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JULIEANNA PRESTON

In the service of…

Note to the Reader1:

What follows are a series of letters written on the occasion of a performance 
staged at the 2013 Plenitude and Emptiness Symposium in the INSPACE Gallery, 
Edinburgh. Expanding, transgressing or subverting the traditional academic 
essay2 and rubbing up against the grain of art criticism, these letters chart the 
relationship between an artist and a commercial cleaner named Maria, in a sty-
listic, subjective, and idiosyncratic voice that draws out the artist’s personal 
reflection on dirt, cleaning and other dimensions of the cleaner’s everyday work. 
Such an approach seeks: 

[…] to repair social relationships through aesthetic gesture while also challeng-
ing capitalist transactional economies of work. These aims are explored through 
video and narrative description of the bodies who do and don’t do this work … 
[including] themes of value, class, duration, relationality and care through the 
simple acts of sweeping the floor and writing little personal notes. (Badham, ver-
bal communication, 17 August, 2017)

These letters seek to connect, much as Ben Campkin and Rosie Cox have 
described, “theoretical work, physical spaces and environments and their rep-
resentation [along with…] the world of material objects, communities and 
individuals” (2012: 6). Though nearly one-sided, the letters reveal an increasing 
familiarity between the artist and cleaner, a sign of the speed at which strangers 
can become acquaintances, friends, and sometimes lovers (not always in that 

Fig. 1 Patricia Rueda Diez (2013). 
Julieanna Preston’s ground 
maintenance. [Video still]
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order) in the short span of time of events such as conferences, festivals, nights 
out on the town, airplane rides, ocean cruises and beach holidays. Such is the so-
cio-political potency of personal letters. 

The letters cast an air of ambiguity: did the performance really happen?; does 
Maria exist?; did these letters find their way to her?; what does she think now that 
they are being made public?; have ethical responsibilities been respected?; or, al-
ternatively, is the power of autotheory, fiction and ficto-criticism enough to hold 
one’s imagination. Is this conversation about dirt confronting, even tense, viable, 
immersive, and therefore that much more affective? Read on and see. 
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NOTES

1 Because the creative expression 
of the letters included here as 
images strain against Interstices’ 
official citation style, the author 
and the editors have sought to 
prioritise the narrative intent of 
the letters and so have limited 
APA in-text citation to this 
initial framing text. Citation 
and reference within the 
letters themselves have been 
unconventionally formatted 
as endnotes to better sustain 
the performance of intimacy 
intended for the correspondence. 
These endnotes are, in turn, 
supported by the references that 
follow.

2 What constitutes an 
academic essay is not a singular 
homogenous thing, and yet, in 
the realm of creative practice 
research or artistic research, 
the name carries connotations 
associated with essays or articles 
that take a very specific structure, 
form of argumentation and 
delivery of evidence and findings 
akin to the social sciences and 
humanities. In this essay I am 
highlighting and demonstrating 
an alternative approach to that 
historical model that maintains 
the primacy of the creative inquiry 
embedded in the performance 
and, subsequently, flows through 
in what is known as performance 
writing. 

3 The name Maria Woźny is a 
pseudonym. “Maria is a feminine 
given name […] influenced 
by Latin Christianity. It has 

its origin as the feminine form 
of the Roman name Marius 
(see Maria gens), and, after 
Christianity has spread across 
the Roman empire, it became 
the Latinised form of the name of 
Miriam: Mary, mother of Jesus,” 
and “Maria means “exalted one” 
(from Hebrew “róm/םוֹר” = height), 
“rebelliousness” or “wished for 
child.” “Maria,” (CharliesNames, 
n.d.). The surname “wozny” 
(from wozic ‘to convey’) means 
‘caretaker’ or ‘janitor’ in modern 
Polish. “Maria” (Ancestry.com, 
n.d.).

4 Recent online posts state that 
an average commercial cleaner 
hourly wage rate is £9.44 per hour 
in Edinburgh, which is below the 
living wage in Scotland of £9.50/ 
hour. See, “How much does a 
cleaner make in Edinburgh?” 
(Indeed, n.d.). See also, Living 
Wage Scotland (2020).

5 See Phillips, et al. (2016).

6 See Frichot (2019: 66).

7 Campkin and Cox remind us 
that “Cleaning is a continual 
activity, yet not something we 
all do. In fact the doing, or not, of 
dirt is divided down the lines of 
class, ethnicity and gender—the 
most powerful social divides 
in contemporary life […] Dirt 
and cleaning exist within and 
constitute social relations both 
within and outside domestic 
environments” (2012: 5–6).

8 See Gideon (1948: 3).

9 See Stetson (1981, 18 
December).

10 See Davies (2019, 27 January).

11 A peer reviewer made me 
aware that this essay may 
transgress the boundaries of 
proper address as it provoked a 
discomforting level of intimacy. 
I have retained this condition on 
the basis that during events such 
as in-person conferences and 
even online symposia, processes 
of becoming familiar occur very 
quickly such that in a few days 
or hours one can change from 
unknown to acquaintances and, 
sometimes, even friends.

12 Black Eyed Peas (2009, 16 
June).

13 B52s (2013, 3 December).

14 See The Maids (2020, July 22).

15 See Verger (2017).

16 See Iristify (2016). 

17 Online Etymology Dictionary 
(2021).

18 See All Kleen (2018).

19  See All Kleen (2018). 

20 For internal and external 
images of the gallery space, see 
https://www.instagram.com/p/
CRorW4OIY4x/ and https://
www.reiachandhall.co.uk/work-
culture/inspace-the-informatics-
exhibition-space-edinburgh.

21 See Lagerspetz (n. d.).

22 Frichot (2019: 73).

23 Frichot (2019: 5–41).

24 Frichot (2019: 5–41). 

25 Douglas (1999: 47–51).

26 Campkin & Cox (2012: 1).

27 See Davison (n.d.).

28 See Shiraga (1995).

29 See Jones (2015: 59). 

30 See e-flux/Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Belgrade 
(2019).

31 See Lagerspetz (n. d.). 

32 See Stilinović (2021).

33 See Figes & Shore (2019: 1–15).

34 See Figes & Shore (2019: 2).

35 See Fine & Hallett (2003: 2).

36 See Pelley (2017).

37 See Fine & Hallett (2003: 6–8).

38 See Fine & Hallett (2003: 
9–12).

39 Frichot (2019: 137, 149–160).

40 Frichot (2019: 26).

41 See Dr. Seuss (1954).

42 See Gillam (1985); see also, 
Campany (2017).

43 See Figes & Shore (2019)

44 The Lab developed 
performative projects that 
critiqued existing capitalistic 
modalities of work and looked 
to idleness as a necessary 
antidote and form of resistance 
to the pressures; it has to be 
productive as a prerequisite to 
being a good citizen. Our research 
sought to generate examples of 
artistic practices necessary to 
engage with current challenges 
facing living systems, including 
human society. See “attuning”, 
“appending”, “attending”, and 
“reading labours” at www.
julieannapreston.space.

45 See Russell (1935).

46 See Rabinovich & Foley (2016).

47 See Royal (2021). 

48 See Preston, etal. (2021).

49 See Douglas (1966).

50 See Green (2021).

51 See Alves (2017).

52 See Cleaner throws out 
‘rubbish’ Sala Murat artwork 
(2014). 

53 See Farlex (2015).

54 Throughout this essay I 
have attempted to hold true 
to two values: first, that even 
though the tone and voice of the 
letters shifts from a formal to 
a familiar register, a calculated 
level of respect, decorum and 
generosity is maintained such 
that assumptions, stereotypes, 
and other unconscious bias I 
might have towards a person 
I do not know and a person 
who cleans for a living are not 
in play; and second, that the 
manner of writing letters is a 
mixture of introspective thought, 
description, conversation, and 
storytelling that is idiosyncratic, 
subjective, and linked to ad hoc 
references to popular culture that 
dominated by formal/academic 
modes of theory and criticism. 
In this case, writing letters to a 
specific person on a specific 
event is a tactic to eclipse the 
theory-practice binary in a 
method that aims at affecting 
intimacy between strangers as 
much as it is an aggregation of 
bits as the pile itself. For that very 
reason, this is dirty work. See, 
Frichot (2019) and Leddy (1995: 
259–268). 
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