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Dr Sam George in conversation with Sir Christopher 
Frayling, The British Library, 5 April 2013

Arriving at the British Library I loiter by the Bill Woodrow’s 
bronze sculpture of a book on a ball and chain, such a 
wonderfully fraught image, and look at my notes. I’m here 
to interview Sir Christopher Frayling, educationalist, 
writer, broadcaster, commentator and Governor of the 
British Film Institute. In relation to Misdirect Movies 
serendipity has already played a part in relation to 
Misdirect Movies, Don Quixote is his favourite novel, 
and he’s always celebrated the relationship between film 
and the visual arts in his own work. I’ve been a fan of his 
since the TV series The Face of Tutankhamun1 and the 
publication of his seminal work on vampires.2 Frayling 
was the first to invite vampires into the academy and the 
rigour, imagination, and sheer scope of his research 
can be seen to have initiated the critical study of 
vampire texts. Awaiting his arrival, I begin to wonder 
what made him such a polymath, a champion of 
disreputable genres (vampire literature, Hammer horror, 
the spaghetti western), and defender of low brow culture, 
and what unites his many projects (the visualisation of 
the Gothic, the scientist and the cinema, Fu Man Chu, 
to name a few). Our paths had crossed before in 
connection to the ‘Open Graves, Open Minds’ project 3 
and we had shared some thoughts on Enlightenment 
philosophy, particularly Rousseau.4 He had told me the 
story of his adventures in Paris in 1968 (the myth goes 
that the Sorbonne was closed when he got there, and 
he was shouting ‘Why can’t you open the bloody 
library, I’m trying to study the French Revolution’ while 
they were overturning cars in the street outside). Given 
this, his appointment as Professor of Cultural History at 
the Royal College of Art and his knighthood for services 
to art education (he eventually became Rector of the 
RCA, a Trustee of the V&A and Chairman of the Art’s 
Council), the philosophy of the RCA seemed a good 
place to start:

SG: I’ve read something of Emile, and I know that 
Rousseau wants to create a philosopher who can work 
with his hands, that’s one of the most interesting ideas 
in the book isn’t it? Does this fit with the teachings of 
the Royal College of Art, do you think?
 
CF: Very much so. I mean, subsequently I did some 
research on this phrase, ‘The 3 Rs’, because it’s always 
occurred to me that the idea that reading, writing, 
‘rithmetic are the basis of every well-rounded education, 

some way, the notion of highbrow and lowbrow culture, 
doesn’t it? Is it this tension that really lies behind all 
your key projects, do you think?

CF: It is. I mean, I grew up in a house with not many 
books in it. And my father was obsessed about the 
Music Hall. He used to drag me to all these decaying 
music halls in the 1950s and they were on their last legs 
as telly took over. I was the first person in my family to 
go to university, and when I went to university I always 
had to explain what I was doing in terms which they 
would understand. And I hated the idea that higher 
education would drive a wedge between me and the 
family. So I’ve always had this complete obsession, a) 
with clarity and putting things over — I hate jargon, and 
b) with, what’s the connection between that world of 
popular culture and so-called high art? Because I saw 
it as a continuum, as a spectrum, not as an either/or, 
or as some sort of opposition... I’m a sort of reluctant 
intellectual, in way.

SG: One of your key projects was to explore Spaghetti 
Westerns, and you published a book on that back in 
19805. Did you actually coin the term ‘Spaghetti Western’ 
and how did you define it? How has the term 
been received? 

CF: Well, terribly. There’s a bit of a paternity suit going on 
about who did it. Let’s say it happened simultaneously. 
I first wrote about Spaghetti Westerns in Time Out in 
1967/68, when it was a little thing, and it was just after 
The Good, The Bad and The Ugly. Simultaneously, in 
the Village Voice, a writer called Andrew Saris wrote 
about Spaghetti Westerns.
 
The reason, I mean, it’s very simple. In the 1960s, 
restaurants that were cheap and cheerful and Italian all 
had the prefix Spaghetti: Spaghetti House, Spaghetti 
Junction, Spaghetti, this and that. Today it’s Pizza, but 
in those days it was Spaghetti. So if you wanted an 
off-the-shelf phrase to describe a cheap and cheerful 
Western that was Italian — ‘Spaghetti Westerns’. That’s 
basically how it happened. I wish I’d trademarked it by 
the way. I’d be a very wealthy young man. We hadn’t 
heard of intellectual property in those days. Because 
it’s now everywhere, it’s incredible how it caught on, 
incredible. There’s even a restaurant, apparently, in 

there’s something odd about it, because reading and 
writing are the same thing: literacy. So basically it’s two 
Rs: literacy and numeracy. And I’ve been tracing where 
on earth this phrase came from, and it seems to have 
originated in the eighteenth century, when the 3 R’s were 
Reading, Wroughting (making things) and ‘Rithmetic. 
So the 3 Rs are literacy, working with your hands, making 
things, shaping things, creativity, and numeracy, right. 
In fact, I found a church in Devon where it’s actually in 
the stained glass window: reading, wrighting and ‘rithmetic. 
And it meant reading was reading, wrighting was sort of 
wheel-wrighting, the crafts, and ‘rithmetic was calculation 
for the Admiralty and Naval calculations and stuff.
 
So I’ve always thought that making things is part of the 
basis of any well-rounded education: primary, secondary, 
tertiary. I mean, one of the disasters today is you can go 
through the whole system without any three-dimensional 
making at all. So, yes, it definitely relates. 

One of my favourite images of the Royal College is 
done by David Hockney, when he defaced his diploma 
certificate in 1962, and he did this famous image of a 
student. And there’s the Rector, standing there — not 
me, it was long before me, he’s wearing an Old Etonian 
tie, can’t be me — and the student is balanced on his 
hand, and he’s pushing him against the royal coat of arms. 
And it’s a very ambiguous image. Is he saying that that 
sort of Establishment aspect of the College is holding 
the student back, or is he saying — I like to think he’s 
saying — the collision between that student and the 
coat of arms is precisely the heart of the place?
 
David Hockney said once that the secret of art education 
is to have tutors who are practitioners, obviously, but 
who have a very strong point of view. You may disagree 
with it profoundly, but in fighting it, you find your own 
voice. And the cardinal sin is agreeing with everything, 
where the whole system’s like sponge, and everyone 
goes round saying, ‘That’s really interesting’, and nobody 
ever learns anything. So that collision is at the heart of it, 
and I think that’s probably the heart of the RCA. That’s what 
I loved about it, actually: you never quite knew where the 
collision was going to happen. And it was quite hairy 
at times. 

SG: Your work always plays around with, or subverts in 

New York, called Spaghetti Western. They invited me 
to come, but I thought that I would be too jealous, 
I would get indigestion.

Now, what was that about? Well, partly my complete 
obsession with finding the most disreputable genres 
as possible and then persuading people that they’re 
intellectually respectable. That’s a deep thing in my 
personality. I love what is disreputable, transgressive, 
all that sort of thing. But mainly it was a complete 
obsession with the relationship between American 
popular culture and Europe.

In the 60s, in pop music, you get this co-influence of 
American R&B and what we used to call Negro Spirituals, 
etc., and British pop music. And people sort of took that 
for granted. But in the movies when it happened, it was 
basically American Westerns reworked in an Italian cultural 
context; in the same way that the Beatles were reworking 
black R&B music in a Liverpool context; in the same way 
that Django Reinhardt, in Paris, was reworking American 
jazz in a French context. All of that: Jean-Pierre Melville 
was making gangster movies; Jean-Luc Godard was 
obsessed with Republic Studios when he made A bout 
de souffle — Breathless. 

And it was really in the air, this thing of the collision 
between American popular culture and making it your 
own. It’s now known as hybridity, but in those days it 
wasn’t. And because I lived that, you know, I couldn’t 
understand why all my academic colleagues just 
pooh-poohed American culture as something that was 
very remote and probably drowning in Tasty Freeze, you 
know, that it was actually bad for you. So when I saw 
Spaghetti Westerns, I thought, wow, this is a fantastic 
example of taking the most American of genres and 
reworking it and turning it in to something completely 
different, with all its Italian imagery and music and 
acting styles and the imagery of Catholicism, all this 
sort of thing. So, that was part of it, actually. 

I think I was the only critic in England who took an interest 
in those at the time; they dumped on Spaghetti Westerns 
when they came out. Ersatz American Westerns, not as 
good as John Wayne, what the hell do they think they’re 
doing? It doesn’t even look like Arizona! Completely 
missing the point. It’s like saying the Beatles aren’t Louis 
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Armstrong. I mean, what the hell does that tell you? 

SG: One of the artists in the Misdirect Movies show, 
David Reed, has drawn on John Ford’s film The Searchers 
in his work. And the film represents a quixotic moment 
for him when he was on a painting excursion in the desert 
and he found himself in one of the caves that had 
featured in the film, and somehow confused his memory 
of the film with his own recollection, thinking he’d 
actually been there. Are you something of a Quixote, 
do you think?
 
CF: When you kindly sent me the details of the exhibition 
and I read that, it certainly chimed with me. I love finding 
places, locations, where films have been made, so you 
can blend you own autobiographical memories with those 
of the film: I love doing that. This must have been in 
Monument Valley, I guess; he was wandering around 
Monument Valley and found the cave. And it must be 
the cave where he picks up the young Natalie Wood 
and says, ‘Let’s go home, Debbie’ which is the great 
moment in the film. So, I’m with that guy. I mean, going 
to the cave, and then blending. Your attitude to the film 
changes completely after that, because you’ve been there 
so all your memories of the place get blended with your 
experience of the film. I completely understood that one.  

SG: Andrew Bracey, who’s one of the curators of the 
show, is very much taken with the idea that Orson Welles’s 
representation of Don Quixote, slashing away at the 
cinema screen, is one of the most beautiful six minutes 
in the history of cinema. He’s actually built his work 
around this. Are there others do you think?

CF: Slashing away at the cinema screen yes. Don Quixote 
is such a strange film have you seen it? It’s been recut by, 
of all people, Jess Franco, who was one of the assistants, 
who made all those Spanish horror movies, all those 
rot-gut vampire movies and all sorts of low-budget films. 
But Jess Franco was one of Orson Welles’ assistants. 
So he recut the footage of Don Quixote, so the version 
we see is Jess Franco’s Orson Welles’ Don Quixote, 
and it’s such a strange film. The lady he cast as the 
beautiful heroine was about twenty years older when he 
went back to re-film, because he kept piecing together 
bits of this film whenever he got some money. He did 
these rather bad movies which he dominated with his 

performances. So he cuts from one shot to another and 
there she is aged about eighteen, and there she is aged 
about thirty-five. It’s absolutely extraordinary, watching 
Don Quixote. But it’s a great experiment.
 
But this idea of slashing at the screen: I do love movies 
which sort of do that. There are a couple of films. There’s 
one called Target, which is about a drive-in movie where 
someone starts shooting everyone from behind the 
screen, one of these terrible sort of American massacres. 
And Boris Karloff is making a personal appearance, and 
they’re showing a film called The Terror by Roger Korman 
on the big screen at this drive-in, and he goes behind 
the screen and walks towards the murderer, who gets 
confused about is it the image on the screen or is it really 
happening to him, and stops shooting people. I love that. 

And there’s another one, an Italian film, and I’ve 
forgotten what it was called, but it’s set in a cinema, 
and they’re all going to see a Spaghetti Western, and 
suddenly on the screen, the actors turn towards the 
audience and start shooting them. And they have to 
cordon off the cinema, and they don’t know how to 
stop the movie. But it’s actually the actors from the 
Spaghetti Western shooting. I love people who draw 
attention to cinema in that way, actually, yes. I wouldn’t 
have chosen Don Quixote, but it makes me want to 
go and see it again, actually. 

SG: When you were on Desert Island Discs, you chose 
Don Quixote as the book you would take to the island, 
didn’t you? 

CF: Yes, it’s a classic. I mean, the relationship between 
Don Quixote and Sancho Panza is what this entire 
interview’s been about. Sancho Panza swears, he eats 
messily, he’s a sort of carnival character; Spanish popular 
culture. And the Don is this sort of chivalric, out-of-date, 
old-fashioned knight, and I find the relationship between 
them so poignant, and in a way, you’ve put your finger 
on it, that’s my whole life, in that. That’s why that book 
really chimes with me. I love that book, actually. No one’s 
actually finished it, you know. They all say they have. 
So the desert island would give me a chance to 
actually finish it. 

SG: Do you think that Sancho and the Don perhaps 
represent different sides of your own character, in a way? 

CF: They do, they do, these carnivalesque characters. 
When I was at university, in a very obscure anthropological 
journal there was a translation of Bakhtin’s book about 
the carnivalesque, about Rabelais. And I found that a very 
challenging and interesting idea: you know, that there’s 
a form of art, a carnival, with the licence to be rude to 
your superiors. And he talks about in the Middle Ages, 
that for one day in the year you could mock the Church 
and the Bishops and all the senior people, and belong to 
the Parliament of Fools and the Carnival. I found that really 
interesting, and I think you could say Spaghetti Westerns 
are a carnivalesque form of cinema, basically saying to 
the traditional Hollywood Western, ‘Here’s two fingers 
at you, mate’, and let’s see what happens when you do 
that. I love carnival I do, yes. So, that’s quite important.
 
SG: In your exhibition on Gothic Nightmares at the Tate, 
you looked at the impact of artists such as Fuseli, Blake, 
and images of Frankenstein on the visualisation of the 
Gothic. They must have had a huge impact on film. So 
I was wondering how artists have influenced cinema in 
your opinion, and vice versa? Is this a cross-fertilisation 
that excites you?

CF: That’s huge. Well, the first thing about the Fuseli 
show, which I co-curated with someone at the Tate, was 
that the Gothic had become fashionable, really, as you 
say, from, I suppose, the mid-80s onwards. But nobody 
seemed to have looked at what visual artists were up 
to at the time. People had studied the Gothic novel, the 
texts, but if it was such a big craze, and if all the things 
people were saying about the reasons why the craze 
happened for the Gothic were true, surely that applied 
to artists as well as writers. So that was the start of it, 
that and my obsession with that painting, Fuseli’s 
Nightmare. And so the key thing was to get that painting, 
and it’s in Detroit, and if we couldn’t get that painting, 
the exhibition wouldn’t happen. So it was slightly tense, 
and then they agreed to lend it, so that was great, 
and we were off. 

I wanted the ending of the show to be the impact of 
that painting on how people have visualised horror in 
the cinema. And I had a lot of difficulty with Tate Britain. 

You don’t show popular movies in an art gallery. I mean, 
it’s the old, old problem, and I thought we’d won that 
battle in the 60s, but clearly not necessarily in the citadels. 
So, I wanted a compilation of Caligari, Nosferatu, and 
then the Universal Frankenstein, where they actually used 
the image from Fuseli on the poster to promote the film, 
the famous moment with Elizabeth Frankenstein draped 
over a bed with this looming creature over her, right up 
to the present day. 

And eventually we did, and it was a very popular aspect 
of the exhibition. That then interested me because I 
began to think about production design in popular films 
in relation to the history of art, and in that lecture I gave 
for you, I tried to choose some examples really of famous 
paintings and how they turned into images in film. And I 
began to think that most of the production designers in 
Hollywood were Northern European émigrés of one kind 
or another, who got out of Europe because of the rise of 
Nazism, went over to Hollywood and ended up either 
running design departments or becoming art directors. 
And they brought with them a Northern European aesthetic.

So Munch, The Scream; Fuseli, The Nightmare; Casper 
David Friedrich and all those kind of paintings of the 
German Romantic period were to them bread and butter. 
They were clichés. Of course in Hollywood nobody had 
seen them. And indeed, in Britain we don’t know those 
paintings very well. It’s a very Northern European Gothic 
tradition. And so you look at horror movies and those 
images are everywhere, everywhere. Every horror movie 
made in the 30s refers in some way to German or Northern 
European Symbolist art. And that interested me. That’s 
one aspect of it. Then, of course, is the impact of film on 
artists, my formation. When I first arrived at the Royal 
College, the Pop Art was still very much alive, and the 
crucible of British Pop Art had been the RCA, where that 
generation of R.B. Kitai, David Hockney, Peter Philips, 
under the tuition of Peter Blake, had sort of created 
British Pop. And it was still very much in the ether. 

So I then got interested in how does it work the other way 
around? Which is artists using movies as an inspiration. 
Because traditionally — the great moment at the Royal 
College was when Peter Blake, in the 50s went to a bunch 
of students who were trying to do a Cezanne, and they’re 
trying to do a still life, and some of them are doing a 
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bottle of wine with a piece of cheese and an apple, and 
some people are doing a mountain. And he said, ‘For 
God’s sake most of you have never had a bottle of wine, 
you’re not awfully interested in apples: why are you doing 
this? Why don’t you do something, why don’t you paint 
something that means something to you, culturally? The 
circus, the music hall, the movies, poplar literature, pulp 
magazines, pornography, whatever it is. Do something 
that means something to you. For God’s sake, don’t do 
things because it’s from the history of art.’

And that was a key moment where, instead of nature, 
it’s culture as a subject. So out of that comes British 
Pop, in America the same realisation leads to Warhol, 
and the whole redefinition of the word ‘icon’, which 
happens at that time. Instead of it meaning a religious 
symbol, it means Elizabeth Taylor. It sort of secularises 
imagery. So the images come from the culture. I came 
to the College just at that moment. So, I’m thinking 
about the one-way thing, which is the history of art 
feeding into production design; but also living artists 
taking that imagery and reworking it and turning it into 
Andy Warhol’s or Peter Blake’s, or whatever. 

And one thing that fascinated me was that — sorry, it’s 
a long answer, but it’s quite important, I think, for the 
exhibition — is that, I mean, Peter, who I know very well, 
and Eduardo Paolozzi, whom I knew very well, very well, 
because I kind of sensed that they were on the same 
wavelength as me, they weren’t being ironic and slick in 
the way Warhol was, taking advertising images and film 
images and deliberately sort of giving them a presence by 
making them huge multiples, and it was the very sort of 
flatness of it, the mass production of the image became 
part of it. In Peter’s case, it was autobiographical. He loved 
the Eagle comic. He absolutely loved wrestling and all 
these images that he chose, you know, Elvis Presley, Gene 
Vincent; he loved them to death. And he was doing them 
because they were part of his life. And that’s very different 
as a tradition of Pop to the American one, where it’s like 
quoting the American flag, quoting Elizabeth Taylor, and 
being rather detached from it. They were living it, you know 
and that interested me, too. Because I felt that why was 
it that all the things that I enjoyed culturally never made 
their way into academe? Why was it that things I did 
routinely in the evenings, the music and the movies and 
so on, just didn’t find their way into examinations and 

essays? And so on and that was Pop Art.

And universities didn’t have its Pop Art, really till the late 
70s, I think, with the rise of media studies, not within the 
university sector but within the polytechnic sector. Now, 
of course, in the university sector, but in those days it 
was basically the polys that invented film studies, media 
studies, popular culture studies, which then got transposed 
into mainstream universities. It took a bloody long time, 
actually, for that to happen. In art schools, it had 
happened in the 50s.

All that interested me a lot, and in a way it’s the subject 
of your exhibition. 

SG: I suppose we’re looking to the future, as well, and 
John Rimmer, who’s co-curated the Misdirect Movies show, 
is influenced by the presence of digital technologies as 
a painter and video artist. Some have heralded the end 
of cinema through the advance of digital technologies. 
Is this likely, do you think?
 
CF: Well, the end of celluloid, possibly. No, in a way, 
cinema has been redefined by it, it’s how cinema is made. 
In fact, most of your local cinemas are projecting digitally 
now the movies that they show. It’s actually quite rare 
to see celluloid projection. 

But of course, what happens then in the art world is that 
you get a reaction, and as digital takes over, it’s not the 
end of cinema, it may be the end of celluloid, but it’s 
not the end of cinema — but it isn’t the end of celluloid 
either, because it’s like in the 1920s, when print technology 
produced large colour posters, and suddenly the old 
traditions of print-making took on a new value, in reaction 
against the blandness of the High Street. So, engraving, 
intaglio, lithography — suddenly, it’s the invention of 
modern print-making in reaction against the blandness 
of the image on the High Street. In photography in the 
1990s, there is a big revival in reaction against digital 
photography, of traditional reproduction techniques. 
Chemical processing, thumbprints — in fact, there were 
even people re-enacting Victorian Fox-Talbot type 
photographs. It gives a new value to the old technologies, 
and artists run with it. They particularly run with the 
crossover between the technologies, and it’s happening 
in film: this is what this exhibition is about, I think. Celluloid 

takes on a new value in relation to the development of 
digital technology. So, frames of film, scenes from film, 
moments from film, offcuts from film, get reworked in the 
digital way, and we’re at that transition point, I think, in 
film, where artists find it particularly fascinating to explore 
that tension. And it’s what happened in photography in 
the 90s, as I say, and what happened in print-making in 
the 20s.

And the great thing in art schools is never throw away 
any technology because this is what’s going to happen, 
and the people who chucked out all their engraving and 
lithography and intaglio equipment in the 20s in order to 
bring in screens really regret it now, because the crossover 
between those technologies is where the action is. The 
action is in the crack in the floorboards. It always happens 
that way, and it’s happening in film at the moment.
 
SG: Two of the artists in the show, Cathy Lomax and David 
Reed, have kept film diaries, and this has in some way 
impacted on their own practice. Do you keep a film diary?

CF: I used to write down all the films that I saw, as a 
sort of record. I got lazy, unfortunately. But yes, I have 
got some diaries of the 70s which was interesting, 
because I did a lecture about Angela Carter; you know, 
it was the anniversary of her death last year, and I came 
to the British Library and read her journals, and nobody 
can really make sense of them, but I was there, and the 
thing is, it was really uncanny, actually, she was writing 
about movies we’d been to together, and it was her: she 
goes home at night and with great discipline, which I’ve 
never had, for an hour, every night, she wrote down the 
interesting thing that  had happened during the day — a 
sort of commonplace book, and quotes, and films and all 
the rest of it. And it was really extraordinary. I managed 
to compare the films I’d been to see with her, which I’d 
written down in those days, with her journal. And I could 
remember, I mean, Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, La Belle 
et la Bête, I mean, there were hundreds of them, Nosferatu, 
all the Clint Eastwood films, all sorts of things. And that 
was interesting, so I wished I’d taken a diary.

But I think the diary idea is interesting, because what 
I’m saying about the autobiography of Pop, there’s a 
tradition of not treating these images as at arm’s length, 
something you sort of comment on, but part of your life, 

your autobiography of viewing. And I thought that was 
really interesting, reading that description of somebody 
who does hundreds of paintings based on their viewings 
of films, making them their own, because that’s what 
viewers do.

SG: We’ve talked a little bit about universities and the 
forthcoming Research Excellence Framework, which 
nobody can avoid, and in 1993, you were the person 
that laid down the celebrated distinctions between 
research into art and design, research through art 
and design... 

CF: And art and design as research. 

SG: Yes. And the debate’s still raging about whether we 
should be talking about practice as research, practice-
based research, or just even artistic research. So I’m 
just wondering, looking back on these distinctions, 
what they mean? What does it mean for a drawing to 
count in the current Research Excellence Framework?
 
CF: I suppose the first thing to say is that we never 
used that terminology until the Research Assessment 
Exercise came along, so there is an element of pragmatism 
in this. In fact Picasso gave a famous interview in the 
20s about the Demoiselles d’Avignon, where this eager 
young interviewer (a little bit like yourself) came up and 
said, ‘Are you doing research when you do Cubism?’ 
He said, ‘No, I’m not remotely interested in research. 
The process is not important, what matters is the product, 
what matters is the painting. All the think work that goes 
into it, it’s up there, there it is, on the gallery, you take 
away what you want to from it’, which is sort of 
antithetical to research. 

But of course the interviewer was right — he is doing 
research; it’s just that the punch line is the painting, not 
a learned monograph or an article in a learned journal 
and so on. So how do you articulate that? It’s very, very, 
tricky, because the whole thing about art is that it’s 
multivalent. In other words, it means all sorts of different 
things to different people, and they bring to it different 
things. So unlike science, it’s not replicable. You can’t 
say, ‘This is a PhD painting’ and everyone sees it the 
same way, because if they did, it’d be a bloody awful 
painting. And by the way, there’s an awful lot of bad art 
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being done in the name of research, and craft, and 
that’s not good, following the grants and so on. 

But I do think that... the reason I wrote those things 
about research was what’s the difference between 
being inside the academy and being outside the 
academy? Outside the academy, standards of value 
come from the market, from dealers, from critics, from 
newspapers and a whole panoply of things which we 
call the art world. It’s a sociological world, the same 
with the design world, the same with the craft world. 
Inside the academy, the standards of value should 
come from somewhere else. So what would a radical 
academy that can encompass all these practitioners as 
well as theoreticians and writers look like, and where 
would the values come from? That’s really what I was 
interested in. So there is a difference, between someone 
exploring, innovating, working on things through art 
inside the academy, and doing those things outside 
the academy. 

Now, the art world’s always found this very difficult, 
because they see themselves as semi-vocational. They 
never call it that, but they’re basically grooming people 
to be famous artists. So, they quite like the values of 
the outside world coming into the academy. But I was 
really interested in why people on the continent of 
Europe never understand how the word ‘academic’ is 
a dirty word in British art education. They rather love it, 
they admire it — ‘I am an academic’. But most British 
artists say, rather reluctantly, ‘Oh, I do four days’ teaching 
a week, but my practice is my art, and I’m not an academic’.

So it’s quite a radical thing to say what is the academy? 
It’s very complicated, actually. But I do believe that 
certainly research through art and design is big, where 
you happen to use the media of art and design to ask 
certain questions, and the result takes both a theoretical 
and a practical form. I’ve no problem with that. My 
favourite one was a thing that was done at the Royal 
College under Central, with the appetising title, ‘The 
colourisation and patination of metals’, and what this 
jeweller did was all these scientific experiments on the 
metals, and got all these different colour effects, and 
the punch line was an exhibition of the most beautiful 
things made with these colour effects, and an explanation 
of how he got them. It was the perfect ‘through art’, 

on that much in this issue. And they were very worried, 
rightly, that an awful lot of exhibitions about film are 
very cheesy indeed. Waxwork dummies with ill-fitting 
clothes, a couple of curling posters on the wall, we’ve 
all seen them. And they have that kind of low-rent, this 
isn’t a real exhibition, feeling about them. So, yes, the 
answer is, there used to be something wrong and it’s 
being put right. Not entirely because of me, but it is 
difficult, because when you have an exhibition about 
film, the artefact is not the point. It’s not like old masters 
or couture fashion, where the artefact is why you’re putting 
on the exhibition. In film, it’s the memory, in a way it relates 
to your show; it’s the memory, it’s the relationship of the 
artefact to what’s there on the screen. 

I mean, what matters with Hollywood Costume is what’s 
on the screen. And the rest can be thrown away because 
the movie is the punch line. That sort of ephemeral 
experience of 24 frames a second is the punch line. 
This is a tool you’re looking at, that looks like a dress. 
So the artefact — do you see what I’m saying? — It’s 
not the punch line. Museums find that quite difficult. 
It’s not collectible — it is collectible, but not in the way 
Old Masters are collectible, and it’s not the original, it 
doesn’t have all those things that are associated with 
traditional museum exhibitions. So, what we did with 
Hollywood Costume — we had a continuous soundtrack, 
and various other things, so it was an emotional experience, 
the exhibition, as well as being an intellectual experience 
of standing back from it. In other words, it was like going 
to the movies. But that’s a breakthrough, to have pulled 
that off. I think it’s the most important thing I’ve done, yes. 

SG: So what can we expect from you next? You’re 
writing something for the BFI, aren’t you? 

you know? I’ve no problem with that.
 
It’s art as research is the problem one. You know, what’s 
the route map by which — Picasso said, ‘I’m going to 
throw away my notes’, but you can’t do that if you’re 
doing research. And you can’t just say, ‘I use reference 
materials’. Artists have used reference materials — you 
have to give the whole history of art in a PhD, and you 
can’t do that. It’s got to be different inside the academy. 
So what’s the route map by which you explain the 
thinking? Is it a video, is it a notebook, is it a proper 
thesis or whatever? A big area for discussion. 

But there’s a kind of philistinism in art education about 
writing. You know, ‘How many words do I have to do?’ 
For God’s sake! ‘How do I get an ISBN?’. It’s bad. I thought 
— a lot of us believed — that we’d broken down the 
distinction between theory and practice anyway; that 
practically informed theory and theoretically informed 
practice is really where we’re all supposed to be these 
days. So the idea of, ‘Oh God, writing’s frightening,
I’m a doer’.
 
So that cluster of ideas, it isn’t resolved yet. And one of 
the reasons I was involved in the AHRB when it became 
the AHRC, and fought for it, was to try and thrash this 
out so that there would be opportunities for developing 
interesting research through art and art as research. They 
haven’t begun to grapple with that, they really haven’t. 

SG: You were also a Trustee of the V & A. What do you 
think is its greatest achievement? It’s such a wonderful 
place, but is there anything you’d like to change?

CF: Well, I’ve just co-curated Hollywood Costume, 
which finished in January. This goes right back to the 
whole theme of this — I tell you, the whole coherence is 
emerging and I hadn’t even thought about it — I’d been 
trying to persuade the V & A to take film and popular 
culture seriously for years, as a Trustee. 

And I mean, they’re brilliant at design, they’re brilliant at 
fashion, they’re brilliant at high-end sort of exemplars. 
They were set up as an educational museum to put the 
best of all these things as an example to the rest. But 
I’d moved on, art schools had moved on, universities 
had by then moved on, but museums hadn’t moved 

CF: Yes, I’ve finished China now (the fu Man Chu book), 
and that’ll be coming out, I think early in ‘14. And the BFI 
are doing a big season of Gothic in the autumn, and 
they’re doing various things that tie in with that, and I’ve 
done a little book for the BFI Classics. Well, I’m in the 
process, nearly finished — on The Innocents, which is one 
of my all-time favourite Gothic movies, an adaptation 
of The Turn of the Screw, Henry James’s ghost story, 
with a script by Truman Capote and William Archibald, 
directed by Jack Clayton in 1961. And I think it’s the 
best ghost story ever made. It is so creepy, that film, 
and it gets creepier. 

One of the great signs of a horror movie is not only is it 
still frightening, it’s more frightening than when it came 
out, because of our obsession with paedophilia and other 
things. It’s about the possession of children, and that’s 
become a real taboo. And all sorts of things that were 
sayable in the 60s are no longer sayable, so the movie’s 
become even more transgressive in a way. So I’m writing 
about that, and that’ll come out in the autumn. I found it 
very interesting to watch it again. I’ve enjoyed writing 
about it and trying to work out who did what. And Truman 
Capote wrote it when he was in the middle of In Cold 
Blood, and you go and see Capote, the film, and they 
suggest that he was completely obsessed with In Cold 
Blood; it took over his whole life. Not true: he’s sitting 
there writing, knocking off The Innocents in the middle of 
completing In Cold Blood. Amazing. And it’s a great script. 

SG: Thank you, it’s been wonderful... a real education. 

Notes
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2   Christopher Frayling, Vampyres: Lord Byron to Count Dracula (London: Faber and Faber, 1991). For our discussion on vampires please   

see the full transcript of this interview on the Misdirect Movies website.
3   OGOM, as it has affectionately become known, is the research project I convene at the University of Hertfordshire. It relates the undead 

in literature art and other media to questions concerning gender, technology, consumption and social change. For more info see Open 
Graves, Open Minds: Representations of Vampires and the Undead from the Enlightenment to the Present Day (Manchester: Manchester 
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4    He studied history at Cambridge and completed a doctorate on the Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
5   Christopher Frayling, Spaghetti Westerns: Cowboys and Europeans from Karl May to Sergio Leone (London: I. B.Tauris, 2006). 




