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Brexit politics and feminist
prophecies: Candida PowellWilliams’s tarot deck
by Edwin Coomasaru • 18.12.2019

In the run up to the 2019 UK General Election, when competing
visions of both the future and the past were shaped by endless
opinion polling and press predications, Candida Powell-Williams
exhibited The Gates of Apophenia (2019) at Bosse & Baum,
London. The sculptural installation reimagines tarot cards with a
feminist politics to explore the longstanding associations between
women and magic. The project also reflects on speculative ideas of
feminist or queer time, which challenge Enlightenment narratives
of liberal progression, which have long been used to justify empire
and oppression.
While fourth-wave feminist activism and art has taken up
witchcraft as an image in recent years,1 as a magical practice tarot
puts pressure on normative ideas of time. The card game
originated in sixteenth-century Italy before transforming into a
divination tool in eighteenth-century France, where it was infused
with Egyptian symbols at the same time Napoleon was invading the
country and looting their artefacts.2 Tarot then crossed the
channel to the United Kingdom, a country that has long held the
mainstream view that occult belief is the sole preserve of
‘primitive’ people or of ‘feeble-minded’ women, even while
practices such as Spiritualism have enjoyed popularity in Britain
(including among scientists) for centuries.3
The First World War, which saw a massive upsurge of interest in
and use of magic amulets and divination, threw up profound
problems for the idea of British ‘rationality’ and ‘modernity’.4 At
stake was a narrative long used to justify racism, misogyny and
homophobia both within the UK and throughout the empire: the
claim that such subjects were hysterical or mentally ill and in need
of control and containment from a strong paternal hand. The
English traveller William Hepworth Dixon, for example, claimed in
1876 that ‘if we wish to see order and freedom, science and
civilization preserved, we shall give our first thought to what
improves the White man’s growth and increases the White man’s
strength’.5 Indeed, during the war science took on a particular
association with manliness, while the British Association for the
Advancement of Science considered how the discipline could
increase the ‘efficiency’ of empire.6
This worldview seems to have entered a profound crisis after the
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2016 referendum, as fears and fantasies of British superiority on
the world stage have struggled against the reality of negotiations
with the European Union. Leavers and Remainers have often used
the occult as a metaphor to attack each other as ‘diabolical’,
possessed by ‘dark forces’ or ‘unleashing demons’.7 Remainers
such as the former Prime Minister Gordon Brown complained,
notably, that ‘our country turned its back [. . .] on our once globally
renowned traditions of pragmatism, rationality and evolutionary
progress’.8 A narrative of national decline can be found among
Brexiteers such as journalist Douglas Murray who claims the UK is
‘going through a great crowd derangement’ as waves of feminist,
anti-racist and queer activism over the last decade meant ‘people
are behaving in ways that are increasingly irrational, feverish’.9
In 2018 BBC News warned that the UK was in the midst of a ‘tarot
revival thanks to Brexit’.10 Such an upsurge in supernaturalism,
however, predated the referendum. In the aftermath of the 2007–
08 financial crisis and the brutal government austerity cuts to the
welfare state from 2010 (which hit women and people of colour the
hardest),11 an interest in magical practices such as crystal healing
developed in a climate of precarious employment, falling wages and
declining social security. The far right also turned to occult
images – sharing satanic videos online – while anti-racist artists
such as the poet and trans* activist Nat Raha took up the language
of spells to critique the role of Enlightenment science and
imperialism in histories of oppression.12 Recent books, including
Gina Rippon’s The Gendered Brain (2019) and Angela Saini’s
Superior (2019) argue that science has been profoundly shaped by
prejudice, power and projection.
Given these complex connections between supernatural belief,
economic inequality and re-evaluations of scientific objectivity,
what might Powell-Williams’s installation at Bosse & Baum tell us
about feminist ideas of time and history? The Gates of Apophenia
brought together a series of sculptures, each representing a tarot
card from of a set created by the artist as part of her project
Unreasonable Silence (2019). Powell-Williams reimagined Pamela
Colman Smith’s influential deck of 1910, transforming the
symbolism to question the ways in which ideas of gender, sexuality
and race shaped the original designs.
Tarot decks are not only meant to give a prophecy about the
future, but also tell a story about the past: narrating the so-called
‘ages of man’ from prehistory to the present.13The Gates of
Apophenia challenges these myths, and questions how we
conceptualise and narrate time itself. Alongside the installation,
Powell-Williams gives tarot reading performances for the public,
drawing cards and then walking the subject over to the
corresponding sculptures to talk through the possible
interpretative meanings of the reading. During the performances,
there seemed to be resonances between tarot and psychoanalysis.
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If the analyst creates a stage for the patient to reflect on their
feelings, traumas and anxieties in order to weave together a story
about their own past and present, Powell-Williams’s performances
offer a similar kind of possibility.
Psychoanalysis itself was born out of Spiritualism, and although
Sigmund Freud publicly crafted an image of it as a ‘hard science’
for reasons of respectability, in private he felt it was inextricable
from the occult, and believed in telepathy as thought transference.
14
Apophenia (referred to in the title of Powell-Williams’s exhibition)
is the practice of perceiving patterns where none may exist,
something we may do as much on the analyst’s coach as in our
everyday lives or the scientific laboratory. In fact, the writing of
history itself is shaped by a tendency towards apophenia:
transforming the complexity of lived experience into a set of neat
narratives in which events unfold with a sense of inevitability.
We often assume our predictions about the future – whether they
come from tarot readings or opinion polling – are more stable than
they really are and as a result such narratives can profoundly
structure our sense of reality. In his book Futurability (2017), the
Marxist theorist Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi considers the ways in which
the present contains multiple potential worlds. While noting that
‘power is the selection and enforcement of one possibility among
many’, he also insists that the future is not prescribed, that ‘when
society enters a phase of crisis or approaches collapse, we can
glimpse the horizon of possibility’.15
British feminism has been partly shaped by liberal ideas of history
as a ‘natural’ progression or waves of generational inheritances.
Writing in the aftermath of the 1980s HIV/AIDS crisis, queer
theorists including Lee Edelman and Elizabeth Freeman have
challenged such a teleological view.16 Here too there are
resonances with psychoanalysis: the experience of trauma can
often shatter understandings of time, as the past reoccurs and
repeats in the present.17 New stories about one’s life must be
produced for a subject to work through trauma, a process that
may also occur during tarot readings.18 Interest in the occult has
been a recurring feature across the history of feminism, but the
current wave offers speculative possibilities of our contemporary
moment.
At a time when the police are using artificial intelligence to
‘predict’ future crimes based solely on past prejudices,19 PowellWilliams’s exhibition insists that there are many different
understandings of time. By placing an emphasis on the way
apophenia shapes all of us, she challenges the Enlightenment idea
that ‘rational’ people have the right to oppress those claimed to be
irrational. Rather than subscribe to a top-down model of
authoritarian control, as exemplified by Enlightenment narratives
of the reasonable versus the ‘primitive’, Powell-Williams centres
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her subject’s gut knowledge, intuition or alternative beliefs
systems. Her argument that apophenia shapes all of us dissolves
the division between rationality from irrationality, challenging the
logic that we are born either to rule or be ruled. As much as the
artist may interpret the tarot cards in her performances, it is the
audience who brings their own narrative. Offering a platform for
self-knowledge, self-consciousness and self-reflection, The Gates
of Apophenia insists on the feminist idea of disobedience, a radical
demand, both timely and timeless.

Installation view of The Gates of Apophenia, by Candida Powell-Williams,
at Bosse & Baum, London, 2019. (Photograph Damian Griffiths; courtesy the
artist).
Fig. 7
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