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The Catfish Conundrum

A chamber operetta for 5 singers
by Edward Lambert

Resumé

September 1971. The Hayward Gallery, London, mounts an exhibition entitled Eleven Los
Angeles Artists. One of the exhibits, by the environmental artist Newton Harrison, is a
Portable Fish Farm containing, amongst other creatures, a quantity of catfish. These are to
be slaughtered during the exhibition and feasted upon by the public. The press hears about
this and fuels a campaign against what is seen as cruelty to animals, an abuse of art and
waste of public funds. Lord Goodman, the Chairman of the Arts Council, visits the gallery
to inform himself of the issues before a special meeting of the Council is convened to
decide whether the exhibition should go ahead. Outside the gallery Goodman meets
protesters, including Spike Milligan, the comedian. The Council decides eventually in
favour of the artist, but with stringent conditions about how the fish are to be killed. Lord
Goodman dissents believing issues other than animal rights were at stake. Harrison’s
exhibit is prophetic: the farming of catfish flourishes, and in 1987 Ronald Reagan issues a

Presidential Proclamation declaring 25th June of that year National Catfish Day.

Sources:

Contemporary newspaper articles

www.theharrisonstudio.net

Brian Brivati: ‘Lord Goodman’, Richard Cohen Books, London, 1999

Arnold Goodman: ‘Tell them I’'m on my way’, memoirs, Chapmans, London 1993

Lord Goodman: ‘Not for the record’, selected speeches & writings, Andre Deutsch, London 1972
Wikipedia (Catfish, etc., National Catfish Day)

11 Los Angeles Artists, catalogue of Hayward Gallery exhibition 1971, Arts Council of Great Britain
Scene: an art gallery

CAST

A Catfish (soprano)

Lord Arnold Goodman, Chairman of the Arts Council (bass)
Spike Milligan, a protester & celebrity comedian (zenor)
Newton Harrison, the artist (baritone)

Ronald Reagan, later President of USA (mezzo-soprano)

Narrative chorus: members of the cast

INSTRUMENTS
Electric violin & electric cello

© Edward Lambert 2014
Text & music

The composer's rights are asserted
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Catfish espress.
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120 Mil]igan (protesting outside the gallery)
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