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I first met S Mark Gubb in Birmingham in 2002 at the University  
of Central England (now Birmingham City University). During  
a half-hour tutorial we watched a number of his early video 
works, and our conversation got around to capitalism and horror, 
early zombie movies, together with the energy of Black Metal, 
youth culture and provincial enthusiasm. Two hours after our 
introduction, we were still talking; if you read the accompanying 
interview in this publication with Ross Sinclair you’ll get a good 
idea of how Gubb’s conversation can flit between unusual  
and conflicting subject matter.
	 Gubb’s energetic concern for the fanatical has 
developed over the past five or six years; he has become 
interested in ideas surrounding re-enactment and history in a 
variety of incongruous ways, and what’s true is how his work 
has also been directly influenced by his upbringing. Mark is 
originally from Herne Bay in Kent and this has given rise to a 
concern for a particular type of marginalia connected to seaside 
towns and estuary communities that inhabit areas close to 
London, yet which are culturally located a million miles away 
from the centre. If we are to see these places as embodying  
a mildly bi-polar entity – they are excessive and highly-strung  
in the summer (each seafront with its variety of arcades has an 
extreme visual volume between May and October), while in the 
off-season they are bleak, cold and wet – it’s the winter that has 
proved most interesting for Gubb. Both periods are visually 
brash, yet it’s the dark, mystical energy of the borders that has 
pushed his imagination.

S Mark 
Gubb: horror, 
history, 
politics and 
the periphery

Andrew Hunt 
2008

	 Added to this is another fact that affects the artist’s 
work. When Gubb was eight years old, his cousin introduced 
him to the heavy metal band Iron Maiden and video nasties, a 
particular brand of extreme horror film that was banned in the 
early 80s. Mark has been drawing on this cultural phenomenon, 
and the lineage and fusion of post-punk and thrash metal that 
formed outfits such as Napalm Death in late 80s. The result  
is a concern with the cross-generational anger of punk, the 
mysticism of metal and the slightly absurd and now antiquated 
government legislation against the more extreme elements  
of video. However, instead of looking to offend through his  
use of obscene content, dwell too much on a juvenile form  
of subject matter, or long for a youth that has disappeared, 
there’s actually an ethical brand of melancholy in this work. 
What ends up being addressed is a reaction to, and a distain  
for the current climate where anything goes, a situation that 
results in a lack of tension in contemporary horror and music, 
where destruction is played out as a method, and death is 
simply represented as an equation or mechanical process. 
	 Perhaps this unchallenged nihilism corresponds  
to a sense of failed utopianism. Either way, on the one hand 
Gubb seems to say ‘it’s all fucked and there’s no possibility  
of redemption,’ and on the other, his interest in films such as 
The Driller Killer and The Evil Dead – no matter how misplaced 
this sounds – contain an impossibly moral stance; they long for 
a past where a tension existed between alternative culture and 
the mainstream, and paradoxically where government action 
and moral guardianship reigned. This strange engagement  
with adolescent sub-culture and political history permeates 
most of Gubb’s recent work. 
	 Because most of his projects have taken place in  
UK towns or cities outside of London, this aspect of the artist’s 
practice also becomes important in terms of debates around 
the local, the regional and the international, together with the 
marginal in artistic practice. On a practical level, peripheral  
areas still have the ability to contain subcultures with energy 
and desire, and this can map itself on to ideas of the scene,  
the event, and connects to local identity, desire, ambition and 
contemporary collaborative production. 
	 Due to this and other reasons, Gubb’s recent projects 
resonate in an interesting way. As part of a Grizedale Arts 
commission in 2003, he produced The Church of the Greys,  
a dilapidated shed built on a rambling route in Cumbria.  
The shed was constructed from unseasoned timber, and so 
over time it deteriorated to form the veneer of age; a theatrical 
rickety ghost-ride. Unwitting hikers subsequently stumbled 
across this highly theatrical haunted church in a natural 
environment. Gubb also hired local actors from a metal band  
to appear in a related video piece, while the same people 
helped the artist build the structure.
	 Similarly, Everyone Knows This is Nowhere (2007)  
is a collaborative work with Gordon Dalton that resulted in  
an exhibition at Castlefield Gallery, Manchester, and stemmed 
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from a road trip that aimed to research the visual identity 
connected to American stunt legend Evel Knievel, together with 
the cultural aspiration that radiates out from the motorcyclist’s 
extreme ambition. In various documentation we see graphic 
design and tailor made posters (produced by an original US 
poster company that have been screen printing promotional 
material for over 100 years), next to amusing images of the 
well-known Knievel wind-up 70s toy bike, which in one 
photograph faces the edge of the Snake River Canyon, as if it  
is about to attempt a jump that it will never succeed in making. 
	 In other works such as Here Today, Gone Tomorrow 
(2007), an installation at The City Gallery, Leicester, and Black 
as midnight on late evening moonless (2004) at Bunkier  
Sztuki, Krakow, constructed environments played with various 
restrictions on the audience. In the former, visitors were only 
able to access a part of the room based on their height. If they 
were above five feet seven inches tall (the artist’s own height), 
they only had access to half of the installation, while if they 
were below that height, they could only visit the opposite side. 
If discrimination within a council-run gallery aimed to antagonise 
the local authority and population, most people seemed to  
get the joke. Unusually, the only people to complain were  
white middle-class art goers, who were unlikely to have ever 
experienced discrimination of this kind before. In Gubb’s 2004 
Polish installation, a similar physical experience existed for the 
viewer. In the gallery, blank political placards were positioned 
facing a stage. The same room also contained an open 
microphone, together with marching soundtrack sections from 
tracks by Twisted Sister and The Sex Pistols. If anything, this 
environment proposed a dilemma of whether to make ones 
own protest in the insular, restrictive yet emotive confines  
of the gallery space.
	 Despite these confusing and slight interventions,  
if any recent work by Gubb has provoked a truly unusual 
response, it’s without doubt The Death of Peter Fechter (2007). 
Here we can see a shift within the artist’s practice, where 
horror and ethics, nihilism and the centre, together with the 
peripheral and contemporary art are combined with world 
history. Taking place almost as an anti-performance, this action 
created a straight historical representation of the moment in 
August 1962 when the teenager Peter Fechter was fatally 
injured in no man’s land as he attempted to escape to the  
west over the Berlin Wall with his friend Helmut Kulbeik.  
While Kulbeik made it to safety, Fechter was shot in the back 
and abdomen. Famously left abandoned by guards on both 
sides of the divide as he cried for help, he eventually bled  
to death before being dragged away by East German guards.
	 The venue for Gubb’s re-enactment was left 
undisclosed to the two coach loads of people that were shipped 
from central London to witness the event. Commissioned  
by Vivienne Gaskin of the ICA – who has been interested in 
performances of this kind for a number of years, having worked 
with Iain Forsyth and Jane Pollard and other artists who have 

celebrated moments in popular history – it was left unclear  
why the action was taking place, apart from the fact that it 
represented the forty-fifth anniversary of the original event. 
Gubb’s work actually took place in the Thamesmead industrial 
estate, again, an estuary hinterland situated in its own no  
man’s land between the capital and the regions. Similar to the 
original event, in Gubb’s recreation, all of the action happened  
in the first five minutes. In the following fifty-five minutes, 
during which the fake ‘Fechter’ bled to death, the audience 
provided their own performance in its observance and reaction 
to the proceedings. Accompanied by real AK-47s and planted 
audience members who shouted at them to help Fechter, the 
guards corralled and pushed the ‘real’ audience who had been 
shipped to the secret location, and who protested and tried to 
intervene within the situation just as in the original event. Again, 
like Gubb’s other works, everything conspired to leave visitors 
in an unresolved and uncertain state. Eventually the guards 
dragged Fechter’s body from sight, while later, one dramatically 
appeared with a blood soaked hand. Again, a stalemate of 
historical accuracy was reached in much the same way as the 
original stand off between the US and DDR soldiers who left 
Fechter to die. 
	 Gubb maintains that he is interested in the human 
element to stories such as these, and again a connection to  
the horrific form of blankness, futility and pointlessness that  
is sometimes attached to history and death. Similarly, perhaps 
this work is also a more critical comment on the emptiness  
of the re-enactment boom in contemporary art itself. 
	 Either way, it’s fair to say that The Death of Peter 
Fechter is S Mark Gubb’s most poignant work to date. If we  
go back to the idea of borders, the regional and the peripheral, 
this work’s incorrectness in terms of time and place also points 
to a vacuum in value, both within contemporary culture, art and 
politics. Fechter’s attempted escape deliberately exists in the 
‘wrong’ peripheral environment – there is no embodiment of 
world history in Thamesmead, simply a massive new housing 
development. Fechter isn’t attempting to escape to the right 
side of town because there is no right or wrong side of town  
to escape to; he is doubly doomed to stay where he is: in a 
 ‘wasteland’ miles from the official cultural centre. Yet, without 
sounding too unlikely, this is a wasteland that provides a strange 
hope through its isolation; through its relative autonomy from 
the centre contains the promise of redemption, while expectation 
and desire start to exist.
	 What we can be certain of is that, if mainstream 
culture and art is becoming increasingly unbearable and nihilistic 
through its massive proliferation, we should consider celebrating 
the peripheries of the UK through unlikely actions and 
unexpected performances. Instead of escaping to London, any 
self-respecting young artist should relinquish their ambition to 
move out, and stay where they are; remaining locked impossibly 
within the restrictive and narrow, yet untapped potential of their 
regional context. This’d make life far more interesting.
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Ross Sinclair: When I was 
young you were into Punk 
Rock or Heavy Metal. Punk 
was principled, serious, 
heavy, deep – it spoke to  
me directly, it set me apart 
from my peers, it was mine, 
but it taught me to question 
everything and helped  
form my view of the world. 
But you, my friend, were 
different, for you another 
world was opening up  
– a world of fantasy  
and escapism, maidens and 
mysticism – a window into  
a different place.

The Church of the Greys 
Mixed Media Installation 
Grizedale Arts, Cumbria 
April 2003

Commissioned by Grizedale Arts. This was a two-part project;  
a permanent sculptural installation in the forest and a video 
work. The sculptural element took the form of a wooden 
chapel in the heart of the forest. This was built out of untreated 
wood, the intention being that it would quickly begin to decay 
and become dilapidated. This was positioned near to popular 
ramblers routes, offering the B-Movie experience of stumbling 
upon an old building in the middle of a forest and the ‘should 
we go in or shouldn’t we?’ debate that ensues. The second 
part was the production of a short 16mm horror film based 
around a false history written for the church. For this, I worked 
with Zenolith, a young Death Metal band from Barrow-in-
Furness who, along with their extended social and family 
networks, became the actors and crew in the films production. 
The film was never completed due to equipment failure and  
a three car smash on route to Grizedale from Barrow.

TONIGHT WE’RE GONNA PARTY 
LIKE IT’S 1999? 
A CONVERSATION 
BETWEEN S Mark Gubb (smg)  
& ROSS SINCLAIR (RS)

The Church of the Greys
Installation view
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Ross Sinclair: A punk rock 
adolescence marked my 
practice as an artist, has 
your Heavy rock heritage 
shaped yours?

The Church of the Greys
Detail

The Church of the Greys
Detail
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Welcome to Hell
UCE, Birmingham
September 2004

Exhibition marking the end of The Wheatley Fellowship  
at BIAD, Birmingham. A mixed show containing around  
sixteen separate works and a lo-fi, photocopied, exhibition 
plan, including text adapted from the ‘Protect and Survive’ 
manual of the late 70’s. The works in the show weren’t 
specifically linked, but their exhibition together alluded to  
a kind of ‘end-of-days’; slightly apocalyptic and questioning, 
including references to music, comedy, the Cub Scouts, 
Protect and Survive and nationalism.

S Mark Gubb: My cousin got 
me into Iron Maiden when  
I was eight. Punk was about 
the urban, suburban and 
real life, Thatcher’s Britain 
and how shit everything 
was, whereas metal was  
all mysticism, castles,  
big boobs and badly veiled 
phallic references, but  
it was never that side of 
things I was in to. I loved  
the extreme imagery of 
skulls and the devil, but it 
was the noise, bright lights 
and the fire that I liked.  
I became a huge thrash  
metal fan – Slayer, Anthrax, 
Megadeth, Metallica and 
Testament. I was young 
enough to find the idea of 
the devil frightening and 
that it might somehow 
manifest itself through  
this music was exhilarating.

Educate to Liberate
Installation view
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Jesus Saves and Still We Stand Tall
Installation view

An Important Moment in Hi(ck)story,  
Nuclear Family (2004) and Be Prepared
Installation view
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Black as midnight on late evening moonless
Bunkier Sztuki, Krakow, Poland
December 2004

An installation produced as a result of a residency hosted  
by Bunkier Sztuki, Krakow, Poland. This work was made  
in response to my time spent in Poland and, more specifically, 
a series of interviews and conversations with Krakow residents 
from a range of age groups, all of whom have lived through  
the massive shift in Poland’s history from Communism to 
Democracy. The work consisted of a series of free-standing 
placards positioned so that, as you entered, you couldn’t see 
what they said; you were joining the protest from the rear.  
At the front of the space was a microphone and PA, plugged in 
and switched on, so that if the viewer wished they could make 
their way through the placards and speak in to the microphone. 
By doing so, it would also be revealed to them that the placards 
were blank. A sound element to the work consisted of the 
sound of marching feet and a military style drumbeat; samples 
from ‘Holidays in the Sun’ and ‘We’re Not Gonna Take it’  
by The Sex Pistols and Twisted Sister, respectively.

Black as midnight on late evening moonless 
Installation view

RS: I remember thinking 
that the 12” record was 
the height of empathetic 
engagement with an 
audience, a beautiful thing 
with all this exciting extra 
stuff (patches, stickers), 
some kid would buy it 
and take it home to their 
bedroom, carefully unwrap 
it, pore over it, inspect it, 
treasure it.
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The Death of Peter Fechter
Live Performance
London
18th August 2007

Commissioned by the ICA, this was a re-enactment of the 
death of Peter Fechter; an 18 year old citizen of the DDR,  
shot and fatally wounded attempting to escape over the Berlin 
Wall on August 17th, 1962. After being fired upon and hit  
in the back and abdomen, Peter fell back in to the no man’s 
land on the DDR side of the wall and lay calling for help for  
50 minutes whilst he slowly bled to death. Neither the DDR 
nor GI guards stepped in to help him, despite pleas from  
a large group of West Berliner’s who gathered having heard  
the shots. This project was a straight re-enactment of this hour  
in Peter’s life and death, staged at a secret location in London. 
Two coaches of audience were bussed there from the ICA  
with no knowledge of where they were going. Integral to the 
performance was the use of live-firing AK-47 machine guns  
by the DDR guards (firing blank ammunition), providing a very 
real and physical experience for the audience. Planted among 
the audience were performers who took the role of the West 
Berliner’s once the performance was under way, in an attempt 
to blur the line between audience, performer and performance.

RS: How do you think of the 
audience? What about the 
context in which the work is 
made – this seems important 
for you?

The Death of Peter Fechter
Documentation of performance
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The Death of Peter Fechter
Documentation of performance

The Death of Peter Fechter
Documentation of performance
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Everyone Knows This Is Nowhere 
Mixed Media Installation
Castlefield Gallery, Manchester 
December 2007

A collaborative project with Gordon Dalton, this exhibition  
was based around a road trip we made from Los Angeles  
to Snake River Canyon in Twin Falls, Idaho, in an attempt  
to track down the site of Evel Knievel’s failed ‘Snake River 
Canyon Jump’. The exhibition took the form of an installation  
in the gallery including large-scale bleachers (American stadium 
style seating), projected video, fly-posters and a promotional 
poster produced by Hatch Show Print of Nashville, Tennessee; 
Hatch are America’s oldest working print shop having been 
established in 1879. Their look and style are synonymous  
with the art and culture of the American South and has 
become as famous as the people they have produced posters 
for; the likes of Johnny Cash, Elvis and The Grand Ole Opry. 
The exhibition was very much a sum of its parts; the nostalgia, 
the futility, the trip in to the Wild West, the posters, the 
bleachers, the film, the stunts. It becomes a dialogue around 
our positioning to American cultural and political history; both 
the culture and politics of today and the aspirational, superstar 
culture of our youth. A ridiculous pilgrimage to engage with  
an impossible dream and the inevitable crash down to earth 
that this entails, both physically and aspirationally.

Promotional poster designed and printed 
by Hatch Show Print, Nashville, USA

SMG: Audience and context 
are imperative. Take my  
A Real Rock Archive project, 
where I staged an event at 
The Boat Club in Nottingham, 
and interviewed two guys 
called Geoff Lucas and Phil 
Myatt live on stage. Geoff 
used to be Black Sabbath’s 
roadie and tour manager AND 
Phil used to run a club in 
Birmingham called Mothers.
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Everyone Knows This Is Nowhere
Installation view

Everyone Knows This Is Nowhere
Installation view
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Here Today, Gone Tomorrow
Mixed Media Installation
The City Gallery, Leicester
March 2008

A solo show drawing together various themes and interests 
running through my practice. The gallery space was divided  
in two by a roughly fabricated wall of wooden boards. These 
spaces were fenced off and a process of discrimination used 
on the visiting audience to decide which half of the gallery 
space they were allowed to enter; this was a token and 
arbitrary process based around height – if the visitor was  
over 5’ 7” they were allowed in the left hand space, if they 
were under that height they were allowed in the right hand 
space and if they were exactly 5’ 7” (the same height  
as myself) they were allowed in both. This was enforced  
by someone I employed by placing an advert in the local job 
centre. The exhibition was aiming to draw discussion around 
political/social/moral structures, religion’s role within these 
structures, political apathy, the human desire for change and 
each persons (in)ability to achieve this.

SMG: What you’ve said about 
the record and posters and 
patches, and the relationship 
it has with its audience is 
true. There’s that eternal 
question how do you do that 
with art?! I’m always really 
conscious not to say ‘this  
is the way it is’ through my 
work, I want the work to be 
a discussion, although as an 
artist you’re rarely around 
to have the conversation. 

Promotional poster designed and printed 
by Hatch Show Print, Nashville, USA
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Here Today, Gone Tomorrow  
Installation view
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RS: The audience is all over 
your work like a rash.  
For example Here Today,  
Gone Tomorrow at Leicester,  
tell me more about that?

You Suffer… 
From the …all in the name of series

Somewhere Over the Rainbow
Detail
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I’d never 
Been around 
A real AK-47 
Before and 
So figured 
Most of 
The audience 
Probably 
hadn’t…

SMG: I wanted to control the audiences experience in  
the space, so divided the gallery down the middle, with 
different works on either side, caged off across the 
front and a gallery attendant present to determine 
which side of the gallery they were allowed in. I came  
up with an arbitrary system based on my height. I’m 5’ 7”, 
so if people were over that height they were allowed  
in the right side, if they were under they were allowed in 
the left and if they were exactly that height, they were 
allowed in both, the chosen ones. The attendant I had 
dividing the audience was someone I’d found by putting 
an advert in the local job centre.

The individual works themselves alluded to various 
things – religion, politics, aspiration, discrimination, 
apathy, division, music. I got regular feedback from the 
person I’d employed, a different relationship to the one  
I would have had with a gallery attendant. They would 
text me different people’s reactions and let me know 
about conversations they’d had. Only a couple of people 
complained about the height thing and it was interesting 
to note they were white, middle-class; exactly the kind  
of demographic who are least likely to have experienced 
any real kind of discrimination in their lives.
 
I’m interested in work giving the audience a physical 
experience, in the spectacle, and in attempting to bring 
out an emotional response. That comes back to music; 
the power of the concert, the volume, the show, but how 
under-pinning all that spectacle, the music is trying to 
convey something significant and to tap in to something 
deeper than a visual experience; something I think I’ve 
achieved best with my re-enactment piece, The Death  
of Peter Fechter.

RS: I really identify with that idea of the audience’s 
physicality. I think of the audience like another aspect 
of the work, as important as a physical dimension  
– another more fluid, changeable but corporeal 
characteristic. I find it hard to develop work sometimes 
if it’s not for a particular show, space, idea or audience. 
I like to imagine the punters coming in to the space,  
how they enter, what they see first, how the work 
pushes them around – not in a Carsten Holler kind of 
way, more in some kind of insane urban planning way. 

So tell me more about Peter Fechter – that work  
seems to take the relationship with audience somewhere 
else altogether?

SMG: Whilst I’ve made work that has a performative 
element, I’d never made an outright performance  
work, and this was also really flirting with theatre. 

All the ‘action’ happened in the first 5 minutes and  
the other 55 minutes was a group of people watching  
an individual slowly bleed to death which, in terms  
of a theatrical experience, isn’t that interesting.
 
The performance was underway before the audience 
arrived on site, the guards were already ‘on duty’ and 
there was no announcement at the end, the guards just 
moved around the site ushering people away in a typical 
‘nothing to see here’ manner. We used real AK-47 machine 
guns. I was interested in what process would be involved 
to bring real machine guns to a London suburb and fire 
them. It’s surprisingly easy to get the permissions you 
need. I wanted realism but also a Warholian notion that 
we have become desensitized. I’d never been around a 
real AK-47 before and so figured most of the audience 
probably hadn’t. The only way to describe those things 
when they go off is awesome, truly terrifying. When the 
actors started firing, audience members were literally 
diving out of the way, which I guess is a good reflex 
response to have.
 
The audience could go wherever they liked, providing 
guards didn’t stop them. There were no seats and I’d 
planted people in the audience to take on the role of  
the West Berliners who gathered against the wall during 
the original event, shouting at the guards to help Peter. 
I wanted to merge audience and performer a bit further, 
which seemed to work as a few audience members joined 
in with the shouting. Equally, it wasn’t about drawing  
in the audience in any other way than emotionally. 

RS: This project brings into focus some of the 
ambiguities and ‘tones’ in the other works. It demands  
a lot of the audience – it’s like you’re taking them 
hostage and they can’t escape until the scenario  
is played out. Perhaps this is the ultimate in using  
the audience as another physical element of the work.

SMG: It didn’t demand a lot of them in a physical sense, 
but emotionally it did. I’m also a big fan of things  
that are not necessarily immediately recognizable  
as art. I’ve made a couple of projects that straddle  
the line between ‘the culture I’m engaging with’ and 
‘art’; A Real Rock Archive and Among the Living, which  
I curated and where we met; one engaging with rock 
music and history, the other with skateboarding. Both  
of these projects came out of A genuine passion I have  
for the subject matter, but also from a belief that  
I could bring together ‘art’ and ‘this other culture’ 
without compromising either; the art would still be 
critical and credible but the other culture remained 
intact too. 

I’m interested  
in giving  
the audience  
a physical  
experience,  
in the  
spectacle,  
and in  
attempting  
to bring out  
an emotional  
response…
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RS: That reflects an important element of your practice 
that engages with different constituencies – almost  
like a documentary maker would point the lens in 
different directions to focus on specific ‘identities’.  
It seems that each work develops a dialogue with the 
specific constituency addressed. 

The Peter Fechter reconstruction means something 
different now than it would have a decade ago. I think 
that’s significant and I thought about that a lot in the 
work I made for Chapter, in Cardiff, for my part of the 
skate project, in your own story, your own relation to 
these communities through the work. I loved the idea of 
Free Electric Guitars for Under 18’s on the understanding 
that I’d make a CD of cover versions of the first song 
they wrote on the guitar and then we’d release that  
– it exists in one moment, but promises something for 
the future.

SMG: Those kids in Cardiff are going to remember that 
guitar for the rest of their lives… You made reference  
to documentary and anthropology. My work is just 
based on things I find interesting in the world, holding 
them back up for re-examination. Referring back to  
a point you made, the works within the Here Today,  
Gone Tomorrow project hopefully allow the audience  
to construct the work to become more than the sum  
of its parts. That way of working to me is really 
important. I don’t suppose any creative professional 
wants to be remembered for one thing, one piece of 
work, one exhibition, one film, whatever, as that’s just 
one thing you wanted to say to the world. 

RS: It goes back to the idea of the creative life. The  
long haul. It’s a political act. It’s an ongoing fight 
against cynicism – the antithesis of the ‘here today  
– gone tomorrow’ mentality that seems so prevalent  
in the art world at the moment. 

Everything is consumed and discarded so fast these  
days but I think there is a real value in reflecting  
on work in chunks of years. Let’s think about it, let’s 
talk about it, Let’s look at it as a body of work which 
shines a light on many different aspects of living  
today, so we can celebrate and commiserate in equal 
measure. Art, and life.

For a full version of this conversation between  
S Mark Gubb and artist Ross Sinclair, please visit  
www.cerihand.co.uk 

Those kids 
in Cardiff 
are going 
to remember 
that guitar 
for the 
rest of 
their lives…
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