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For Doran George

I worked with Doran on The Mourners Dance in 2008 a project that included building 

communities in bereavement. Their approach to movement and their encasement practice 

has continued to influence my thinking and making.





Though there was much to grieve when The Keeners was first performed, those grievances 

pale, to some extent with what we are experiencing today, given the political, social and 

environmental catastrophes that have manifested themselves in the last four years. The 

works in Empathy Hole, made after the performance in 2015, might, in 2019, speak to this 

collective despair, offering a supportive space through the gesture of catharsis. 

- Florence Peake, 2019



Ceremony: organ of emission without intellect 

(after S Beckett)

by Adelaide Bannerman



When I opened my book on Shiva, waiting inside was a 

postcard with a photographic depiction of a mouth.

Recalling our conversation I wanted to check if I was cor-

rect about those 108 manifestations — turns out to be 1008, 

and not one of them female. You witnessed lingam worship 

but for sure there was yoni energy residing there too, being 

sourced from the core of the temple by devotees; such are 

Parvati’s blessings.

I’m sat here mouth shut. 

L is unaware of the exploration taking place within my 

mouth. I anticipate that the changes in my face might be 

caught from the other side of the table and suggest that 

some sort of facial exercise is going on on this side, some-

thing middle-aged and weird. I guess that wouldn’t be far 

off the mark.



My tongue extends to push with circular movements the 

left cheek wall. Closing my right eye and looking downward 

I can see the slope of my nose rounding off and just about 

catch the protuberance, cheek stretching with the tension set 

against it. How long can I keep this up? Kind of feels good. 

Alternate. 
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Tongue probes higher to nestle and slide across the outside 

of the upper right quadrant to the left, and back again. Bot-

tom sets get done too and you feel more pull in the neck. 

S replaces L on the other side. Tongue settles back in place 

silent, still.

After I left you, I heard a woman recount how when 

she stuck her finger in the orifice of the bluestone she 

time-travelled to Avebury 3100 BCE.

At this moment my thoughts reside in a candle-lit Egyptian 

tomb chapel anticipating the Opening of the Mouth. I feel 

my heart beating as the priest approaches the statue to agi-

tate its mouth with offerings – the deceased needs feeding, 

refreshments for the journey onward.

Your silence will not protect you I heard Audre say, and 

indeed my heart departed and left a cavity in my chest, and 

rose into my mouth. 
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Bereft of words, what does its beat have to share with you? 

I’m looking around and can make out expectant eyes, the 

sound becoming louder as my lower jaw disengages, and 

what? I don’t know… the wail, a sense of hopelessness that 

we are unavowedly oriented towards having rather than 

being. What? Witnessing the violence of holes being shafted 

unlovingly to extract and never give back. What? The ex-

tinction of touches as we may know it, remember how your 

fingers slip, sink and manipulate the clay that eventually 

yields to your warmth and sentiments. 

Liminalities.
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Essay on The Keeners, 2015 

by Rebecca Gordon-Nesbitt



Five women, each dressed in a tight black shirt and bustled 

black skirt, walk onto a mirrored surface and begin to si-

lently enact the postures of deep grief – lying prone on the 

floor; bent at the waist; eyes covered with outfacing hands; 

arms aloft in supplication to an unseen power.

 

One of the five sits before a cello and taps a bow against its 

strings, inaudibly at first. As the thrum deepens, another 

of the five begins to speak. ‘I would keen, I would keen, I 

would keen,’ she intones, a feminised town crier. ‘I would 

keen for the loss of time and space to the entity that has 

been created by mobile phones and the internet. I would 

keen for the loss of freedom for children to play on their 

own and roam outside or to climb high in trees’. The tense 

is future conditional, but those assembled understand that 

the losses identified relate to the here and now. Shrouded in 

mustard satin, blinded, one of the five forcibly comforts the 

most bereft of the group, squeezing ululations of sadness 

from the depths of her diaphragm to humorous effect. The 

shroud – orange now – becomes a forensic sheet.

Two of the five lament separate losses simultaneously, com-

peting with each other and with low-flying aircraft. Occasion-

al phrases resolve into comprehension – the loss of dictums 

to consumerism, the loss of a favourite haunt to developers. 

The other three gouge grey clay from yellow buckets. They 

give form to their loss – indecipherable to all but themselves 

– in a bid to appease it. As words swell in the middle dis-

tance, clay slaps onto the mirrored surface and slithers for a 

while until three losses become one, a problem shared.

A four-part harmony bemoans the adoption of neoliberal 

hetero-normative ideals, the sexualisation of women in 

the music industry and the intimacy lost between humans 

in the neocolonial order of take and take. The five finally 

mourn in synchronicity. Skirts are rolled up, shrouds are 

turned pink, cast off and slammed defiantly to the floor; 

the mood lightens. The performance described above took 

place in London Fields on a sunny Saturday in September. 

In the weeks leading up to the performance, the artist Flor-

ence Peake had solicited details of any losses experienced 



Charlotte Ashwell, Rosalie Wahlfrid, Susanna Recchia, Nikki Tomlinson, Lizzy Le Quesne. 

Florence Peake, The Keeners, London, 2015. Photo credit: Tim Bowditch. Courtesy the artist, and SPACE. 



within cultural life, in the broadest sense, on the under-

standing that ‘The loss can be small or large; something 

personal you feel has been taken over by the corporate 

world through commodification and/or used solely for the 

agenda of capitalism’. Around fifty such losses were sub-

mitted and anonymised.

The losses that flowed in from diverse sources were heart-

felt and passionate; some were blunt, others lyrical. They 

were recited equitably, with the same emphasis being given 

to absent underarm hair as to the inappropriate expan-

sionism evinced by curator Jens Hoffmann in a car adver-

tisement. They captured the hopelessness and despair that 

predated the Corbyn era. They encapsulated the alienation 

of late capitalism, in which everything can be recuperated 

even, as Peake concedes, a traditional act of mourning. 

Keening refers specifically to the practice of wailing in grief. 

The Keeners is premised on the ancient tradition of commu-

nal mourning, which found its way into Celtic society. Care-

fully orchestrated and accompanied by a harp, Irish funereal 

keening historically combined individual chanting with a 

doleful chorus, becoming more improvised – and profession-

alised – but no less melancholy or musical as the years pro-

gressed. Appropriated by the women of Greenham Common 

peace camp marching upon Parliament, keening is a reso-

lutely matrilineal practice. It confers respect upon the female 

expression of emotion, reclaiming it from the demonisation 

of hysteria. It is a gesture of sharing and support, rather than 

delegation and exemption. It defies the dominant language of 

productivity to revel in the expression of collapse.

In his book, Stop Thief! The Commons, Enclosures and 

Resistance, Peter Linebaugh describes how almost every 

society was founded upon the commons – the sharing of 

land and labour – with commodities, and the individualism 

they implied, being kept at a safe distance. After centuries of 

enclosure and expropriation, this picture has been inverted, 

with tiny fragments of the commons remaining as an oasis 

in a sea of capital. London Fields is one such fragment, a 



third of its original size, having served as grazing land until 

being designated a park in 1540. The surrounding borough of 

Hackney lies at the heart of the housing bubble, with the av-

erage price of homes reaching £500,000 in December 2013. 

Accordingly, the demographics of the park have shifted.

The losses submitted to Peake convey the difficulty of navi-

gating terrain in which culture and capital continually rein-

force each other. This is a city in which a property company 

might commission artwork about empty space in a gallery 

attached to a marketing suite for high-end flats or a property 

developer might display a sculpture of a homeless person 

in his foyer. This is a borough in which artists have been 

complicit in social cleansing. And, just as the tragedy of this 

paradox is held in common, so too is its expression. On com-

munal ground, we are incited to reflect upon the changes that 

have taken place, within society and living memory, which 

detract from our existence. Cutting through the cynicism of 

our time, Peake’s keeners personify this spiritual loss with 

conviction, empathy and just a hint of playfulness.



Lizzy Le Quesne.

Florence Peake, The Keeners, London, 2015. Photo credit: Tim Bowditch. Courtesy the artist, and SPACE. 



Selected Anonymous Losses 

from The Keeners performance 2015
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4 Aug 2015, Anonymous contribution

SOMETHING (CULTURAL) I HAVE LOST

I mourn underarm hair.

In all the pictures of me as a young child both my parents 

carry me with a strong loving embrace and underarm 

hair. I can see in those photographs no embarrassment on 

their faces.

When I ask them about it they say – it was the 80s, it was 

the norm.

Occasionally, in 2015 when I put my arm up to reach for 

something I have a pang of embarrassment. I ignore it, and 

carry on. Sometimes I find myself bowing to this pang and 

shave, sometimes I don’t. 

I mourn underarm hair.
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18 Aug 2015, Anonymous contribution

Gay Marriage

I mourn the wholesale adoption of hetero-normative 

neo-liberalist ideas of identity and equality being adopted 

as a ‘right’ for gay people. All of those great sex radicals 

must be turning in their graves as multiple, anti normative 

lifestyles suddenly become side-lined for a hetero-norma-

tive state endorsed blue print of societal acceptance. Equally 

worse, we see people, who may think of themselves as liber-

al and left wing supporting this conservative and in my view 

dangerous capitulation to the cultural (and political given 

that is was supported by Cameron) move to the right. And 

how was this support most manifested.....by people changing 

their FBook status to a ‘rainbow flag’.....fucking pathetic.
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25 Aug 2015, Anonymous contribution

loss

I was doing a part time course in classical studies during 

the blairite coporisation of universities. Greek and Latin 

has no obvious corporate use and so was under threat to be 

scraped and the subject being lost amongst a more finan-

cially and economically “useful” subjects like Law. Tutors 

were the first to be put under pressure to be successful in 

a way that was more competitive. This atmosphere meant 

that perhaps the more eccentric and less competitive types 

eventually left under the pressure and only the streamlined 

and more corporate types remained. The almost spiritual 

component of learning, where it transcends use and is about 

being open minded, felt lost and the oddball academics 

disappeared one at a time.

20 Aug 2015, Anonymous contribution

Loss :(

I feel sadness and loss at the disassembling and commer-

cialisation of an institution that was once the embodiment 

of the risqué and cutting edge of contemporary culture in 

London. This establishment was once the pulse of creativity 

in London. Its energy has slumped through years of poor 

decision making and sub standard leaders from the com-

mercial sector lining their pockets with money and ego. A 

lack of understanding or empathy with the artistic commu-

nity has cultivated a contemporary arts organisation that’s 

become stagnant and blind. I worked there when it was 

the place to hang out, it had the best shows, excellent indie 

cinema and cutting edge music and performance. It makes 

me sad when I go there now because I remember how great 

it used to be and what it has become. Like an ageing boxer 

too tired to continue the fight.
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26 Aug 2015, Anonymous contribution

A loss

I lament the passing of an age in which the children of dif-

ferent backgrounds occupy the same community, and ‘play 

out’ together on the streets of London. Maybe communities 

still exist like that, but I just don’t see them.

25 Aug 2015, Anonymous contribution

My loss that I am grieving is the ethos of a service

My loss that I am grieving is the ethos of a service that I 

am currently working in. I am sad that services within the 

nhs are being cut. The main services being cut are related 

to patient’s psychological well being. Certain psychologi-

cal service are being privatised as they are thought to be 

resource heavy costing too much money. My loss is the end 

of an era where a patient’s have been considered and valued 

holistically, as opposed to seeing their vulnerabilities as 

a money making venture ie the privatisation of certain 

psychological services...or if no money can be made from a 

service cut altogether. Not considering the impact this can 

have on patient’s mental well being.
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7 Sep 2015, Anonymous contribution

The Keeners: Submission of Cultural losses

The recent sudden loss of so many cherished gay/queer cul-

tural spaces in London feels like a personal loss to me. The 

Joiners Arms, Madame Jojo’s, the Nelson’s Head, the Black 

Cap, and now the George and Dragon... Even though I only 

went out to those places once in a while, knowing they were 

always there was important and I find it really shocking that 

the simple brutality of the property market has just snuffed 

them out so quickly and effortlessly. It doesn’t seem possible 

that these flourishing spaces could just cease to exist all of 

a sudden - they are/were social spaces that are genuinely 

unique to London with nothing quite like them existing in 

other cities in the world. It’s such a clear instance of the 

bizarre culture-killing effect that the tide of gentrification 

has, and it also is a reminder that, despite the appearance of 

living in gay-friendly times, there are many ways in which 

even the most visible communities are still vulnerable and 

relatively powerless.
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6 Sep 2015, Anonymous contribution

Pataks lime pickle New improved recipe

I feel the new improved recipe Is a shame I loved this all   

my life with out realising it until it was gone. 
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Florence Peake, Empathy Hole, 2019, Bosse & Baum, London. Courtesy: Damian Griffiths & Bosse & Baum.
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