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Several years ago in Oxford we sat and 
ate a wonderful breakfast of  slow oven-
roasted English summer tomatoes on 
toasted soda bread with olive oil and 
herbs washed down with rich espressos 
and chocolate bread in what is believed 
to have been the first coffee house in 
England. 

A plaque on the wall commemorates 
this; the cafe was set up in 1652 by a 
Jewish man named Jacob at the Angel 
in the parish of  St Peter in the East in 
a building now known as “The Grand 
Cafe”. 

Coffee drinking is such a fundamental 
part of  our lives today, yet it wasn’t 
always so. Originating in Ethiopia it 
became widespread in the Ottoman 
Empire, brought there by Arab traders; 
the first coffee house in Constantinople, 
called Kiva Han, was opened in 1475. By 
the 17th century Venetian traders had 
introduced coffee to western Europe 
and the Pope had baptised the drink to 
make it acceptable to Christians. Coffee 
houses were established and quickly 
became popular, the very first one is 
recorded in 1645 in Italy.  

In the 18th century the small Brecks 
market town of  Swaffham was in its 
heyday.

It had grown during Norfolk’s wealthy 
medieval agricultural past, dominated 
by a huge church – in it there were 
theatres, assembly rooms, pleasure 
gardens and a racecourse – and Lady 
Hamilton preferred to live here because 
the Burnhams were too quiet! 

Historically the town was a stopping 
point for pilgrims going to Walsingham 
and a funnel for travellers going south 
from the Norfolk coast. It was also the 
main market for goods and travellers 
east and west.

This was the century that the building 
now known as Strattons Hotel evolved 
probably from a malting barn into ‘The 
Villa’ following a countrywide revival in 
Palladianism, the characteristic of  the 
Renaissance architectural style of  the 
Italian Andrea Palladio from the 15th 
century.

Despite Swaffham’s then ‘cool’ status 
I doubt it boasted a coffee house 
even though they sprang up all over 
London, attracting a variety of  patrons. 
The crowd at these coffee houses 
included doctors, merchants, writers 
and politicians. Besides inns, coffee 
houses were the first place for people 
to meet and talk about different issues 
and runners were sent from coffee 
house to coffee house in order to relay 
information on major events of  the 
day. They became a hub of  news and 
inevitably a place where new ideas were 
formed.

Charles II tried to suppress the London 
coffee houses as “places where the 
disaffected met, and spread scandalous 
reports concerning the conduct of  
His Majesty and his Ministers”, but 
the public flocked to them. It was an 
interesting century boasting this new 
active culture and not missed by the 
writers of  Blackadder. 

In more recent times, ‘cafs’ evolved 
with their cheap awful instant or all-day 
stewed cona coffee, tacky plastic spaces 
and furniture usurping the integrity 
and cut and thrust of  their predecessors; 
you would think this digression was 
enough to kill the coffee house culture 
altogether.

Today the aromas of  freshly ground 
beans along with the steaming sounds 
of  the espresso machine continue to go 
hand in hand with lively chatter and 
‘putting the world to rights’.   

Conceptual 
curiosities 
at Snape

ABOVE: Forever 
Always 
Somewhere, by 
Abigail Lane.

FOr ThE pAST 18 mOnThS ViSiTOrS TO 
SnApE mAlTingS hAVE BEEn puzzlEd 
– or even dazzled – by a giant model of  a 
Shire horse pulling a cart.

The painted bronze sculpture named 
Perceval is closer to a kitsch ornament 
from the 1950s than the beasts of  burden 
servicing the old industrial/agricultural 
complex before it became a grand arts 
centre.

And the cart holds concrete marrows 
rather than malt. Since this is a work by 
Sarah Lucas – reputedly the wildest of  
those 1980s Young British Artists (YBAs) 
who went on to take the art world and the 
collections of  oligarchs and investment 
bankers by storm – the vast veg must 
surely signify something comic (and 
phallic).

And now – snap, snap and snap again 
– the cultural magnet in June especially 
is suddenly bristling with similarly 
bizarre conceptual curiosities. Do take a 
close look, for in many ways this is 2011’s 
art establishment.

Snap: Art at the Aldeburgh Festival is a 
collaboration between 12 YBA chums, all 
with strong links to Norfolk and Suffolk. 
And the links are getting stronger all the 
time.

Forget East London. It’s all happening 
in East Anglia – even though Tracey 
and Damien have yet to buy houses here 
(then again Mr Hirst acknowledges a 
huge debt to Margaret Mellis, the late 
great driftwood artist of  Southwold, 
with whom he stayed and worked as a 
teenager).

And the godfather of  this motley 

gang, Michael Craig-Martin, artist and 
towering Goldsmith’s College tutor, will 
be at Snape on Thursday to discuss the 
spirits of  this eastward migration with 
critic Louisa Buck. Meanwhile, Snap 
organiser Abigail Lane, a Britart staple 
from the start and latterly a Suffolk 
resident, explains: “A lot of  interesting 
artists have rekindled links to this 
area in the last few years – it’s quite 
extraordinary.

“The reasons for this are not clear-cut 
but obviously something is occurring. An 
increasing number of  people, including 
Michael, were starting to remark on this 
and as a result Snap was initiated.” 

Names perhaps familiar from Turner 
Prize shortlists, the Saatchi Collection 
and Freeze art shows include Darren 
Almond, Don Brown, Cerith Wyn Evans, 
Mark Fuller, Russell Haswell, Gary 

Hume, Johnnie Shand Kydd, Simon 
Liddiment and Juergen Teller.

Ranged around the maltings venue, 
using foyers, derelict spaces and the 
outdoor backdrop of  reed beds, there is 
a mad mix of  sculpture, photography, 
drawing, moving images and sound.

Sarah Lucas and partner-collaborator 
Julian Simmons (inventor of  a drawing 
machine who makes music with maths) 
now live and work at Horham near Eye 
– in a farmhouse once belonging to 
Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears.

So there’s a solid link with Aldeburgh 
– and all the more so because Sarah 
bought the house a decade ago (with 
friend and dealer Sadie Coles who now 
has a base near Bawdsey with husband 
Juergen Teller) due to a growing love of  
Britten’s music.

Walberswick’s Darren Almond refers 
obliquely to the musical theme in 
recreating industrial signage using lines 
from the Gulag-sentenced poet Joseph 
Brodsky – ONLY SOUND NEEDS ECHO 
AND DREADS ITS LACK and A GLANCE 
IS ACCUSTOMED TO NO GLANCE 
BACK.

And Juergen Teller, better known as a 
fashion and portrait photographer, has 
made a free book incorporating portraits 
and Suffolk landscapes. He even shot the 
present Vivienne Westwood campaign 
here.

Don Brown and Simon Liddiment 
met on a foundation course at Great 
Yarmouth before moving to London. Now 

All over Snape Maltings 
for the current Aldeburgh 
Festival there are exhibits 
of prized strangeness. 
iAn COllinS says they 
reveal East Anglia as the 
new centre for British 
conceptual art.

vanessa
scott
FooD	FoR
ThoUghT

ABOVE: Lola in the Water, by Juergen Teller.
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they’re back – Norwich-based Liddiment 
creating cut plywood landscapes of  
ploughed Norfolk fields and Brown 
moving to acclaimed Australian artist 
Arthur Boyd’s old house to make neo-
classical statuary modelled on his wife, 
Yoko.

Abigail Lane’s film Forever Always 
Somewhere stars a dancing skeleton in a 
pigeon-infested outbuilding and Suffolk-
raised Johnnie Shand-Kydd presents 
posters of  children in another derelict 
space also graced by a wrecked car.

Fresh from Gary Hume’s Snape studio 
is a full-sized multi-limbed (or possibly 
intestinal) maquette of  a bronze in the 
making. With Sarah, he is the biggest star 
of  the show.

Laxfield’s Mark Fuller, a performance 
artist and sculptor inspired by science 
fiction, has shaved half  his face for a 
competition. Guess the length of  his 
half-beard on Midsummer’s Day to win 
a sculpture! There is more than a touch 
of  the village fete here, but with exhibits 
of  prized strangeness. Most of  this work 
could have been made anywhere, and yet 
it is putting us ever more firmly on the 
art map.  

Snap: Art at the Aldeburgh Festival is 
open daily until Saturday from 10am to the 
start of the evening concert

A Snap portfolio of prints can also be 
seen at the Paul Stolper Gallery in 
Bloomsbury. Artists are donating their 
royalties to fund future art shows in and 
around Aldeburgh.

■

■

Where to join
Norfolk Wildlife Trust: 01603 625540
Norfolk and Norwich Naturalists’    

   Society: 01603 457270
RSPB (East Anglia): 01603 661662
British Trust for Ornithology:  

   01842 750050

■
■

■
■

The legacy of  a warm start to the year 
has been the early emergence of  many 
of  our butterflies and moths, with 
several species on the wing a week or 
more ahead of  usual.

One of  the species to benefit has been 
the silver-studded blue, a stunning 
little butterfly that (within Norfolk) 
is restricted to a few areas of  suitable 
habitat in the northern half  of  the 
county. 

In Britain, the silver-studded blue is 
primarily a heathland species, with 
just three populations in the west of  
the UK using other types of  habitat. In 
parallel with the tremendous loss of  
lowland heath, this blue butterfly has 
undergone a substantial decline in both 
numbers and range.

The national pattern of  decline 
has been mirrored in Norfolk, where 
the natural history records held by 
Gresham’s School document the 
disappearance of  former north Norfolk 
colonies to land reclamation and 
afforestation. Fortunately, the species 
has shown something of  a revival 
over the last two decades, much of  
which has been due to the efforts of  
volunteers supporting the work of  
Butterfly Conservation.

Our silver-studded blue populations 
are centred on Kelling Heath in 
north Norfolk and Buxton Heath and 
Horsford Rifle Range just to the north 
of  Norwich.

In a good season the density of  
butterflies can be substantial, 
particularly if  you make your visit 
some two to three weeks after the 
butterflies first emerge; a visit towards 
the end of  June would be good this year.

Males emerge before the females, a 
not uncommon behaviour in butterflies 
and something that is known as 
protrandry. 

While many of  our familiar 
butterflies are wanderers, with some 
actually moving into Britain from the 
Continent, the blues tend to be rather 
sedentary in their habits and the silver-
studded blue is no exception. Most 
individuals move less than 50 metres 
over their lifetime, instead remaining 
within a patch of  suitable heathland 
where they can nectar on heather, 
cross-leaved heath, bramble and bird’s-
foot trefoil.

Like most blues, silver-studded blues 
are dependent upon the presence of  
particular ant species (most notably 
Lasius niger and Lasius alienus), in 
whose nests the butterfly’s larvae 
develop.

This means that adult densities 
are closely correlated with those of  
ant nests; as such, the best place to 
search for the butterflies is in areas of  
recently disturbed ground where the 
ants benefit from the warm conditions 
associated with a short sward structure.

Volunteers from the Norfolk branch of 
Butterfly Conservation are leading two 
weekday trips to look for silver-studded 
blues over the coming weeks. The first is 
Tuesday, June 28 on Buxton Heath at 
10am and the other is on Wednesday, 
July 6 on Kelling Heath at 2pm. All are 
welcome and full details can be found at 
www.norfolk-butterflies.org.uk

■

mike toms
IN THE
COUNTRYSIDE

Thetford, 
June 20

ABoVe: Blood and Custard, Darren Almond.
BeloW: Berty, by Johnnie Shand Kydd.

Above: Yoko XII, by Don Brown. Courtesy 
of  Sadie Coles HQ, London. Below: 
Liberty grip, by Gary Hume. Photo, 
Stephen White. Courtesy of White Cube.

Most of this work 
could have been 
made anywhere, 
and yet it is 
putting us ever 
more firmly on the 
art map
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