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SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION

David Campbell (Common Culture). 
 
Common Culture’s two videos, I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On, I Can’t Go On, 
I’ll Go On - Dave, Karen, 2016. (ICGO, IGO….), strip down the  
conventions of televised stand-up comedy, interrogating the mechanics 
of the routine by filming comedians performing to an empty room.
The work furthers their interrogation of comic effect, exploring the 
processes by which individuals attain commodity form. Deconstructing 
components of the comic’s act and subjecting the routine to atypical  
conditions of reception, the video’s probe established televisual  
languages of filmed performance and the explore the social and  
commercial dimensions of stand-up. 

In this absurdist scenario, the alienating staging and cruel humour of 
watching a comic, bereft of audience, faltering under the strain of the 
silence, positions the work in dialogue with Beckett. This association  
is alluded to in its title, and as video works there is further alignment 
with the performance works of Bruce Nauman and Paul McCarthy in  
the exploration of the failure of human interaction.

Revealing the structures of the ‘product’ of entertainment, the videos 
manipulate the efficacy of the performance, skewing the conditions  
to which each act is exposed. The subversion of conventions of edits  
and camera angles, indifferent to the actions of the performer,  
emphasises the alienation of the subject. As a gallery installation,  
there is a redoubling of the stand-up routine as it is filtered and framed 
through habits and protocols of art spectatorship. In this context the 
viewer is made awkwardly aware of their role as consumer, of the  
comic spectacle.  

The work was commissioned by Clarissa Corfe for Harris Museum and 
Art Gallery, Preston, and formed part of the museum’s Dance First,  
Think Later contemporary art programme. The work was exhibited in 
two group exhibitions: Nothing Happens Twice: Artists Explore the  
Absurdity of Life, Harris Gallery, Preston, and Double Act: Art and  
Comedy at Bluecoat, Liverpool. The exhibitions were reviewed in 
This is Tomorrow, Corridor8 and Art Monthly and accompanied by two 
commissioned essays responding to the Harris Gallery exhibition.
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SEPTEMBER  
Received invitation  
from Clarissa Corfe to  
participate in Nothing  
Happens Twice: Artists 
Explore the Absurdity of 
Life, Harris Museum and 
Art Gallery, Preston.
 
Meeting in Preston with 
curator to discuss the  
exhibition’s thematic  
and see gallery space.  
New video project  
commissioned for  
inclusion in the exhibition.

SEPTEMBER - OCTOBER  

Common Culture hold 
weekly reading group to 
discuss Beckett’s plays and 
novels.  
 
OCTOBER 

Meeting with Clarissa  
Corfe to outline project and 
confirm title of the video.

Open Call for comedians to 
participate in the project.

NOVEMBER 
Meeting with Bren Riley 
of Big Comedy UK to 
discuss project and identify 
potential comics in the 
Midlands/North West UK. 

Arrange equipment hire 
with FACT, Liverpool: 
two-camera shoot.

Audition of six comedians 
at Magnet Comedy club, 
Liverpool. 

Finalised selection of  
comics: Dave Twentyman 
from St. Helens, Karen 
Bayley from Birmingham. 
Invited each comic to 
develop a 40 minute  
routine based on the 
themes of: Boredom,  
Being in the wrong place, 
Failure, Death, Loneliness, 
The future, Strangers, Fear.

NOVEMBER  

Booked performance  
space at Bluecoat arts  
Centre, Liverpool for  
filming of comedians on 
21st & 22nd December.

DECEMBER 

Filming in Liverpool.

JANUARY 

Complete Post Production 
at FACT Liverpool. 
 
Visit Harris Museum & 
Gallery, Preston to discuss 
the video installation with 
exhibition curator and 
technical team. 
 
FEBRUARY  

Install I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go 
On, I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go 
On, (Dave) in Nothing  
Happens Twice: Artists  
Explore the Absurdity of 
Life at The Harris Museum 
& Art Gallery. 
 
Nothing Happens Twice: 
Artists Explore the  
Absurdity of Life opens to 
the public. 
 
I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On, 
I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On, 
(Karen), selected for  
Double Act: Art and 
Comedy at The Bluecoat, 
Liverpool.

APRIL 

I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On, 
I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On, 
(Karen), installed in the 
exhibition Double Act:  
Art and Comedy at The 
Bluecoat, Liverpool  
 
 
APRIL -JUNE 

Double Act: Art and  
Comedy at The Bluecoat, 
Liverpool (8th April -  
19th June 2016).
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Below:  

I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On,  

I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On -  

Dave (Wide Shot) 2016,  

(Duration: 43.03 mins). 

 

Click link to view. Password: commonculture1

https://vimeo.com/showcase/3781991?video=154295141

https://vimeo.com/showcase/3781991?video=154295141
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Below: 

I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On,  

I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On - 

Karen (2016), 

(Duration: 42.09 mins). 

Click link to view. Password: commonculture1

https://vimeo.com/showcase/3781991?video=154295145

https://vimeo.com/showcase/3781991?video=154295145
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RESEARCH CHALLENGE

This research responds to a commission to produce new video artwork 
for inclusion in Nothing Happens Twice: Artists Explore the Absurdity of 
Life; an exhibition centred on the influence of Samuel Beckett’s work on 
contemporary art.  Common Culture’s project sought to align their  
previous research exploring the commodification of workers employed 
within the entertainment industry, with an engagement with Beckett’s 
absurdist theatrical techniques.  

The research challenge centred on developing performance conditions, 
and techniques of video production and post production, that would, 
through the development of atypical relations of consumption of the 
comic routine in a gallery setting, interrogate the production and  
reception conventions of televised stand-up comedy. 



CONTEXT

The research was commissioned by Clarissa Corfe, for the Harris  
Museum’s exhibition Nothing Happens Twice: Artists Explore the  
Absurdity of Life. The exhibition was part-funded by the Contemporary 
Art Society’s Annual Award for Museums, and included other  
commissioned work by, Pavel Buchler, Nathaniel Mellors, Hardeep  
Pandhal and Sally O’Reilly, as well as existing artwork by eleven other 
contemporary artists.

Common Culture’s videos (ICGO, Dave, Karen) responds to the  
exhibition’s focus on art’s exploration through tragicomedy and  
absurdity, notions of performativity and the human condition.  
The videos strip down the conventions of televised stand-up comedy,  
interrogating the mechanics of the routine by filming comedians  
performing to an empty room. In this absurdist scenario, the alienating 
staging and cruel humour of watching a comic, bereft of audience,  
faltering under the strain of the silence, positions the work in dialogue 
with Beckett. Beckett’s exploration of creative failure is alluded to in the 
video’s title, which takes as its stating point a line from his 1953 novel  
The Unnamable, “… perhaps they have carried me to the threshold of my 
story, before the door that opens on my story, that would surprise me,  
if it opens, it will be I, it will be the silence, where I am, I don’t know,  
I’ll never know, in the silence you don’t know, you must go on, I can’t go 
on, I’ll go on” (Beckett 2009, p. 407).

In the filming of the comic’s tragicomedy performance to an  
empty room, as video, there is further alignment with the performance 
to camera of failure and absurdist actions in the art of Nauman and  
McCarthy. The videos extend the interrogation of comic effect previously  
undertaken by Common Culture in works such as Comic Battle  
(2008), to explore the social and commercial aspects of the stand-up 
comedian within popular televised entertainment. The research is of  
relevance to artists, scholars engaged in comedy studies research,  
as well as practicing comedians interested in exploring notions of  
tragicomedy performativity. 

9
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METHODS AND PROCESSES

Engaging with the thematic of the Nothing Happens Twice exhibition, 
and its particular focus on the work of Samuel Beckett, this research is 
underpinned by a study of Beckett’s existential and absurdist drama,  
and his search for an “aesthetics of failure” (Cerrato 1992).   
Common Culture’s reading of Beckett’s trilogy Molloy, Malone Dies,  
The Unnamable (Beckett 1979), inspired both the title of the video  
and suggested formal strategies with which to develop techniques  
to interrogate of the conventions of televised stand-up comedy.  
Beckett’s deconstructive strategy of creating instability through  
atypical conditions of performance was adapted by filming comedians  
delivering their routine to an empty room. This built on Common 
Culture’s previous video practice where the labour of workers associated 
with the entertainment industry was displaced and recontextualised  
in unusual contexts. In Bouncers (2005) 20 night-club security staff  
‘performed’ their crowd control duties, arranged in fixed configura-
tion within a gallery space on the opening night of a Common Culture 
exhibition. Such contextual displacement, and the convention instability 
it created for both performer and audience, had proven productive in 
heightening the possibility for performative failure and audience  
discomfort. I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On… extends this strategy to  
interrogate, and make explicit to an audience, the processes of  
commodification and alienation at work in televisual representations  
of the comedic act. 

Above: ‘Comedian Dave’.
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An open call posted on the North West comedy circuit attracted  
comedians who were subsequently auditioned at the Magnet comedy 
club, Liverpool.  Two comedians were hired and the project,  
the conditions of the filming and how the work would be exhibited,  
were discussed and agreed. Each comic agreed to being filmed  
performing to an empty room for 40 mins and was invited to  
develop a routine based on themes of:  
 
Boredom
Being in the wrong place
Failure
Death
Loneliness
The future
Strangers
Fear

Filming the comic’s performance in an empty room, without audience 
feedback and for longer than normal, sought to reveal the structures of 
the ‘product’ of entertainment by deliberately constructed conditions of 
duress for both the comedians and a gallery audience. The subversion of 
conventions of edits and camera angles, indifferent to the actions of the 
performer, emphasises the alienation of the subject. As a gallery  
installation, there is a redoubling of the stand-up routine as it is filtered 
and framed through habits and protocols of art spectatorship. In this 
context the viewer is made vividly aware of their role as consumer,  
of the comic spectacle. 

Above: ‘Comedian Karen’.
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“As in Nothing Happens, Twice, it is the performed,  

repetitive ‘nothing’ that creates a potential new moment.  

In Common Culture’s not-stand-up, Dave keeps saying  

there’s ‘nobody there’: watching the video you’re almost  

insulted, as of course you are there, seeing him say that.  

Dave might be there, doing expressly nothing - twice,  

or indeed 1,173 times during the exhibition -  

but it is the conni-sewer who changes.” 
 

Chris Fite-Wassilak, in The Cant of the Conni-Sewer: Repetition and  

Affirmation in Nothing Happens, Twice, essay commissioned by  

Harris Museum & Art Gallery, 2017.  

https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596592/The_ 
Cant_of_the_Conni_Sewer_Chris_Fite_WassilakFINAL_.pdf

Below: The set for I Can’t Go on,  

I’ll Go On, I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On -  

Dave, Karen (ICGO, Dave, Karen).

https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596592/The_Cant_of_the_Conni_Sewer_Chris_Fite
https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596592/The_Cant_of_the_Conni_Sewer_Chris_Fite
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Above:  

Karen Bayley, Birmingham comedian 

and the first ever female winner of 

the prestigious Comedy Store King 

Gong, about to be filmed,  

21st December 2015.

“…humour is  
important in the  
piece, yet it is worth  
noting how Common 
Culture question the  
efficacy of comedic  
performance even as  
it is enacted.” 

Dr. Conor Carville,  

in ‘Samuel Beckett, the Long Sixties and Contemporary Art’  

essay commissioned by Harris Museum & Art Gallery, 2017. 

 
https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596590/Samuel_ 
Beckett_the_Long_Sixties_and_Contemporary_Art._Conor_CarvilleFINAL_.pdf

https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596590/Samuel_Beckett_the_Long_Sixties_and_Co
https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596590/Samuel_Beckett_the_Long_Sixties_and_Co
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DISSEMINATION

I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On, I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On (Dave, Karen)  

2016,  consists of two single channel digital videos commissioned by 
Harris Museum and Art Gallery, Preston. 

I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On, I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On, (Dave) (ICGO, Dave).
was exhibited in Nothing Happens Twice: Artists Explore  
the Absurdity of Life (6 February - 4 June 2016). The exhibition  
included work by: Samuel Beckett, John Bock, Mel Brimfield, Broomberg 
& Chanarin, Pavel Buchler, Common Culture, Steph Fletcher, Pat Flynn, 
Willum Geerts, Hilde Krohn Huse, Nathaniel Mellors, Sally O’Reilly, 
Hardeep Pandhal, Pierrick Sorin, Mladen Stilinovic, Bedwyr Williams.  

https://www.theharris.org.uk/product/dance-first-think-later-nothing-
happens-twice-artists-explore-absurdity/ 

Reviews: Nothing Happens, Twice: Artists Explore the Absurdity of Life, 
was reviewed in Art Monthly, April, 2016 by Beth Bramich.
 

Above: Exhibition brochure for  
Nothing Happens Twice, Harris Gallery 
& Museum, Preston, 2016.

https://www.theharris.org.uk/product/dance-first-think-later-nothing-happens-twice-artists-explore-a
https://www.theharris.org.uk/product/dance-first-think-later-nothing-happens-twice-artists-explore-a
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The video, I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On, I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On, (Karen), 
(ICGO, Karen) was exhibited in Double Act: Art and Comedy at  
The Bluecoat, Liverpool (8th April –  19th June 2016). The exhibition 
included work by Alex Bag, Bank, Mel Brimfield, Common Culture, 
Maurice Doherty, Erica Eyres, Peter Finnemore, Thomas Geiger,  
Kara Hearn, Peter Land, Sarah Lucas, Gemma Marmalade, Jo Spence, 
David Sherry, Pilvii Takala, Bill Woodrow. 

Reviews:
Double Act: Art and Comedy was reviewed by Sophie Risner for  
This is Tomorrow (20/05/2016).  
 
http://thisistomorrow.info/articles/double-act-art-and-comedy 

Double Act: Art and Comedy, Corridor 8, 24/04/2016, by  
Georgina Wright.  
 
https://corridor8.co.uk/article/review-double-act-art-and-comedy-the-
bluecoat-liverpool/ 

Double Act: Art and Comedy, Art Monthly, May, 2016 by  
Laura Robertson.
 
Two essays commissioned by Harris Museum and Art Gallery,  
responded to the exhibition: 
Samuel Beckett, the Long Sixties and Contemporary Art by  
Dr. Conor Carville.  

The Cant of the Conni-Sewer: Repetition and Affirmation in Nothing  
Happens, Twice by Chris Fite-Wassilak. 

Above: Common Culture, I Can’t Go 
On, I’ll Go on, I Can’t Go On. I’ll Go on 
- Karen (2016) installed in Double Act: 
Art and Comedy at The Bluecoat,  
Liverpool, 8th April –  19th June 2016.

http://thisistomorrow.info/articles/double-act-art-and-comedy
https://corridor8.co.uk/article/review-double-act-art-and-comedy-the-bluecoat-liverpool/
https://corridor8.co.uk/article/review-double-act-art-and-comedy-the-bluecoat-liverpool/
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Above: Essay commissioned by the  

Harris Museum and Art Gallery to respond  

to the exhibition, Nothing Happens Twice. 

The Cant of the Conni-Sewer: Repetition  

and Affirmation by Chris Fite-Wassilak.  

Page 1, and extract from page 3.

Full essay available at: 

https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/
files/20596592/The_Cant_of_the_Conni_Sewer_ 
Chris_Fite_WassilakFINAL_.pdf

https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596592/The_Cant_of_the_Conni_Sewer_Chris_Fite
https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596592/The_Cant_of_the_Conni_Sewer_Chris_Fite
https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596592/The_Cant_of_the_Conni_Sewer_Chris_Fite
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Above: Essay commissioned by the  

Harris Museum and Art Gallery to respond  

to the exhibition, Nothing Happens Twice. 

Samuel Beckett, the Long Sixties and  

Contemporary Art by Dr. Conor Carville.  

Page 1, and extract from page 3.

Full essay available at:

https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/
files/20596590/Samuel_Beckett_the_Long_Sixties_and_ 
Contemporary_Art._Conor_CarvilleFINAL_.pdf

https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596590/Samuel_Beckett_the_Long_Sixties_and_Co
https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596590/Samuel_Beckett_the_Long_Sixties_and_Co
https://researchportal.northumbria.ac.uk/admin/files/20596590/Samuel_Beckett_the_Long_Sixties_and_Co


Below:  

I Can’t Go on, I’ll Go On,  

I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On -  

(Karen),  

exhibited in Double Act: Art and  

Comedy at The Bluecoat, Liverpool,  

8th April –  19th June 2016. 
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