
C H A N G E

It’s difficult not to cringe when you hear 
the word “change.” We certainly have a 
crisis, though. We got so bored of 
writing it we had to come up with 
euphemisms instead, usually 
dramatically announcing  that we’re in 
the age of this or that; Trump, fake news, 
cyberwarfare, global warming, and even 
the swipe. Every few years politicians 
promise change, and it’s only those 
promising to make it worse who seem 
credible. It’s not that things don’t 
happen. The confusion arises, I believe, 
because change suggests that we have 
a choice. Crisis and catastrophe happen, 
almost inevitably.

Since everything is in freefall, allow me 
to speak recklessly for a moment: the 
20th century was a time when people 
believed in change. Not that just it was 
possible, but that it was everywhere. The 
electrification of factories set something 
in motion that later led the Soviets to put 
a dog into space. Other things happened 
too; suddenly there was no alternative 
and history had ended. It was 
somewhere in-between this that Milton 
Keynes was built, founded in 1967 as 
one of the largest and last towns around 
London that sprung from the post-war 
welfare state. These new towns initially 
emerged at a moment of national crisis 
and Milton Keynes arrived after the 
architects had learned from their 
mistakes. There is a sci-fi strangeness to 
this city in the forest, a Californian 
styled grid system meeting British 
brutalism. And just as this century was 
coming to an end, MK Gallery was 
founded.

1999 was the year of the Euro, Bill 
Clinton’s acquittal, a neo-Nazi setting off 
nail bombs across London, the 
Columbine school shooting, Napster 
begining, and Boris Yeltsin resigning 
paving the way for Putin. The history of 
MK Gallery has been revisited at least 
twice in two serious ways: the 
exhibitions "The Life and Times of 
Milton Keynes Gallery" in 2010, and 
"Future City" in 2013. On the one hand, 
it’s not surprising. Utopianism often 
finds itself in archives. Such histories 
serve as a reminder – things didn’t have 
to be this way, there were other, more 
inspiring and risky trajectories to follow. 
There is a suggested vocabulary here: 
crisis and catastrophe, change and 
revolution, nostalgia and apocalypse. In 
a way, what we’re really talking about is 
agency. Do we believe that history 
happens or that it is made? The post-war 
British period proudly affirms the latter. 
But it also charts its failures, its limits 
and how it was slowly dissolved. And all 
well before the algorithms took hold.

While at the British Library, Josh Wright 
stumbled upon an archival image that 
set the duo, Wright & Vandame, on the 
course we find them on in this space. It’s 

not surprising that this project has 
emerged from such an unlikely, chance 
occurrence – the pair originally met 
purely out of chance at an exhibition 
opening in South London and have 
continued this free and fluid working 
methodology ever since. Their projects 
often reach for possibilities through the 
unexpected, such as holding fitness 
classes run by artists. The image Wright 
found signals a similar ambiguity: a 
construction site, a road leading off to a 
hidden horizon and a sign boldly 
declaring “Changed Priorities Ahead.” 
The Internet is full of blogs riffing on the 
metaphor here. It’s time to re-evaluate. 
Reconsider. Reassess. Mostly, these 
posts sit somewhere between a 
business pitch and a self-help guide. 
Change is not a guarantee that anything 
will be different, at least in any 
meaningful sense. But we look for 
meaning. Even in road signs. I wonder if 
the designer behind this ever considered 
its poetic resonances – the possibility of 
its digital afterlife would have been 
beyond the bounds of possibility then in 
a pre-Internet age.

There’s a deeply productive ambiguity 
here that Wright & Vandame have hit 
upon. The Pavilion of Change suggests 
a space in which things become, they 
unravel, there are increases and 
decreases, collapses and rebirths; a 
whole rhythm to possibility. A pavilion 
where change happens is a utopian 
provocation. Many conceptions of the 
gallery space imagine such a role. A 
space outside the familiar demands and 
limitations that constrain possibility – 
where artists work with ideas, freely. 
Social practice builds on this sense of 
possibility too, with the collaborative, 
horizontal approaches easily suggesting 
an empowered sense of democracy – 
people coming together, interacting, 
discussing and sharing to build some 
model of community, often able to 
maintain an idealised ambition due to its 
temporary nature.

But the conditions that makes this 
idealism possible are also what 
constrains it. A pavilion of change, just 
like a gallery space, a protest, an 
occupation, is a necessary expression of 
freedom and agency, but can also can 
work as a temporary release which 
sustains the status quo. Not all 
worthwhile gestures deserve the benefit 
of the doubt. Sometimes a nice idea is 
not enough and in the face of fascism 
and climate catastrophe, the stakes are 
high and unavoidable. The alternative 
though is not alarm or a shift towards 
party politics. These, too, represent their 
own kinds of cynical limitations – one is 
a perspective where things are 
inevitable, the other is lauded as truer, 
more real or significant than the insular, 
exclusive art world, despite also being 
concerned with a clique of exceptionally 
privileged, unrepresentative individuals 
who define power in narrow terms.

What is the role of an artist? The function 
of art? Can art be a political tool – and, 
perhaps more importantly, should it be? 
These questions are, in some way or 
another, occupying the most advanced 
conversations about contemporary art 
today. At the highest ends of the art 
world, the most prestigious institutions 
are re-engaging the concept of “art as a 
political tool,” while the mega-galleries 
detach further from anything like reality 
with even more outstanding prices. It’s 
not so much a question of what is 
morally right or trendy, but what is 
worthwhile to do with your life. And that’s 
not something I’m proposing to be able 
to answer here.

Why this post-war history matters is that 
it’s a similar debate over what is 
important. Those returning to this history 
in some way inevitably acknowledge how 
constrained things are today, how the 
lost dreams of that period have been 
proven right. Like previous returns to the 
history of 
MK Gallery in their exhibition 
programme, it is this expanded vision 
which Wright & Vandame are proposing 
here. Both in terms of this history, sure, 
but also the approach. Their open, 
collaborative methodologies are familiar 
production strategies in contemporary 
art, attractive because they offer a 
framework for a more meaningfully 
democratic politics. The relationship 
between the artists and gallery emerged 
in autumn of 2016, as Associate Artists 
working with the local community. That 
this exhibition has emerged, tangentially, 
from the education programme reflects 
this outlook of openness, democracy and 
collaboration.

“Changed Priorities Ahead” is, on the 
one hand, a meaningless administrative 
phrase; useful on construction sites, 
signalling to drivers that the rules are in-
flux here. On the other hand, it suggests 
something fundamentally radical – it tells 
us that values matter, but also that they 
can change and when they do change it’s 
important to take note. That this change 
occurs ahead tells us that the future is 
still happening. It's meaningful because 
it is not constrained by what is realistic 
or possible – it expands the very idea of 
the possible itself.
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