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Contemporary Art Assignment One - Part B
Jeremy Deller's Battle of Orgreave

In this essay I am going to interpret Jeremy Deller's Battle of Orgreave and 
reflect on the importance of place. I'll write about my personal response to the piece, 
how the media and forms are used, consider the context along with other work of 
Deller and conclude about his approach to art.

  
I watched the short video (Excerpt from The Battle of Orgreave, 2002) and was 

confronted by a battle scene that showed an extreme contrast of a military machine 
taking on local people. The regimented blue police uniforms, in riot gear, drumming 
shields menacingly with batons, against unordered men united by casual dress of 
jeans and yellow stickers saying "coal not dole" is a shocking and upsetting 
imbalance of sides. It made me curious as in 1984 I was only 10 years old, I was 
aware of the miners strikes but not of the violence happening only 30 miles away 
from home. Studying this conflict has been challenging, but discovering it was a 
staged demonstration of power by the government over the trade unions does leave 
some resentment and bitterness, which I believe Deller has set out to explore.  

In this work Deller has presented a complex story between the government, 
police and the National Union of Mineworkers using many different media's such as 
videos, performance, fashion, wall friezes, memoirs and biographical books. I think 
with the challenges faced by people understanding contemporary art, Deller has 
used this many media approach to ensure the work is accessible to everyone, there 
is something here for everybody to relate or connect to. In the documentary (The 
Battle of Orgreave, 2002) an interview with Tony Benn reveals how the BBC were 
pressurised to edit the sequence of events in the news. He recalled that the BBC 
report suggested that the Miners threw stones at the Police first, rather then 
representing what actually happened with the Police charging and aggravating the 
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Miners into retaliation. This evidence suggests to me that Deller is taking on the role 
of curator of the peoples histories by trying to capture a different truth behind events, 
and by doing so presents a curated real life historical exhibit. 

When watching the news in the 1984 Deller compared The Battle of Orgreave 
to a civil war (Deller, 2002.) The art critic Jonathan Jones (Jones, 2001) suggests 
that Deller has created a work similar to the "sombre dignity of a Baroque history 
painting." Artist and critic are hinting at the contextual link to the English Civil War, 
which coincides with the Baroque period and Dellers specialism during his MA 
(Jones, 2001). However this leaves a long time gap in the context from Baroque to 
1984 and I wonder if Picasso's "Gurenica" from 1937 (Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofía, 2017) bridges this gap, with it's larger than life shocking black and 
white story. This image may feel closer to the struggles of people against repressing 
governments or mine owners than Baroque battles. Additionally could George 
Orwells novel Nineteen Eighty-Four and the propaganda controlling government 
preventing dissent and independent thoughts have influenced Deller and his 
representation of this battle of the same year? 

Part of what Deller does is to recreate or make new places by bringing them to 
life through re-enactments or by twisting peoples associations with them. Orgreave 
for the miners has become a symbolic place even though there was no coal mine 
here, instead the site was occupied by a coking plant for the steel industry. To me it 
becomes a potent reminder of how coal mining supports other industries and the 
nations need for energy, yet the miners were left unsupported in their need for work.

By organising the re-enactment Deller has combined memories of people 
(former Miners and Police) with members of historic re-enactment groups. The event 
has strengthen Orgreave as place in peoples own memories and connections. In 
someways this art "event" may have given back to the local communities their sense 
of place that was destroyed by the government when the mines were closed and 
their shared communities places broken up. 

ASSIGNMENT !2



In Dellers other work he explores peoples stories, their sense of place and finds 
ways to bring those places to life, thus creating new places. In 'History of the 
World' (History of the World, 1997) Deller makes connections in a spider web like 
diagram between Acid House music and Brass Bands. The links made chart civil 
unrest, solidarity, anti-capitalism, privatisation and the miners strikes, these links 
indicate how the people involved felt at the time and a sense of their place in Britain. 
It's a great visual representation of his mind at work and then he cleverly brings it to 
life with 'Acid Brass' (Acid Brass, 1997). Here he arranges performances of acid 
house music with the brass Williams Fairey Band. Another example of Deller giving 
life and creating a new place is in 'Sacrilege' (Sacrilege, 2012) where he turns Stone 
Henge into a bouncy castle. Here the ancient monument, it's original peoples 
understanding of the place being lost in time, is brought to life with children and 
families joyous bouncing, giving it a new meaning and place in their minds! 

To conclude this is a complex and moving piece that challenges our acceptance 
of the media and government stories. I have learnt about the Miners Strike and how 
Orgreave became a significant place in the Miners struggle against the government. 
The work uses many medias and this ensures it is accessible to everyone, there is 
something for everybody to relate and connect to. The context of the piece is about 
the struggles of people in civil wars, not the ruling party and highlights how news & 
history can be mis-represented by the press and government. It shows how peoples 
places, where they have struggled or fought for, remain strongly alive within them. 
Deller is an artist who tells alternative stories, peoples histories, and takes life to 
places to give them new significance and meaning to people. 
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