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Adam Phillips owns a distracting quantity of books. In his office in West 
London — where we met to talk for an hour on a stifling June afternoon 
— particular titles stacked in piles kept snagging my attention: Gilles 
Deleuze’s monograph on Francis Bacon, for example, or Dorothea Lasky’s 
poetry collection, Milk. The effect was the opposite of the typical stark 
blankness of the analyst’s clinic, rinsed of props and furnishings, yet 
Phillips is no ordinary psychoanalyst. As the author of twenty books (of 
which the most recent, In Writing, was published by Hamish Hamilton 
in June 2017), his is a life which has made room for the derailments of 
reading and writing, as well as for the transformative effects of being 
in the presence of listening to people speak (an atrophying art form, in 
this time of perma-screens). ‘Is this going to be about me,’ he asked, 
early in our conversation, ‘or the topic of distraction?’, perhaps 
demonstrating how he is not used to being the fixed subject of attention. 
Whilst viscerally immediate, widely resonant, and delicately balanced 
on the tautest thresholds of human experience, Phillips’s writing has 
never been personal, in the autobiographical sense. ‘The art of family 
life’, he has written, ‘is not to take it personally’, an aphorism that could 
be extended to his philosophy at large. To not take it personally would 
mean, amongst other things, committing to a life of desire without 
necessarily expecting satisfaction as its correlate. It would mean, as 
Phillips touches on below, recognizing that the project of ‘finding 
oneself’ or ‘being happy’ is often the greatest distraction from a full life, 
sensually lived. 

*

Alice Blackhurst: I’ve read a few times now that you reserve, or for a 
long time were in the habit of reserving, Wednesdays for writing. Is that 
still the case?

Adam Phillips: It’s still the case. 

AB: So today was a writing day?

AP: Yes. It varies a bit, because sometimes I do still see some people 
[in a psychoanalytic capacity], depending on whether I’m actually in 
the process of writing something. When I’m actually in the process of 
writing something then I keep the whole day free. When I’m not, I do a 
combination of read and see the odd person.  
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AB: And when you say ‘writing something,’ do you mean a book project, 
a lecture, an article?

AP: It could be any of those things. It could be a book, a lecture, an 
essay… so long as it’s about the writing.  

AB: Is it ever inoperative, in the sense of it not being for a particular 
outcome, or project?  

AP: In a sense it’s always inoperative. I don’t ever write anything for 
commission, except maybe book reviews. I just write things that I write, 
and I know that sounds a bit disingenuous, but that’s really what it’s 
like. When people ask me to give lectures, I would never accept a topic, 
if you see what I mean. I would accept an invitation to give a lecture and 
then I would give whatever my lecture was. I couldn’t do it otherwise. It 
is as though — when someone invites me to give a lecture, it is as though 
that demand crystallizes the fact that I’ve already thought of a lecture. 
So very often I can put down the phone, or put down the letter and — I’ll 
write a lecture.  

AB: That all seems quite unpremeditated, whereas reserving certain 
days of the week uniquely to write is quite pre-prescribed. Do you 
believe in this idea that the writer is somebody for whom there can be 
no distractions?  

AP: I like the John Ashbery approach — I write poems when I’m 
watching television and talking to people. I like the picture of that. I’m 
very wary — for all sorts of reasons, good and bad — of the preciousness 
of writing, and of being, quote unquote, ‘A writer’. Personally, I never 
had any conscious intention or ambition towards writing, but I got into 
it, through various means, and I love doing it. That’s for me the point. 
That’s for me what’s had the momentum, loving the process of doing it. 
And of course I like people reading the things that I write, I like being 
praised and admired. But I’ve never wanted ‘more time to write’. I think 
what happens is, I unconsciously prepare for Wednesdays. So when I 
walk down the road to work on Wednesday morning, I very often think 
of the first sentence I’m going to write. And then I come in here, and I 
write it. And that’s how it works. And that’s what I really enjoy.  
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AB: Two things in response to that. Firstly, the John Ashbery vision of 
writing is obviously very relational — that one doesn’t write by closing 
off to other people, that one writes from and amidst other people, which 
avoids the hermeticism of the writer in the garret, wanting to escape the 
world in order to make art. But then, secondly, this idea of the pleasure 
taken in the process of writing, of pleasure at the level of the sentence, 
etc., suggests to me immersion, a kind of ecstatic, total absorption.  

AP: Yes I think that’s right. I like the Ashbery picture because it’s not 
second nature for me to be like that. Consequently, on Wednesdays, I 
think my primary thought is: I’ve got to be alone and concentrate here. 
But I really don’t like the image of a need for seclusion, because I don’t 
really believe in it. I don’t really believe one is closed off. And that’s 
why for example I work quite hard at — as you can see, this office is on a 
road. In a certain mood I can think — what a terrible thing, this office is 
so noisy.   But in a better mood, I think — that’s fine. That’s exactly the 
point. It’s a bit like thinking that one is a function of one’s relationships, 
which I think, actually, is true. I’m just a bit suspicious of fantasies of 
solitude, even though I like solitude.  

AB: Yes. The idea of it being relative to mood is interesting. We are more 
open to distraction or to interruption when we’re not so frustrated.  

AP: But I also think the initial state of being is considerable openness. And 
then it’s as though character is the building of a capacity for distancing 
oneself, regulating behaviour, the porousness — all that. I’m more and 
more interested in the porousness, rather than the insulation. Deleuze 
has this phrase where he talks about ‘the capacity to be affected’, and I 
like that. I think it’s really good, as an aspiration and a way of living. And 
so I’m just wary of a kind of certain insulation. Because I really think the 
things we write are group products.  

AB: I do really see that openness and receptivity throughout your work, 
and throughout your writing. Initially I thought that the only-writing-
on-Wednesdays thing, and the fact that, as is commonly reported, 
you don’t email, were defence mechanisms against all of this radical 
openness, but now I’m wondering whether it’s less about boundaries, 
than about rituals.    
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AP: I really think there is no such thing as boundaries. I think it’s a 
fantasy, because the picture is so reassuring. But the interesting thing is 
that there aren’t any. Even if one has lots of illusions about controlling, 
keeping certain things out — and of course to some extent one can 
regulate things — I think things are exchanged between people. And I 
think the rituals are useful, because they create — when they work — 
they create possibilities. But they’re contrived.  

AB: You could say that they create the fantasy that one is controlling 
time, or, you could say that they are actually a way of taking care of 
time, and attending to it, or curating it in some way.  

AP: Yes. As though you can take for granted the ritual, as though the 
ritual was like a mother. She’s there, and so lots of things are somehow 
sorted out for you. And then you can get on with the things you want 
to do.  

AB: And that’s not necessarily a closure, or a boundary… 

AP: No, it can be the opposite. You’re actually creating the conditions in 
which things can happen.  

AB: You’re making me think of a line of Anne Carson’s — ‘leave a little 
something empty in the center to make room for God’. And God can 
really mean anything there, but the important thing is that this leaving 
is a willed, conscious act. That you’re consciously holding back.  

AP: Yes, to make space. And God there presumably could simply be… 
whatever else there is that you can’t control. Which is obviously most 
things, in actuality.  

AB: If there are no boundaries, or at least if there are no boundaries 
between people, if it’s all openness, and if this idea that a life has a 
teleology is also an illusion, can one ever be distracted? Surely distraction 
would be a priori, in this case.  

AP: Yes, it’s tricky this, isn’t it. Distraction implies obviously, an 
essentialism. Or that we can only be distracted from something that 
we are presumably supposed to be attending to. It’s a bit like asking, 
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is it ever possible to change the subject. When you do psychoanalysis, 
it’s very evident that people on the whole don’t change the subject. The 
subjects keep going but they keep going in different forms. The more 
interesting question may be — what one takes to be a distraction, and 
what one takes to have been distracted from. And then — what one 
relatively does with these two things. 

AB: So distraction can be essentializing, but it’s also always transitive, in 
that it’s distraction from. 

AP: Yes, it’s in relation to an object. 

AB: And that’s reassuring. It’s not separation.  

AP: No. It could be another form of relating. Just as you could think, and 
people don’t do this, but you could imagine a version of aesthetics in 
which you evaluated art objects according to the distractions to which 
they led. So instead of thinking, what happens to me when I attend or 
immerse myself in this object, you could equally think — it would be 
equally interesting and weird — what distractions do I or we have when 
looking at this painting or when reading this book? It might be very 
boring. But you don’t know.  

AB: Yes. When I was looking at slow cinema for my PhD, I thought the 
films in question would inspire this quality of rapt attentiveness, but in 
fact, their power was exactly in how much — during these long, painfully 
distended takes — the mind wandered. What those scenes opened you 
up to. That was almost a more interesting aesthetic experience than 
being ‘gripped’ or transported by something.

AP: I agree. You know in opera, you’re thinking, Oh God, I have three and 
a half hours left of this, or whatever. But the unconscious thought could 
be a fearful thought, a fear of what one might be led to, or distracted 
from, in the opera. The conscious thought could be, It is going to be very 
boring watching this opera for three and a half hours. The unconscious 
thought could be: And what might I then think, in the space granted.  

AB: Have you seen Chantal Akerman’s film Jeanne Dielman?  
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AP: Yes, I think I have.  

AB: That’s about three and a half hours, and it’s precisely about a woman 
who cannot bear any space, so every space she has she fills, mainly with 
repetitive, mundane domestic tasks. But for the audience, and it’s all 
documented in real time, as far as a cinematic real time is possible, 
it’s this opposite experience of having suddenly so much space in the 
cinema room, and in the body itself, which becomes almost intolerable. 
Most people, the first time they see it, they switch it off, or walk out. 
It’s funny how an excess of space can be vastly more triggering than the 
opposite.  
 
AP: Absolutely. Have you heard Sartre’s story about the young married 
couple?  

AB: No, I don’t think so.  

AP: I think it’s in Being and Nothingness but I can’t remember. The 
base story is this:  a young couple come down every morning and have 
breakfast. And the husband goes off to work, and the wife sits by the 
window crying all day, and when he returns she perks up. And Sartre 
says well the obvious interpretation of this is that the woman’s got a 
separation anxiety. But the real interpretation is that when her husband 
leaves she can do anything she wants. The space is opened up to her. 
And it’s in response to that that she sits by the window crying.  

AB: I want to relate this to what you say about greed and eating too much 
— I think it’s in On Balance — this idea that when we oversaturate or 
overstuff ourselves, whether with food, sex, consumerism or whatever, 
it’s so that we don’t have to make choices. It’s not so much a wanting 
to have everything, but perversely, a kind of wanting to have nothing.  

AP: Yes, it’s a form of expelling one’s appetite. A way of avoiding 
having to think about what one desires. Psychoanalysis would say it’s 
evacuatory. Winnicott has this great phrase about adolescent boys using 
sex to get rid of sex. And you can see a lot of that goes on. On the flipside, 
there’s also a recycling model, in which you’re putting things out into 
the world to see how they are received, and fed back to you. It’s not 
that you know what you want and then you see if you can get it. You 
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use relationships to work out what you want, because you don’t know. 
That’s the point. And that’s why you might need other people — not 
to satisfy one’s needs, but to sort of… find out what they are, and then 
work out the possibilities for satisfaction.  

AB: Yes. Satisfaction is only ever partial.  

AP: And it’s an ongoing thing. It’s going to be evolving. It’s going to 
change over time.  

AB: But say one tests out a desire, a hunger, a relationship, and one finds 
that it’s not what one wants. At what point does one decide that enough 
is enough?  I suppose what I’m getting at is what currency the decision 
to end something might have in this philosophy of staying-in-relation, 
and working things out.

AP: It is a real dilemma, this. What you never know — well you do 
essentially know — is whether the frustration is integral, whether it’s 
the point, or whether it’s the problem. That’s presumably why people 
stay too long in bad relationships. Because it’s very difficult to know 
when the business is finished. Even though people always know when 
it’s over, but then they set that aside, and do all sorts of things to well 
— recover it, or to do all sorts of things. You could think — depending 
on your experience — that one has relationships, and then they’re over. 
Now, they could be over when you die.  They don’t have a known shelf 
life. You just don’t know. But you do know when you’re bored. Or you 
do know when an awful lot of your fantasy life is elsewhere.   

AB: But at times relationships can become a mode of distraction from 
the truth? 

AP: Yes, or it could be that an awful lot of work goes on in distracting 
oneself from what is going on in your relationships. What is frightening 
for everybody, is the emotional immediacy that goes on in relationships. 
Or there’s a sort of excess that goes on between people, and that’s 
managed in all sorts of ways, because it has to be. Within that, one 
doesn’t always know — what is the excess that one desires, and what is 
the excess that is going to drive one mad.  
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AB: And you have to find out, so to speak.  

AP: Yes. I like John Stuart Mill’s idea here, of experiments in living. What 
happens in psychoanalysis, is that people work out their unconscious 
repertoire of risks. Either the risks one doesn’t know one wants to take, 
or the risks one knows one does want to take. And it doesn’t mean: 
And then you take them. But one can decide if one is going to take them 
or not. One’s risks are obviously a clue about one’s desires. And they 
matter, in that sense.  

AB: One’s risks are, or one’s desired risks are? 

AP: I think you can’t know what they are until you take them.  

AB: Really?

AP: Yes. We all might have — do have — fantasies about our disinhibited 
selves. And then there are the risks we take in the real world. And those 
are experiments. They can be nothing else, because no one can predict 
the future. If it comes with a guarantee, it isn’t a risk.  

AB: And going back to this idea of knowing when you’re bored, is that 
the same as unlivability? And is there a kind of measure, a ratio for 
knowing when life just gets unlivable?

AP: I would have thought so, yes. You’d be aware of when it feels like 
work. When there is needs between people, there is needs between 
people. When one is having a conversation, in this mode, one forgets 
one is ‘having a conversation’. One becomes the conversation, as it 
were. And it seems to me — and this obviously a prejudice — that things 
are only real if they’re mutual. And people, on the whole, have some 
idea of what’s mutual and what isn’t.  

AB: I’m catching on this term ‘work’, and on feeling something to be 
labour... 

AP: And making an effort.  

AB: Making an effort. And I’m wondering how this philosophy of feeling 
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something to be work, and it highlighting a kind of asymmetry in 
relationships, relates to actual work, material employment, the work 
we have to do to survive in a capitalist world. Obviously there are forms 
of work where one does become the work in a pleasurable way. But also, 
there are contracts of which we are very aware, and which bear down 
on us, and which contract us in the literal sense.  

AP: Yes, well it’s a version of: there are things we have to do, as we keep 
being told.  And it’s clearly, in one sense, true. It is interesting, this 
question of work because I suppose it’s very much to do with what a 
person’s attitude is to effort, or to trying. If the things that they value 
most in their lives are the result of trying, or whether trying is part of it.  

AB: I’ve never thought of it that way, as if trying were a valued thing in 
and of itself.  

AP: Yes, exactly. It could be one’s pleasure, the trying. Psychoanalysis 
is very much about resistance. Well, resistances are there either 
because one doesn’t want to do something, or because one does. Effort 
or willpower can be exerted to get over resistances, when one knows 
that on the other side of resistances there is a pleasure that one wants. 
And the other side of that coin would be — it’s really not worth trying 
at someone you don’t want. It’s futile. I couldn’t try at writing, for 
example. I wouldn’t know what to do. The writing works for me when 
it works. And when it doesn’t work — it doesn’t.  

AB: Yes. I’m learning more and more when something that I’m writing 
isn’t working, when it doesn’t have any internal rhythm, when it’s me 
pushing it at every turn… 

AP: And the ‘me’ is such a boring person. When one’s doing the pushing. 
And it’s so obvious!  

AB: At the same time, effort and willpower — it seems that these words 
are being eliminated from the culture, or at least, are being applied to 
new therapeutic settings. It’s now about ‘sparking joy,’ ‘following one’s 
bliss…’ 

AP: Yes, following one’s desire. In the psychoanalytic education that I 
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had, in the sort of Kleinian bit of it, there was a lot of emphasis on trying. 
That development is hard work, and that you need to do work on it. And 
of course you don’t want to do it, and of course it’s often painful, and so 
on, but that’s the point. It’s character building. It was a version of that. 
And of course there are areas in one’s life where that’s true, but there 
are also very many areas where that isn’t true. And where it’s actually 
a huge distraction.  

AB: It can become the life.  

AP: It can be what you do — try.  

AB: How does this Kleinian focus on trying relate to her vocabulary of 
the good and bad object?  

AP: I think the implication of it is — you may be tempted to be 
destructive, but actually, it’s worth — and in some ways this is a good 
idea — it’s worth being mindful of being as kind as is possible, because 
actually it makes you, and other people, feel better. But there’s always 
this temptation to a kind of destructiveness, either based on envy, or 
just based on destructiveness. It’s the challenge of being very frustrated 
by somebody, and not retaliating. Not hating them. And obviously no 
one has ever done this, but it’s a very good idea. Because the degrees of 
hatred, and of retaliation, are terrible. And terrible things are done as a 
consequence.  

AB: I do know that [the artist] Louise Bourgeois aligned herself with 
the Kleinian model of psychoanalysis. But she was quite a terribly 
destructive, volatile person.  

AP: Well people who are very destructive often find it very, very useful. 
Because it explains an awful lot of things — if you believe it. It offers a 
very compelling account of why one does certain terrible things that 
one regrets. Of course Freud does that, but in a very different way. With 
Klein it’s really all about how you manage that destructiveness. 

AB: And it has to be worked through.     

AP: It has to be worked through, and worked on, and worked with.  
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AB: Juliet Mitchell has an essay which suggests that Bourgeois used 
her psychoanalysis as a space of ‘acting out’, rather than of ‘working 
through’. And that she saw the process of ‘getting better’ as somehow 
antithetical to the state of being an artist, as a distraction from becoming 
an artist.  

AP: Was it Mitchell’s inference, therefore, that because she was acting 
out, rather than working through, that the art was somehow thin? 
Because that would be the implication of the theory, in this case. That if 
you were simply enacting, you would be shitting things out, really. They 
wouldn’t be transformed. The work wouldn’t have been done.  

AB: That’s really interesting, especially in relation to what some term 
her later, more ‘faecal’ sculptures. The essay is not so recently read in 
my memory, but I think Mitchell claims that psychoanalysis was the 
space of acting out and then the art was the space of working through. 
That the psychoanalysis in that sense protected the art from becoming a 
purely cathartic space.  

AP: Well that does make sense.  

AB: Jean-Luc Nancy has a great line about art being a ‘perversion of 
destination’, or this sense that art perverts the expectations of the 
spectator.    

AP: That sounds true to me, does it sound true to you?  

AB: Yes I think it does, in some sense. Narrative being in the same way 
about frustration. But that maybe simplistically suggests that what we 
are looking for in the art object is, ultimately, fulfilment.   

AP: Yes, but it could also be the satisfaction or fulfilment of a previously 
unknown want. It could be that one is surprised. Not that one is 
straightforwardly gratified, but that one is surprised. In that story, 
what surprisingly gave you pleasure would then be the opportunity to 
work out what you had been wanting that had been satisfied. Because 
in perverse wanting one knows exactly what one wants. It’s a state of 
omniscience. There are no surprises. And in that sense — perverse desire 
is pure safety.  
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AB: A state of omniscience, but also, omnipresence.  

AP: Yes, it never changes. It’s static in that sense. It can’t evolve.  

AB: Yes. You know when a desire has become perverse, because it leaves 
you no space at all for distraction. It becomes this beat on the brain.  

AP: It becomes like a routine you go through. Like a regime you’ve 
imposed on yourself.  

AB: But then how does that fit with accounts of obsessional neurosis 
being very much a symptom of repressed desire?  

AP: I think they’re similar in a way, because what they both are — they’re 
kind of stereotypic and they’re repeated. It’s as though the point of the 
practice is: there should be no news. It’s like freezing time.  

AB: I really like your account of the superego [in the lecture ‘Against 
Self-Criticism’] as a ‘propagandist’. As being extremely repetitive 
in that mantra-like broadcasting of negativity, or self-reproach. At 
the same time, you do write about self-criticism in that lecture as an 
‘unforbidden pleasure’. What did you mean by that? 

AP: Well, I think in a way it’s a very simple point, in that it’s so freely 
and widely available. You know, nobody’s thinking, ‘Oh I’m being so 
transgressive in being self-critical!’ Rather they’re all — we’re all, I 
should say — sort of relishing it. Even though it’s unpleasant. Because 
the ease with which one slips into it is startling. And it’s incredibly 
dull. It’s so unimaginative. And so there’s something in that that is 
very powerful. Because you know — you could think, in a way, it’s not 
forbidden enough. Of course, it’s useful in that sense of self-regulation 
etc. But what’s also clear is that it’s completely overpowering.  

AB: And paralysing.  

AP: And that’s the project, to paralyse one. The project is to stop one from 
having more life. To stop one having relationships that are nourishing, 
or enlivening, in some way.  
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AB: It’s a fixing mechanism.  

AP: Yes, it is. And to fix is then to arrest or to retard, in some way.  

AB: Which is also a mode of safety against distraction? 

AP: I think it is. The fundamental thing here, is some terror about the 
complexity of one’s inner self. And so there’s a continual narrowing of 
mind going on. Just to keep the show on the road. Although — whose 
show it is, is very unclear.  

AB: Well clearly [the super-ego] is supposed to get into your body. To 
become second nature.  

AP: Yes. There’s a very interesting Kleinian analyst called — really weird 
name — Roger Money-Kyrle. Have you ever heard of him? 

AB: No.  

AP: Well he’s a very interesting guy, and he has a very interesting 
sentence in an essay on the aims of psychoanalysis which says that ‘The 
aim of psychoanalysis is to prove the irrelevance of the inhibition’. And 
it’s a very interesting statement, as presumably, what he’s getting at 
here, is that we assume not only that inhibitions are totally relevant, but 
absolutely essential. Because without them it would all be a catastrophe. 
So in a way, what he’s led us to is the thought that they could actually 
be irrelevant. They could be a huge distraction. You could absorb your 
life in inhibiting yourself. And this isn’t a picture of liberation, exactly. I 
think it’s much more a picture of — how the effort at inhibition could be 
a massive distraction in terms of one’s own ongoing life.  

AB: Absolutely. The effort expended to avoid exhibiting oneself.  

AP: Yes exactly. To show oneself. To oneself and other people.  

AB: It’s far easier to inhibit than to exhibit. 

AP: But also — to turn one’s inhibitions into exhibitions. That that is 
the way one exhibits oneself — through one’s inhibitions. It’s like an 
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uncompleted action.  

AB: I’m thinking of Lacan — what one fears the most has already 
happened.  

AP: It’s Winnicott.  

AB: Which I do find to be a liberation.  

AP: Yes, it is. It also purges the future. It frees the future, in some way.  

AB: You’ve also said that the pursuit of happiness, or the goal of 
happiness, specifically, is a huge distraction.  

AP: I wrote an essay called ‘My Happiness, Right or Wrong’. I forget 
for who. In that, something is worked out about happiness being a 
strangely limited ideal for a life. And that actually, the project of aiming 
for it could be a distraction from the pleasures already available, which 
seems evidently true.  

AB: Happiness as a kind of anti-sensuality. And it’s not the same thing 
as desire.  

AP: No, absolutely not. One could think rather: do the things that you 
enjoy, and they may or may not make you happy.  

AB: This is also making me think of a Zadie Smith essay about joy, I think 
it was published first in the New York Review of Books — about joy not 
as the material absorption of pleasure, nor the project of happiness, but 
as a kind of terror upon realising one’s responsibilities to others. She 
recounts experiencing joy, memorably, when getting married, when 
having children. She describes it as a frightening thing, which seems 
novel. Though I don’t know whether it’s constricting or expansive.  

AP: Well it depends on your relationship to fear, doesn’t it. If fear is 
something you can bear or transform, fear is really useful. When fear 
becomes phobia, it’s really inhibiting.  
AB: And in terms of making art as a mode of changing inhibitions into 
exhibitions — are you ever interrupted from the pure locomotive force 
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of writing sentences to become fearful about sending something out 
into the world?  Sometimes I personally can be totally ok with writing 
something, and then on the day that it is published, be absolutely 
paralysed with terror. 

AP: Behind this is a humiliation scene. I or you will write something, 
and then some awfully sadistic figure will come along and say something 
terrible. That’s the fear.  

AB: And perhaps that sadistic figure is most terrifying because it is 
yourself.  

AP: Yes, absolutely. The person you have to fear the most in the world — 
by far — is your superego.  

AB: In terms of changing the subject, I want to ask you about fashion 
and clothes because not many people have asked you about that. I 
recently read your essay on women’s bags (in Handbags: The Making 
of a Museum) in which you write about fashion as a form of desire — as 
reassurance that desire is possible, that there can always be a ‘next new 
thing’. And I wanted to ask whether taking pleasure in that process, in 
that composition, even in that acquisition, is a form of connection or of 
trivial distraction?  

AP: I should preface this by saying that this interest comes from my 
partner [the costume curator, professor of Fashion and Museology, and 
exhibition-maker Judith Clark]. Before I met Judith, I wasn’t interested 
in these things — it just wasn’t part of my life. But, through her, I’ve 
obviously seen things differently. What really interests me about fashion 
is that it’s really clear that fashion designers are amazing historians. 
They really know things about the past and how to put things together. 
So first of all, it’s an amazing way of doing history that’s really quite 
startling. Secondly, I think there’s something, as you say, very reassuring 
about fashion — that in it there’s always the possibility that there will 
be a new object of desire. So that keeps us going. But the other side of 
the coin is that there’s continual loss in fashion. Just as new things are 
produced, old things are dispensed with. So what’s interesting is that it 
has — in an American sense — a very pragmatic sense of reality. Which 
is: we keep things moving. Which is both a nightmare and thrilling, 
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depending on both one’s state of mind and one’s circumstances. But 
there’s something about wanting to engage in fast turnover. That it’s 
both fascinating and horrifying and rather endearing. And certainly 
worth thinking about. And what interests me is that people are 
disdainful about passion [laughter] — about passion, and about fashion, 
and about psychoanalysis. In very similar ways. People who don’t like 
these things will be immensely internally superior to them. As if only 
the most immensely trivial people could be possibly interested in such 
things. And that’s obviously telling us something. Which does interest 
me a lot. So there will be plenty of people who say — actually, fashion 
is a huge and affluent distraction and we should focus on other things. 
And I agree with that. But it may well be that fashion is scapegoated. 
That if it is a huge distraction then maybe we should be a little bit more 
interested in distraction. Or at least be present to it.
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