








as Pulcinella, who morphed into Punch (of Punch
and Judy), and Arlecchino and Pierrot, who were
direct in uences on Charlie Chaplin. The character
type of the ‘zanni’, or eccentric servant, gives its
name to the modern adjective ‘zany’, an aesthetic
category that Ngai writes about, as an “[ijntensely
affective and highly physical... aesthetic of nonstop
action”. But while zaniness may entertain us with its
constant stream of activity, Ngai warns that “...this
ludic aesthetic has a noticeably unfun or stressed-
out layer to it.” She sees a parallel between zaniness
and contemporary working conditions. Indeed,

our current system of late Capitalism demands that
workers should be seen to be active all the time.
This is apparent in the pressure to constantly post
pictures of work and fun on Instagram, an untenable
demand that leads to exhaustion and an eventual
loss of control. This spirit of Capitalism, which the
sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello describe
in their 2006 book ‘The New Spirit of Capitalism’,

as ‘Networked’ Capitalism is the latest in a series of
successive ‘waves’ of Capitalism. This is a system that
has grown and changed since its rst spirit in the
19th century, which was personi ed by the bourgeois
entrepreneur, and its second wave, which emerged
in the rst half of the 20th century, exempli ed by
bureaucratic corporations. Each wave of capitalism
picks up the shattered weapons used against it and
reincorporates them into a new, more powerful
version of itself. The student-led protests of May
1968 attacked the authoritarianism of corporate
bureaucracy, with wide-ranging consequences for
the status quo. However, the protester’s arguments
were internalised by the mechanisms of Capitalism
itself, and processed into our current system, which
promotes a new ‘networked’ spirit of ‘liberated
enterprise’, but it still rife with problems.
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In a bid to be more ef cient and to build a personal
brand, ‘networked’ individuals it between hot

desks, work across time zones and ful | zero-hour
contracts that demand endless supplies of energy in
exchange for scant security — and what else? These
established ways of working are celebrated as being
free and creative: precisely those things desired by
the protesters of the late 1960s. Yet in truth, they have
brought with them unforeseen problems of social
exclusion, decline in trade unions, casual labour,
disinvestment in public services and a general decline
in solidarity. The late capitalist atomisation of society
has generated insecurities, fear and resentment that
have paved the way for authoritarian political regimes
to sell us untruths about who to blame for our ills.

In the ongoing video loop of ‘Spite Your Face’, Pic
endlessly rises off the ground and barters his way

into the heavens of commercial success, only to

be sacri ced each time his secret is exposed. He
never learns the lesson of his demise, and time after
time falls for the renewed promises of wealth. The
cautionary message put forth by the narrative of ‘Spite
Your Face’ is reinforced by the way the work looks.

A deeper exploration into the feelings triggered by
Maclean’s aesthetic helps us understand the disturbing
network of power relations and practices of deception
and exploitation that govern our lives. Now it's up to us
to pick ourselves off the ground and tread a new path.
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‘Spite Your Face’ (2017) was commissioned and curated for Scotland + Venice by Alchemy Film and Arts, in partnership with Talbot Rice
Gallery and the University of Edinburgh. Additional support provided by Edinburgh College of Art, Outset and the Saltire Society of Scotland.
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