
"Behind every cheese there is a pasture of a different green under a different sky:..." Italo Calvino's words perfectly describe how every cheese can be the starting point for a journey that leads to the discovery of a unique cultural heritage’ Slow food website.

1: The Journey

We’re heading north along the Slug road, left at Banchory, and then inland along the Dee, where settlements get smaller, making way for silver birch and the purple heather. It’s August 2014 and the timeless expanse of the Scottish countryside is punctuated by ‘Yes’ and ‘No thanks’ referendum signs, some cheekily customised by opponents, and most declaring for the status quo. There is a sense that things have always been the same here, miles from the city where the Cairngorms provide a timeless back drop, suggestive, perhaps misleadingly, of a simpler, slower way of life.

We arrive at a clearing in the trees, marked by an old granite press; a stocky trilithon used long ago to make cheese, and a sculptural signifier for the all but extinct art being revived right here. 

It sits outside the Cambus o May Cheese Company, where time honoured methods have been handed down, via Barbara Reid, mother to the company founder, Alex, and are being used anew to produce delicious traditional cheeses.  

As a farmer’s wife in the 50’s, Barbara would take the spare summer milk, heat it, set it and let it ripen; repetition of action and reaction elevating practical necessity to artisan mastery. These skills were widespread across north east Scotland for centuries, producing cheeses with textures and tastes grown from the locale. Made into wheels known as ‘kebbocks’, they were not just a dietary staple but marked age-old traditions tied to cycles of life and the land; the ‘Clyack kebbock’ shared out after the harvest and the ‘Cryin’ kebbock’ for a safe birth. 

Today we are here for a tour of the shiny new factory. It is small but state-of-the-art; a far cry from Barbara’s kitchen stove, and the old railway carriage in the farmyard where her cheese would sit slowly ripening. It brings modernity to an ancient craft, and some level of certainty and control to the thrawn microbiologies of milk, rennet, heat and salt. But not so much that the expertise of the master craftsman is obsolete.This place relies on human skill and senses, and the bringing of patience to a process that elsewhere has become homogenised and industrialised. The cheese here breathes.

2: The Makers 

This trip is research for the Skills Biennale, a project exploring food and sustainability in the north east of Scotland, through 5 collaborations between artists and local food producers. The project as a whole raises questions around what we consume and value, and how that impacts on our sense of identity and community. It asks about the place of skill, labour and craft in an increasingly commodified world, and will create space to explore what we think they are worth, beyond monetary exchange.

Today is a meeting of the makers and, we hope, a meeting of minds. Tom Pritchard has been commissioned to work with Ian, Alex and Scott of Cambus o May to develop a new performance piece for Woodend Barn in Banchory. It’s an unlikely, and perhaps challenging premise, and while here he will learn about the cheese making process, coming back for further visits as he develops his ideas. He has already started his research, despite performing every day at the Edinburgh Festival, the industrial scale of which he has begun to feel disconnected from. More recently it has seemed less about experimentation and connection with people and more like a test bed for a global market; a perspective perhaps familiar to the Cambus o May team, in relation to the world of food production. He’s bringing this to the table. But he has also been inspired by some of the work he saw; small scale pieces that crossed boundary and genre; that broke through the fourth wall and entered a place of intimacy, permission and ownership.

This project has taken him beyond the choreography and dance for which has become known, into the role of ‘Performance Maker’, acknowledging the complex of spoken, sung, written and physical forms he will use, and the full sense of creative agency this project allows him.  

The new work is Informed by all these things, but mostly perhaps by the ‘The Gift’ by Lewis Hyde, a book that considers how the giving and receiving of gifts bound early societies together, creating ties of debt and reward, and how the work of the artist, viewed as a creative gift, can function in a world now driven by commence and capitalism. 

Tom will develop these ideas for Woodend Barn; asking if traditional skill, like the production of art, is a form of gift handed-on. He hopes that the new work will connect people together, so they come to feel like a community, even temporarily. It will use the senses, ritual, and the giving of gifts to provoke glimpses of a radically rethought world.

3: The Performance, ‘The Imperfect is Our Paradise’ October 2014

The audience is a small; a group of strangers gathered around a table. They are invited to choose from some assembled objects; a glass of milk, a piece of cloth, small phials of unknown substances, some whisky barrel shavings, a butch looking press. There is a sense of propriety as each is chosen with self consciousness that is over-ruled by a willingness to take part.

Tom Pritchard is our host; he counts, ritualistically, to 7 and we move to the next room where a table sits, spotlit and set as if for a meal, or perhaps a game. We are asked to take a seat and set our objects, each part of the cheese making process, down in a sequence as Tom, now at the back of the space, begins to sing a haunting Scots song. 

What follows is a series of invitations, explorations and interactions, as Tom adopts multiple roles and personae. An invitation to listen; amongst other things to his poem ‘A Welcoming’, in which he speaks of ‘an appetite for history’ and ‘lungfuls of memory’. An exploration of the ‘mendicant’ archetype; a possession-free person sustained by a community because mutual trust ensures ‘abundance always flows towards the empty place’. And an invitation to watch; as he creates a physical description of the cheese-making process, drawn in space with his body, each precise, edited gesture making real and present the hard won-ness of skill developed over time. 

The invitation extends more widely, to the audience, who are asked carry out instructions, written on cards like Community Chest from Monopoly. We can choose to consume exquisite tastes of cheese, or offer pieces to each other; to decide whether to share or keep, to gift or withhold. Unwritten rules of fairness and equality prevail. And with each action there is a loosening  of the stiffness of social protocol, as the the group binds together, and something that feels communal and lasting begins to emerge. We’re being challenged to take a look at ourselves and how we interact through the lens of the rules of the game, and the framework of poetry, monologue, song and movement set out by Tom, and the experience is powerful and stimulating. 

The performance finishes and we remain seated. We don’t want to leave. Tom joins us and conversation ensues, easily and naturally; about food and sharing, a love of cooking, and how to make time in our busy world. Moving stories are recalled; in particular by an older woman who as a child in wartime Berlin, observed her mother and friends finding a tiny amount of real tea after months of having none, and the joy that sharing the single cup brought. The experience of this performance has created an intimacy that will doubtless stay with the participants. 

From this unusual premise for an artistic collaboration, Tom has created a credible, poetically dense and multi-layered experience with the power to transform his passive audience into active participants. Through the performance, we have all thought more about how we produce and consume both art and food, how we inter-relate, and have gratefully accepted his offer to connect back to our own pastures of different greens under different skies.


