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priceless was commissioned by the Serpentine 
Gallery in collaboration with the Exhibition Road 
Cultural Group and Platform for Art, and presented 
as a series of site-specific video installations and 
interventions located within partner museums and 
institutions on and around Exhibition Road, London, 
in August 2006. 
 motiroti worked closely with partner curators 
who nominated objects of great value from their 
collections, which became a catalyst to share and 
exchange unique stories and memories. motiroti 
created one-off gatherings (roadshows) within 
host institutions, bringing together artists, gallery 
curators, museum specialists, invited guest experts 
and people from various communities to explore 
what ‘priceless’ meant to them. 
 The collective sounds, video and conversations 
generated at these exchanges were transformed 
into short films and graphic installations. Inherent to 
these are the cultures and personalities of over 250 
people who participated and are ‘priceless’ in the 
making of this project. 
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In 2005 motiroti was offered a commission by 
Serpentine to use the entire length of Exhibition Road 
as the site for an arts project. Historically located 
in Prince Albert’s vision of the metropolis and the 
Royal Commission for the Great Exhibition of 1851, 
Exhibition Road is a complex of Victorian public 
buildings and institutions. Monolithic and imposing, 
nothing seems quite human within its large scale. 
Nothing appears to connect the disparate and 
diverse people who use it. Spanning distinct cultures 
and pools of specialist knowledge, very little flows 
between the institutions.
 The challenges and possibilities offered by this 
commission were immensely exciting. Notions of 
commonality were used to bind partners, and the 
project process – which included exploration into 
collections and archives – was underpinned by 
the aim to reveal the barely visible and the barely 
audible. ‘Priceless’ became the nascent theme. 
Curators from partner institutions collaborated with 
motiroti to nominate something precious that fell 
within this construct. Building on this a series of 
‘roadshows’ were devised as one-off events that 
brought together artists, curators, experts and 
people from different communities to collectively 

explore what ‘priceless’ meant to them. These events 
provided a space to share, to learn, to exchange 
and entertain, above all to engender the trust 
between people to reveal highly personal stories and 
memories. 
 Chelsea-based chocolatier Chantal Coady 
shared her passion for chocolate, her photo album 
and sampled the ‘food of the gods’ with the 
Caribbean elders from Notting Hill, many of whom 
as children picked cacao in the plantations. Having 
looked at ships and boats in glass cabinets, Reem 
Kelani played songs in languages unbeknown to 
most guests, yet the essence of ‘furaq’ (separation) 
in the voice moved us all to tears. The women made 
paper boats and wrote messages to their distant 
loved ones. A young Albanian man made drawings in 
sand with a blind veteran of the Second World War. 
Inspired by the Koolhaas pavilion, an Iraqi mother 
and daughter made a memorial to the tragedy of 
the mass graves that were found after the collapse 
of Saddam. Together we explored qualities that 
come from the heart and a common language that 
transcends the construct of perceived differences. 
And it took months after these unique exchanges 
for the collaborating artists Daniel Saul and Poulomi 
Desai, to weave together the priceless narratives into 
extraordinary video tapestries. 
 Ultimately, it is a joy to see that the intimate 
and the personal can draw the distances a little 
closer. On the night of the launch, names and 
portraits of all the participants were projected on 
the iconic façade of the Natural History Museum. 

This, albeit temporarily, embedded the barely visible 
communities into the stonework as the micro and the 
macro merged together.
 This publication is dedicated to all those whose 
priceless contributions ‘built’ the project and inspired 
so many.

Ali Zaidi 
Artistic Director, motiroti 

simply priceless

Video projection at launch event including the 
names of all the people involved in priceless.



In 1995 the French curator and art critic Nicolas 
Bourriaud invented the term ‘relational aesthetics’.* 
He changed the landscape of critical theory about 
contemporary art when he expanded the theory in 
his groundbreaking book Relational Aesthetics (1998, 
English 2000). Bourriaud defined his term as ‘the 
realm of human interactions and its social context, 
rather than the assertion of an independent and 
private symbolic space’. In relational art, meaning 
is elaborated collectively; it comes into being due to 
the subjective encounter between the artist and the 
viewer during the works production and the viewer’s 
reception of that work. This is diametrically opposed 
to the ‘private’ space of modernism which produces 
discrete, commodified objects which transcend 
their context and are ‘blind’ to the presence of the 
viewer. Relational art on the other hand is completely 
reliant on its audience, and may indeed be made in 
collaboration with them. An example would be the 
performance-installations of Rirkrit Tiravanija where 
he prepares meals for visitors to the gallery. Although 
these ritualised offerings and interactions take place 
within complex architectural ‘stage-sets’ elaborated 
by the artist the emphasis is always on the social 
interrelation with the audience, who in fact cease to 

relational aesthetics in motiroti’s priceless

* Bourriaud first used the term in his text  
for the catalogue to the exhibition ‘Traffic’  

shown at the CAPC Contemporary Art Museum  
in Bordeaux in 1995.

Above: Mobile unit. Photograph by David Parry.
Right: graphics for the installation at South 
Kensington foot tunnel, mapping personal 

connections. 



be an ‘audience’ and become an integral part of the 
artwork.
 motiroti was engaging with this theory in its 
curatorial programmes, personal practice and 
activities many years before the publication of 
Relational Aesthetics. At the heart of its methodology 
are notions of collaboration, interactivity and the 
production of art within a social context, particularly 
focusing on the importance of identity and 
community. Being in complete opposition to the 
idea of the lone artist as ‘dictator’ of the aesthetic 
experience and sole producer of the artefact of 
aesthetic contemplation they predate Bourriaud’s 
theoretical stance by nearly a decade.
 In August 2006 motiroti produced one of its 
most ambitious projects to date. priceless brought 
together a number of major, high profile art and 
science institutions clustered around Exhibition 
Road in west London and initiated their collaboration 
with a group of smaller organisations. Exploring the 
notions of preciousness, value and rarity inherent 
in the term ‘priceless’ the various installations, 
films, texts, guided tours, roadshows, workshops 
and collaborations between these different 
institutions and arts groups formed a processional, 
interdisciplinary and multi-layered ‘cultural carnival’ 
which stretched from South Kensington Underground 
station to the Serpentine Gallery.
 Appropriately enough the journey began in the 
foot tunnel which links the underground station with 
the Science Museum, Natural History Museum and 
the V&A. Here, working in collaboration with Platform 

for Art – who have presented an ongoing programme 
of contemporary art in various London Underground 
stations – motiroti, in collaboration with social 
anthropologist Rodrigo Araya, produced a series 
of cartographies of the social connections of the 
staff of the station. This raw autobiographical data 
was transformed into visually rich, multi-coloured 
‘circuits’ or flow charts – inspired by fennel growing 
in Zaidi’s garden – which were then produced and 
installed as vinyl inlays on the floor of the tunnel. The 
resulting diversity of languages spoken (thirty-three 
languages spoken by the twenty-six participants), 
places of birth and location, aspiration and networks 
of friendship demonstrated the ‘Glocality’ of the city 
and the way in which perceptions of a particular 
area of London as being ‘typically English’ can 
be subverted by the fact of the rich diversity of 
the individuals who work within that borough. 
Photographs of the staff members who took part in 
the project were displayed on the walls of the tunnel 
along with accompanying texts. Part of the text 
concerned what the participants considered to be 
‘priceless’ experiences in their working environment, 
thus privileging what is usually seen as the mundane 
experience of everyday work and highlighting how 
even the most common and seemingly humble 
interactions with others – work colleagues, 
passengers, bosses – can take on a personal 
importance and significance for the individual. This 
installation also revealed the staff as ‘real’ people 
to the commuters and tourists who may often only 
perceive them as the anonymous  

Installation at South Kensington foot tunnel. 
Photograph by Ali Zaidi.



 Another group who were brought into intimate 
contact with the project were members of the 
Chinese community – from a wide spectrum of 
generations – from the Camden Town Chinese 
Community Centre, along with local residents. In 
room 44 of the Victoria & Albert Museum is an 
exquisitely sculpted Chinese Quing Dynasty mountain 
jade figure of a monkey with her offspring holding a 
peach. In China jade is a very precious stone, said 
to have miraculous and diverse qualities ranging 
from luck to protection; it embodies purity, honesty, 
resilience and is said to keep the wearer safe from 
bad demons. Participants were asked about the 
importance of jade in their own lives by jade expert 
Tri Truyen La and the Chinese Arts Education officer 
of the V&A Christine Chin. They were then asked 
what was precious or ‘priceless’ in their own lives, 
what was their personal ‘jade’. In his exploration 
of relational aesthetics Bourriaud employed many 
new terms from the internet age such as ‘user-
friendliness’ and ‘interactivity’ and focused on words 
that take as their point of departure the changing 
mental space opened by the internet. motiroti also 
employs cutting-edge video production techniques 
to present the documentation of priceless, using 
sophisticated montage and morphing programmes 
to present both the participants and the objects 
in the museums with which they interacted. By 
exploiting techniques usually associated with the 
production of music videos, corporate presentations 
and advertising, the films are immediately accessible 
to a wide audience already familiar and at ease with 

inhabiter of a uniform.
 An essential aspect of motiroti’s ‘relational 
aesthetics’ is its key role in exposing groups in the 
community to artistic activity in which they would 
not normally participate. This can be demonstrated 
by the invitation of members of The Pepperpot 
Caribbean Club from Ladbroke Grove to a ‘priceless’ 
event that was triggered by the painting of a cacao 
plant on the ceiling of the Natural History Museum. 
Combining a presentation by chocolatier Chantal 
Coady from Rococo Chocolates with tours by the 
Museum’s Curator of Botany, Victoria Papworth,  
to see old cacao plant specimens pressed between 
the leaves of large collecting books, with fully 
participatory activities involving the participants’ 
reminiscences and stories along with recipe 
exchanges and chocolate tasting. Audio and video 
recordings were later used as raw material for the 
production of the films. In this context it is well to 
note the association of cacao with the slave trade. 
Even as late as the early 1900s the British firm 
Cadbury’s was accused of exploiting an abusive, 
forced labour system in Portugal from where they 
purchased their raw cacao products. Although 
slavery became illegal in the Portuguese colonies 
in 1878, Board member William Cadbury did not 
recommend a company boycott of slave-grown 
cacao until 1909. It can be seen that the political 
history of a substance which gives such pleasure to 
so many is in fact fraught – like so many products 
we take for granted in the West – with a lugubrious 
history of exploitation.

Top: the Natural History Museum’s priceless 
object: Theobroma Cacao – Chocolate.

Above: Buskers Ochestra performing at the  
launch event in front of projections onto 

 the Natural History Museum.  
Photograph by David Parry.



this type of production. What is different here is the 
content. Personal stories of the participants and 
other aspects of priceless are given the same status 
as offerings from multi-nationals and major music 
corporations, highlighting the fact that the stories 
and concerns of individuals are just as important and 
valid for public consumption as the products of the 
corporate sphere. 
 Indigenous inhabitants of the West tend to make 
the mistake of homogenising all Muslims into a 
unified mass. However, the various members of the 
Muslim Womens’ Group from the Muslim Cultural 
Heritage Centre who were invited to the event at the 
Science Museum, in the Ship Gallery, had little in 
common apart from their religion; being from diverse 
parts of the globe with many different languages 
being spoken. The singer and poet Reem Kelani led 
a workshop based around a collection of Palestinian 
songs which were played to the group with great 
emotional impact. As with other workshops the 
participants had been asked to bring objects which 
were priceless to them and from these arose many 
stories and reminiscences. ‘Oceans may seem like 
barriers but they are also bridges,’ a quote from 
Dr Daniel Albert used in the film aptly sums up the 
significance of the transition from one country to 
another – usually for economic reasons abroad a 
ship – for the migrant communities of Britain. A ship 
symbolises both hope – the hope of a better life in 
a more prosperous country – and at the same time 
loss, the loss of the Motherland, relatives and  
society, perhaps for ever.

At The Royal Geographical Society a display of 
the provisions list (from Harrods) for Scott’s National 
Antarctic Expedition was contextualised within a 
contemporary framework by asking sixth-form 
college students to make their own ‘Antarctic’ 
shopping lists, what would be their ‘priceless’ 
provisions? The workshop was lead by Pen Hadow, 
the renowned Polar explorer, inspirational speaker 
and broadcaster and Steve Brace, Head of Education 
and Outdoor Learning at the RGS. This workshop 
produced an immense variety of lists, reflecting 
a culturally diverse group, itself indicative of the 
cultural diversity of the UK. As Pen Hadow stated 
‘We each have our own north pole.’ Young people 
were also involved with the event at Imperial 
College London where ‘Probot’, an Imperial College 
project which arose from a collaboration between 
surgeons and engineers, gave rise to questions 
about the technological future of the planet and 
the transformation of society by the ever increasing 
‘technocratisation’ of society. This workshop was 
lead by Richard Palfry of Exscitec, a company based 
at the college who specialise in creativity in the 
sciences and Dr Alex Zivanovic, a Research Associate 
from the Department of Mechanical Engineering.
 There are many ways to perceive the urban 
landscape. It is not only something we see; we 
can smell it too – restaurants, car fumes, rubbish, 
drains, flowers – and hear it; from the ebb and flow 
of traffic and the blare of horns to the scattered 
spangle of conversation and the bleeping of crossing 
signals. There are other levels of perception too, 

Participants at the V&A roadshow. 
Photograph by Ali Zaidi.

Below: Paper boat carrying a message from a 
participant at the Science Museum roadshow.



for buskers, principally because of the excellent 
acoustics and the high volume of affluent tourists 
making their way to the museums. Curated by the 
musician Eugene Skeef, the Buskers Orchestra event 
took place on the evening of 11 August. Individual 
musicians played their own pieces all together at the 
same time, in the foot tunnel and on Exhibition Road 
itself, mediating the territory between harmony and 
dissonance, cacophony and symphony, culminating 
in a twenty-minute ‘jam’ on two stages set up in 
the road, with a backdrop of multi-screen video 
projections of all the names of the participants in 
priceless. This was followed by film projections of the 
various activities, live events and roadshows and the 
videos made for the different institutions which took 
place over the duration of the project. The diversity 
and variety of harmonies and melodies echoed the 
diversity of the names of the participants which were 
being projected; an audio-visual celebration of all 
those who took part and who constituted the whole 
project.

Besides the interventions which took place 
within the spaces of the institutions there were also 
two mobile installations, fashioned from bamboo, 
placed between South Kensington Underground 
Station and Kensington Gardens. Each consisted 
of four screens, multiple speakers, living floral 
canopies, film, sound and text. They profiled the 250 
participants with portraits, images of their priceless 
objects and spoken and written memories. They 
functioned as an introduction and inducement to 
see other elements of the project housed within 

normally unseen and unheard; from the thermal 
patchwork of our urban infraredscape to the invisible 
electromagnetic matrix of our increasingly electronic 
cities. The Goethe Institute’s priceless object was 
specially designed headphones by sound artist 
Christina Kubisch through which it was possible to 
hear for the first time the electro-magnetic fields 

emitted by the instruments of surveillance, control 
and communication in the nearby buildings and 
institutions. In ‘Electrical Walks’ this normally invisible 
curtain of sound was revealed to the listener – the 
higher the concentration of technology the greater 
the sound.
 The underground walkway from the tube to 
the museums in Exhibition Road is a popular venue 

Above: Georgian Choir 
performing in the foot tunnel at 

the launch event.
Facing page: outdoor large-

scale projection onto the 
Natural History Museum at the 

launch event. 
Photographs by David Parry.



 The Exhibition Road Cultural Group (ERCG), 
founded in 2003, forges partnerships between the 
major cultural, artistic and scientific institutions 
situated on Exhibition Road. In close collaboration 
with motiroti and the arts organisations and 
community groups involved ERCG have succeeded 
with priceless in realising an event of great 

cultural significance. The profits from the Great 
Exhibition of 1851 in Hyde Park provided the 
capital to fund the founding of the institutions 
along Exhibition Road. However, it could be said 
that this raft of institutions, like the Great Exhibition 
itself, represents the very ethos of Empire and the 
cultural embodiment of colonialism. With their vast 
collections of artefacts – acquired sometimes under 

the institutions. A bridge between the unofficial 
and easily negotiated ‘street’ and the perhaps 
intimidating and official space of the institution.
 The launch of priceless took place in the 
Serpentine Gallery’s temporary architectural pavilion, 
on this occasion designed by Rem Koolhaas and 
Cecil Balmond. The sketch for the pavilion acted as 

a catalyst for invited members of the public to put 
forward their own personal vision for a pavilion which 
considered space as time, space as memory and 
space as meeting people. Eight video screens in the 
pavilion and a further one in the gallery itself, showed 
the models, drawings and statements generated 
by the Koolhaas pavilion along with portraits of the 
participants.

Richard Dyer is News Editor and London 
Correspondent of Contemporary magazine, 
for which he writes a monthly column on the 
London artworld; Assistant Editor at Third Text: 
Critical Perspectives on Contemporary Art and 
Culture; and Art Editor of Wasafiri, the magazine 
of international contemporary writing. His critical 
writing has appeared in Contemporary, Frieze, 
Flash Art, Art Press, Third Text, Wasafiri, The 
Guardian, The Independent, Time Out, Citizen K 
and many other publications and catalogues. His 
recent publications include: Zineb Sedira: Saphir 
(Photographer’s Gallery, 2006) and Transitive 
Transduction: Breaking the Integument in the work 
of Tony Bevan (Ben Brown Gallery, 2007).

questionable circumstances – their demonstrations 
of the scientific superiority of the West over the 
‘rest’ and their status as the official depositories 
of knowledge, some may see these institutions as 
representing an elite corpus of cultural hubris. If we 
are going to change the public perception of ‘high’ 
culture and its institutions then this can only be 
achieved by including the public in the picture – as 
motiroti and ERCG have done with priceless. To 
return to our central notion of relational aesthetics; 
to be relevant to those who exist outside of the 
institution, art, and indeed science, must be an 
activity which is concerned principally with initiating 
and cultivating relationships with society as a whole, 
by the employment of signs, form, objects and most 
importantly actions and interactions.

Richard Dyer © 2007



IMPERIAL COLLEGE 
Priceless object Probot 
Participant group Year 8, St Augustine’s CE High 
School, Westminster 
Specialists Richard Palfrey, Exscitec; Dr Alex 
Zivanovic, Research Associate, Department of 
Mechanical Engineering, Imperial College

NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM
Priceless object Theobroma Cacao – Chocolate 
Participant group Caribbean Elders, Pepperpot Day 
Centre 
Guest Chantal Coady, Chocolatier, Rococo 
Chocolates
Specialist Victoria Papworth, Curator, Botany, 
Natural History Museum

PLATFORM FOR ART 
Priceless object South Kensington Station and  
its staff 
Participant group South Kensington Underground 
staff 
Specialist Rodrigo Araya, urban anthropologist.

ROYAL GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY WITH IBG
Priceless object Provisions list from Harrod’s for 
Scott’s National Antarctic Expedition 1901–1904 
Participant group RGS staff and local 6th Form 
students 
Guest Pen Hadow, Polar Explorer
Specialist Steve Brace, Head of Education & Outdoor 
Learning, RGS

SCIENCE MUSEUM 
Priceless object Ships Gallery 
Participant group Muslim Womens’ Group from the 
Muslim Culture Heritage Centre 
Guest Reem Kelani, singer, composer and researcher 
of Palestinian music 
Specialist Dr. Daniel Albert, Curator of Transport, 
Science Museum

SERPENTINE GALLERY
Priceless object Serpentine Gallery Pavilion 2006, 
designed by Rem Koolhaas & Cecil Balmond,  
with Arup 
Participant groups Albanian Youth Action, 
Amberley Clubroom, City of Westminster College, 
Edward Wilson Primary School Parent’s Forum, the 
Greenside Community Centre, Holland Park School, 
North Westminster Community Centre, St Mark’s 
Residential Centre, Soho Family Centre, University of 
the Arts London 
Guests Greg Epps and Samson Adjei, architects

V&A 
Priceless object Jade, Monkey & Young with Peach 
Participant groups Camden Town Chinese 
Community Centre and local residents of 
Westminster and Kensington & Chelsea 
Guest Tri Truyen La, Jade expert, calligrapher, 
musician 
Specialist Christine Chin, Chinese Arts Education 
Officer, V&A

Partners that did not host Roadshows:
GOETHE-INSTITUT LONDON
Priceless object Christina Kubisch: Electrical Walks

ROYAL PARKS
Priceless object Veteran Trees

Left: Goethe-Institut’s priceless object: Christina  
Kubisch: Electrical Walks. Photograph by Ali Zaidi.

roadshows



Artistic Director Ali Zaidi   
Video Daniel Saul   
Sound & Music ©Poulomi Desai 
Producer Penny Andrews
Learning Director Janice Galloway 
Production Management for JOULE Johnny Goodwin

priceless is a Serpentine Gallery-led project in 
collaboration with the Exhibition Road Cultural Group 
and Platform for Art. 

Participating Exhibition Road Cultural Group 
members: Goethe-Institut London; Imperial College 
London; Natural History Museum, Royal College of 
Art; Royal Geographical Society with IBG; The Royal 
Parks; Science Museum, Serpentine Gallery, V&A.

FOOT TUNNEL INSTALLATION
Graphics Insect/Ali Zaidi 
Social Mapping Rodrigo Araya

MOBILE UNITS
Engineering and Construction Andrew Siddall & 
Gordon Allum 
Planting Design Dilip Lakhani Designs

GUIDED TOURS
Artists Barby Asante, Stacy Makishi, Emma 
Wolukau-Wanambwa

LAUNCH EVENT
Live Music Programmer Eugene Skeef

Musicians Eric Appapoulay (guitar/voice), Joelle 
Barker (tarabuka: Abrabic goblet drum), Amanda 
Drummond (electric violin), Nii Eeiko (African 
percussion), Attab Haddad (oud: African lute), Yebga 
Ikoba (saxophone), Nelson Jacob (percussion/voice), 
Rick James (acoustic guitar/voice), Maya Jobarteh 
(kora: African harp/voice), Adama Koeey (djembe: 
West African goblet drum), Nii Boye Owoo (kpanlogo: 
Ghanaian drums), Renu (percussion), Georgian 
Singers from Mspinvzeli led by Lucy Gibson: Imogen 
Bowler, Bernard Burns, Jess Burton, Roland 
Chatwin, Julia Farrington, Peter Gibson, Hilary 
Hazzard, David Ratcliffe, Mark Thomas, Susan 
Thompson, Lea Traini.

Thanks to Katerina Athanasopoulou, Becalelis 
Brodskis, Julian Frank, Katy Milner; Royal College of 
Art Placements Jane Cheadle, Louisa Stathopoulou.

Sponsored by Bloomberg and supported by the 
National Lottery through Arts Council England.  
Kind assistance from City of Westminster, Royal 
Borough of Kensington & Chelsea, and Time Out  
Park Nights.

credits

B
O

O
K

LE
T: JE

N
N

IE
 S

M
IT

H
 D

E
S

IG
N

Launch event at Serpentine Gallery Pavilion. 
Photograph by David Parry.



motiroti makes art that invests in people by 
transforming relationships between communities 
and spaces. Learning is core to our philosophy, 
and we foster participation and collaboration 
across disciplines and between different 
cultures. Making multiple perspective artworks 
for the public realm, the projects, both artistic 
and educational, challenge and tease the 
perceptions of artists, organisations, audiences 
and individuals.

motiroti 
1 Whitehorse Yard 
78 Liverpool Road   
London N1 0QD
 
T 020 7704 6870  F 020 7354 9749 
E seek@motiroti.com W www.motiroti.com

motiroti is a Company Limited by Guarantee  
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