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Battle of Orgreave 
Contemporary re-enactment, art event or memorial? David Butler gives an insider account 

of Jeremy Deller's ambitious Artangel Times commission. 

IT'S AN OVERCAST SATURDAY MORNING. I'm 
standing outdoors in a queue - which will prove to 
be the first of many - and I know it's going to rain. I 
ask the guys beside me why they're here. They're all 
from re-enactment groups; every weekend they dress 
up as soldiers and replay history. Further down the 
line are groups of ex-miners and sandwiched 
between us are local lads from South Yorkshire hired 
in by a film agency. 
We're here to make art, or re-enact a battle, or take 
part in a film, or have a celebration, or lay some 
ghosts to rest, or re-right history, or tell our own sto
ries, or have a reunion, or show that we're not 
beaten. We're in Orgreave, South Yorkshire where 
seventeen years ago 4,000 miners from across the 
UK tried to stop coal moving into the coke works, 
and the government massed 3,000 police as part of 
a strategy that destroyed a major part of the British 
economy and the way of life of thousands of people. 
Jeremy Deller's re-enactment of the Battle of 
Orgreave was a proposal for the Artangel Times Open 
(it's politically questionable that support for this 
event should come from a violently anti-NUM, 
Murdoch paper - but there's also a sense of poetic 
justice). The event has been two-and-a-half years in 
the making, partly because of logistics and funding, 
partly because of the sensibilities involved. For the 
past year Deller has spent two or three days each 
week in and around Orgreave talking with people -
residents, ex-miners, police. This was partly research 
- the stories of Orgreave belong to the people who 
were there - but it also built up trust and under
standing and strengthened Deller's determination to
make the event work. 
Surprisingly there wasn't one objection to the re
enactment. The conversations were about what actu
ally happened and getting it right. There was an
amount of wariness and suspicion that Deller felt 
could only be overcome by talking with people -
they have to trust him a a person and he has to 
demonstrate respect for their sensibiliti s and sto
ries. 
On 17 June 1984 the miner', >Llikt: Wd l111t:I:! 
months old and would last for another year. Publi ly
the Battle of Orgeave was a defining mom nt, not
just for the strike but for contemporary British polit
ical history. Deller describes the experience of watch
ing TV footage as a young boy as a political epiphany 
- the realisation that civil conflict exposes deep dis
crepancies between the state and the individual. But 
the reality of the 'battle' is very private: it resides in 
the lives of the people who were there. 
Manoeuvring between public and private cultures, 
exposing discrepancies and hidden values, is at the 
root of Deller's work. I asked him whether the re
enactment was about setting something right but he
sees that as too ambitious or arrogant. For him, it's 
about people not being afraid or ashamed to show 
what happened and to talk about it. 
The question of whether this is art doesn't interest 
him and he feels no need to define the event -
beyond describing it as a contemporary re-enact
ment or a memorial. If you believe an idea has value 
then the important thing is making it happen and 
those involved - both as participants and spectators 

- will make of it what they will. There's a certain
naivety in that view but conceptually I agree with 

him and my experience of taking part in the re
enactment bears it out. 
The participants were either ex-miners, local people 
or re-en actors. The audience were locals, people who 
go to re-enactments and the art world. These people 
were there for different reasons and they looked at 
the event in different ways. You could see this as a 
kind of parallel tracking where everypne leaves with 
what they came for. But, I think it mefre complex than 
that. If, as a re-enactor, you take,�rt in an event that 
someone says is art you have to take a look at it in 
that way even if that's not your language. So these 
different worlds impact on ea'ch other. 
Interestingly- though, I think, not surpri ingly - the 
people who had a problem with that were the 
London artworld, where the need is to fit an event 
like Orgreave into existing frameworks. This is unsur
prising, because a mutual validation process between 
artworld and artwork is necessary to preserve a frag
ile value system. Work like Deller's always challenges 
that - but it's from such work that changing values 
emerge. 
In 1983 - the year before the miner's strike - I was 
working in South Yorkshire with Action Space mak
ing large-scale outdoor events. That work was about 
mixing artforms, challenging authorship, responding 
to the meaning and significance of places and the 
people who inhabit them. It was rooted in an ideol
ogy that involved fierce debate about the politics of 
the spectacle, about communities of place and com
munities of interest, about the roles of artist/partic
ipant/audience and the nature of creativity. Its 
political ethos doesn't map directly onto Deller's 
work (but I think its aesthetic forms do and - along 
with the conceptual practice of the past ten years -
it's a major part of the lineage of work like Orgreave. 
For Deller a key part of realising any project is know
ing the point to give it over to other people - both 
professionals and public. He describes himself as 
being good at certain things but not being an expert 
at anything - so he works with people who are. The 
relationship with Artangel was vital to this. They set 
up tht: funding and brought In the event organisers 
- 00 people means a lot of time organising cater
ing, toilets, etc - leaving Deller to concentrate on 
d v loping th work. Crucially, they secured funding 
from h nn 1 4 to work with Mike Figgis on a film. 
Setting th L d al up dd • d a year to the project but 
it brought in th fundin to giv the re-enactment 
the cale it n d d, nd it m an th v nt lives
beyond the day and ha wid r at1di n . 
As participant w w r th r to m k that event 
work on that day, in that pl nd for tho p opl . 
We weren't there as film extra . At th sam tim , 
Figgis wasn't making a docum nt ry of r - n ct
ment. He was making a film that, lik th r - n t
ment, tells a story and marks out hi tory that a lot 
of people have either forgotten, n ver knew or would 
rather forget. 
His approach was to use five camera crews working 
with digital video and steady cam. The cameras got 
inside the action rather than the action being set up 
for the cameras. Participants were encouraged to 
break off from the re-enactment and talk direct to 
camera when they were ready to tell their stories of 
the original battle and the strike - and the camera 
crews had to respond. The presence of the film crews 

never felt intrusive. Given the deep distrust of the 
media among ex-miners this was important not just 
to make the filming work but also to show that 
things can be otherwise. It's part of the multi-layered 
way a work like this acquires and communicates 
meaning. 
Attitudes towards the strike and its outcome among 
ex-miners are hard to understand from the outside. 
There's an abiding sense of anger and loss but among 
ex-miners taking part in the re-enactment I found a 
curious lack of resentment - a third of the ex-min
ers were quite willing to play policemen! 
The atmosphere was very much one of reunion both 
for ex-miners and re-enactors. This is one part of the 
multi-layered nature of the event like this that you 
can only see by participating. For the audience the 
rehearsal is something that happens before the spec
tacle. Its function is a technical one - to make the 
spectacle work for the audience. It doesn't constitute 
part of the re-enactment or the artwork. For me, tak
ing part in the artwork - I'm using that word delib
erately because that's the world I come from and 
that's how I want to view the event - began in a 
queue outside a marquee. Over two days there were 
a series of small, private performances that took 
place around and amongst the formality of the 
rehearsal and the re-enactment. You might call these 
conversations, or people taking group photos, or sto
rytelling, or practical jokes - they were all these 
things. But we did them, or overheard them, or 
watched them in the context of the re-enactment, 
so they become minor actions within a larger action 
- not just physically but also conceptually and emo
tionally. 
Within a large-scale, participatory event that mixes 
the authorship of the artist, the authorship of the 
collaborator and the authorship of public permission, 
what constitutes a key component is a relativistic 
question - it just depends where you're standing.An 
unintended, minor action may have an abiding sig
nificance. And events outside provide new contexts·. 
The social and political blight engendered by 
Thatcherism had a huge impact on the torms and 
credibility of political resistance. Globalism is shift
ing that, engendering a new vitality of resistance
governments are desperate to control. On the day of 
the re-enactment the lead story in the Independent
on Sunday was the shooting of a protester at the 
Gothenburg summit. Page two had a list of the 'anar
chist' groups devoted to 'troublemaking' and 'disrup
tion'. Plu <;a change, plus <;a meme chose. The media 
tells one tory - who tell the others? 
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Nike Figgis'film will be shown on Channel 4 late 
2001 or early 2002. It will be premiered in Sheffield 
this autumn for an audience of participants in the 
re-enactment and residents of Orgreave. 
At the same time Artangel are publishing a book
about the project. 
See W:www.artangel.org. uk 

Jeremy Deller, 111c Battle of Orgreave. 2001. Photos: Marlin Jenkinson 
(Jenkinson also photographed the original battle as press photographer). 

Courtesy of Art angel. 
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