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Meticulous Insanity
Emily Wardill

I saw Hans-Peter Feldman’s All the Clothes of a Woman (1973, fig.1) 
while walking around Frieze art fair sometime around 2008 or it 
might have been 2009. Seeing it at an art fair seemed to be relevant, 
somehow. Being in that big white tent. The bright lights that make 
you and the people you know look slightly ill, the pressure of sales 
in the eyes of gallerists, the whole environment which feels, for some 
artists, like waking up in a nightclub the day after the night before 
and trying to recall why you thought it was a good idea to go there in 
the first place. Now your head hurts and you feel ashamed and dirty.

But it was a good idea because in my case I saw this work and this 
work, this depiction of intimacy through objects in this fair, appeared 
like a  key to something else. It was like a series of alibis to an exist-
ence that was not there in the flesh. This woman, that Feldman had 
known was obviously a real, not a fantasy woman. Her pants were 
saggy and grey. She had an old pair of ski boots. She owned tights, not
stockings, they look like they have been through the wash a few times.
This stuff wasn’t photographed to look erotic. Instead, the piece looks 
like an attempt to systematise a human being through specifics –
something like a machine trying to emulate human behaviours by 

fig. 1
Hans-Peter Feldman, Alle Kleider 
einer Frau (All the Clothes of a 
Woman), 1973, 70 silver gelatine 
prints, each 9 × 9 cm, Tate, London.
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picking out details. It’s something about the way the clothes are laid 
out, photographed in black and white and then presented in a grid. 
As though this woman could be subject to a taxonomy and that this 
would reveal to her things about herself which she did not know. She 
becomes the object of study. She becomes an object or, rather, a se-
ries of objects. Others can construct identities this way and I wanted 
to talk about the piece by Feldmann to begin with, because it was 
one of the works I had in mind when I made my film Game Keepers 
without Game. 

Characters

I will be speaking of this film and about how its subjects and objects 
are interwoven and since we are talking about Fragile Identities,  
I would like to mention something about the construction of charac-
ter within fiction.

When I wrote the script for Game Keepers without Game (2009) I had 
been living in London for eleven years. For five of those years I had 
a job working in hostels for homeless people. Some of this time was 
spent working in a Rolling Shelter. These were shelters set up by the 
labour government to try to ‘discourage’ long-term rough sleeping 
and also to bring down the street count in the capital. When I made 
the film, I felt really as though I was vomiting out the experience of 
living in London and working in these places for years.

The main character of the film is a girl called Stay (fig. 2). She suffers 
from psychotic episodes, and what was important for me in conceiv-
ing her character, was that her paranoia was not without ground. 
I think of it as a hypersensitivity that got diagnosed. Stay lets a lot of 
images and messages, that most of us learn to block out, pass through 
her. She mixes stuff up, thinks that people are animals, thinks that 

fig. 2
Emily Wardill, Game Keepers 
without Game, digital production 
still (Holli and Stay), 2009, video 
projection, 72 min.
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people are outside of her room thinking about her. Like all fictitious 
characters, she is made up from a collage of people that I have met, 
conversations that I have had and things that I think about.

The script itself was written as a conventional script. Everything 
within the film was shot separately on a monochrome background as 
though it were an object laid out in a Sunday paper colour supple-
ment or as if it was airline food. The distinction between props in the 
theatrical sense (fig. 3), evidence in the criminal context (fig. 4) and 
status symbols as conveyors of lifestyle choice (fig. 5), was a way of 
breaking down the significance of the different materials we see on 
screen. The objects you see all fall into these three categories.

Sometimes there were objects presented forensically – as they would 
be in court – away from any context but pregnant with a significance 
which is malevolent. Sometimes there were theatrical props – the 
object is part of a fiction outside of itself. And at other times we see 
objects which are either Dad’s or Stay’s way of expressing their taste. 
The similarities between the first and last categories – evidence and 
status symbols – in the way that they are presented in these two 
instances, communicated a violence tied to fetishism. The objects in 
all cases expressed elements of the characters within the film without 
them needing to be present, in a way which also constructed their 
identities. There is a concatenation of codes that runs through their 
presentation, that points to class, gender, taste, but also activity and 
absence.

fig. 3–5
Emily Wardill, Game Keepers with
out Game, digital production stills 
(Cockerell, Boucheron, Axt), 2009, 
video projection, 72 min.
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The first presentation of the work in London was at the Showroom 
gallery in 2010. The image in which you see a male figure lying on 
the ground with an axe in his head (fig. 6) was used on the flyer that 
promoted the show. Within the very traditional storyline that I used 
in the film one of the main characters is murdered at the end and 
this image is the very last shot in the film. So the narrative was spoilt, 
since the end was already known before even encountering the work. 

It was 2008 when I first started thinking about the film and I finished 
it in 2009. After the financialized crisis had fully hit Europe, after 
the crash of the US American real estate market there was a feeling 
economically that there had been the potential for something very 
dramatic to happen which had not yet happened. But despite the 
initial excitement and proclamations of a new system emerging that 
the crisis had provoked, very quickly this promise changed into a 
mysterious discourse of inevitability. What was discussed initially, 
even in mainstream media, was that capitalism might fail for good, 
and would have to be replaced by something else. People who had 
always supported the idea of the free market were being interviewed 
in the newspaper saying things like: “It felt like no one was captain 
of the ship.” People who said that they had never questioned the 
system before were suddenly starting to do just that. Pretty quickly 
though, this changed, and instead the economy was discussed as 
though it were something mysterious that could not be influenced, 
like astronomy. And it felt a lot like how Tony Blair found God to 
help him ‘explain’ going to war ‘illegally’ with Iraq1. It was out of his 
hands. It was something that other people couldn’t understand. It was 
something that even he couldn’t really understand. It was beyond 
him. Similarly with this economic situation that had grown beneath 
us, it was now impossible to predict, even by experts. It was unwiel-
dy and still. It must not be touched. It must be revered. It must be 
protected. This sense of fatalism in the rhetoric that I was hearing was 
what I was thinking about, when I chose the last image of the film as 
the flyer for the show. Formally, I am aware this is not such a radical 
thing to do. As we know, before ’68 already, Jean-Luc Godard had 
said that “A story should have a beginning, a middle, and an end... 
but not necessarily in that order.” By using the last image of the film 
in the flyer that people would see before anything else, I wanted the 
death of Dad – the character with the axe through his skull – to be 
inevitable.

The artist Phil Solomon2 has talked about what he sees as the distinc-
tion between an artist working with film and a director in industrial 
cinema working with film. He said that one of the most important 
differences was that he (as an artist) would never want to execute a 
script. To him, this had something deathly about it that was already 
perfectly captured in the word execute itself. Instead, he wanted his 
films to be alive, the images to be free and the end-point to be mal-
leable. He would not know what the finished film was until the end. 
The process itself – of making the film, developing, printing, grading, 

1 Asked about Iraq, the Prime Minis-
ter said: "Well, I think if you have 
faith about these things, then you 
realise that judgment is made by 
other people." Questioned further, 
he added: "If you believe in God, 
[the judgment] is made by God as 
well." Tony Blair MP interviewed on 
Parkinson,  4th March 2006, ITV, 
UK. See for an excerpt: http://www.
blinkx.com/watch-video/blair-god-
is-my-judge/NWMQdjjSMWXlsjs0 
(last accessed: 22.9.2014)
2 As part of Feel Flows: The Films 
of Phil Solomon curated by Mark 
Webber at London Tate Modern and 
presented in association with The 
55th BFI London Film Festival on 24 
and 27 October 2011.
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fig. 6
Emily Wardill, Game Keepers 
without Game, digital production 
still (death scene), 2009, video 
projection, 72 min. 
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editing – all this was, as he said, a very important part of his practice. 
With Game Keepers without Game, I conversely really wanted a 
script that felt as though it were being executed. I wanted it to feel 
deathly. I wanted it to feel claustrophobic and inevitable.

I wanted to use Calderón’s Life Is A Dream (1635) as a basis from 
which to write a script set in contemporary London. As you will prob-
ably know, the story he tells is about a king who locks up his son in 
a castle, because an astrologer had informed him that the son, when 
mature, would wreak disaster in his kingdom. Years later, the king 
changes his mind and wants to test if the son would be a good heir. 
So he takes him, drugged, to the palace to test his suitability, with the 
idea that if he shows himself to be unsuitable, the king will take him 
back to the prison with the lie that his little trip “was all a dream.” 
The son, freed temporarily, is extremely angry with his father and 
the jailer, creates huge disruption and is locked up again. He does, 
however, as his father wanted, believe the whole episode to have 
been a dream. But others now know of his existence and the people 
rise up to free him. A battle ensues between the prince and the king 
which the prince wins. He refuses to kill his father and becomes heir 
to the throne.

With this play in mind, I wrote the script for Game Keepers Without 
Game – it was as though I could bring the characters back to life with 
the volition of the presence and the stability of the past so that the 
structure of the play itself would form a kind of safety net or familiar-
ity into which I could place contemporary characters, situations and, 
importantly, objects both because of the sense of respect afforded 
to the already canonized written text, and because of the formally 
rigid nature of the play itself. Game Keepers without Game tells the 
story of the girl, Stay, put up for adoption by her family at a young 
age. When the girl is a teenager her father engineers a way for her to 
return to the family home, but her destructive response to this com-
fortable existence leads to her being forcibly removed and having to 
strategise her way back into the family home.

The father in the story is called “Dad.” Dad is a cultured man. He 
is interested in hybridism. He is interested in concrete poetry and 
designer goods. He lives in a converted industrial building in East 
London. He is a writer. He is interested in his daughter. He has writ-
ers’ block. He follows her. She might be inspirational to him. I didn’t 
want there to be good characters and bad characters in the film. 
What I wanted instead, was that Dad and his daughter Stay were like 
polysterene balls floating on a sea of other currents, similarly con-
cerned with designer goods, similarly curious, creative, questioning, 
and genetically related. But that which Dad could enjoy culturally 
about his daughter he could not condone when it threatened his own 
lifestyle in the shape of real human contact and expression. Once the 
culture becomes expressed in human form it becomes unbearable. 
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His daughter functioned as material for his writing, but when her ma-
terial self interacted with his actual house, his actual son, his actual 
possessions – she had too much agency. He was confronted with his 
own creation gone awry. He had created something which he could 
not control.

The sexuality within the film is important as a drive to sell, as an 
element within traditional plot structure and as a way to re-think the 
role of woman as class provocateur. I don’t even want to talk about 
killing fathers or Oedipal concerns. Let’s say instead that the sexuality 
within the film is hallucinogenic in the sense that it can morph and 
re-direct and re-form itself to be useful and to attempt to avoid being 
used. Many objects for instance were shot to look erotic through the 
way that we lit them and moved around them – the flowers, and par-
ticularly the food. We shot it to look like gastroporn. To heighten this 
sense of dislocated sexual energy, the woman who narrates this scene 
is speaking in a sexy voice.  

The script, however is, is, as mentioned above, written according to 
conventional rules in dramatic writing. It has an introduction, a series 
of problems are set up and protagonists temporarily overcome these 
problems, which serve only to reveal deeper problems which are 
then resolved. Within this there is a destruction scene, a sex scene 
and a death scene. When the sex scene in this film arrives, the sexual 
act is described but it is not seen. What we see instead are clocks: 
clocks that tell different times. The attribution of characteristics to 
objects which do not inherently possess those characteristics is part 
of the condition that we live in. It has been that condition for some 
time and the discrepancy between what a product does, what its use 
value is, and what it signifies, what its represenational value is, has 
become larger and larger, the relationship increasingly convoluted. 
The mythology proliferated. Similarly, in the film, there are various 
mixed messages. I wanted to include things that are often included 
in conventional narrative, but I wanted the significances that ran 
through these to be misplaced in order do denaturalize the misplace-
ments we are more accustomed to. The female orgasm, for instance, 
has a place within the film and it is described like a diagram. When 
I wrote this description I was thinking a little of Dan Graham’s piece 
Detumescence (1969) which was a one-page explanation he had 
commissioned from a medical specialist, describing what happens to 
the male body and psyche in the moments after orgasm. The search 
for the medical specialist was conceived of as an advertisement for 
a magazine, as was the resulting description. This was Graham’s 
reasoning:

I had in mind a page, describing in clinical language the typical 
emotional and psychological aspects of post-climax in the sexual 
experience of the human male. It was noted that no description 
exists anywhere in the literature, as it is ‘anti-romantic.’ It may 
be culturally suppressed – a structural ‘hole’ in the psycho-sexual-
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social conditioning of behaviour. I wanted the ‘piece’ to be sim-
ply this psycho-sexual-social ‘hole’– truncated on the page alone 
as printed matter.3

And this is the text that he published as the outcome of his inquiry:

Involuntary body contractions ensue bringing a steep drop in 
excitation. The most obvious indication of this is the rapid loss 
of penile erection and the return of the scrotum and testes to 
an unstimulated state. This action occurs in two stages. The first 
leaves the penis enlarged while a continued shrinkage takes 
place concurrently at a slower rate. The body slackens its tension. 
There is a loosening of physical tautness, and a simultaneous 
sense of release and relaxation. Sensations of orgasm or desire are 
extinguished; emotions recede; and ego is again bounded. Psy-
chologically, there may be feelings of anxiety, relief, pleasurable 
satiation, disappointment, lassitude, leaden exhaustion, disgust, 
repulsion, or indifference, and occasionally hatred depending 
on the partner and the gratification achieved in the orgasm state. 
Dan Graham, Detumescence (1969)

I was interested in Dan Graham’s piece partly because it was 
conceived as an advertisement and partly because of the supposed 
clinical nature with which it describes this climactic moment. There 
is something of a disconnect within it that makes the word ‘hatred’ 
seem stronger than it is perhaps supposed to. But it always jumps out. 
The re-gendering of both the Calderón story and the Graham piece 
were no accidents. It is important to me to write female characters, 
who are not sex objects, who are complex, allowed to change and 
who can express their own desires. Fassbinder said that one of the 
things he loved about Sirk’s film was that the women in them think. 
That this is even something noteworthy I find disturbing. On top 
of this, it was very important to me that the representative of the 
working class within the film be female, since this is a position most 
frequently occupied by men with women either completely absent or 
remaining on the level of consumer objects or bourgeois subjects to 
be desired and destroyed, possessed or converted. 

Having lived in London for 15 years one of the things that strikes you 
about the city is that people from very different backgrounds live 
close to each other and they mix without mixing. It will change with 
the cap on housing benefits bought in by the coalition government, 
whereas in the past even very expensive parts of London were very 
mixed socially, because the housing benefit that people received was 
calculated according to the rents in the area and because council 
housing in those areas was rent-controlled. With the cap on housing 
benefits that was passed in 2013 many people in London were forced 
to leave their homes because their rent could no longer be covered 
by the housing benefit. Aside from providing that people who spent 

3 Excerpt from Dan Graham’s con-
tribution to Screw : The Sex Review, 
No. 1 (November 29, 1968) – No. 25 
(August 25, 1969).
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their lives living in a place can go on living there, what the situation 
allowed for was that London did not turn into a museum, that it was 
not preserved but lived in. It created tensions, dramas. I was always 
particularly struck by walking down the Columbia Road flower mar-
ket in Hackney where market stall holders would be selling ornate 
and expensive flowers to middle-class punters, whilst simultaneously 
making a running commentary on them which was full of contempt, 
marvelling at how these new occupants to the workers’ cottages 
around them would pay hundreds of pounds for old porcelain sinks 
bought from shops that were done up to look like rustic workshops. 
The last scene in Game Keepers without Game is a kind of sick joke 
for me that relates to this condition. Dad is killed with the rustic axe 
that he had bought from one of these shops that sell trowels and bas-
kets and hand-made objects. He has bought the axe in a kind of sym-
bolic trance with the idea that it is to chop firewood that he actually 
buys pre-chopped from the garage. The object is useless, therefore, 
and Stay, by killing him with it, is just putting it to use.

These differing perspectives are important. Because of the success of 
consumerism, the similarities between different classes today is huge, 
but the style, for instance an obsession with designer items, is largely 
distinct. You often hear middle-class people laughing about ‘chavs’ 
for instance – a sort of catch-all word for the working classes – and 
you hear as well the opposite, teenagers speaking about ‘grandbags’ 
which is how they might refer to middle-class people who dress in 
vintage gear. I wanted to bring two supposedly opposite characters 
together but make them related through their vexed relationships to 
these objects, their uses and fetishism, and the order in which they 
collide, that necessarily impacts on the individuation, or the inability 
of individuation beyond projection. We are all manipulated to be-
lieve that we need things that we don’t need, in order to keep us con-
suming. Dad might think that he is better informed than his daughter, 
but she, in her psychosis, is channeling another logic, no less logical 
but with a less powerful infrastructure to support it. As soon as she 
enters his house his objects gain a dual meaning.

Arcimboldo

In Rhetor and Magician (1978) Roland Barthes says about Arcim-
boldo (fig. 7–8):

It is as though Arcimboldo were violating the pictorial system, im-
properly dividing it in two, hypertrophying its signifying, analogi-
cal potentiality, and thus producing a kind of structural monster, 
source of a subtle (because intellectual) malaise that is still more 
penetrating than if the horror came from a simple exaggeration 
or simple mixture of elements: it is because everything signifies 
at two levels that Arcimboldo’s painting functions as a somewhat 
terrifying pictorial language.4

4 “Arcimboldo, or Magician and 
Rhétoriqueur,” in: Roland Barthes, 
Arcimboldo, trans. John Shepley 
(Milan: Franco Maria Ricci, 1980), 
p. 26.
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fig. 7
Giuseppe Arcimboldo, Water, 1566, 
oil on wood, 67 x 52 cm.

fig. 8 a and b
Giuseppe Arcimboldo, Fruits Basket 
and Face (turning picture), 1590, oil 
on wood, 56 × 42 cm.

fig. 9 (opposite page)
Emily Wardill, SEA OAK, instal-
lationshot, 2008, 16 mm film instal-
lation, dimensions variable.
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For Barthes these paintings are written. The objects within them func-
tion as a kind of dictionary, because of their part in a language – they 
always are themselves and they always signify outside of themselves. 
Arcimboldo is “violating the pictorial system” because he is not 
allowing the image to be image – the fish is a nose, the apple is a 
cheek – together they are people and those people are ugly, bulbous, 
putrescent, over-ripe, made up of other living things, living things that 
have been plucked from life to become decoration. “The wonder of 
life,” says Barthes, “becomes the horror of death.” With Arcimboldo 
there is the necessity to humanise that which is not human. Within 
this the portraits associate human form with another form which is 
not ours but that is alive. Rather than allowing that creature or that 
living thing its own identity it becomes part of a collection. These 
portraits, then, show a desire to collect and display that which occurs 
naturally and use it to augment status through accumulation. That this 
accumulation is taken away from the subtlety of the still life or the 
municipal anonymity of a zoo and literally, with meticulous insanity –
stuck to a face – grants these images a floating identity. Something 
that is neither one thing nor the other. The hallucinogenic nature of 
this practice of accumulation then, the incohesive nature of con-
structing, let’s say, a fragile identity from this matter is already – in the 
16th century! – right there in the frame. Arcimboldo’s paintings are 
simultaneously a horrific warning, a joke and an opulent seduction. 
But I want to rewind and go back to this phrase of Barthes about 
Arcimboldo: “The pictures are written.”

In 2008 I made a piece of work called SEA OAK. It was developed 
from a series of interviews conducted with the left-orientated Think 
Tank The Rockridge Institute in Berkeley, California. From 2001 until 
its closing in April 2008, this institute researched contemporary po-
litical rhetoric with special emphasis on the employment of metaphor 
and framing. The piece itself was a 16mm film projection which 
projected black leaders onto a white wall and what you heard were 
the interviews edited together. But what you saw was the absence 
of an image (fig. 9). The film is introduced by institute member Eric 
Haas who describes how, in every person, the term bird suggests a 
similar imagined being. This prototypical bird (something like a robin 
or a sparrow) exists only in common thought (”we don’t think of an 
ostrich or a penguin,” he says) and provides the idea of an image to 
begin the piece. The film begins this way, since it was largely about 
the way in which metaphor and framing was used to provide underly-
ing structures for mass communication. When language wants to be 
an image in the mind of the audience there is a desire of one form 
to take on the form of something else. The nature of that desire can 
never be satiated – the nature of that image, that bird – is an assumed 
common ground. We assume that we are talking about the same bird.

But Barthes says “it is because everything signifies at two levels that 
Arcimboldo’s painting functions as a somewhat terrifying pictorial 
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5 Søren Kierkegaard, The Concept 
of Anxiety, trans. Alastair Hannay 
(New York: Liveright, 2014), p. 61.
6 “Arcimboldo, or Magician and 
Rhétoriqueur,” in: Roland Barthes, 
Arcimboldo, trans. John Shepley 
(Milan: Franco Maria Ricci, 1980), 
p. 26.

language” and for me, it is not the double level that makes Arcim-
boldo terrifying. My terror stems more from a fear of parasites,of 
one creature living within another and from the grotesque nature of 
greed. But what I do believe is that these two levels that Barthes is 
talking about present a constant flux and that this energy or flux is 
a product of an impossible desire. Language cannot be the pictorial 
and vice versa and this is the nature of the contract. Desire requires 
obstacles in order for it to exist.

Panic Attacks and the Concrete 

Anxiety may be compared with dizziness. He whose eye happens 
to look down the yawning abyss becomes dizzy. But what is the 
reason for this? It is just as much in his own eye as in the abyss, 
for suppose he had not looked down. Hence, anxiety is the 
dizziness of freedom, which emerges when the spirit wants to 
posit the synthesis and freedom looks down into its own possibil-
ity, laying hold of finiteness to support itself. Freedom succumbs 
to dizziness.5

Stay has a brother in the film, called Gallant. He has a panic attack 
at one point because Stay has been bullying him. He gets through it 
using known techniques. When you are having an anxiety attack, one 
of the practical things that are supposed to help is if you are able to 
focus on concrete objects within the room. I was interested in this. 
In the calming effect of concrete objects in a room on those suffering 
dizziness, in seeing things around you as they are, attaching oneself 
to them, attaching oneself to the finite. It is very different to the way 
in which we attach ourselves to objects as signifiers of taste, because 
in that case the objects become symbols. They loose their materiality 
and gain an aura, or a mythology. If we accept Kierkegaard’s concept 
of anxiety then the terror which Roland Barthes has attributed to the 
paintings of Arcimboldo,6 namely the terror of double signification, 
might stem from an inability to face the abyss. We don’t accept the 
meaninglessness of the object, we defer it and attach it to something 
else. In that deferral, that duality, is a kind of hovering that denies 
nothingness.

Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about objects wanting to be language 
and language wanting to be material.Dad is interested in a book by 
N.H. Pritchard called The Matrix (1970, fig. 10–12). As you can see 
here in extracts from the books he published in the 1970s, N.H. 
Pritchard produced poetry that made text operate like an image. He 
also used to read these poems out loud. Unlike the ad-lines used to 
promote luxury objects, with Pritchard’s poetry, description is not 
important, it seems perhaps not even to be about something outside 
of the book it is another type of concrete or the concrete nature of 
type. And to think of him reading it is to think of the page as a sort of 
musical score. So it is not pure plasticity either. It is an image and it is 
the blueprint for something more sonorous.
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Sound

“I’d like to build a house with my films,“ Fassbinder once remarked. 
“Some are the cellars, others the walls, still others the windows. 
But I hope in the end it will be a house.“7  When I constructed the 
soundtrack to Game Keepers without Game I recorded the drummer 
Jamie Gomez from five microphones around his kit so that, when 
we came to construct the soundtrack, we could isolate different 
drums and bring them in and out. To me it was like building up and 
breaking down a house. You can do a lot with voice-over in terms of 
distance – as much as you can with lenses. Often this effect is used 
as a kind of voice of god  type explanation, and it will be a male of a 
respectable age and class who will deliver this insight into the image. 
I like to play with this. I used lots of different voices in Game Keepers 
without Game. We start with a teenage girl. There is also the voice of 
Dad, who is half-Cuban. There is the sexy voice of the woman who 
does the rabbit in the Cadbury’s caramel advert. In Game Keepers 
without Game the sound and the image have equal weight. And the 
voice-over changes so that we never take those who assume a posi-
tion of authority for granted and so that those who in contemporary 
culture do not often get to describe are here allowed this privilege. I 
like also to have people narrate for whom English is not their mother 
tongue. It makes their utterances fresh again, e.g. people who call 
“freckles” “dots.” It relieves us from the lapidary nature of film. 

fig. 10–12
N. H. Pritchard, The Matrix: Poems, 
1960–1970.

7 Quoted from an uncredited inter-
view in Rainer Werner Fassbinder 
Foundation, ed., Rainer Werner 
Fassbinder. Werkschau, exhib. 
cat. (Berlin, 1992), p. 254. Peter 
Marthesheimer entitled his Fass-
binder obituary, “The investigating 
Child. Some Bricks of the House 
that Rainer Werner Fassbinder had 
begun to Build,” in: Hans Günther 
Pflaum, ed., Jahrbuch Film 82/83 
(München: Hanser 1982), p. 7–25.
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Vandalism

I was interested in vandalism (fig. 13) I wanted to use vandalism as 
a mindful act. A creative and a thoughtful act that, within the film, 
would not take place carelessly. Stay is not a careless person. And 
Dad is very proud of his taste, his objects are presented as though his 
house were a museum. They mix up his interests, vernacular culture 
and more arcane high-end culture – furniture as high art – they are 
playful, colourful and inventive. Some of the furniture is recyled, 
some is a take on classic design with the patina of danger that de-
struction adds to an otherwise minimalist aesthetic (fig. 14–16). Stay, 
because of her condition, but also because of the condition of having 
nothing to lose and the clarity and freedom which this affords, reads 
these objects and this situation with an insight which is instinctive. 
She is also playful, also inventive, also interested in destruction as a 
creative force. She and her father are not so different. She reaches the 
conclusions that various situations contain within themselves. Within 
a hegemonic system, a system full of representations within which 
one doesn’t recognize oneself, which flirts with violence to stave off 
boredom, where entertainment creates greater profits than service, a 
careless system with polite green politics which becomes more and 
more un-equal and whose ideology of care loses to the rationalism of 
market-driven motivations, within this system she does what she can 
with the materials available to her. 

fig. 13
Emily Wardill, Game Keepers with
out Game, digital production still, 
2009, video projection, 72 min. 

fig. 14–16 (opposite page)
Emily Wardill, Game Keepers with
out Game, digital production stills, 
2009, video projection, 72 min.
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The daughter enters the house of her father and understands it accor-
ding to her own logic. The objects that her father bought do not 
intimidate her, instead she takes on the position of interpreting them.

Shower Scene

Let’s say I write a story about a man and a woman. And the story is 
about their bodies. The body and what it might mean in this tight 
structure. Let’s go back to Hans-Peter Feldmann’s All the clothes of 
a woman (1973). Here the body is omitted but we see traces of it. 
Traces of clothes, of objects that need a body. In films we often see a 
shower scene after a traumatic event. There is a cleansing that needs 
to take place. In Game Keepers Without Game, when Dad takes a 
shower, he has just put his daughter back into care after she has de-
stroyed his house. They are both washing off what has happened but, 
also, they are presented the same way that all the objects have been 
presented – stark, without context, only the sound of the shower lets 
us know something about where they are. Dad’s is a strong gushing 
faucet, Stay’s is a weak trickle. 

Stay has a very particular relationship to her own body. What she 
hears and what influences her behaviour greatly are strong messages 
that come to her via culture. Simultaneously, she works as a trick 
prostitute so her body is an economic tool. Stay engages in clipping 
which is where women lure men into thinking that they are going to 
have sex with them and then steal their money. I wanted Stay to use 
illusion within the sale of sex. What I didn’t want was for her to be a 
prostitute used within a film to represent capitalism who continues to 
provide sexual titillation for the audience. 

When Stay kills her father at the end, it is not something that she does 
in a premeditated way. I think that she does it because of forces that 
act upon her from the outside. Things that she doesn’t understand. 
Things that perhaps even we can’t understand. This one death occurs 
as a result of forces that are outside of her control. As Tony Blair said, 
when explaining how he managed to live with the decision to go to 
war in Iraq: “If you have faith about these things then you realise that 
judgment is made by other people. If you believe in God, it’s made 
by God as well.” Stay’s murderous conclusion comes about from her 
understanding of the messages which reach her from society, from 
her family and from her economic situation. She, too, is executing a 
script which has been written by someone else.
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