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An egg floats in a bucket of brine
In the evenings, when a dry wind causes crystals to form on the surface of the water, the women 
use long poles with a flat board at the end to skim the surface and bring in the fleur de sel
With the tip of the knife but never with the hand
Placing salt on the table was a rich man’s luxury, but everyone ate salted food

 

~

From the beginning of human history, until 100 years ago, salt was one of the most sought-after com-
modities. Until recently, it was the principal way to preserve food and was also one of the first interna-
tionally traded commodities. Its production was a driver for the development of agriculture, industry, 
technology and the domestication of animals. It also played a prominent role in determining the power 
and location of the world’s greatest cities and was part of the first state monopoly. Through trade, mili-
tary, government control and taxes, salt created and destroyed empires. It is an ever-present subplot in 
the story of human civilization.
 

With its ability to prevent decay, we associate salt with longevity and permanence. Almost every part 
of the human body contains salt – which is a necessary component in the functioning of cells. Without 
both water and salt, cells would not get nourishment and would then die of dehydration. A substance 
needed by all humans for good health makes for an incredible tax generator. While salt taxes were not 
always an accurate litmus test for democracy, the French salt tax, the ‘Gabelle’, which was levied equally 
on the rich and the poor, was a clear demonstration of an unjust system. It foreshadowed the fall of the 
monarchy, as did similar taxes of salt in the history of other nations. 
 

In the program BENEATH THE SALT, Professor Richard James-Anthony notionally addresses the fasci-
nating and interwoven history of salt and civilization from antiquity to the present day. Moving beyond 
a straightforward historical analysis, he weaves the esoteric with cutting edge ‘mind-science’ under-
pinned with the unique and authoritative narratives he is known for, to create what he describes as a 
“toolbox for a changing world”. Furthermore, he explores the semiotics of salt in relation to contempo-
rary class structures, expanding this discussion using ritualistic and therapeutic activities to identify 
these structures and address their implications for invisible illnesses, class vertigo and notions of 
responsibilization.

~ 
 



BENEATH THE SALT is a collaboratively-produced installation by Joe Clark, Claudia Comte, and 
Lauryn Youden. Functioning as both a TV set and television program, the resulting work by the three 
collaborators will be featured in the next block of CONGLOMERATE. BENEATH THE SALT is the first 
of the series of new CONGLOMERATE-curated exhibitions to be organized throughout 2017.
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 BENEATH THE SALT is organized by CONGLOMERATE, a collaborative television network 
 realized by a core team of five artists and filmmakers: 
 Sol Calero, Ethan Hayes-Chute, Derek Howard, Christopher Kline and Dafna Maimon.

 www.conglomerate.tv
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