Tober

Mitchell Miller

Tober: n. (Toh-behr) Jargon word used by gypsies,
showfolk and traders for the site or area where a Fair
or market takes place. From the Gaelic Tobar — Well,
usually sited at the centre of a village and the venue
for various communal and commercial activities.

The Situationists
drifted in

a world of freedom, without weapons, where each may
travel without let or hindrance from the steppes of
central Asia to the Atlantic Coast, from the high
plateau of South Africa to the forests of Finland.

I, personally, detect a tongue in Voivod’s cheek and a
wannabe naivete
on the part of

permanent
carnival, arriving,
claiming a piece
of land as a new
space, and then
moving on,
eminently
pleased with
themselves.
They consciously
mimicked ‘real’
nomads, whose
process of
arrival, claim and
departure is far
less self-
conscious. Their
sense of space is
potentially
limitless, their
ability to define it for themselves by taking a patch of
earth anywhere, situating themselves on it and making
it theirs — temporarily — representing a worldview
supposedly at odds with ‘settled society’.

And yet, we have these bourgeois, settled Situationists
looking to Gypsy camps for inspiration. Their whole
project, with its emphasis on the transient organisation
of space, seems to be an attempt to recreate what
was a very marginal and specific lifestyle as universal
philosophical principle. Accordingly, they tried to
universalise this in artistic and even architectural
forms.

One suspects they would have enjoyed the
impertinence recorded in the picture above, and would
probably have perpetuated it in some way. It may
even have suffered the indignity of becoming a trend,
or even a principle. A universal constant of
impertinence ...

Speaking of which, the Belgian Situationist, Constant,
designed a maquette for a structure based on ‘the site’
that could be taken apart, transported and
reassembled anywhere; a city that served as a
megastructure purely for the use of transient residents,
who could change the structure and allocation of
space as they desired. His manifesto for ‘New
Bablyon’ quotes Vaida Voivod I, President of the
world Gypsy congress:

We are the living symbols of a world without frontiers,

Constant. As
Peter Wollen
remarked in an
article in the New
Left Review, the
defence of
nomadism was,
admittedly, a vital
current in
Situationist
thought — the
Italian Guiseppe
Gallizio became
politically active
over Gypsy rights,
while Alice
Becker-Ho was an
excellent Romany
linguist. The
Gypsies were
useful ciphers for the Situationists’ stance in favour of
the spontaneous over the classical — the nomads were
the last true Dionysians: wild, inconstant,
transcendental. Constant saw in them the precursor to
his cherished Homo Ludens (‘man the player’) as
opposed to Homo Faber (man the maker — the
industrial operative).

As my forebears were acrobats and clowns, it seems a
fair enough description for my kind — at least in
principle, although surely all of this idealism has been
superseded by Homo Vorens (man the consumer) that
applies to nomad and urbanite alike. Furthermore,
many of my relatives would be a tad irked at the notion
their lives were all play and no work.

But of course, the European middle classes have long
held to, secretly or not, such fantasies of the orgiastic
‘others’ in their midst, free from the ties they felt bound
by. But it is more than mere exotic titillation — the
nomadic camp was deployed as part of their wider
political and philosophical quarrel. The Situationist
theorist Asger Jorn famously called for ‘organic unity’
as opposed to the separations of modernism into
zones and districts, seeing the divisions that Foucault
and Joyce described as part of a ‘racket’ that propped
up the system of ‘greed and power’. Part of this unity
he envisaged was, for the Situationists, found in the
communal huddle of the encampment.

As a domesticated specimen of nomad, | can see both
truth and illusion in the Situationist ideal — related as it

AE* the drouth

17



is to the idea of derive (roughly translated as ‘drifting’). prefabricated, self-assembly timber framework?

Nomads travel, but it stretches the facts to argue that

they drift — aims and goal, usually economic, Firstly though, it is useful to understand those objects

determine this movement. they have to define this polis-shafting space with.
Most important is the family home — a trailer with two

Nevertheless, they were seen as an alternative to what wheels, or in the case of many fairground travellers,

is termed as mainstream, which is why the the wagon with four. Each of these has a main
Situationists used the Gypsy site as a tool against the window, a towbar for pulling, and of course a door with
city-planner functionalism of Le Corbusier. Fuck the removable steps linking to the ground. If this seems
polis, in other words? In Scotland, law enforcement obvious, it is mentioned because these are the
officers are classically enough referred to as such — important determinants in deciding where they are
but, even in Scotland, it reserves some venom for the parked. Then there are of course the transports
entire civic edifice the policeman represents, often themselves — in the case of Gypsies and Romanies,
abbreviated in the dispatches as ‘the system’. vans, jeeps and small trucks, in the case of the

Fairground set, the same, plus larger eight wheeled
‘Travellers’, of course, do have a fraught history with vehicles and many of the fairground rides themselves.
the polis. Clashes with settled communities are These too, must be parked somewhere — and also in
intermittent but vitriolic when they do occur. The the cases of the trucks, double as portable tool-sheds
enmity can be based partly on perceived intrusions or and work spaces. The positioning of these ‘objects’
trespass, allegations of criminal acts, or indeed, automatically creates a bounded space that is largely
impertinence; but underneath it lies a deeper for male adults. Children are not allowed in there until
resentment. they are 11 or 12 — old enough to be adults and not to

harm themselves. The women, meanwhile, claim the
By existing at all, by following a lifestyle and occupying interiors of the wagons and the spaces between

a social space that can seem
blithely indifferent to the
values of the rest of
civilisation or the positioning
of municipal lampposts, the
polis can feel fucked.

But this is not to be confused
with a deliberate philosophical
challenge to civilisation. Let’s
remember that Plato wanted
nothing to do with Homo
Ludens running loose in his
city.

Nor should the Traveller
alternative be misidentified as
an idyll. Travellers negotiate
their space and how it will
appear almost every time they
arrive to occupy it — although
over time and through
inheritance, the right to occupy 6560 + 100 BP
certain locations can be
accrued, so that year on year,
an expectation of re-occupying
the same space can be
maintained. However, as
there is a choice to be S
transient and to occupy rather ‘hﬁ——__ﬁ-]

than possess the space then
o m [jnm +56 Bl D

there can be no guarantee. It
B0 + 60 BP
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G859 + 64 BP

is a precariousness missing
from Constant’s idealistic
confection of a city where this
aspect is built in as a lifestyle
choice. You may come back

one year, to discover the e
space has changed — that a “‘{L’? R i
municipal light has been —— nanube

erected. What then for your

18 the drouth X\



largely as their own — often through parking a pram
with infant child somewhere near the steps (or if a fair,
the counter of a stall). The men must negotiate
access to it.

Every site is unique, laid out depending on time,
terrain and feasibility. In terms of living space, the
priority is visual communication between steps and
windows, and proximity of family and friendship
groups. Romanies traditionally circle their trailers
with the towbars inwards, so that the large
windows at the front of the trailer always look
out onto each other. Fairground Travellers,
wherever possible, arrange their wagons in
an oblong sometimes with a central
cluster, for precisely the same reason of
creating shared space between their
much more private spaces inside the
van. The lozenge shape of the trailer,
versus the loaf of bread shape of the
wagon can explain the difference
between these layouts — in many modern
wagons the largest window is to the side. -
However, there is always an accommodation we a
with the way things are as they are found. Thus,

the shell of a factory, the bend of a river or the
inconvenience of a lamppost has to be accommodated
and momentarily included in this familiarly and
personally imagined social framework.

The importance of this larger window is so that
children, and of course, neighbours can be observed.
This is for reasons of collective security, but also, more
waspishly perhaps, for the purpose of what can only
be realistically described as minding everyone else’s
business. It is thus a cohesive, inclusive, embracing
attitude to space, land and ‘the commons’ dependent
on an understanding of the vagaries of human nature,
vanities and favours owed. What it is not, is
universalist — for when Travellers make their presence
felt, it is not to the inclusion of others. This is a group
hug that perpetuates its own — it is not offering a
model or maquette to anyone, and if they try to use it
so, they will run into trouble.

Constant’s maquette imagined the camp as a hotel, or
a superstructure where partitions and walls could be
reconfigured. In reality, the camp — or ‘ground’ or
tober — is a cluttering of objects decided upon by a
close-knit and jealous group. The land is used for
assembly, disassembly and reassembly, again and
again. And perhaps it is this obscene and open
admission of the human situation as a transient loop,
rather than an infinite movement to progress — (or
even a deterioration from Grace) — that means we can
never be forgiven, by humanist or divine alike.
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