
TURNER-PRIZE WINNING ARTIST, Jeremy 
Deller, is to the smiley face what Grayson Perry 
is to the polka dot dress and Tracey Emin is to 
the unmade bed. Although claiming to be no 
great raver himself, the ecstasy philosophy 
of peace, love and unity shines blissfully 
over our leading modern situationist’s work. 
Touring village halls, making bouncy castles 
of Stonehenge and propaganda posters, 
bumper stickers and T-shirts that read FARAGE 
IN PRISON, ABERCOMBIE & FUCK BREXIT, and 
BLESS THIS ACID HOUSE, he maintains a very 
localised standpoint, avoiding the sales aims 
of a previous generation of British ‘shock 
artists’. His Katharine Hamnett-style populism 
(the fashion designer who made the Relax and 
Choose Love T-shirts) turns public interaction 
into acts of social surrealism.  

In 1997, he came up turning the hits of The KLF 
into a marching band performance, the brass 
basslines representing a rebellion destroyed by 
its Britishness. 

Everybody In The Place: An Incomplete History 
Of Britain 1984-1992, is Deller's new Frieze- 
and Gucci-commissioned documentary which 
aired on BBC4 last month, and is still available 
on the iPlayer, but being bootlegged across 
timelines globally.  
The film tackles the legacy of rave as a 
Gogglebox lecture in a London school. 
Banned from mentioning drugs to the 
pupils, it gives rise to a spangled alt-right 
afterglow. Was it the same purses of current-
day control that split the ’90s into opposing 
camps of dreadlock-swinging ‘unsanitary’ 

illegal ‘travellers’ on the one side, and the 
government substitutions of alcopops in super-
clean superclubs on the other, where water 
cost more than gold?

Hi Jeremy, your film’s brilliant.  It’s 
contemporary, yet throws us back to 
a spectacle of freedom that now looks 
ridiculous, against our self-censored social 
media times…
“It’s quite a burden — because we’re all 
experts, people of a certain age. I couldn’t 
make a film about the ’80s and ’90s with men 
sitting in recording studios going on about 
what they did, reminiscing. That would be 
quite reductive, talking about the minutiae, 
not the bigger picture of what’s going on in 
the country.  It had to have a different edge, to 
update it. So I knew it had to be about Britain, 
not just the music — and 20 minutes was never 
going to be enough.”

You juxtapose acid house against the miners’ 
strike, don’t you?
“Yeah, because that’s such a major moment — 
it was only two or three years before acid house 
hit Britain hard, in a big way.”

You take acid house back to black 
soundsystems, rather than three boys who 
went on holiday to Ibiza and discovered 
MDMA…
“I’m not really so interested in the hedonistic 
element, of course it existed, but that 
relationship with Europe, and Ibiza, I was 
much more interested in the effect it had on 
the UK than the drugs, because I couldn’t talk 
about drugs in any positive way in front of the 
students. So best not to talk about it at all, 
because the teacher said I’d have to stop the 
class if I spoke about drugs in any way that 
promotes them. I just thought, I won’t talk 
about them at all, just talk about them very 
briefly. I was much more interested in Britain, 
and why there was this need for it.”

The film’s more about the death of industry, 
which gave birth to ecstatic raving…
“It was raving on the ruins. I didn’t go to 
big raves. I was a bit scared of them, to be 
honest, I was scared of all the people, and I 
didn’t really have anyone to go with. It’s the 
kind of thing you wouldn’t go to by yourself, 
to the middle of the countryside. But I think 
it was very hopeful, the idea behind it, the 
mobilisation of young people, amazing and 
incredibly exciting, especially after going 
to nightclubs, which were awful, they were 
run by breweries. You had to wear a suit, and 
basically dress like you were going to work, or a 
wedding. So it wasn’t much fun, it was like the 
1950s, or something.”

The fashion in the film is so far out, it 
exacerbates how deathly our times now are…
“People were not taking photographs, so 
they could wear what they wanted and look 
as strange or bad as they wanted, and no one 
cared. And it was absolutely unisex too. There 
was little distinction between male and female, 
and if anything, men wore crazier clothes than 
women. Men were wearing highly coloured, 
strange clothing, so for fashion it was an 
interesting moment as well, and for gender.”
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It was a rebellion, wasn’t it?  
“Yes, and it was raving at a very uncertain 
future. A bit like now for young people.  No 
one knows what Britain’s going to be like in 
the next few years. I wanted to make a film 
that had young people in it, you’re not just 
showing the archive of rave, you’re watching 
young people react to it, and seeing what they 
make of it, and how it is for them, and what the 
world is for them, and what their future may 
or may not be. Now’s a pretty grim time to be a 
young person.”

And they know it, that’s what comes across…
“They think that racism is okay now.”

That’s everything that acid house 
destroyed…
“Exactly, it was incredibly diverse and 
accepting. Both sexuality and colour.”

Well, that’s the rhetoric of power, explored 
in Netflix’s The Great Hack. What do you call 
your format? School of rave? 
“I loved that — it’s kinda conservative, and 
strange. A lot of the young people are Muslim, 
maybe first generation. I think they’re 
conservative because they’re being filmed and 

in school, but I suspect a lot of them have quite 
interesting social lives that their parents may 
not know about.
“Weirdly, the people who speak the most 
in the film are young women, they’re much 
more feisty than the boys. I think the boys 
are more worried about being seen as wrong, 
or weak, they’re intellectually less confident 
than women. I didn’t know that. I don’t have 
kids. I’m making a film at the moment about 
Parliament Square and Brexit, and there’s 
a scene with three young women and three 
young men, and it’s the women who do all the 
talking — they’re gobby, and have opinions, 
and do all the shouting, whereas the boys are 
really quiet. It’s everywhere, really.”

If you were education minister, would you 
introduce a policy of teaching everyone the 303?
“I would teach young people about the past 
thirty or forty years of Britain, and look at 
popular culture more seriously, and point to 
the fact that pop music culture is really strong, 
and important, and something to be proud 
about. In a way, I wanted them to see Britain 
as somewhere to be proud about. There was a 
world before the internet. It was not boring.”

The futuristic element in the film, with the 
flyers, sets the tone, of the hope of reaching 
the sci-fi new millennia…
“My main regret with the film was that I should 
have shown more of the prophecy, like all the 
things they were talking about, virtual reality, 
for example, are actually happening now. And 
3D video games, and light shows, and all that 
kind of dance music world, the connected 
world, we live in that world now. It was 25 
years ahead of its time, predicting. It ushered 
in the new century, almost. We’ve had another 
revolution since, the information revolution, 
and most of us didn’t see that coming in 1988.”

The flyers kinda say that, without you 
needing to. Equally, with The Hitman & Her 
archive, it acts inversely — the cheesiness 
of those pre-rave clubs was the legacy of 
corporate acid house, with the superclubs…
“That would be another documentary actually, 
the superclub phenomenon.”

The film has alt right, weird psy-ops-style 
conspiracy vibes. The distance of time allows 
the movement to be a clear rebellion, drowned 
in the same way Stateside governments 
chucked crack cocaine and heroin at uprising 
communities. Establishment’s finest fun-
fearing politicians were responsible for killing 
the pastoral romance of raving, sabotaging 
the increasingly large gatherings, peaking at 
40,000 ravers. In your film, this is illustrated 
via former raver and ‘agent of chaos’, Paul 
Staines, who ran the Freedom To Party 
organisation, and had a relationship with 
miners’ strike scab-sponsor, David Hart…
“That’s insane isn’t it? And real. Tony Colston-
Hayter was a big rave organiser [Sunrise and 
Apocalypse Now] and is now in prison. They 
met at a video gaming competition in the 
’80s, and Paul Staines was like the spokesman 
for these raves, and became the Freedom To 
Party movement. He became a propagandist 
for rave. He was into the disruption of it, the 
chaos — we had to contact him when we were 
doing it, because we were told he was very 
litigious and he’d sue us if we said anything 
that he didn’t like, so we were careful about it. 
The only thing we changed, was I said he was 
likely not into the music, more into the chaos, 
but he said, 'No, I did like the music’. And we 
flattered him, I think, by calling him an ‘agent 
of chaos’. Unfortunately, with all this Brexit 
shit, he’s someone who likes to go against 
the status quo. He’s a libertarian, I suppose 
you could call him. It seems like a conspiracy 
theory that he was there and at the miners’ 
strike, but it’s actually real.”

It adds a whole other level to your 
annihilation/hedonism vectorgram...
“It’s another level. But it’s about how the right 
wing infiltrate areas of our lives, and we don’t 
even think they do. No one probably thought 
the internet would be used and abused by the 
far right. And all these tech entrepreneurs are 
incredibly on the right. We probably thought 
[the internet] was a hippy dream, but it’s ripe 
for abuse.”

•Jeremy Deller, Everybody In The Place: An 
Incomplete History Of Britain 1984-1992, 
2018, courtesy of the artist, Frieze, Gucci 
and The Modern Institute/Toby Webster Ltd,
Glasgow. More at: jeremydeller.org


