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ARTS

THE FIRST instalment of this promis-
ing six-parter (21 November, ends 
26 December) began with Donald 
Trump out on the campaign trail in 

2020 informing the proud electors of 
Minnesota that they had “good genes”. This, 
as the talking heads assembled by presenter 
Adam Rutherford pointed out, was an unfor-
tunate locale in which to start talking about 
hereditary advantage, given the state’s 
 original settlement by Scandinavians and 
the hint of Nordic supremacy that wafted 
over the proceedings. 

But Rutherford’s real quarry was the 
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CARNIVAL means change. From the 
Middle Ages to the present day, 
masked balls to Notting Hill, Venice 
to Port of Spain, the festival is 

marked by the dissolution of boundaries: 
between sacred and profane, private and 
 public, performance and reality. And unsur-
prisingly, it’s always been fertile soil for artists.  

Testament to this is Paint Like the Swallow 
Sings Calypso, a new exhibition at Kettle’s 
Yard, Cambridge (to 19 February) that com-
bines the work of three pioneering 
contemporary Afro-Caribbean artists with 
older pieces of art. Paul Dash, Errol Lloyd 
and John Lyons spent their careers crossing 
boundaries of genre, place and race. Here, 
boundaries act as pivots, hinges on a door: a 
space where ideas and influences mix and 
mutate. Within artworks – and between them.  

Dash’s ethereal sketches of carnival, based 
on childhood reflections where he saw his 
relatives transformed while dancing, sit next 
to fine-etched depictions of revellers by Dürer. 
Densely coloured paintings by Errol Lloyd 
rub shoulders with Ben Nicholson and David 
Jones, grouped together in clusters and lines; 
Picasso joins hands with Bruegel the Younger’s 
peasants. Common themes – memory, touch, 
the mute relatedness of animals – aren’t 
explored so much as incorporated: beats in 
a melody we can only just make out.  

Some notes are picked out more easily than 
others. For Catholics, carnival marks the tran-

sition from ordinary time into Lent. Historians 
have posited all kinds of pre-Christian origins 
for the practice, from Greek bacchanalias to 
ancient rites of winter banishment. Religion 
– binding and loosing, sanction and censure 
– is a constant presence across the exhibition.  

One electric sequence sets the tone. In John 
Lyon’s lurid, technicoloured Crucifixion, 
Christ’s body is twisted out of recognition, 
heart tearing out of his chest in a single, frantic 
movement that connotes to him the elastic 
passion of carnival, refigured through carni-
val’s gatekeep, the cross. Next to it, Graham 
Sutherland’s Descent from the Cross seems 
inhumanly static, drained of colour.  

At first glance – and separately – the pair 
have nothing to do with carnival. Side by side, 
they’re right at home; speaking to the violence 
and frailty of embodied emotion, the painful 
proximity of transience and transcendence. 

Carnival is an unstoppering of forces and feel-
ings otherwise suppressed. But that 
suppression remains real. In the exhibition, 
joy is often shadowed by melancholy, liber-
ation fading as fast as it arrives.  

But not always. The exhibition’s largest 
work greets you as you leave – Errol Lloyd’s 
Notting Hill Carnival – 24 squares span the 
length and breadth of the canvas. What unifies 
the piece isn’t a common style but a common 
sense of movement, of purpose. Freedom cap-
tured, but not contained. In the slave societies 
of the Caribbean, racial hierarchies were all-
pervasive. But with carnival, time changed. 
Domination, like everything else, was a per-
formance. And, therefore, contingent: as 
changeable as the seasons; as temporary as 
a mask, fluid as a dance calypso.
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Victorian polymath Sir Francis Galton (1822-
1911), first found on an Aberdonian street 
corner in 1864 eyeing up the women who 
passed by in an attempt to compile his “Beauty 
Map of Britain” (there were three categories 
– “attractive”, “indifferent” and “repellent”).  
Galton turned out to be a pioneering figure 
– among other achievements he designed the 
first weather map – and yet his work on eugen-
ics (a fabricated Greek word meaning “well 
born”) was soon revealed as pseudo-science 
of the worst kind. 

And yet the air that blew over the first 
attempts to suggest that society would be 
 better for weeding out its undesirable or weak-
minded elements was resolutely high-minded. 
If it was a middle-class and also an imperial 
project, then there was also a suffragist ver-
sion: “feminist eugenics”, as displayed in the 
“New Woman” novels of the 1890s, meant 
allowing clever, independent-minded females 
a choice of mate rather than saddling them 
with some inferior of whom their parents or 
society at large approved. 

Come the Edwardian era, the hustlers and 
organisers in whom the late nineteenth cen-
tury abounded had whipped the movement 
into shape. There was a Eugenics Education 
Society, founded by the formidable Mrs Sybil 
Gotto, an inaugural international conference, 
staged at the Imperial Institute in South 
Kensington in 1912 and addressed by Charles 
Darwin’s son Leonard, and a host of celebrity 
supporters that included Winston Churchill 
and the ex-prime minister Arthur Balfour. 

Also making its presence felt, amid the 
high-mindedness, was a markedly sinister 
side, which involved talk about “eliminating” 
the enfeebled and opposition to London 
County Council’s efforts to close its homes 
for inebriated women – less out of concern 
for their well-being than in the certainty that, 
if released into the community, they would 
start breeding with unsuitable men. Even 
here, in genteel South Kensington, the 
shadow of Dr Mengele – who will doubtless 
feature in later episodes – could be seen wait-
ing grimly in the wings.

COURTESY OF THE ARTIST

Errol Lloyd, Notting Hill Carnival – Aztec, 1997
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