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Bees and Butterflies


We pre-suppose labour in a form that stamps it as exclusively human. A spider conducts 
operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to shame many an architect in 
the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of 
bees is this, that the architect raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in 
reality.




Karl Marx, from Capital, Vol. 1, 1867.


A spectre haunts the world and it is the spectre of migration.



Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, from Empire, 2000.


London Fieldworks’ new film, Monarchy (2010), begins with a descent into dense foliage, emerging to encounter a kind of inverted architectural structure mounted around the trunk of a tree.  As we watch, the metal surface of the structure takes on the pattern of the leaves around it.  We move through the forest, and witness the changing seasons and the imprints left by animals.  In the winter, we come across another structure, also mounted around a tree, and also architectural in appearance, but resembling an outlandish outgrowth of bird boxes.  As spring returns, more animal life is shown—an owl, wolves, tadpoles.  We encounter a third architectural structure, neoclassical in style, again mounted around a tree.  These three architectural structures are installed in King’s Wood, in Kent, together comprising a work entitled Super Kingdom (2009).  The film documents this work, but it also adds further layers of meaning to what was already a complex allegory dealing with the control of nature and the effects of migration.


The first architectural structure is based on the Joseph Stalin Palace of Culture and Science, in Warsaw, Poland, designed by the Soviet architect Lev Rudnev and completed in 1955.  It was intended as a gift to the Polish people and built predominantly by workers from the Soviet Union.  The second is based on the Palazzo della Civiltà Italiana, in Rome, Italy, commissioned by Benito Mussolini and completed in 1943.  The building is now known as the Palazzo della Civiltà del Lavoro, or Palace of the Workers.  It incorporates into its neoclassical exterior, which is based on the Roman Colloseum, statuary that represents a number of trades and industries.  The third structure is based on the People’s House in Bucharest, Romania, initiated by Nicolae Ceausescu and unfinished at his execution in 1989, but later completed to become the Palace of the Romanian Parliament.  These are, of course, three examples of the architecture of totalitarian dictatorship.  The first and third buildings now symbolize the failure of “really existing socialism” and the political corruption of the communist idea, and the second symbolizes the ideology of nationalist fascism.  They are all characterized by the historical irony of being dedicated to ‘the people’ and their labour.  This labour, and the labour required to construct the palaces, however, was not the labour of a community of free individuals as the idea of communism demands, but the forced labour of the violent subjection of ‘the people’ to the totalitarian imagination.  This is the inversion of labour in the sense defined in the epigraph from Marx’s Capital, since the imagination that defines the labour of the individual is replaced by the totalitarian imagination, and the individual is consequently reduced to the condition of the spider or bee, a being without imagination.  This condition is, more generally, that to which the worker is reduced in modern industrial production whether under communism or capitalism.  


The metaphor of bee as worker is just one instance of a long established habit of thinking about the condition of human beings in terms of animals and vice versa.  John Berger, in a classic text entitled ‘Why Look at Animals’ (1977), made the suggestion that our relationship to animals is inseparable from historical changes in political economy.  The shift from an anthropomorphic relationship to animals to a conception of the animal as a kind of machine, without mind, derives from Descartes, entailing a dualism whereby the human body also comes to be defined in terms of the machine.  The idea, for example, that the animal was merely a kind of machine may be said to prefigure the Taylorist conception of the industrial worker as an automaton.
  The figural interplay between the condition of the animal and the human constitutes one of the main ways in which Monarchy effects its meanings, except that the grounds of the metaphor in the film are more contemporary, reflecting the globalized economy, the movements of populations, and current ecological thinking.


The architectural constructions shown in Monarchy are suspended around the trunks of trees, occupying the positions of spiders’ webs or nests.  Ceausescu and Stalin are made from sheet metal riveted or welded onto a steel frame.  In the case of Mussolini, the principle of construction is more cell-like, with the numerous and varying sizes of plywood boxes more closely following the form of the trunk of the tree.  All of the structures represent the totalitarian architectural imagination in the form of an architecture for animals.  The constructions were designed in collaboration with Consarc, a London-based architectural practice, in such a way as to encourage the animal population to inhabit them, through providing shelter, catching water or encouraging vegetation to grow.  As the film goes on, we are shown ways in which an animal or insect might encounter the constructions, through foliage or undergrowth.  About two-thirds of the way into the film, we begin to see evidence of inhabitation.  Leaves and other kinds of organic material have found their way into the bird boxes that constitute the Palace of the Workers, sometimes caught on the spiders’ webs that have appeared on the structure.  There have also been reports of birds nesting in the works.  But in opposition to any sense of a benign relationship to nature, it has to be remembered that the architecture shown in Monarchy is the symbolic architecture of dictatorship, and of the ironic dedication to the labour of the ‘people’.  The animal life of King’s Wood is subjected to a metaphor for a mode of subjection that is antithetical to its nature.


At this point the film takes on a more visionary character.  It has already established a sense of unreality due to the animated sequences of moving through foliage or of falling leaves near the beginning, or in its depiction of animals and of their point of view.  As well as incorporating animated elements, there are a number of other postproduction techniques used in the film, as in the sequence that simulates the shallow depth of field that characterizes the vision of a wolf.  This combination of animation, postproduction and the photography of natural reality disturbs the sense of the latter, as does the combination of electronic sounds and the natural sounds of the birds and wind in the soundtrack (by Dugal McKinnon).  But it is the appearance of butterflies in this final sequence of the film that shifts it into another, allegorical, register.  The butterflies first appear fluttering around the Palace of the Workers and then around the People’s House, entering its windows.  Later, they settle on the exterior of the Palace of Culture and Science.  At first, there are different species of butterfly, but as the sequence develops it is the monarch butterfly that predominates.  The title of the film, Monarchy, refers to this species of butterfly, as well as, of course, to the mode of rule of a sovereign individual.  The monarch butterfly is known for undertaking the longest insect migration in the world, from Canada and the United States to particular areas of forest in Mexico, where it hibernates for the winter.  Although these areas of forest are protected, illegal deforestation has put the butterfly under threat.  The fictional insertion of this butterfly into King’s Wood (it is rarely seen in this country) suggests a similar threat to the animal and plant life of this forested part of Kent, which is currently subject to plans for major urban development centred on the town of Ashford. 


The theme of migration is one that may be related to new patterns of power arising from globalization.  For example, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri present, in their book Empire, a vision of a new order of globalized power that produces new modes of subjection as well as new conditions for their overthrow.  One aspect of the historical shift that produces these new patterns consists in the shift from the power of the nation-state, defined by its representation of the ‘people’, and by its imperialism, to that of flows of people, information and capital that are not contained by boundaries or borders.  As Hardt and Negri write, “The concept of the People no longer functions as the organized subject of the system of command, and consequently the identity of the People is replaced by the mobility, flexibility, and perpetual differentiation of the multitude”.
  Another aspect of this historical shift is the refiguring of the revolutionary actor, from the industrial proletariat to the ‘multitude’, defined by its uncontainability.  A contemporary version of Berger’s claim that our relationship to animals is figured through historical shifts in political economy could be that our understanding of animal habits and habitats as determined by larger natural systems corresponds to the globalized economy seen as a pattern of flows of people, information and capital.  


It must be remembered, however, that our relationship to animals always lies in the realm of metaphor.  The perspective of the animal itself is radically nonhuman.  According to the philosopher Martin Heidegger, for example, what the animal lacks is the sense of a world.  In his essay ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ (1935-6), he writes, “A stone is worldless.  Plant and animal likewise have no world; but they belong to the covert throng of a surrounding into which they are linked.  The peasant woman [Heidegger is here referring to Vincent van Gogh’s painting of peasant shoes], on the other hand, has a world because she dwells in the overtness of beings”.
  The bee or the butterfly (lying between the stone and the human being, ontologically speaking) has a relationship to its surroundings that is circumscribed by blind mechanism or adaptation.  From the point of view of the animal, it does not exist in a world.  So, although we might increasingly think of animal and plant life in ecological terms, in terms of a world in which we live in common, this must be kept distinct from the mode of existence of animal and plant life itself.


Close to the bird boxes, or The Palace of the Workers, a monarch butterfly with its distinctive orange and black patterning appears momentarily in front of the camera lens, almost filling the screen.  There is then an aerial shot that shows the forest floor adjacent to the Palace, dappled with sunlight, above which flit three or four butterflies.  We then see more flying around the structure, their animated shadows passing across the bird boxes and the trunk of the tree.  The scene shifts to the People’s House.  Looking out through the structure, we see more monarch butterflies framed by the small windows and then, from outside, more and more, dozens perhaps, fluttering around the structure.  We then see one or two butterflies beginning to take a particular direction, along a path in the forest, joined by more and more, soon becoming a teeming cloud of orange specks emerging from the trees.  This cloud encircles the Palace of Science and Culture, some monarchs settling on the structure in the same way that they would settle on trees in the Mexican forests in winter.  The final shot of the film moves up through the trees into clear, blue sky across which a multitude of orange butterflies flutter back and forth, some nearer to the camera than others, until the orange of a single monarch fills the screen.  Flying from the palaces of labour, which stand for the oppressive subjection of the state, the butterfly appears as a metaphor for the flight of the multitude.
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