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 To Hell with Herbert Read

Freee art collective

Freee write manifestos by taking a pencil (or a laptop) to an historical text, usually 
belonging to the entwined traditions of the avant-garde and political activism. 
Sometimes, as Tristan Tzara advised, we choose the text according to its length, 
while other times, such as in this instance, we select the text according to the 
conditions of the invitation that triggered the writing of the manifesto. Our 
manifesto ‘To Hell with Herbert Read’ was written originally as a contribution 
to a conference held in Manchester that took its title from Herbert Read’s essay 
‘To Hell with Culture’ (1941). 

Unlike Tzara we do not cut up our selected text and assemble it blindly. We 
go through it – word by word, phrase by phrase, point by point – and ask ourselves 
whether we agree with the author(s). If we agree and there is no need to update 
the language or examples, then we can leave that passage as it stands since it is 
disagreement that triggers action. 

At the beginning of the selected section of Read’s book from which we carved 
our manifesto Read wrote: ‘To Hell with Culture’. We disagreed with this so 
violently that we couldn’t leave it. It had to be rewritten, not just crossed out. A new 
thought had to replace the old one. We did this twice. First, in the manifesto itself 
we changed the sentence as follows: ‘To Hell with Herbert Read’. Second, in an 
image designed for a T-shirt to be worn by Freee during the spoken choir reading of 
the manifesto, we changed the sentence to: ‘Hello Culture’. This is how we typically 
proceed when writing a manifesto. 

However, in the case of ‘To Hell with Herbert Read’ we worked on the text in 
a different way. Since the text was chosen for us and was accorded a privileged status 
within the conference, we decided not to write a manifesto by modifying the text 
but by confronting it. This is why the manifesto reads as a long series of accusations, 
complaints and denouncements. Whereas our manifestos usually relate to their source 
text in the way one person might finish another’s sentence, nodding and chipping in 
when the occasion arises, this particular manifesto resembles one half of an argument 
that you hear on the train when someone shouts down the phone. 

‘No … ’, ‘Oh … ’, ‘FFS … ’, ‘Shut up! ... ’ are typical exclamations that precede the 
explanations of Read’s errors in our litany of disputation. If all our manifestos begin 
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with an act of reading, this one, unusually, is punctuated by repeated withdrawals 
from the text and refusals to read on. The world interrupts the action of reading 
at every step because the text presupposes a world that is either patently false or is 
objectionable to the reader. This is the way teenagers read all the time. The enraged 
reader can never enter into the text completely but is constantly reminded of the world 
beyond the text even when the text fails to refer to the world adequately. 

‘To Hell with Culture’ is an essay that cuts itself off from the world whereas ‘To 
Hell with Herbert Read’ relocates Read’s essay in a world of cultural, social, economic 
and political actualities that are part of common experience. Read rejects culture 
because he thinks it is a useless, wasteful, elitist, puffed-up, decorative supplement to 
the functional, factual, palpable, purposeful world of things. He is a positivist kind of 
modernist who presents himself as the opposite, an enemy of the status quo. He is an 
anarchist of a particularly bourgeois hue: he wants us all to have decent pots and pans, 
not the inferior ones that are supplied by market forces cheaply. Rather than taking 
his aim precisely to target the dominant forces of his day – the industrial capitalists 
and their financiers – he rejects the world and all its inhabitants. He not only despises 
elitist culture but popular culture too. 
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Freee is a collective made up of three artists, Dave Beech, Andy Hewitt and Mel 
Jordan, who work together on slogans, billboards and publications that challenge the 
commercial and bureaucratic colonisation of the public sphere of opinion formation. 
Freee occupies the public sphere with works that take sides, speak their mind and 
divide opinion.
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