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fled to England and died penniless. Ten years later, practicing Quaker Walter 
Hunt came up with the eye-pointed needle and the principle of the lockstitch. 
Despite the significance of his invention, Hunt refused to market his design as 
he feared it would cause seamstresses to lose their jobs. Hero! 

It wasn’t until the middle of the century that it all came together. It still re-
mains contested as to whose name can be rightly ascribed to the first commer-
cially viable machine; Fisher, Howe or Singer. It was Singer, however, who dis-
played the marketing bravura. An 1880 advertisement for the machines offers 
a vision for humanity necessarily composed of sentient technology: ‘On every 
sea are floating the Singer Machine; along every road pressed by the foot of 
civilised man this tireless ally of the world’s great sisterhood is going upon it’s 
errand of helpfulness… American machines, American brains, and American 
money are bringing the women of the whole world into one universal kinship 
and sisterhood.’ Remind you of anything? They’ve been trying to convince us 
ever since. BETHANY REX

MOBILE ABSURD NON-ENTITIES
 

‘These crazy robots all have the nightmare logic of a weird, ana-
lytical dream’ From Nightmare Robots (1968). 
 In 1965, the British artist and inventor Bruce Lacey made a 
robot for the International Poetry Convention at the Albert Hall in 
London. John Silent, as the radio-controlled ‘humanoid’ was called 
appeared on stage to a rousing bubble of farts and belches: Lacey’s 
flatulent statement on the pompous world of beatnik poetry. In 
1966 Silent had a sex change and became R.O.S.A B.O.S.O.M – a 
name standing for Radio-Operated Simulated Actress Battery or 
Standby Operated Mains.

Once John became R.O.S.A, Lacey began exhibiting her at 
events such as the London psychedelic club Middle Earth and (along 
with Mate and a light-sensitive owl) at Cybernetic Serendipity, a now 
legendary exhibition of cybernetic art curated by Jasia Reichardt at 
the ICA in 1968.

Firmly ensconced as a member of the family, R.O.S.A would 
go on to be the best man at Lacey’s wedding, even releasing con-
fetti over the happy couple. But most famously, R.O.S.A became 
the first non-human to win Andrew Logan’s infamous Alternative 
Miss World in 1985. Footage of both ceremonies appears in the 
short documentary R.O.S.A B.O.S.O.M (1996) and Jeremy Deller and Nick 
Abrahams’s The Bruce Lacey Experience (2012), a ‘fragmentary portrait’ of the 
artist, filmed over a three year period.

What might sound like a peculiarly British ‘More tea, Vicar’ type of ec-
centricity belies the artist’s potent strain of anarchism. In Jeff Nuttall’s Bomb 
Culture, a blistering 1968 analysis of the emergence of internationalist counter-
culture in Britain, Nuttall describes Lacey’s robots as ‘sick, urinating, stut-
tering machines constructed of the debris of the century, always with pointed 

direct of athletic endeavours. Imagine the additional complexities of more so-
phisticated sports.

Once a training session is completed data can be downloaded so it can be 
analysed, compared to previous sessions or different phases in their carefully 
periodised training plan. In short, the contemporary recreational athlete can’t 
leave the house without a structured plan and all the IT back up normally as-
sociated with a complex surveillance operation.

Of course, the reason for all this is that it works. The application of sci-
encein sport makes people go faster and further, no question. That incredible 
improvements in performance are possible by shining the light of scientific 
methodology is perhaps unsurprising. But in the headlong pursuit of progress 
we must nevertheless keep reminding ourselves to ask, why? What’s the point? 

The case of the professional elite athlete’s pursuit of excellence is one thing, 
but what of the enthusiast, the talented amateur, the age-grouper? Mine isn’t a 
pompously anachronistic plea to return to the golden age of 19th Century ath-
leticism, the Corinthian ideal, the ethos of the amateur. We can’t go back. But 
we do need to remain cognisant of what drove us to compete in the first place; 
the pleasure of taking part, making time to think, the loss of Self immersed in 
the pain of the moment, a connection with our own physicality beyond the eve-
ryday, the opportunity to overcome our limitations, or just take time to smell 
the roses. ERIC BUTCHER

SEWING FOR SISTERHOOD
 

My name is Turtleback, Fiddlebase or Super 66. And as with boats, cars and 
nations, I am always a she. It’s unlikely, unless you frequent All Saints stores 
or are a Coronation Street fan, that this industrious machine is a part of your 
everyday life. This formerly ubiquitous modern object now lies dormant in 
shop windows and as part of an exquisite Recognised Collection of National 
Significance at the Clydebank Museum in West Dunbartonshire, Scotland.

The location of this collection is particularly pertinent as Clydebank was 
the home to the US-owned Singer factory from 1885 until 1980 – when the very 
last machine to be manufactured at the factory rolled off the production line. 
It must have been a heart-breaking day for the town; the factory employed over 
15,000 staff at the height of its operations.

A German, a Frenchman, an Englishman, a couple of Americans and an 
Austrian are all credited with the invention of the sewing machine 
– each designing an element of the essential mechanisms. 

The first mechanical sewing machine or couseuse (if you prefer 
some French cachet) was designed by the French tailor, Barthélemy 
Thimonnier in the early nineteenth century. His machine, that 
produced a chain stitch using a single continuous thread, was de-
signed for the mass-production of army uniforms. Following its in-
stallation in Thimonnier’s Parisian factory, a mob of seamstresses, 
frightened that the ‘arm-breakers’ would render their skilled hands 
redundant, invaded the workshop and destroyed every machine, 
throwing the remaining pieces out through the window onto the rue 
de Sèvres. Poor old Bartie, receiving numerous threats to his life, 
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