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Issue 1: Asparagus 

 

> The theme of issue 1 is asparagus— a 

somewhat arbitrary choice of vehicle 

to explore the surprises and               

importance of chain reactions, links 

and lineages. Each of the artworks in      

issue 1 are genealogically tethered  to 

one another in form, content or         

influence. Taking their leads from 

their historical precedents, each of the 

works in this issue show the               

importance of juxtaposing cultural 

forms, which usually stand alone or 

are separated by time, medium, and 

other pointless distinctions.  

> Asparagus issue 1 includes entries on 

Bataille's reading of Manet's asparagus 

canvases from the 1880s, a                

conversation between Sasha Galiztine 

and allotment plot holder Mick Rand 

on Hans Haacke's Manet-PROJEKT 

‘74, and an interview with Paloma 

Proudfoot to find out more about her 

series ‘There's One Missing From Your 

Bunch’.  

> Asparagus is a loose leaf zine with all 

the pages bunched together; each     

insert represents a single artist or    

artwork. The loose leaf format allows 

these art practices to be shuffled and            

reformatted in relation to one another, 

for the concerns of older works to be 

placed in direct contact with those of 

the contemporary and vice versa.  

 



MANET 
Bunch of Asparagus, 1880 

ÉDOUARD 

“Indifferent” and “incongruous” are 
words Georges Bataille used to   
describe the subjects of Manet's still 
lives. Roses and buns. Far from an 
OOO reading of 'indifferent objects' 
offered by Laura McLean-Ferris,(3) 
the levelling of the human and         
inanimate in Manet's canvases   
poses a more pressing and        
prescient issue. 
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1. Victoria Adam 



3. McLean-Ferris, L., 2013. Art 

Monthly 368: July—August 2013.  

4. Bataille, G., 1955. Manet: a bio-

graphical and critical study. Geneve: 

Editions d 'A rt Albert Skira. pp. 66-7.  

5. Ibid., p. 104. 

6.  Ibid., p. 52.  

“When Manet painted A Bunch of Asparagus, Charles Ephrussi not only bought the picture from him but 
gave him 200 francs more than he asked (which represents some 40,000 French francs – well over 100 
dollars – in present-day money). To thank him Manet painted this Asparagus and sent it to his friend as a 
surprise. “There was one missing from the bunch I gave you,” he wrote in the accompanying letter. Here 
we have the playful side of Manet’s temperament; he never felt happier than when he could defeat the 
conventions attaching to a given genre of painting without lapsing into arbitrariness – and here he         
defeated them with complete success.” (5) 

 
 

By eliminating the narrative of the objects 
on show, the subjects of the paintings are 
thrust into the dominant hegemony. They 
are untethered from specific written histories 
and, therefore, can be laid down on the 
same table as contemporary (but not con-
temporaneous) works. They are ever-
absorbent of social influences that more  
historical works, those that proffer            
historicity, are closed to.  
 

 
Manet's objects may be indifferent. However, they are not treated 
or rendered indifferently and this is why they have such agency 
today. They are still active. The asparagus have a self contained 
magic, they continue to destroy the tradition of still life, cling onto 
their anecdotal history without being at all reducible to it, and are 
able to be picked up, thrown into, and fight in arenas Manet (or 
Bataille for that matter) could never have predicted.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Poetry is stripped from the canvases; the 
asparagus could be any arbitrary vegetable. 
Their object-ness is, really, object-less in 
this sense. The asparagus is pregnant with 
meaning beyond and behind its material 
form. The stalks have an eerie power that – 
as Mark Fisher says of capital – seems to 
be “conjured out of nothing” and yet can  
exert influence and have (excuse the pun) 
currency today.  

“But text and painting part company, just as 
The Execution of Maximilian parts company 
with the newspaper account of the tragic 
events at Queretaro. In both cases [The       
Execution… and Olympia] the picture      
obliterates the text, and the meaning of the 
picture is not in the text behind it but in the 
obliteration of that text.” (4) 

“To some extent every picture 
has its subject, its title, but 
now these have shrunk into 
insignificance; they are mere 
pretexts for painting             
itself.” (6) 

Jack Smurthwaite, 2018 
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...the excellence of which I only realised once I    
started to grow it! Asparagus: A very succulent     
vegetable with its own unique and powerful       
flavour. 

 

How would you cook asparagus best? 

Like sweetcorn, it is best cooked as soon after 
it’s picked as possible. Keep it simple, as     
follows… Heat half butter/half oil 
in a wide pan over a moderate 
heat. Once this starts to    sizzle, 
throw in a fistful of asparagus per 
person and, if you like it, a 
crushed clove of  garlic. Keep it 
moving/turning and after a few 
minutes add a splash or two of 
water to produce some steam. 
When the water has nearly all 
steamed off, add a dash of soy 
sauce, remove from heat            
immediately and eat once it's 
cooled down a bit. 

 

Asparagus Matters/On the 

politics of asparagus 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S a sh a Ga l i t z in e   
in  c o n v er s at io n  w it h  

M ick  Ra nd   
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Can you tell us a bit more about how        

asparagus grow? It's sort of fascinating and 

surprising how they forcefully just pop up 

through the earth perfectly upright - they're 

really like stunning sculptures I think! 

Asparagus is a perennial plant, i.e. its roots 
("rhizomes") are left in the ground from year
-to-year. These gather and store energy in 
the growing season for release the following 

late spring, when they drive up the 
new  season's stems, this being the 
part that you eat. Each "crown" of 
roots produces spare underground 
stem buds, so you are effectively 
eating these "spares".  

It's one of only two food plants that 
I know of which are eaten at the       
beginning of the plant's annual     
lifecycle, the other being rhubarb, 
thus asparagus provides a very       
welcome food source at a time of 
year when the garden isn't          
producing much else. 

Curator Sasha Galitzine talks to King of 

the Fitzroy Park allotments Mick Rand. 

Sasha found Mick’s book ‘Close to the 

Veg’, complete with Arcimboldo veg 

front cover, at her friend’s Highgate 

House and followed Mick to the        

allotments. Mick was keen to help 

Sasha plan an open-air exhibition there. 

 

What’s so special about             

asparagus for you, 

when did you realise 

it's excellence?  

1 8 
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Have you heard of Hans Haacke's dealings 

with asparagus? It's pretty great actually -  in 

his work Manet-PROJEKT ’74 (in 1974) he  de-

tailed the provenance of Manet’s Bunch of   

Asparagus (1880) via biographies on its chain 

of ten owners. The work revealed the Nazi-era 

career of patron and Deutsche Bank chairman 

Hermann Josef Abs who'd been instrumental 

in the economic design and stabilisation of  

Nazism and who had  given the painting to the 

Museum Ludwig in Cologne on permanent 

loan. The Museum rejected the entire work 

since most biographical details were still being 

suppressed. There was also the irony that most 

of the previous owners had been Jewish. Who 

knew asparagus could be so political eh? On 

that subject...  

So far as the subject of the painting goes, on 
the face of it Hans Haacke's choice of Manet's 
‘Bunch of Asparagus’ in his whistle-blowing 
1974 work was a matter of mere chance, the 
Nazis after all being notorious for the theft (as 
well as destruction) of all kinds of art work, not 
just those depicting vegetables! 

 

 

In our exhibition, Closer to the 

Veg, on the allotments a few 

years ago (how we met) - an 

exhibition that you made      

happen – we actually had two 

asparagus works: Paloma's 

Stroke (Twice) and Stroke 

(Once, again) in Dan Weldon’s 

beautifully organised shed and 

'Asparagus: A horticultural  

Ballet by Pil and Galia Kollectiv 

was installed in your green-

house opposite the asparagus 

you're growing. The latter work 

was a screening of a performance and film 

narrating the rise of capital in the medium of 

asparagus. A rigid choreography inspired by 

Oskar Schlemmer’s Triadic Ballet and based 

on Karl Marx’s Capital dictates the           

movements of six performers in asparagus 

costumes. These  references to Marxism and 

the organic-yet-rigid forms of a Fordist      

assembly line that the Asparagus dancers   

 

 

appropriate seemed particularly pertinent in 

your greenhouse – amongst the community 

of allotments - based in land and labour yet 

ironically located in the epicentre of the high-

value real estate of Highgate and            

Hampstead. What did you think of the Ballet 

and its context? 

The Pil and Galia Kollectiv's ‘Asparagus     
ballet’ is a wonderful and quite hilarious take 
on some key aspects of Fordism -               
regimentation and robotic movement in  
particular. Transported on to the plots, like 
Andy Mealor's two works, it shone an ironic 
light onto the idea of allotments-as-utopia. 
(Wouldn't it have been great if we could 
have got a "live" performance of the work?) 

Also I think rhubarb costumes might have 
answered just as well - think of the amazing 
rhubarb-leaf hats you could make! 

 

Sasha Galitzine is a curator and founder of Galitzine 

Gallery.  

 

 

***  

In your brilliant book 'Close to the Veg' you 

talk about the fact that most commercial   

growers use the male asparagus vs the female 

as they believe it produces more quickly - 

what do you think, is this an example of the 

patriarchy impacting on the veg world? 

If it is patriarchy, it's not justified in my view. 
Many seed/plant companies supply all male 
asparagus roots (aka "crowns"), the  theory 
being that since male plants don't need to   
divert a proportion of their energy to make 
seed, they will be more vigorous. But in my 
experience this factor is irrelevant, since    
other factors in growing success dominate, 
such as soil type and fertility, drainage,      
absence of weeds etc. etc. As I mention in the 

sssssssssbook,           
sssssmysmost          
sssssuccessful    
ssssasparagus 
ssplantsshave  
ssssssallsbeen          
ssssssfemales.  

5 Closer to the Veg 

installation view 



I N T E R V I E W —  

AZ: Your single asparagus stalks are     

removed from their bunch. What does  

the individual object mean to you? 

PP: The asparagus works were initially inspired 

by the story of a gift Edouard Manet gave to his 

dealer Charles Ephrussi. I was really taken by the 

romance of this story and it got me thinking 

about the gestural quality of the single object 

removed from its implied bunch. Either when 

singled out as an exemplar of its kind, such as the 

individual rose stem given to a crush, or because 

it doesn’t conform to the expected standards, 

such as the double-yolk egg that falls short of the 

supermarket grade. Whether the prize or the 

anomaly, there is a romance or mystique to the 

object that doesn’t fit with its expected standard 

and that is what I am interested in playing with. 

 

For my show, There’s One Missing From Your 

Bunch, I presented the imperfect or mutant    

individual object –deflated eggs and conjoined 

asparaguses - as these prized, up-on-a-pedestal, 

fettered things. I wanted the soft, almost         

saccharine Neapolitan palette and the glazed  

lustre of the ceramics to lure people into the 

space, but then to find themselves also            

perturbed by the unsettling sexuality of the 

drooling yolks and phallic asparagus.     

PROUDFOOT 
PALOMA 

Multi-disciplinary artist Paloma Proudfoot 

talks about Manet, individual objects, her 

work with ceramics and some of her recent            

exhibitions. 

1. There’s One Missing From Your Bunch            

installation shot, May Project, 2016. 

 

2. Stroker (Single), There’s One Missing From Your 

Bunch, 2016.  

 

3.‘Sunny Side Up!’ installation shot, Rook & Raven, 

London, 2016. 

 

4. Stroker (Double), There’s One Missing From 

Your Bunch, 2016.  
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AZ: Material, as well as process, is        

important in your work, especially your 

ceramics as far as I can tell. Can you     

explain your relationships to your       

materials? 

PP: The materials and process are incredibly    

important to me, both as a means of communi-

cating ideas, and a method to provoke new ones. 

I spend periods not making, reading and going on 

research visits to houses, museums or factories; 

as well as gathering images of things from day to 

day life. I eventually reach research saturation 

point and start making as a way of computing 

this melange of influences. I like to see materials 

this way, as a sort of unconscious conduit for my 

thoughts rather than a means to directly illus-

trate any one idea. If a work can be translated in 

a blurb on the gallery wall, I don’t think there’s 

much point in it existing as a physical object.    

That is what I love (and also quite often hate!) 

about ceramics, is that so much of the process is 

beyond my control. Clay behaves in such odd 

ways, and allowing it to do so takes the work into 

that untranslatable realm where I want my work 

to sit. At every stage from opening the mould 

and cradling the malleable still-wet slip object to 

opening the kiln to reveal its final hardened 

glazed form, the work almost never goes in the 

way you expect. It’s the element of surprise that 

makes ceramics both so infuriating and addictive.  

AZ: Why do you bring living elements—

performance, flora, raw food and ecosys-

tems of decay—into your sculptural 

work? 

PP: The Rook and Raven show (‘Sunny Side Up!’, 

2016, London) made me realise that these     

transitory or perishable parts of my work are  

really important in off-setting the static quality of 

the ceramics and prevent them from being   

purely decorative.   

I borrow from the aesthetic of the fetishised   

design object but it is also important to interrupt 

or dismantle that, with flowers or food that wilt 

or decay, or in performance that opens the     

ceramics up to the precariousness of being used, 

touched and broken.  In my Edinburgh Arts     

Festival piece, Made to Be Broken, a collabora-

tion with Aniela Piasecka and martial artist Jamie 

Robson, I was able to resolve the issues with the 

Rook and Raven installation. I used the same 

bowling pin and ball sculptures and pistachio 

1 2 


