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Melbourne, 1 June 2021

I don’t like the idea of being aligned to a particular way of thinking about 
the world. I don’t want to be identified by my thoughts on politics, the 
environment, social change or religion, and I feel no need to broadcast 
them.

I’m not into mass alignment events. I don’t go to concerts. I don’t cheer or 
clap in unison. I don’t even like laughing along with others. 

Most people aren’t like this, clearly.

It won’t come as a surprise to know that I actively avoid public protests. 
While I acknowledge that they are a reasonable way to effect change, I feel 
that they’re equally a threat to individual autonomy. It’s a difficult position 
to argue, and probably unreasonable.

But what reassures me is that even within the seemingly unified 
expression of a protest, there is individuation. Each of the painted portraits 
in Sleep support that notion. I’ve sourced the head shots from images of 
mass protests from 2019 just before the outbreak of the pandemic, and 
zoomed in on tiny, pixelated sections, looking for distracted, disengaged or 
uncomfortable individuals, who I feel some kind of strange commune with.

They are, essentially, my people.
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Copenhagen, 21 April 2019

‘It’s this way,’ he said. I followed Harien as he slowly made his way down 
the cobbled laneway to a bright green door, over which loomed a pair of 
bat-like gargoyles. ‘My protectors,’ he mumbled.

I’d first read of Harien’s collection in Odd European a couple of years
previous. Notoriously reclusive, he’d lent a sizable chunk of it to the
Copenhagen Museum after being charmed by a curator.

‘Rats.’ He pointed toward a dark corner of the entrance lobby. In the dim 
light a mass of glistening, twisted forms. Claws and eyes and teeth and 
tails. A polished bronze. 
 
‘Is that a Robonteur?’ I asked. He grunted in the affirmative before
throwing his coat over it. ‘If you like it, you can have it. I’m sick of it.’

We walked through a narrow corridor past an array of medieval shields. It 
was too gloomy to see much.

‘The main, um, hall.’ He swung his arm out and flapped his hand around. 

‘I’ll make coffee.’

A weak stream of light fell from a dome wedged high in the ceiling. At the 
edges of the circular room, a small army of bronze armored figures
wrestled with elaborately cast serpents, swords plunged into bellies, 
maces swung into heads, tongues and scales of soldier and creature in an 
orgy of ecstatic violence.
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Alabama, 8 June 2019

Lirte sat with her arms crossed at the small diner, a half-eaten hot dog 
lying limp on a plate in front of her. She looked bored and irritated. I’d 
planned this meeting for months but was struggling to get much out of 
her.

I cleared my throat. ‘So, the immigrant tunnels. They actually exist?’

She looked at me scornfully. ‘Well of course they do, how the hell do you 
think they get over here?’

‘Well…’I trailed off.

We’d conversed via email till now. She’d been suspicious of my intentions 
at first but had gradually opened up about her involvement in the Take 
Action movement, a conglomerate of right-wing groups across the
Southern US states that had banded together to support Trump’s border 
wall policies.

Lirte’s prejudices were contradictory. She was an active participant in 
border control militias that scouted for illegal Mexican immigrants but was 
also on the board of a welfare organisation that distributed food parcels to 
the poor, including Mexican immigrants.

She was a founding member of a white power group called the Briggs 
Council, a radical offspring of the conservative Birch Society, while
simultaneously travelling with an African aid organisation to Chad to 
improve water quality.

My assumption was that she operated in several parallel moral vacuums.
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Bohemian Forest, Czech Republic, 12 March 2019

I heard him before I saw him. The snapping of spruce branches and 
needles under heavy feet. I sat in the clearing, shivering, and waited for 
him to emerge.

‘Mr Bond, I presume, haha,’ came a booming voice, in an accent that I 
found difficult to place.

He was an enormous man with gigantic shoulders and hands, and withered 
legs that looked barely able to support him. Wearing shorts on a five-
degree day.

I’d tracked him to the Bohemian Forest, known in Czech as Šumava, after 
an extensive search. He’d been filmed taking part in a political rally in 
neighbouring Germany six months previous, and after being lampooned 
in the local media as the ‘uncomfortable giant’ for his awkward range of 
facial expressions, he’d gone into hiding.

I was surprised by his ease. He sat down on the log beside me and 
immediately ripped off a dead branch, tearing it open to reveal a nest of 
orange and green speckled beetles. ‘Some people eat these’ he said 
casually, before flinging it into the distance.
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Auckland, 5 September 2019

Myrchel Rendotha paused for me to catch my breath. ‘This is important – 
it’s fast walking, okay? It’s not power walking, or Olympic walking or speed 
walking, for that matter. People often confuse them. We’re not doing this 
for exercise. This is not a sport. Okay?’

Myrchel is considered the founding elder of fast walking. The movement 
took off in Auckland after he was filmed fast walking through a trade union 
rally in late 2018, knocking over protesters. The fast walker’s penchant 
for daggy spectacles, flannel shirts and stooped posture is a nod to their 
founder’s unique style.

But this is not a fashion movement. Fast walking is instead a form of 
meditation, where participants eschew social contact in favour of a hyper 
fixation on a shortened intake of breath.

‘Most meditation focuses on the long breath, but this is all about the 
stressed breath. Only the stressed breath enables psychodynamic change.’

Before I can find out more, he’s sped off again. I find myself jogging to keep 
up. He stops at the base of the Auckland Sky Tower and points to the top. 
‘You see up there? All the way at the top? I’ve fast walked that.’
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Hong Kong, 6 December 2019

I’m on the 17th floor of an apartment complex under construction. 
Leaning out a window into a forest of bamboo scaffolding.

‘Come on out,’ yells Nelage Vertinen. ‘It’s totally safe.’

I step out gingerly onto planks of wood that sit on top of the bamboo 
pieces. It’s windy but the structure seems rigid.

‘If you want to talk to me, this is where it has to happen,’ he says. ‘You’ve 
got nothing to be scared about. Trust me.’

‘My job is to count the bindings,’ he continues, ‘and check the pole widths. 
See these?’ he says, pointing to a pair of vertical pieces that run close to 
the edge of the building. ‘Too skinny.’ ‘But don’t worry, it’s not a problem.’

He sets off down the planks.

‘Well, here it is.’ We round the corner of the building. A platform has been 
constructed off the edge of the main scaffolding, supporting an enormous 
nest of interwoven bamboo pieces. Laminated photos of young men and 
women are tied to the top of the structure and flap about like flags.

‘These are the dead.’ 
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Huddersfield, 12 October 2019

Drifting down a canal flanked by banks of fallen oak leaves is The Whisper, 
a black and white trimmed narrow boat steered by Rote Kins.

I’m the only passenger on the journey, which takes place in silence. She is 
as I remember her in the image, wrapped in two woolen shawls, one red, 
one blue.


