
Wandering Waste

When I was a child, I read Jules Verne's "Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea." I 
remember the thick coloured cardboard cover, a huge octopus, a submarine, the lush vegetation 
of the sea. The fear, the mysterious, the exotic and the adventure was all on the front page, the 
next step was to read the story. And the story was vertical, going down deep in the book, under 
the cover.

A child has a different idea of space and time, of the content and the container. It was possible 
that behind the trunk of a tree, in a mountain or under the sea there were other worlds. 
Imagination was vertical, those stories were concealed and disguised behind the cover of the 
books. I did not need reflections and thoughts. I was not looking for too many meanings. Fantasy 
was a flat, horizontal trapdoor of reality, a convex window, a magnifying glass onto another world 
just as real, perhaps more real. And perhaps the most striking thing for a child, is the degree of 
accuracy that imagination can have when a world is described and re-created with care and 
scientific accuracy. The pages of Verne are exact worlds, therefore possible, and real.

Gayle Chong Kwan and I are walking in the green landscape as we talk about Jules Verne’s 
relationship to Scotland and her residency in Huntly. The wide horizon, the thick woods and then 
again the green vegetation seem to be contrary to Verne's passion for this land, from where his 
mother descended. I am wrong. My thinking is superficial, as when one looks without looking; as 
when one is used to the full and disdains vacuum; as when people relish reality and forget 
fantasy, namely: the real space as a place of fantasy.

'Voyage à reculons en Angleterre et en Ecosse' (Backwards to Britain) is Verne's first book, 
written when he was thirty and published posthumously, in 1992. It holds the linear structure of a 
journey, and contains a canvas, sketches, portraits, places and emotions that will come back later
in all the books by Jules Verne. On the journey to Edinburgh he writes: “The train rushed along a 
precipitous track that clang to the cliff-face of those old rocks. The dizzy speed was almost 
supernatural and at each bend the train seemed about to throw itself into the ravine where the 
black waters of a torrent raged". Then again once on board the Prince Albert ship he sees: 
“Ancient legends clung to every shore, and the history of this land is written in these gigantic 
character of islands and mountains.”

These descriptions have something vivid and imaginative at the same time, as if reality contains 
an imaginary world, the fantasy clinging to those cliffs and rocks. This journey is a preparatory 
creative work, partly conscious partly instinctive, creator of relationships, desires, interactions, 
scenarios and stories. Verne’s writings of journeys is also an engagement in the journey of 
writing, and a journey through a mass of textual materials, including narratives, witness accounts,
scientific and geographical reports, guidebooks, and travel diaries, that mediate the world for us 
and that constitute so much of our reality. Chong Kwan’s work echoes the fragmentation, 
hybridity and intra-textuality so evident in Verne. 

Verne describes the profound effect that Scotland has on him: “It's a wonderful country and an 
exceptional place to visit. Generally speaking, nothing is done, said, considered, heard or 
perceived as in France. Every single word, action and sight offers fresh reasons for wonder and 
meditation. Our impressions can only be superficial, of course, but we are thrilled with our visit. I 
for one have not found any of my dreams about old Caledonia exceed the reality." Jules Verne 
was so inspired after his first visit to Scotland in 1859 that he situated three of his novels there, 
whilst many of his other novels featured Scottish characters as romantic and heroic archetypes.
Verne’s account of his experience of travel, both in reality and in the imagination, of finding the 
roots and creating relationships, events related to the traditions, the food, the customs and habits 
of a country like Scotland, seems to me a relevant literary and creative reference to Gayle Chong 
Kwan's work. And not only in reference to her Scottish origins, but rather goes to the core of her 
artistic practice.

Gayle works on the creative and relational experience that people have with themselves, with 
private and public places, with food as a relational and memory trigging act. She works with 
dedication, with an enthusiasm that obliges any counterpart though occasional to stop, to reflect, 



to discover the value of relationship to time and place, whatever and wherever life one has.

During her residency at Deveron Arts in Huntly, part of the 2014 Skills Biennale centered on Food
and Sustainability in the North East of Scotland, Gayle Chong Kwan, like Verne, has adopted the 
role of a traveller to distant and fantastical lands exploring and engaging with the notions of 
aesthetic food ideals and non-aesthetic food, waste and excess, artisanal and industrial food 
production. Working with award winning shortbread producer Dean's, Gayle and the bakers have 
created a limited edition of visually non- perfect all-butter nibbles using shortbread mixture and 
herbs grown in the collective gardens of Huntly's Glamourhaugh allotments.

'Wandering Waste' looks at waste as something that can not be standardised, as a land of 
survival in a world where everything (including food) is quickly consumed and digested. Instead of
the regular shortbread biscuits, this time Dean's kitchen have pushed their recipes into new lands
and have re-connected with the local community to produce unusual and intriguing flavour 
combinations. Huntly's ancient severe topography has melted into the dough mixture and it has 
become a visually non-perfect yet accomplished expression of a place and its community. Chong 
Kwan worked with a member of Dean's, Siobhan Ingram, part of whose role includes the 
development of new flavours and ranges. Through a series of sessions they explored their 
personal memories, tastes and ideas of shortbread and herbs in relation to the landscape and 
ideas Chong Kwan identified in Verne. 'Gayle – says Siobhan Ingram - encouraged me to think 
about the emotional aspect of shortbread, what memories it invokes and how I felt about the 
ingredients used to make shortbread, butter in particular.' Cuisine always lies somewhere at the 
intersection of geography, history and economy and it's a vital cultural marker, one of the most 
significant ways we have to identify ourselves as members of our own tribe.

A communal sensory experience becomes a space and place in which a form of backwards travel
by each participant can take place. Chong Kwan and Dean's created a menu of sensory 
experiences combined with different types of shortbread infused with the community-grown 
herbs, including All Butter Shortbread with Mint, All Butter Shortbread with Mint & Chocolate Chip,
All Butter Shortbread with Rosemary & Sea Salt, and Cheese, Oat & Chive Nibbles. This one-off 
biscuit range was formed into irregular biscuit shapes, created from imprints of their hands, 
through Dean’s production process, referencing the company’s  innovative approach to the use of
waste elements from the production process. 'Dean’s have low levels of food waste – continues 
Siobhan Ingram - we make our products in small batches which means we can spot quickly if 
something has gone wrong with an ingredient or a recipe. We use premium quality ingredients, 
and therefore are careful not to create unnecessary food waste. Skills are very important at 
Dean’s, we rely on our accomplished workforce to ensure that our product remains authentic. We 
have a ‘hands on’ manufacturing process and don’t rely too heavily on machinery, therefore we 
see our skilled craft and workforce at the core of our business.'
In a time of globalisation and standardisation, where cooking skills do not seem to be handed 
down through the generations anymore and reliance upon supermarkets has encouraged 
shoppers to expect cheap food, Dean's combines an industrial production with an artisanal 
approach in relation to the way their staff visually and sensory (smell) check the quality where 
most biscuit factories use visual charts; to the way in which they sell and use their off-cuts/waste, 
which is still of the same quality but visually just not regular or in excess; to the artisan quality of 
Mrs Dean who started Dean's as a small scale operation in her kitchen.
Gayle Chong Kwan has long employed food within her creative practice to investigate and 
establish new relational grounds. As the Italian academic Sergio Giusti has posited on the 
occasion of the artist's exhibition 'Sensorial Universe' (Milan, 2010): “Made up of food, leftovers 
and waste, the universe in images by Gayle Chong Kwan is a dialectic universe. It is aware of 
fictional contemporary mechanisms and the flowering of latter day myths. At the same time it is 
aware that each mythological form - even the most marketed and marketable - requires the 
support of ancestral insistences, appealing in this manner to profound common structures, which 
function underground in silence.”

This has happened again during the Huntly Hairst Food and Farming Festival, when Gayle and 
Dean's  brought their newly skilfully manufactured products to the local public. Local families and 
members of the community, were invited to try and comment the original flavour combinations 



and throughout a series of sensory and memory activities devised by the artist, their tasting 
experience has been brought into the fantastical world of childhood memories and tales.
Through blind tasting, drawings, sensory glasses and random tasting wheels, Chong Kwan has 
transformed each biscuit into a convex window, a magnifying door leading to a sensorial journey 
to reconnect with our imagination. Because nothing is more concrete than a memory when it is 
tied to a smell, to taste, then to a moment, to a human being, and finally to the landscape. What 
world is around us? What do we hang on to? What is the historic emotional reason to be here 
now doing what we are doing? We need to find a thread, a recipe, perhaps a small detail like a 
biscuit, to go in search of herbs and aromas that, right under our noses perhaps we do not 
normally notice. We need to cook together, eat together, rebuild or restore the pieces of our daily 
living, often scattered and futile. And it is necessary to make a sounding out operation of the 
reality, to find something that is already there, and bring it to light, so that the imagination is not a 
form of alienation, but a tool to understand and make sense of reality.

In ‘Backwards Travel’, Verne highlights the journey of imagination that can begin once the on-the-
ground travelling is over: “They will have touched mountains and skimmed over lakes, imagined if
not recognised new customs, geographical variations, strange manners, national differences. 
They will have sensed much – but in truth seen nothing! Only now, on their return, can their 
serious exploration begin, for imagination will henceforth be their guide as they travel backwards 
through their memories.”
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