
‘The India Club’ is the second iteration of a site-specific  
visual arts project initiated by Specular Assembly in 2015. 

Inspired by the 500th anniversary of the publication of  
Thomas More’s ‘Utopia’, nine artists have created work  
in response to the theme of utopia, along with the history  
and geography of this unusual space. 

The Hotel Strand Continental sits between Somerset House 
and Waterloo Bridge. An unassuming door off The Strand 
leads to The India Club bar and restaurant, founded in 1946 
by V.K. Krishna Menon, the first Indian High Commissioner 
to the UK. The building was a hub for political activity and its 
rich history is still apparent in the unique interiors, which have 
changed little since opening. The works will be exhibited across 
the hotel’s public areas, blending in with the eclectic decor. 

Specular Assembly is a group of visual artists working  
predominantly with the medium of photography.

Artists 
Ben Cave  
Leon Chew  
Andrew Curtis 
Will Jennings & Nivik Gautam 
Katja Mayer 
Lee Milne & Mike Brooks  
Minna Pöllänen   

www.specularassembly.com

For further information: 
specularassembly@gmail.com 

    @SpecAssembly 
    @specularassembly
    Specular Assembly

UTOPIA

19 – 22 May 2016

Private View  
Wednesday 18 May, 7-11pm 

Hotel Strand Continental 
143 Strand, London WC2R 1JA 

(Next to Somerset House)
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1. Ben Cave – Figures: 
 (a)  Kelmscott House, 26 Upper Mall, Hammersmith.  

The London home of William Morris, 1878 – 1896. C-type print.

  (b)  Engraved frontispiece from a design by C.M. Gere for the 1893 
Kelmscott Press edition of News From Nowhere. Page from book. 

2. Katja Mayer – Futile Erasures, Fibre-based prints, framed.

3.  Ben Cave – News From Nowhere (1–3), 2016, Gicleé prints and pine,  
each 20”x 30”.

4. Katja Mayer – Futile Erasures, C-type print, each 54cmx61cm, framed.

5. Lee Milne & Mike Brooks – Future Self Message Machine, 2016, mixed media.

6.  Minna Pöllänen – Salt March, 2016, Calico, black cotton, wool.

7.  Minna Pöllänen – Salt Lamp (for negative ion production, from £8.98), 2016, 
Calico, black vinyl, wool.

8.  Minna Pöllänen – Wrapping a (Khadi) Dhoti, 2016, Calico, black cotton, wool.

9.  Minna Pöllänen – Khadi Lamp Shade (from £335), 2016, Calico,  
black vinyl, wool.

10.  Minna Pöllänen – Varying Orders, 2016, Calico, black cotton, wool.

11&12. Leon Chew – Colour for Connie, C-type print.

13.  Andrew Curtis – Suburban Dissonance, 47cmx39cm (Framed),  
Archival pigment print with silk-screened varnish, 1/1 (Unique), 2016.

14. Leon Chew – Malabar Princess, Ink and aluminium on gesso board, 2016.

15.  Will Jennings & Nivik Gautam – This was no island at first, 3D print of  
3D render, 59cm x 48cm.

16.  Ben Cave – News From Nowhere (4–6), 2016, Gicleé prints and pine,  
each 20”x 24”.

17. Leon Chew – Untitled, Paint and aluminium on gesso board.

18.  Will Jennings & Nivik Gautam – This was no island at first, Digital video of  
3D render, looping.

19.  Will Jennings & Nivik Gautam – This was no island at first, Digital C-Type prints 
with Fuji Instant photographs overlaid, each 24.5cm x 24.5cm.

20.  Andrew Curtis – From Owenite Street, 36.5cmx50cm (Framed), 
Archival pigment print with silk-screened varnish, 1/1 (Unique), 2016.
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Ben Cave

News From Nowhere

In his 1890 novel News From Nowhere, William Morris’ narrator awakes at dawn in a house on the Thames to find 
himself in a utopia, an idealised future London in which socialist principles have been successfully implemented,  
an agrarian society has been restored, and money, marriage and private property have been abolished.

Taking this text as a starting point, Cave’s work explores the glass towers and luxury apartments that line the Thames in 
contemporary London, including around Morris’ former home in Hammersmith. With their glossy lifestyle imagery and 
CGI visualisations, these developments offer their own exclusive vision of utopia, one at odds with Morris’ egalitarian 
prophecy. Their neatly manicured landscapes also stand in striking contrast to Morris’ pastoral idyll, in which the 
beauty and “superabundance” of nature and natural forms are exulted as far superior to capitalist wealth. 

Coined by Thomas More, utopia comes from the Greek – οὐ (“not”) and τόπος (“place”) – and means “no-place”.

“News From Nowhere” develops Cave’s interest in human beings and the natural world, as well as in the relationship 
between nurture and control.

www.bencave.net 

Leon Chew

The ‘Malabar Princess’, VT-CQP, a Lockheed Constellation passenger aeroplane, first flew the Bombay to London 
via Cairo and Geneva route on the 8th June 1948, this was the inaugural international flight for the newly formed 
Air India. The flagship of Air India, the ‘Malabar Princess’ ran the route for two years carrying fee paying passengers, 
military service persons and government dignitaries including the president of the newly independent India Jawaharlal 
Nehru between Bombay and London.

On the 3rd of November 1950 tragedy struck when contact was lost with VT-CQP, flight number 245, the ‘Malabar 
Princess’ had hit the face of the Rochers de la Tournette 4,677m (15,344 ft) on the French side of Mont Blanc, killing 
all 40 passengers and 8 crew aboard. The remains of the aeroplane were consumed by the glacier des Bossons.

Leon Chew’s artwork questions and dissects the role of the photographic image in the mediation of the art object,  
his practice is research based, drawing from a wide variety of sources to inform his visual art. Leon is a founding 
member of the artists collective Specular Assembly.

www.leonchew.co.uk 

Andrew Curtis

Andrew Curtis produces images of suburban dissonance by blurring physical and psychological reality. Using our 
shared knowledge and preconceptions of suburbia, he questions contemporary notions of anomie, the abject and 
the exotic. Recurrent motifs are the shadow and anachronistic signs of cultural appropriation; significantly the monkey 
puzzle tree (Araucaria Araucana), used to decorate Victorian suburbia, and now a reminder of British colonial activity  
in the nineteenth century.

www.andrewcurtis.net 

Will Jennings & Nivik Gautam

This was no island at first

Through freelancing website Upwork Will contracted Nivik, a 3d designer from Chandigarh, to develop a digital 
render of le Corbusier’s Palace of Assembly, the regional parliament building constructed in 1947 in Chandigarh 
following India’s independence from Britain and partition with Pakistan. A utopian brutalist form which represented 
a hopeful new politics and stark architectural change from the preceding English vernacular, it struggled to fulfil the 
social ambitions of its designer and had a central chamber with acoustics comprising its use as an oratorial space.

Physical architecture is here translated into a virtual copy then back into physical as a 3d printed model, each time 
changing in translation and with information becoming lost in communication. Language and cultural differences 
between Will and Nivik were crucial to the development of the project and form, and forced limitations of time and 
budget fed into the finished aesthetic as much as the flaws and glitches in the processes of each stage.

Exhibited alongside are digitally printed extracts of the Upwork communication between Will and Nivik framed  
against analogue ‘mis-photographed’ images of the screens through which Will accessed the communication.

www.willjennings.info
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Katja Mayer

Futile Erasures

Within Katja Mayer’s Futile Erasures, found Nazi propaganda photo cards originally depicting Hitler, are modified 
and worked into. The dictator staged his self-promotional portraits within the Austrian-German mountains near his 
retreat, utilizing and appropriating the landscape to his own devices. Mayer eradicates the figure of Hitler leaving 
behind a ‘purified’ landscape, inviting us to imagine a different history unfolding without his existence. These 
uncanny images of absence are placed next to the images of the backs of the original photographs. Shown as 
reversed objects to reveal their captions, we are only left to imagine the portrait they refer to. 

Mayer juxtaposes these diptychs with folded, re-photographed maps inherited from her mountaineering grandfather 
and his father before him. These pre-war maps, dating from the early 1900’s, are folded to remove the area in which 
Hitler’s propaganda portraits were taken. 

Within these quiet images of absence, the possibility of another German narrative flashes momentarily before us. 
This imagining, what if, is both a futile and utopian act, the repetition of erasure only emphasising the impossibility 
of this gesture to undo the past. 

www.katjamayer.com 

Lee Milne & Mike Brooks

Inspired by the India Club’s fast depleting peg board drinks menu, the Future Self Message Machine is a utopian 
communication device, devised in collaboration with Mike Brooks. The structures are informed by symbolism in 
Thomas More’s book (tower, rock, water and garden), alchemist signs, experimental utopian communities and 
architecture. The sound is a response to the notion of utopia, its disregard of autobiography and the fetishisation  
of the future.

Mike Brooks is a musician and composer working with DIY approaches and generative systems. He is part of the 
alternative arts school, Open School East. 

Lee Milne is a visual artist based in London. Through her work she looks to find the non-verbal meanings of everyday 
materials and practices, through sideways interventions and play.

www.leemilne.com 

Minna Pöllänen

VARYING ORDERS 

In 1930 Mohandas Gandhi initiated the Salt March, an act of non-violent civil disobedience against the salt tax 
imposed by the British for Indian salt production. Thousands joined the march and participated in the illegal salt 
making. Ghandi, a self-proclaimed anarchist also encouraged self-sufficiency through the making of khadi, a hand 
spun fabric in opposition to the industrial calico manufacturing done by the British. He rejected the Western idea  
of materialism, promoting instead a de-centralised decision-making and the importance of community.

www.minnapollanen.com 


