOWLYDWHG�LQ�KLV�YHU\�ÀUVW�VKRUW�ÀOPV��
1981’s Stonebridge Park and 1983’s Norwood.

To return to this beginning, it is necessary to step back even further – to the 

late 1970s – when, already disillusioned with the architectural profession, 

Keiller began assembling a ‘collection’ of slides depicting ‘found architecture’ 

– ‘old industrial buildings, scaffolding structures, air-raid shelters, and so 

RQ·��PRWLYDWHG�E\�¶WKH�GHVLUH�WR�ÀQG��DOUHDG\�H[LVWLQJ��WKH�EXLOGLQJV�WKDW�
I wanted to build but for a number of reasons was unable to’ (1982, 75). 

Describing these activities at a later date, Keiller sounded a despondent note, 

presenting photography as a kind of default mode of engagement with the built 

environment: a practice resorted to in lieu of the ability to actually acquire 

and make use of the sites in question. Writing later in Iain Sinclair’s collection 

London: City of Disappearances, he observed of his subjects that ‘none were for sale, 

EXW�HYHQ�LI�WKH\�KDG�EHHQ��DFTXLVLWLRQ�VHHPHG�DW�ÀUVW�QHLWKHU�DSSURSULDWH�QRU�
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practical, and so the collection consisted of 35mm colour slides’ (in Sinclair (ed.) 

2006, 292). Hence, his ‘encounters’ with these structures marked the point of his 

diversion in careers: a shift in focus from the actual construction of buildings to 

their subjective re-construction in the imagination.

In 1978 Keiller began a course at the Royal College of Art, hoping – as he put 

it – to ‘develop’ his photographic practice (2002, 125). There he discovered 

that his creatively melancholic approach to the London cityscape had a history, 

DOEHLW�RQH�PRVWO\�GHULYHG�IURP�3DULVLDQ�WUDGLWLRQV�²�IURP�WKH�¶ÁkQHXUV�DQG�
daydreamers’ of Edgar Allan Poe, Baudelaire and Apollinaire, to the ‘profound 

despair’ of the Surrealists and their ‘tours’ through rundown quarters of the 

French capital, precursors to the Situationists’ dérives of the 50s and 60s. Keiller 

wrote about this heritage in a 1981 essay entitled ‘The Poetic Experience of 

Townscape and Landscape, and Some Ways of Depicting It’, whose opening 

VHQWHQFHV�GHFODUH�D�QHZIRXQG�FRQÀGHQFH�LQ�WKH�YDOLGLW\�RI�QRQ�PDWHULDO�
transformation, achieved by activating and foregrounding the sensibility of  

the artist:

The desire to transform the world is not uncommon, and there are 

D�QXPEHU�RI�ZD\V�RI�IXOÀOOLQJ�LW��2QH�RI�WKHVH�LV�E\�PHDQV�RI�WKH�
adoption of a certain subjectivity, aggressive or passive, deliberately 

sought or simply the result of a mood, which alters experience of the 

world, and so transforms it. (1982, 75)

Such a mood might be the result of ‘reveries, revolutions or the poignant aspects 

of war’. But given the unlikelihood of the latter two (within an atmosphere of 

political stagnation that would later inform London), it is normally subjective 

E\�QHFHVVLW\��7KH�GLIÀFXOW\��WKHQ��OLHV�LQ�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�VXFK�D�VHQVDWLRQ��EXW��
simply enough, Keiller found this element to be coterminous with the activity 

RI�PRYLQJ�LPDJH�PDNLQJ��7KH�VXEMHFWLYH�SDUW�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�WKH�ÀOPPDNHU·V�
cultivation of ‘photography as a way of seeing’, while the communicative part 

ZDV�VDWLVÀHG�E\�ÀOP·V�PRGH�RI�SUHVHQWDWLRQ��IRU�¶WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�KDYLQJ�VHHQ�D�
ÀOP·��KH�ZURWH��¶LV�QHDUO\�DOZD\V�D�FROOHFWLYH�H[SHULHQFH·������������1

Keiller was keen to distinguish between ‘depicting space, and depicting 

experience of space’ although, he claimed, ‘this is in a way an unnecessary 

GLVWLQFWLRQ��QHDUO\�DOO�ÀOPV�GHSLFW�VSDFH�DQG�LQ�GRLQJ�VR�HVWDEOLVK��LI�RQO\�
inadvertently, a presentation of how that space is experienced, an atmosphere’, 

the result of ‘narrative, editing, camera movement and so on’. Still, there was a 

NH\�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�XVH�RI�ORFDWLRQV�¶QRW�DV�VSDFHV��EXW�DV�VLJQV·�LQ�ÀOPV�
like The Long Good Friday (1980), ‘conceived as a television movie’, and the 

possibilities afforded by the cinema-screen, whose scale ‘permits depictions of 

1 This section, though crucial to the sense of  the essay, was curiously removed from the subsequent reprinting 

in the 2013 edition of  Keiller’s collected essays, The View From the Train.
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space that approximate to life size’, granting the possibility for ‘a sort of realism’. 

Asserting that, in this format particularly, ‘the hollowness of space is what 

characterises the experience of it, and is what must be depicted in order to depict 

WKLV�H[SHULHQFH·��.HLOOHU�FRQFOXGHG�WKDW�¶>W@KH�ÀUVW�ZD\�WKDW�RFFXUUHG�WR�PH�«�
was the device known as “subjective camera”’. Accordingly, 1981’s Stonebridge 

3DUN��KLV�ÀUVW�ÀOP�SURSHU��ZDV�FRPSRVHG�RI�WZR�ORQJ�¶VXEMHFWLYH�FDPHUD·�VKRWV�
LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�FDPHUD�¶ZDONV·�DFURVV�D�SDLU�RI�IRRWEULGJHV��RYHUODLG�ZLWK�D�ÀUVW�
person, stream of consciousness narration voiced poker-facedly by Keiller 

himself (Keiller 1982, 81-2).

Set in the bleak west London district denoted by its name, Stonebridge Park’s 

genesis can be traced to an encounter with a landscape seen from a train 

window, on the main line out of Euston station in late 1980. Passing swiftly by, 

.HLOOHU�VDZ�D�ODQGVFDSH�WKDW�¶VHHPHG�WR�SUHVHQW�D�1RUGLF�DVSHFW��XQFRPPRQ�
in London’, and thought it might respond well to monochrome photography. 

Returning by bicycle his attention was diverted by a footbridge, which he had 

not seen from the train. 30 years later, in the essay ‘Imaging’, he described its 

seductive effect – seductive in the fullest, Latinate sense of seducere, or  

‘leading astray’:

About 200 metres long, it carries pedestrians over both the main line 

and a branch that passes underneath it, at an angle, in a tunnel. The 

longer of the bridge’s two spans is oriented so that Wembley Stadium 

is framed between its parapets. The bridge’s architecture suggested 

a renewed attempt at moving pictures: its long, narrow walkway 

UHVHPEOHG�WKH�OLQHDULW\�RI�D�ÀOP��LWV�SDUDSHWV�IUDPHG�WKH�YLHZ�LQ�D�
ratio similar to the 4x3 of a camera, and its elaborate articulation, with 

VHYHUDO�ÁLJKWV�RI�VWHSV��KDOI�ODQGLQJV�DQG�FKDQJHV�RI�GLUHFWLRQ��RIIHUHG�
a structure for a moving-camera choreography.

A few weeks later, he returned with a hand-held cine-camera to record a 

walk across this bridge, one continuous take lasting ten minutes, recorded on 

����PHWUHV�RI���PP��PRQRFKURPH�ÀOP�VWRFN��6XFK�D�PHWKRG�UHFDOOHG�HDUO\�
cinematic ‘actualities’, such as those of Alexandre Promio and the Lumière 

Brothers, but ‘[b]y this time’, Keiller noted, ‘I think I had already decided to 

ZULWH�D�ÀFWLRQDO�QDUUDWLRQ�WR�DFFRPSDQ\�WKH�SLFWXUH·���������������

But the image-making itself was not yet complete: Stonebridge Park is, as its 

RSHQLQJ�WLWOHV�PDNH�SODLQ��¶$�ÀOP�LQ�WZR�SDUWV·��DQG�WKH�IRRWDJH�VR�IDU�DFFUXHG�
became its second part. The other, composed of two takes totalling just over 

8 minutes, was made in response to the discovery of another footbridge, this 

WLPH�RYHU�D�QHDUE\�MXQFWLRQ�RI�WKH�1RUWK�&LUFXODU�URDG��7KLV�RWKHU�EULGJH·V�
quadrilateral arrangement does not appear to be so instantly suggestive 

RI�WKH�PHGLXP·V�¶OLQHDULW\·��DQG�LQ�WKLV�SDUW�RI�WKH�ÀOP�WKH�FDPHUD�WUDFHV�D�
circumlocutory path around it, absorbing the surrounding landscape and the 
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¶WLQ�KXONV·�RI�WKH�FDUV�UXVKLQJ�EHORZ��EHIRUH�ÀQDOO\�WHHWHULQJ�RYHU�WKH�UDLOLQJV�
WRZDUGV�WKH�WUDIÀF�LQ�D�KLJKO\�XQVHWWOLQJ�PDQQHU��7KH�VWUXFWXUH·V�QRQ�OLQHDULW\�
necessitates this sequence’s solitary cut, made to enable the camera to cross  

the road.2

$IWHU�D�PXIÁHG�EXUVW�RI�%HHWKRYHQ·V�WKLUG�V\PSKRQ\��D�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�WDOH�RI�WKHIW��
robbery and attempted murder by a disgruntled and recently dismissed employee 

at a second-hand car dealership gradually unfolds. The narrator’s marginalised 

state of mind sits neatly with the location’s anonymous peripherality, although an 

RYHUWO\�SKLORVRSKLFDO��VWRLFDO�UHJLVWHU�VHHPV�DW�ÀUVW�WR�EH�RGGO\�EROWHG�RQ�WR�ERWK�
the mundane turpitude of his acts and the oppressive ordinariness of the setting. 

From the opening meditation on ‘promiscuity’ a self-conscious, essayistic poise 

(the ur-form of Keiller’s later work) is gradually revealed. 

Promiscuity, in my case, results from an inability to recognise that 

it is not necessary to do all the things that I possibly could do. Such 

FRPSXOVLYH�EHKDYLRXU�LV�QRW�FRQÀQHG�WR�DFWV�WKDW�FRPH�DERXW�DV�D�
result of feelings of lust. Hate, greed, envy: all these passions can 

promote actions of a more or less consequential nature which may 

result in greater or lesser feelings of remorse. A thoughtless blow 

with a bottle; a casual theft; a hastily written fraudulent cheque; the 

impulsive purchase of a desirable and inexpensive second hand car; 

WKH�VXEVHTXHQW�GLVREH\DQFH�RI�D�WUDIÀF�VLJQDO��RZLQJ�WR�LWV�IDXOW\�
brakes, and the resulting fatal injury to a pedestrian crossing the 

road. Any abandonment of oneself to sudden passionate desires can 

conventionally be reckoned to end in tears. (Keiller 1981) 

2 The practical necessity of  this is discussed in a 1981 Funding Application to the Arts Council of  Great Brit-

ain, held at the British Film and Video Artists’ Study Collection, Central St Martins College of  Art, London.

 Stonebridge Park (01:36)
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$V�WKH�WDOH�FRQWLQXHV��WKH�PHDVXUHG�ÁRZ�RI�LPDJHV�NHHSV�SDFH�ZLWK�PHDQGHULQJ�
digressions in the narrative. Taken together, they generate a mesmeric effect, 

VRPHWKLQJ�ZKLFK�EHFRPHV�SDUWLFXODUO\�FOHDU�ZKHQ�WKH�ÀOP�LV�SURMHFWHG�DW�
anything approximating a full cinematic scale. As the camera works its way 

across the bridge, the space is soaked up as if by the vacuum cleaner that a 

passer-by carries (and to which the narrator alludes). In the process, we might 

WKLQN�RI�WKH�FODLP�RI�+HQUL�/HIHEYUH�³�ZKRVH�7KH�3URGXFWLRQ�RI�6SDFH�ZDV�
then seven years old but yet to be translated into English, that ‘[s]pace appears 

DV�D�UHDOP�RI�REMHFWLYLW\��\HW�LW�H[LVWV�LQ�D�VRFLDO�VHQVH�RQO\�IRU�DFWLYLW\�³�IRU�
(and by virtue of) walking or riding on horseback, or travelling by car, boat, 

plane, or some other means’ (1991, 191). Likewise, as the similarly disembodied 

YRLFH�RI�.HLOOHU·V�ÀOP�UHOD\V�WKH�QDUUDWLYH��WKH�VHQVH�RI�LQWHULRULW\�HIIHFWHG�
by the ‘subjective camera’, compounded by a lack of environmental sound, is 

UHPLQLVFHQW�RI�WKH�6XUUHDOLVWV·�HQWKXVLDVP�IRU�¶ÀOP�ODQJXDJH�DV�DQ�DQDORJXH�
of oneiric thinking’ (Hammond 2001, 9). The form establishes a rhythm 

conducive to acute introspection, just as this marginal public space becomes 

an empty vessel into which private anxieties are poured. The setting becomes 

a ‘crime scene’ even if its relation to where the actual murder took place is only 

indirect: as our narrator contemplates the inescapability of his own sense of 

guilt, ‘written everywhere on the surfaces of things around me’, we scrutinise 

the image, confronted by the clash of intense narrative subjectivity and grey, 

indifferent objectivity of the everyday surroundings. In fact, for the narrator, the 

environment becomes not only a crime scene but a parallel of that ‘prison-world’ 

ZKLFK�ÀOP��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�:DOWHU�%HQMDPLQ��ZDV�VXSSRVHG�WR�KDYH�¶EXUVW�DVXQGHU·�
�������������DQG�DOO�RI�WKLV�LV�PROOLÀHG�RQO\�E\�WKH�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�¶>H@YHU\�PDQ��
after all, lives in his own prison to a greater or lesser extent, whether he knows it 

or not’ (Keiller 1981).

Stonebridge Park (08:07)
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So locked is the narrator into his private reverie, that there is only occasionally 

a direct reference to what we can see. One of these comes at the point when the 

YDFXXP�FOHDQHU�EHDULQJ�ÀJXUH�SDVVHV��DQG�WKH�YRLFH�UHIHUV�WR�SHRSOH�¶ÀQGLQJ�
strange objects on which to fasten their desire’ (Keiller 1981). An allusion, 

perhaps, to Keiller’s own diversion into exploring these footbridges, this 

moment produces a vertiginous effect by suddenly telescoping the temporalities 

of text and image into explicit unison: a point which is immediately followed by 

a renewed longing for a return to safe, voyeuristic distance. In tandem with the 

passing of a train in the upper part of the shot, the narrator mourns:

Oh, how I longed to be on that train, in the safe world which 

exists only between railway stations, and demands only the passive 

acceptance of the view out of the window. Why was it that existence 

always implied that one should intervene in the world? Why could 

one not somehow contrive to remain a spectator of the picturesque 

bunglings of others?

At this point time, to him, seems to be ‘slowing down, or more probably, I 

thought, my own frantic perception of it was speeding up’ (Keiller 1981). And 

as the riveted sheets of the bridge move past in measured rhythm, we might 

EH�UHPLQGHG�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�IUDPHV�RI�WKH�ÀOP�SDVVLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�SURMHFWRU�
and cinema’s most basic form in the photographic image, that which Laura 

Mulvey has called its ‘secret, ... hidden past’ (2005, 67). For us, however, there 

is a different ‘hidden past’: developing the metatextual suggestiveness of the 

vacuum-cleaner moment, the reference to the train can be readily inferred 

as an echo of Keiller’s original encounter with his visual subjects, so that the 

narrator’s yearning to undo his ‘crime’ becomes synonymous with a desire to 

XQUDYHO�WKH�FUHDWLYH�DFWV�RI�ÀOP�PDNLQJ�DQG�UHWXUQ�WR�WKDW�RULJLQDO��LQGLIIHUHQW�
JODQFH�IURP�WKH�WUDLQ�ZLQGRZ�³�WR�EH�GLVHQWDQJOHG�IURP�WKH�WURXEOHVRPH�

Stonebridge Park (13:54)



18

SURMHFW�RI�FRQVWUXFWLQJ�D�ÀOP�DW�DOO��7KH�QDUUDWRU·V�DJRQLHV�WKXV�EHFRPH�DQ�
LURQLF�VHQG�XS�RI�WKH�DEHUUDWLRQDO�DFW�RI�PDNLQJ�WKH�ÀOP�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��
drawing on the notion of art-making itself as a hubristic, possibly (in the light 

of contemporary politics) even an anti-social act. Any contemporary allusiveness 

is tempered, however, by a longer-reaching historical reference: in this moment, 

ZH�PLJKW�DOVR�ÀQG�DQ�HFKR�RI�RQH�RI�.HLOOHU·V�IDYRXULWH�WH[WV��7KH�$QDWRP\�RI�
Melancholy (1621), in which Robert Burton repeats Plutarch: ‘Seek not after that 

which is hid; if the contents please thee, “and be for thy use, suppose the man in 

the moon, or whom thou wilt, to be the author”’ (Burton 2001, 15).

The involvement of the train and the suggestion of subjectivity as a ‘prison’ 

also recalls the writings of Michel de Certeau, whose 1974 book The Practice 

of Everyday Life characterised rail travel as an ‘incarceration-vacation’ that 

‘generalises Dürer’s Melancholia, a speculative experience of the world’ 

(1988, 111). Meanwhile, the whole mise-en-scène seems also to draw on works 

like Giorgio de Chirico’s 1914 painting Gare Montparnasse: Melancholy of 

Departure, in which, as the Situationist Ivan Chtcheglov wrote in 1953’s 

¶)RUPXODU\�IRU�D�1HZ�8UEDQLVP·�¶DQ�HPSW\�VSDFH�FUHDWHV�D�ULFKO\�ÀOOHG�
time’ (2006). Indeed, Keiller’s 1981 ‘Poetic Experience’ essay referred to the 

‘deeper sensation of place’ cultivated by de Chirico (1982, 75). It also featured 

photographs by Eugene Atget, whose own desolate Parisian landscapes pictures 

³�GHVRODWH��LQ�IDFW��RXW�RI�WKH�QHFHVVLW\�IRU�ORQJ�H[SRVXUH�WLPHV�³�ZHUH�
anecdotally compared with crime scenes. Walter Benjamin picked up on this 

in his 1931 ‘Little History of Photography’ – ‘It is no accident that Atget’s 

photographs have been likened to those of a crime scene. But isn’t every square 

inch of our cities a crime scene? Every passer-by a culprit?’ (1999, 527) With 

rather more restraint, Keiller wrote that Atget’s photos ‘captured, in the most 

modest way (this is surely their strength), the sense that anything could happen’ 

������������EXW�KLV�ÀOP�WHVWLÀHV�WR�WKH�YDOLGLW\�RI�%HQMDPLQ·V�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�
 

Stonebridge Park (18:12)
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:KHQ�WKH�FDPHUD�ÀQDOO\�UHDFKHV�WKH�YLHZ�RI�:HPEOH\�6WDGLXP��WKH�QDUUDWRU�
experiences a moment of resolution correspondent with the neat ‘framing’ of 

the stadium by the bridge’s walls, and the subsequent escape from that frame as 

these walls slip out of view. At this moment, visual and narrative temporalities 

conclusively coincide, and the effect of resolution is reinforced by the arrival of 

a satisfying landscape, complete with football players in the foreground and a 

refreshingly extensive perspective. 

And then it hit me! A revelation. Though it was perhaps less a 

revelation than a realisation that at last the panic had subsided. The 

boys who passed noticed my elation. I have never been a believer but I 

am bound to say that I felt it as a message from God. I would escape. 

0\�GLVFRQFHUWHG�DPELWLRQV�ZHUH�ÀQDOO\�XQLWHG�WR�WKLV�HQG��,�NQHZ�
ZKDW�,�KDG�WR�GR��,�ZDV�DEVROYHG��,�JD]HG�WUDQVÀ[HG�DW�WKH�YLHZ��VHFXUH�
in the knowledge that I would now transcend the iron grip of history. 

(Keiller 1981) 

$W�WKLV�PRPHQW�ZH�PLJKW�ÀQDOO\�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKH�XQDVVXPLQJ�IRRWEULGJHV�DV�
elaborate visual puns on the ‘bridge between imagination and reality’ which the 

Belgian Situationist Raoul Vaneigem insisted ‘must be built’ in his book The 

Revolution of Everyday Life (1967, in Gray 1974, 111). It seems highly likely 

that Keiller should have been thinking of this kind of ironical pun, since his 

narrative, complete with its mock-serious intertitles like ‘SOME TIME LATER’, 

veers constantly towards bathos: as Stonebridge Park comes to a close, the 

narrator’s agonies turn out to have been largely unwarranted; his crime ‘perfect’, 

LQ�WKH�VHQVH�WKDW��OLNH�WKH�DFW�RI�ÀOP�PDNLQJ��LW�OHIW�QR�WUDFH�RI�LWVHOI�3

Soon after my arrival I made enquiries in London, and it turned out 

that my employer’s wife had recovered consciousness unhurt, and that 

not an hour after my dismissal from the garage, the bank had installed 

a receiver. My employer had been subsequently declared bankrupt, and 

as the money I had taken was the result of his having defrauded his 

own company, he never reported the theft. (Keiller 1981) 

* * *

.HLOOHU·V�VHFRQG�ÀOP��Norwood, takes up the same narrative as Stonebridge Park, 

DOWKRXJK�LQ�WKH�VSDFH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�ÀOPV�WKH�QDUUDWRU�KDV�GLHG��DQG�VSHDNV�LQ�
WKH�VHFRQG�PRVWO\�QRW�IURP�1RUZRRG�DW�DOO��EXW�¶TXLWH�DQRWKHU�SODQH·��6XEWLWOHG�
DXVWHUHO\�¶DQ�LG\OO·��WKH�ÀOP�UHFRXQWV�WKH�QDUUDWRU·V�PXUGHU�DQG�VXEVHTXHQW�
return to physical form, and in it Keiller hoped to capture ‘the atmosphere of 

unemployed reverie peculiar to certain parts of South London on sunny days’.4 

3 c.f. Baudrillard (1996). 
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Whilst still alive, our narrator had returned to London and built up a substantial 

SURSHUW\�SRUWIROLR��KLV�ÀQDQFLDO�DVVHWV�KDYLQJ�EHHQ�SXW�WR�LQFUHDVH�LQ�WKH�
¶FULPLQDO�XQGHUZRUOG·�RI�1LFH��)UDQFH��$IWHU�VSHQGLQJ�D�ORQJ��ODWWHUO\�UHDOLVHG�
as ‘unnecessary’) time there, ‘I packed up and came back to London, settling in 

1RUZRRG��DIWHU�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI�WKH�SDLQWHU�&DPLOOH�3LVVDUUR��ZKR�KDG�GRQH�VR�
111 years before’ (Keiller 1983).

Though inspired by Pissarro, he is keen to counter the suspicion that ‘I had any 

LGHD�RI�D�QHZ�OLIH�DV�DQ�DUWLVW·��¶,�FDPH�QRW�WR�SDLQW�WKH�VWUHHWV�RI�1RUZRRG��EXW�
to buy them, for I have never felt that a picture is really any substitute for the 

real thing’. Throwing himself with gusto into the London property market, 

he is ultimately murdered by an ‘unscrupulous’ contractor, during the failed 

redevelopment of a triangular cul-de-sac called Bloom Grove (a real place, about 

����\DUGV�QRUWK�RI�:HVW�1RUZRRG�VWDWLRQ���7KH�FRQWUDFWRU�WXUQV�RXW�WR�EH�WKH�
brother of the former employer ‘whose stolen money had become the foundation 

of my wealth. This unwitting benefactor was my murderer’s brother – my death 

was his revenge’. 

 

As with Stonebridge Park��WKH�ÀOP�GRHV�QRW�DFWXDOO\�VKRZ�XV�WKHVH�WKLQJV��EXW�
recounts them whilst showing the sites on which they supposedly took place, as 

if on a location scout, although in this case the narrator’s imminent position as 

the camera itself, ‘haunting’ the areas in which he has formerly lived, is implicit. 

In such a state, ‘I tried to concentrate on the present. I was beyond death, but 

not yet resident in eternity. A fragile condition, to be sure, and the one in which 

I steeled myself to face oblivion’. The narrator’s comment that ‘I have moved 

WR�TXLWH�DQRWKHU�SODQH��EXW�1RUZRRG�SHUVLVWV·��DSDUW�IURP�EHLQJ�D�VHQG�XS�RI�
WKH�EDQDOLW\�RI�1RUZRRG�DV�D�SODFH��PLJKW�DOVR�EH�WDNHQ�DV�Norwood�WKH�ÀOP��

4 Keiller, July 1981 application to the Arts Council, held at the British Film and Video Artists’ Study Collection.

%ORRP�*URYH��LQ�1RUZRRG��������
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which, too, stubbornly persists and endures. This combines with the way in 

which Norwood’s anonymity, its spatial peripherality, acts as an analogue of the 

narrator’s ambiguous state of existence, on the threshold of physical form.

Structurally more complex than Stonebridge Park��WKH�ÀOP·V�LQWHUQDO�UK\WKP�RI�
recurrence and return to already-visited places is established early on by the 

structure of Handel’s air, I Know That My Redeemer Liveth (from his 1741 oratorio 

Messiah) where the organ follows the vocal melody, always a short distance 

EHKLQG��DV�LI�WUDFLQJ�LWV�VWHSV��)ROORZLQJ�LWV�XVH�KHUH��LQ�WKH�ÀOP·V�SUHDPEOH��WKH�
same music recurs at the point in the narrative immediately after the narrator 

relates his own death-by-hammer. At the point of his reincarnation – after 

realising the true identity of his murderer – we witness an abrupt moment 

RI�IRUPDO�VHOI�UHÁHFWLRQ��¶7KHUH��,�DP�REVHUYHG�·��GHFODUHV�WKH�QDUUDWRU��
accompanied by an incursion of the camera’s lens into the visible frame. 

Stonebridge Park had made the spectator self-aware by its oblique references to 

a voyeuristic visual pleasure separated from any need to ‘intervene’, and the 

tension between this experience and the narrator’s subjectivity. Here, the process 

LV�HPEHOOLVKHG�ZLWK�WKH�DSSDUDWXV�RI�ÀOP�PDNLQJ��LWV�DUWLÀFH��VXGGHQO\�UHYHDOHG�
to the audience.

* * *

A contemporary review of Stonebridge Park noted the ‘inevitable re-creation of  

a transformed world which comes into existence at the moment of re-counting’ 

(Danino 2003, 105), whilst another of Norwood stressed a ‘surrealism […] 

where the stress is on the real’ (O’Pray 1984, 322-3). Their images depicting 

a townscape that, like Atget’s Paris, ‘looks cleared out, like a lodging that has 

not yet found a new tenant’, Keiller’s cinematography perpetuates that proto-

Surrealist ‘estrangement between man and his surroundings’ that Walter 

%HQMDPLQ�ZURWH�DERXW�LQ�KLV�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�¶DXUD·�³�D�PRGHUQLVW�GHIDPLOLDULVDWLRQ�
of space which sets the scene for its radical rediscovery (1999, 519). The 

perambulations of the camera-consciousness certainly resemble the Situationist 

dérive��¶ZLWK�LWV�ÁRZ�RI�DFWV��LWV�JHVWXUHV��LWV�VWUROOV��DQG�LWV�HQFRXQWHUV·��ZKLOVW�DOVR�
GUDZLQJ�RQ�WKH�6XUUHDOLVWV·�QRWLRQ�RI�ÀOP�ODQJXDJH�DSSUR[LPDWLQJ�WR�WKH�IRUPV�
of dream-language, of man being ‘soluble in his thought’, and the preoccupation 

with a ‘haunted’ sense of self that is radiated by texts such as André Breton’s 

classic Nadja (1928), also presented in a reportage form.

:KDW�ZH�DUH�OHIW�ZLWK�LV�WKH�ÀJXUDWLRQ�RI�VSDFH�DV�FULPH�VFHQH��EXW�E\�WKLV�LV�QRW�
PHDQW�VROHO\�WKH�SXWDWLYH�FULPHV�RI�WKH�ÀOPV·�QDUUDWLYHV��5DWKHU��WKHVH�RIIHQFHV�
QHHG�WR�EH�UHDG�DV�DQDORJXHV�IRU�WKH�LGHD�RI�ÀOP�PDNLQJ�LWVHOI�DV�D�NLQG�RI�
XQZRQWHG�WUDQVJUHVVLRQ��D�VXSHUÁXRXV�DFW�RI�GXELRXV�YDOLGLW\��IXHOOHG�E\�DQ�
H[WUHPH�PHODQFKROLF�GLIÀGHQFH�RQ�WKHLU�PDNHU·V�SDUW��DQG�D�FRUUHVSRQGHQWO\�
mordant humour centred on perpetual, bathetic clashes between triviality and 

KLJK�VHULRXVQHVV��,W�LV�IURP�WKLV�EDVLV�WKDW�.HLOOHU·V�ÀUVW�WZR�ÀOPV�H[SHULPHQW�
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with a transformation of space that attempts to smudge the border between the 

ÀFWLRQDO�DQG�WKH�UHDO��,Q�DEVRUELQJ�WKHLU�GUDPD�LQWR�¶FDPHUD�,·��WKH\�WR\�ZLWK�WKH�
LQVHUWLRQ�RI�ÀFWLRQDO�SDVWV�LQWR�D�FLQHPDWLF�GRFXPHQW�WKDW��OLNH�SKRWRJUDSK\��LV�
‘at once reality in a past state’ or, in other words, ‘an hallucination that is also a 

fact’ (Barthes 2000, 82). These are ‘imagined’ events and experiences which are 

also real, and this liminality corresponds with the narrator’s own marginalised, 

HYHQ�VSHFWUDO��VWDWH��.HLOOHU·V�ÀUVW�WZR�ÀOPV�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�RYHUVKDGRZHG�E\�
DWWHQWLRQ�SDLG�WR�KLV�ODWHU�ZRUN��EXW�LQ�WKHP�ZH�ÀQG�WKH�FOHDU�OLQHDPHQWV�RI�KLV�
attempt at a depiction of space that also reaches towards transforming it, and it 

is in this respect that Stonebridge Park and Norwood vault from the peripheral to 

the critical.
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