
 

Underground Cathedrals 

 

Introduction 

 

In an unusual reversal of the standard manner of things, I first came to acknowledge the persona of Frank Heron - 
through biographical hearsay - shortly before the work of Frank Heron. It was an explanation from Åsa Lipka, whom I 
had just met for the first time, in a bar in Telefonplan, Stockholm.  

Åsa was a founding member of the Rocket Girls artist collective who, for nearly two decades, had been intervening in 
that conformist, organised, attractive city with a generous brand of pedagogical activity. This activity took many guises 
and absorbed many people along the way, like a marching band, and no-one seemed to know who was involved or who 
was not.  

Åsa accompanied Cecilia Enberg, a fellow Rocket Girl. Together we were discussing possible future advisers for a 
project I was working on at the adjacent Konstfack School of Urbanism and the Written Word during a dark Nordic 
November in which I became a rocket orphan. I can’t give a paleontological explanation of this term – rocket orphan - 
but I understand that it had been used by Frank Heron to describe a fleet of individuals who had helped him and the 
Rocket Girls during a trip to Los Angeles in 2006. Since, as is the nature of their patois, it has evolved to include anyone 
who winds up on the mattress in a comfortable corner of The Hotel Nytorget on Stockholm’s Södermalm.  

It is not unusual for someone like me to pass through The Hotel Nytorget, I fit the bill of its usual clientele I suppose; 
nomadic, itinerant, lonely, so everything in its premises seemed homely, bespoke even and, administered by the Rocket 
Girls themselves, accommodation is free of charge.  

Despite the sparsity of the hotel room, its simple conveniences; a large mirror, clothing rack, desk, chair and coffee 
machine, The Hotel Nytorget managed to achieve hotels’ common strategy of hiding its functionalist apparatus with 
domestic signs of comfort, to nice effect. In its transitional spaces - its hallways or its stairwell - you’ll find a vintage 
armchair or an illuminated rotatable globe, telling you that you’re at home, or a home away from home, and the ultimate 
aim of the modern hotel is to create ‘a home away from home’. The furniture in such liminal spaces has no practical 
purpose per se, but the effect that its presence has on a guest’s psyche as they pass offers a comfort. This complimented 
the incongruity of my on-going situation, my constant anonymity, itinerancy and the severe lack of sunlight to be found 
in Stockholm at that time of year.  

The large mirror was framed by spherical illuminated balls, resembling a theatre dressing room’s make up station. It was 
classically positioned allowing a comprehensive view of the room and yourself within it. Yourself in two places at once, 
each looking back at one other. It allowed the resident to perform the classic dance people do when first checking into 
any given hotel; you see yourself in the mirror as if it were a still life and you are the subject, jetlagged or ruffled from the 
journey you ask yourself; is this how people who don’t know me see me? You experiment with your hair, your profile 
and a manner of other facial exercises.   



The bottom edge of the mirror reflected the cluttered remnants of previous guest’s activities on the dresser, research 
paraphernalia, zerox and several boxes of matches; remnants of someone’s transcendental homelessness I thought – the 
urge to be at home everywhere, left unaffected to be found by the incoming guest. The remnants of my homelessness 
were thusly to be left for my successors, unsorted and inviting inquisition. The experience of staying at The Hotel 
Nytorget was set up to be dialogic in that way.   

On my first evening there I found on the desk in the corner of the room a copy of Frank Heron & the Rocket Girls 
(Raketa Press, 2009) written by N. Alice Challiner, the most recent guest at the hotel. It didn’t present itself as a 
Gideon’s bible or anything, it was hiding, half-buried in collapsing piles of zerox. The book is a comprehensive and 
illustrated chronicle of a unique collaborative formula between Heron and the Rocket Girls, a collaboration that spanned 
a decade or more. I have much to thank N. Alice Challiner for in the making of the following essay, namely the 
archaeology she has undertaken and the results she has chronicled that have informed and given foundations to much of 
my initial research. Narrating this particular story of this particular diaspora of artists is a peculiar task to be given as a 
textual researcher, so I’m fortunate that so much of the artistic expression that is left from Heron and the other characters 
in this essay exists in text form, albeit in a viscerally visual language.       

Back to the bar. So Åsa told me of his work with the Rocket Girls in the mid-to-late two-thousands, its relevance to my 
project, his nomadic nature, his vocations in the east and his ultimate disappearance, and how he was last seen. And so 
another archaeology had begun, inevitably presenting the risk of distraction from my academic studies in Stockholm at 
the time, given the extent of the artist’s work, the prolificacy that I was now aware of thanks to Challiner’s study.    

It’s necessary to go back a bit further, to explain how that particular drink in that particular bar came about;  

In the early two-thousands Åsa Lipka was wandering around New York City and came across the Flux Factory, another 
collective with a similar thirst for escapade who, unlike the scattered Rocket Girls, lived together in a disused greeting 
cards factory on 29th Street, Long Island City, Queens. Its personnel and structure was equally as morphing and absorbent 
as that of the Rocket Girls. Around the same time I had, in parallel, taken up an intern role in the same morphed city in 
the same morphed collective - due to the high number of community members and a dense public activity, they had an 
administrative engine that needed attending to - although my path never crossed with Åsa’s.  

Åsa’s reaction to the Flux Factory was to persuade her friend and future Rocket Girl Cecilia Enberg that she should go to 
New York, to join this community via its annual call-out for residencies, which a year-on she did. Simultaneously, I 
returned from Wales to the Flux Factory, not merely to help its cogs turn from the periphery, but to live among it, and I 
met Cecilia. Towards the tail-end of four months living with her in that recess of 29th Street she told me about the 
Textual Theory research programme run from the Konstfack School in her native Stockholm, and that I should apply – 
and that I had a place to stay at The Hotel Nytoget for a reasonable amount of time if I were to - three years later, there 
we were, the three of us together in a bar in Telefonplan.  

This chain of events is significant to me and pertinent to this research, not least as it led to my ensuing vocation to find 
out more about Frank Heron, but it also illustrates the part-cyclical, part-tangential nature of the relationship between 
friendship and where in the world we end up.   

 



 

1. 

 

The prominent celebrity status of Stina Dabrowski, Swedish television presenter and interview specialist, became 
apparent to me when I started to spend more time in Stockholm. You could call her the Oprah of Scandinavia, with a 
kind of political kudos with which brought her responsibility for mediating Swedish television’s most important 
interviews, Nelson Mandela in 1994, Muammar Gaddafi in 1990, the Dalai Lama in 2013 to name a few.   

During that mentioned first night at the Hotel, I stared long into the television during the night’s closing hours. Shortly 
before hypnagogia it screened Stina’s most recent broadcasting coup, an interview with Leonard Cohen, in English. I’d 
been interested in Leonard Cohen interviews for a while at this point, extracting what literary analogies I could from him 
and an extensive forty-year interview transcript for my project as part of the Konstfack progamme. This transcript is 
littered with many interesting things, not least the changing of the rhetoric of the times, between interviewer and 
interviewee from the sixties through to this day, but more than this, recurring parallels between life and literature are 
drawn;   

you can read the life you’re living, but you cannot change a word…      

life is a fairly well written play, except for the third act - when the hero dies…  

This was the origin of my thematic research and in part the basis of my academic and sociocultural investigation into 
literary tendencies in contemporary arts practice. However it was a stanza in this particular interview on that lonely night 
in the Hotel Nytorget, that threw my half-asleep curiosities on another course;  

….. all these aspirations that all of us nourish; that there’s, uh… another life that would be better , that… another way 
would be better… 

another lover would be better… 

another metier would be better…  

this idea that there’s… something to grasp.  

 

When I awoke I started to read Frank Heron & The Rocket Girls in more detail.  

I’d put the biographical accounts in the book’s rear fly page together with everything Åsa had told me about Frank, to 
create an image of a man in constant flux. From North Wales to Finland, from Sweden to Delhi, from Texas to 
Pashawar, Heron appeared to personify the diaspora of itinerant things, the stuff that makes up the fragments of the 
scattered modern world, making its way across oceans, down rivers, into lagoons and eventually through Venetian 
canals.  

Ontologically Frank Heron was an independent scholar as much as an artist. These are umbrella terms for his trans-
disciplinary projects in architecture, art, poetry, pedagogy and criticism of all of the above. His practice and tangential 



curiosities led him around the world as I have mentioned. It seems from his at-best patchy biography that his personal life 
became more reclusive since his days working with the Rocket Girls, and somewhat murky for both N Alice Challiner 
and myself. Reclusive although we know he never ceased travelling, until a final expedition to the middle-east - 
Pashawar in northern Pakistan - saw his death, however no-one else did. The absence of any kind of authorisation over 
the circumstances of his death left many of the Rocket Girls frustrated, unable to pacify their collective need for 
remembering the old times, the artscripts, the journeys to LA, Kaliningrad or Venice together.   

His work on all fronts seems to have taken an essentially carnivalesque approach - to use Mikhail Bathkin’s term. 
Through his carnivalism he was evidently searching for a form of emancipation from the script of cultural norms in the 
art and architectural worlds. In a series of written works that can collectively be called The Anti-Library - a recent water 
and coffee-marked and dog-eared discovery in the attic of the house of a lifelong friend Will Challiner -N Alice’s father 
- he invented characters that could be seen as students and their fictional professors, each of which are personifications, so 
to speak, of pedagogical and educational doctrines commonplace at the time – and each of whom inhabited an 
architectural school named the College of Glazed Hams. The pedagogical was never for from the reach his criticism and 
if you muddle through the brittle pages of The Anti-Library you might find the heavy influence of the artist and 
educator Josef Albers and his short 1958 prose;  

Calm down 
What happens 
Happens mostly 
Without you 
 
From Poems and Drawings, Josef Albers, 1958 
 
 
Oppositely, I had for months been practically researching the idea - or sociocultural assumption if you like - that we are 
all the central character in our own literary drama.  

From talking with Åsa and Cecilia I was now enjoying the palaeontology of someone else’s drama, a drama in which 
Frank Heron finds himself on a stage that was not of his design, on which each character plays a subordinate but 
supporting role to one another. The stage is one of a very twenty-first century form of transcendental homelessness, 
allegorical to the stage on which Post American civil war saw expansion of the rail network in the states, offering a new 
mobility to Americans and a pursuit and a necessity to constantly travel in the late nineteenth century. This railway 
infrastructure allowed several generations of the transcendentally homeless to take to the train. From ‘hobohemia’ of the 
late nineteenth century to the Dust Bowl’s new marching army of ‘tramps’, ‘Okies’, displaced farmers and Woody 
Guthrie thirty years later, the hotel life. Instances like these are the stuff that makes up and informs the politics of home. 
Now, a century on, a new international minority generation have seized an opportunity to take to the train, or road, or 
sky as it may be, through an affordable and sophisticated travel network and we have found ourselves homeless, if for a 
reconsideration of the notion of home. If home assists us in identifying ourselves, the more one travels endlessly, the 
more homes may be accumulated, and the more complex and potentially pluralistic personal identity becomes.  

The Fictive potential that arises from Heron’s biography - or lack of biography - and the hearsay, exaggeration or 
embellishment of his life, his work or death might be seen as an obstacle for me and my new found occupation; to find 



out the distinct facts of his life. But actually it was the fictive potential, its space for imagination and his apparent art of his 
homelessness that left me with an unexpected trajectory through a ‘factless autobiography’.   

A Factless Autobiography;  

Reading about Frank I was reminded of Fernando Pessoa, the famous Portuguese poet, for two reasons. Pessoa imagined 
more than seventy alter egos, or heteronyms as he called them. He wrote almost his entire catalogue under these names 
and through the eyes of these distinct personalities, whose personas and biographies have such detail that they seem 
authentic, ‘real’ people, they often even acknowledged each other in their texts, held conversations and interviews with 
each other, adding to the depth of their creation. Pessoa continuously made and re-made himself. Unlike Heron, Pessoa 
never wavered far from his home city, Lisbon. Whilst stationary, alone at his desk, Pessoa travelled in his mind, allowing 
his heteronyms to do the travelling for him. He woke up early each morning, and spent a long time getting ready to 
exist.  

Secondly, I am drawn to Pessoa’s description of his heteronyms as “imaginary poets who write real poems”.    

Imaginary people, making real work. 

 

2. 

 

In a short collection of prose-essays The Brautigan, Heron writes;  

We are on the street always without ever being part of the street. Pulp practitioners know one thing too well. Many 
want to remain travelling and the 21st Century will be the one for us. Never arriving we are learning no longer to be 
blamed for living only a partial life. Especially when it’s the only life we have.  

The Brautigan, Frank Heron, Vertigo Press, 2011 

 

The only life we have. Perhaps Heron in his earlier days saw his life as one life after all, at least in a literal sense. Perhaps 
the time of writing the above marked an endeavour thereafter to pluralise his life, ontologically speaking. In investigating 
this particular drama, Heron draws me to the paradox that exists in between the lines of ontological pluralism and the 
biographical oneness of people’s lives.  

As I understand, ontological pluralism as a thesis holds up ideas that sustained my interests about much of Frank Heron’s 
life and work and if fiction informs our notion of reality, what has been left of Frank Heron and the Rocket Girls’ work 
also speaks about being many things pluralistic. I’m not sure quite why it took me so long to think to approach N Alice 
Challiner about her doctoral studies into Heron, perhaps on a subconscious level I was concerned about how she would 
take my endeavours; as an encroachment on her studies? Competition? Where our studies different in trajectory enough 
to be complimentary to each other’s? Or where we even studying the same Frank Heron? When I finally met with N 
Alice in her apartment in the northern suburbs of Stockholm in 2015, each of these questions were not so much 



answered but highlighted. She told about her experiences so far on this skip along the wall of Heron’s legacy, and I told 
her of mine. She told me she didn’t know if she had simply read Joseph Conran’s Heart of Darkness too many times, but 
she felt as if she was getting to know Heron personally somehow and could feel the personal traits that lay beneath the 
work and one particular trait was a devious one. N Alice told me she felt that Heron set out to construct and deconstruct 
his identity from the very start of his career, something that has made her work so difficult and so scopic. Furthermore, 
she told me about the enjoyment Heron apparently took from structuring both doubt and drift. This sounded like 
deviance to me. I left Challiner’s apartment wondering whether the problems many biographers and researchers have 
with particular artists are put in place by the artists themselves, deliberately and unapologetically, as an elemental part of 
their practice to never allow future generations to anthologise their work in the way I was attempting to do. To not 
allow us to connect their lives to the mechanisms with which we create identity. To say “haven’t we got it into our thick 
skulls?” - as Challiner mumbled under her breath as we flicked through old photographs of Heron  donated by her father 
in her apartment.   

Of course N Alice and I talked about the disappearance of Heron, its context of a rare kind of commission in the east. 
This commission was to write the biography of the late Pakistani artist Zahoor Ul Akhlaq ten years after his death. With 
the taste of his own medicine in his mouth, Heron appears to have spent a number of years preparing his thesis on the 
enigma of Akhlaq, apparently at times dumbfounded at the lack of consistent sense the legacy of the man delivered. A 
good family man if he asked one friend, a incessant gambler if you asked another, a quiet and healthful man to another, 
an incessant drinker to another.    

The closer Heron seems to have got to the publisher's criterion, around 2014, he disappeared.    

In the context of art, what can we say about not going home, about art’s involuntary, or more commonly voluntary, 
exilic living? Edward W. Said stated that those who create art should be “unhoused wanderers across language. 
Eccentric, aloof, nostalgic, deliberately untimely…”  If my research was anything to go by Frank Heron was certainly 
these things. Exilic living, the (willing or un-willing) to be away from our place of origin, seems a necessity for many 
artists. But in parallel, whether with abrasion or celebration, to return, to come home seems important as it is ritualistic. 
In Heron’s case, I wondered whether the eccentricity, aloofness and deliberate untimeliness were elemental parts of his 
practice. For what? To make our jobs more difficult I was beginning to think.  

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

It is sheer coincidence to this essay that Allyn Hughes, as a young American designer living in New Haven, Connecticut 
whom I got to know in New York, had encountered Frank Heron previously. At an early and still staggeringly 
underexplored stage in her career, Allyn already had a textured portfolio, somewhat anarchic for Connecticut - most 
notably exhibiting Home, a collection of video media about transcendental gender roles in the home, for a solo 
exhibition at the New Britain Museum of American Art in 2013.  



It was that year that I came across Allyn. When I look back she frequently mentioned, in anecdotes about her younger 
European adventures, a man called Frank and a group of literally crazy-sounding Swedes she had tried, and at first failed, 
to meet in Venice during the 2009 Biennale vernissage.   

I always found the vernissage in Venice an uncomfortable, nauseating even, experience. I have always realised that the 
scenario should be inspiring; myself meager, struggling in the humidity, mixing with the upper echelons of the art world, 
not a drop of sweat on them and speaking in tongues. Despite the fact that I have always struggled to learn any lessons 
about contemporary art in that particular place and time, Venice does however provide an ample setting for hidden 
dramas. That lost corner of the Adriatic Joseph Brodsky wrote about in Watermark is less lost during the vernissage, but 
it only takes until the steps of the stazione or the vapporetto landing and taking in that first breath of the musty 
fondamenta to realise you are now never more than yards or hours from a drama, hiding in the cracks of the stone, the 
terrazzo or the salt-weathered mortar. You will meet a hero, an antihero, a bard, a protagonist and an antagonist in the 
days and weeks to come, for sure.   

The American writer John Updike writes in a series for The New Yorker on Watermark by Brodsky in 1992;  

… We read Watermark enraptured by its gallant attempt to distill a precious meaning from life’s experience – to make a 
spot on a globe a peephole into universal circumstance, and to fashion of one’s personal chronic tourism a crystal whose 
facets reflect an entire life, with exile and ill health glinting at the edges of planes whose direct glare is sheer beauty. 

WATERMARK by Joseph Brodsky. John Updike. 104 pp. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1992 

 

The illuminated globe was, I was told, donated by Heron to the Hotel Nytorget upon its grand opening and is perhaps 
symbolic of Updike’s feelings about Watermark - other than the ill health part. As out of place as it seemed, a globe 
attracts us like moths, Asa felt that the suspended globe offered a coming together of Heron’s appeal that we keep 
travelling, Brodsky’s chronic tourism and an invitation for residents to imagine a peephole on the globe’s surface for 
universal experience. To locate this experience on a map, to locate it on; 29th street at 39th avenue… 

on calle tolleta…  

on fondamenta nova…  

on telefonplan… 

 

The exilic Brodsky had sporadic periods of his life in which he enjoyed a comparatively stationary life. In exile he 
famously spent an eighteen-month community service sentence on a farm in the village of Norenskaya in the 
Archangelsk Oblast region of Russia, three hundred and fifty miles from Leningrad. Said to be one of the most enjoyable 
periods of his life, in which he rented his own small cottage. Though without plumbing or central heating, its 
confinement, seclusion, having one's own, private space was taken to be a great luxury at the time. A personal mentor of 
Brodsky’s, Anna Akhmatova is quoted in mocking the KGB over its choice of Joseph’s sentencing - “What a biography 
they’re fashioning for our red-haired friend!.. It’s as if he’d hired them to do it on purpose.” 



As far as I understand, once again through hearsay, Norenskaya provided an unlikely stop off point for a young Frank 
Heron during Tourist Bureau –guided holidays to the Kenozero National Park and the relatively nearby Lake Lekshmo 
from the ages of six through to fourteen. Other than a middle class upbringing, this perhaps suggests some kind of 
ambassadorial role was in the family somewhere, although this of course may be inaccurate. It is immediately curious the 
absence of Russia in the resume of the adult Frank Heron, given his prolific activity over two decades in neighbouring 
Finland.   

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

… At the age of six, her grandmother gave her George Washington’s ‘Rules of Civility & Decent Behaviour in 
Company and Conversation’. Hughes puts a lot of value in sincerity and unabashed kindness. While in Venice, she met 
Frank Heron and the Rocket Girls for the first time. They told her a secret: everything matters…  

Ally Hughes: A Potential for Possibilities, Eddingworth. B, Themes & Hudson, 2014       

 

In 2009, when a twenty-two year old Allyn Hughes finally did meet Frank Heron and the Rocket Girls by chance in a 
bookstore on calle tolleta in Venice, three days after her first attempt, it seems an important lesson was learned about, 
well, everything - as the above now widely acclaimed biography states.    

In that particular biography, the narrator Barbera Eddingworth answers many questions I had contemplated about Allyn. 
Allyn had, and I believe still has, a tattoo that states ‘EVERYTHING MATTERS’ in block capitals on the inner part of 
her for-arm, I believe she must have confided this to Eddingworth personally, as it was hardly ever exposed while I knew 
her.   

The text in the biography compounds the context of a project that took Frank together with the Rocket Girls to Venice 
that summer and the resulting conversation they had with Hughes about Everything Matters. Everything Matters was the 
title of an action the Rocket Girls previously undertook in Los Angeles in 2006, the very same trip in which the term 
Rocket Orphan was coined by Heron. The project, as it is chronicled in N. Alice Challiner’s book, provides the 
recurring model for the working relationship between Frank and the Rocket Girls; Heron would provide the collective 
with what has become known as an art script; a brief, in the most poetic and expansive senses of the word. An 
instruction. An instruction to do whatever they pleased but with the art script in mind and with a stance that I now 
know reflected his teaching position within academic roles in universities across the globe throughout the nineties and 
two-thousands. I noticed Heron’s academic addresses at prominent institutions such as Strelka, Moscow, Yale, CT, USA 
and the Paris DSA Conference reflect his art scripts for the Rocket Girls in their use of stanza, much like the natural 
rhetoric of Leonard Cohen in both interview, poem and song. In Los Angeles in 2006 gold stickers invaded the city like 
medals rained onto the thoroughfares, medals stamped out on the street... 

on things.. 

on houses... 



on lamps...  

on restaurants... 

 

Having a somewhat shy disposition, Allyn Hughes had loosely prepared her conversation-opener to the Rocket Girls in 
Venice, should her ambitions of meeting them in person materialise - an ice-breaker of you like - and decided to focus 
this around a minor incident she experienced while shopping at a market in Austria shortly before, where, with her 
somewhat Nordic complexion, she was mistaken by a stranger for being Swedish, slapped across the face, the stranger 
then adding insult to injury by yelling about his dislike of the country. Allyn rarely succumbed to binary thought about 
fortune and misfortune, she seemed only to appreciate this incident as it began in her the imagery of a Swedish Allyn 
Hughes, the lost Rocket Girl perhaps.  

It has been made evident by Heron’s journalistic work that he chose to travel to the vernissage at Venice that year, as 
every other year, slowly, stopping by the Canelli area south of Turin. The purpose of the detour is not clear, but it is 
reasonable to guess it may be to visit the area’s so-called underground cathedrals, the vast network of subterranean wine 
cellars that draw only a handful of visitors to the region. Steeped in tradition as their name suggests, these chasms are 
often candle-lit with Romanesque arches supporting both the weight overhead and the pressure emanating from the 
bends of the nearby river Belbo. The general smell is of oak. They are true feats of architectural engineering and, 
providing an interface between daring architecture and good sparkling wine, it is not presumptuous to see their appeal to 
Heron, who according to Åsa, loved both.    

I stopped in my tracks when I learned of his stop-off in Canelli that year. Maybe my imagination had run away with me, 
but I too found myself in that town during what I recall to be a humid early summer around the time of the vernissage 
happening further east in Venice. Canelli is the hometown of the painter Giovanni Carlo Aliberti, a seventeenth-century 
artist who had previously caught my attention for his, well, absence, his and many others’ withdrawal from Girogio 
Vasari’s Lives of The Artists by its 18th and 19th Century publishers. His absence in this case caused a presence in my 
conscience as I became more interested in the artists systematically deleted from that book – many of which were women 
incidentally. I had heard about a fresco of Aliberti and some other works held in Canelli, and decided to take a visit to 
the place in which I was sent as part of a high school exchange programme when I was twelve years old. To my 
amazement the mother of my host family, Gabriella Bertoldo, was still alive and, reluctant to ask her age, I can 
mathematically assume she had surpassed ninety-five, and according to her daughter Stefania’s pleasantries via email she 
was ‘adamant’ to host me once again.  

As much as I might have reclined in the hospitality of the Bertoldo family, I spent each day until around five carrying out 
an itinerary of Aliberti that took me to a couple of churches and a municipal museum. Leaving the latter I overheard a 
man in khaki trousers tell a receptionist that he was from Wales in the UK. We are a small nation of just under three 
million, so it’s not an unusual reason for talking to strangers. From the few minutes of leaving the venue together and 
talking, I was learning of his transcendental homelessness, decades of vocational and professional journeys and the final 
straw that was to be a work trip to Pakistan a month ahead, before the splendour of his homecoming and retirement.   

 



………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

What Allyn didn’t know was that The Rocket Girls, together with Heron could have been found far more easily in 
various bars and cafes during the vernissage that year, rather than galleries, biennale pavilions or bookstores, 
demonstrating a game they had concocted throughout the months prior. 'The Study of The Upper Air' was a multi-
participatory narrative-building activity, using gingham tablecloths, floor tiles, cracks of the stone, the terrazzo and the 
salt-weathered mortar as its board, eking out the narrative line.  

 

 

3. 

 

This is not my story, but I felt I was becoming part of it.  

It was February. I was reading mainly poems at this time, particularly any English translations of Tomas Tranströmer I 
could find in Stockholm’s bookstores. His proses on lengthy Swedish winters eased my ongoing seasonal disorder 
towards the end of the dark season. Tranströmer assured me that the Swedish seasons were rhythmical, and that the 
darkness would end soon.  

Cecilia told me over omelette in her studio apartment on Telefonplan that a fraction of the Rocket Girls, herself and Åsa 
included, were planning a self-initiated residency in the Kenozero National Park. They wanted to occupy a derelict 
house isolated at the centre of the park, twenty kilometres from the nearest source of water or electricity, in which they 
would deliver a new chapter in their ongoing Mobile Institute project. They had both the Swedish Institute and the 
governing body of the Kenozero Park on board. All that stood in their way was the park’s close proximity to a nearby 
aerospace centre and its tendency to cause harmful debris when rockets took their test flights – this produced a great deal 
of paperwork the Rocket Girls were still going through.  

Northwest Russia was not an unlikely place for the Rocket Girls to go, they had in fractions been participating in events 
in Kaliningrad as I have mentioned, but also Moscow, Archangelsk, St Petersburg and a trail of towns and villages 
between throughout the previous two years. Their motives I assumed had perhaps something to do with wider 
assumptions on squatting, the occupy movement, liminal living, pedagogy in the wilderness. I did however at first find 
their motives behind this location somewhat abstract, closed off even. The Rocket Girls rarely acted alone and invariably 
invited friends to contribute to the course of the Mobile Institute, and I was asked to join. Other invitees notable to me 
were N Alice, Allyn Hughes and Russian photographer Oleg Samoylov, a fellow rocket orphan whose wallet and unsent 
letters I had found in the Hotel Nytorget.  

This was the first mention of the Kenozero park since I was studying Frank Heron. I thought that, if there was one, this 
might be a suitable time to mention the man from North Wales I had met in Canelli years before.  



The bags were packed the night before the flight. Each bag was effectively punctured with ill-fitting items, tripods and 
other long, tubular things made the stacking of the luggage awkward as it took the lobby of the Hotel Nytorget as a 
overnight holding place, while we slept inside.  

We each allowed a certain flexibility travelling in such a large group, flexibility to drop in, drop out along the journey. 
The often dry and dusty track down the peninsular was now frozen. It would be days before the first students at the 
Mobile Institute would arrive, and we all needed some time before entering the remote house twenty kilometres further 
down the peninsular. So we found ourselves in the hotel life again, stocking up on its complimentary shampoo and 
toothpaste sachets and waiting for a collective thirst for the wilderness to generate. The only Rocket Girl whose grasp of 
the Russian language could lead us to the house took up a long dialogue with the park's authorities, a dialogue that was 
cyclical, each conversation ending with the same sentence ...well, you would have to speak to Mr Frank... and 
sometimes compounded with ...he's british, and a strange man... I found it hard to believe that all the permissions, each 
request for assistance or directions or keys to the house needed to go througha strange British man called Frank.   

 

Underneath a pile of Joseph Brodsky paraphernalia, I had found a retrospective coffee-table book on the Amercian artist 
David Robbins' story in art at the hotel, which had thought-provoking opening chapters as we whiled away the 
remaining nights before the journey south. In an interview early on, Robbins claimed to have 'misunderstood the art 
context' upon entry, having previously worked in television-based theatre. When reviewing Robbins’ work throughout 
a long career, we see the fruits of this misunderstanding, and his decision to not correct himself and his approach to the 
wider general requirements of the art world, but to use his mistakes as foundations for his practice, to run away with it if 
you like. I often wondered if my literal mistaking for ontological terms I was writing about at the time, of transcendental 
homelessness and my applications of them to Frank Heron - to our common restlessness, were misconstrued, or whether 
or not they were worthy of running away with, and waiting for my flight home three weeks later decided that they 
were.     

The Frank Heron that opened the door to us in that derelict house in the Kenozero was not the Frank Heron I had been 
studying to that point, nor was he the man I met in Canelli - neither was he the Frank Heron that N Alice had based her 
phd candidacy around. It was only Asa who recognised the youthful eyes behind the unkempt hair, eyebrows and beard, 
but even the most prolific collaborators within the Rocket Girls nor Allyn Hughes knew it was not him, the Frank 
Heron with restless abandon, with smart black sunglasses. And a Canadian publication released the following year titled 
The Critical Heron proved this to be true.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


