




THERE IS A FIGHT GOING
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TIME—BEATING TIME
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‘THE REAL ANARCHY
OF THE UK’ –
THE RAR CLUBS
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TO CHANGE ATTITUDES
WITHIN POPULAR 
CULTURE
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RAR ...
REGGAE SOUL ROCK AND
ROLL JAZZ FUNK AND
PUNK : OUR MUSIC

SOMETHING WAS 
IN THE AIR

SERIOUS MUSIC-
POLITICS-BLACK-WHITE
MIX-UP

DIY CLOTHES

A GREAT WAVE 
OF NEW ENERGY

A REAL FLUIDITY
BETWEEN MUSIC, STYLE
AND VISUALS

WANTED:
GARAGE POLITICS

SPIRIT OF RESISTANCE

WE WERE GOING TO
STRIKE BACK KUNG-FU
RUB-A-DUB 
SURREALIST STYLE

COMMITTED LEFTIES

CONFRONTATION 
ON THE STREETS

BOARDING-UP
SHOP FRONTS
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A RIOT OF    
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‘A Riot of Our Own’ is an archival narrative on the Rock Against Racism (RAR)

movement, 1976-1981. It is told through the personal archive of Ruth Gregory and

Syd Shelton, who were RAR (London) committee members. Syd and Ruth’s intuitive

act of keeping, rather than collecting, this material is ‘a form of self-historicisation’.

Some belong to Syd, like the photographs taken by him, others such as the badges

and diaries are Ruth’s. Other material is jointly owned, as in the RAR paper

‘Temporary Hoarding’. These are kept at their studio that was established in 1979

because of RAR and, as Ruth recalls, ‘we needed the freedom to experiment’. 

The exhibition has been inspired by the concept of ‘self-archiving’— an exploration

of one’s own history through a re-acquaintance with, and re-assemblage of, the

objects held in a personal archive. Here, it has been transformed into a series of

visual quotes and personal statements about RAR, and the social tempo in Britain

during the life of the movement.

Today, there are many versions of what RAR was and its legacy. The graphic design

and photographic material shown here provides another aspect of that historical

moment. Most of the items were produced by Syd, Ruth and other RAR members,

therefore this archive is the residue of a collective engagement with the offensive of

anti-racism and anti-fascism through creativity— from the design studio, to

carnivals, to gigs, on tour, to demonstrations and back to the design studio.

Carol Tulloch

“RAR is a campaign. A political
campaign. Its aims are:
1. To fight the influence of
racism/fascism in Popular
culture, especially music.
2. To build an anti-racist/fascist
movement WITHIN Pop culture
and use it to fight racism and
fascism EVERYWHERE.

RAR is run by an Adhoc
Committee of young people,
rock-pop fans, whose job it is to
promote the aims of the
campaign. To set up RAR gigs
where anti-racism is the
message; to encourage bands
and musicians to reject
Establishment pressure and
perform on a positive anti-
racist platform; to produce
anti-racist propaganda in the
form of T-shirts, leaflets,
posters, badges, stickers, the
Fanzine—and to spread it
around; to break the
commercial stranglehold on
bands, provide them with gigs
AND pay them; to put the RAR
into ROCK” . 

Temporary Hoarding  No.2

“RAR started in 1976 as a
reaction to the rising racial
abuse commonplace at bus
stops, in shops, pubs and on
the dance floor. David Widgery
described it as “a jail break”. It
was something different—a
consciously inclusive movement
full of largely non-aligned
lefties, who were as passionate
about politics as they were
about music and visual culture.
Local RAR groups developed
across the country. In 1979 RAR
held a National Conference. The
National Front was about to
field 360 candidates in local
elections and the British
Movement was still attacking
people and gigs. RAR’s ‘Militant
Entertainment Tour’, with a
rhinoceros as its logo, did a
rhino charge through Britain.
This culminated in 22 gigs with
major and local support bands.
These events pushed our anti-
fascist and anti-racist  message
out there, and empowered
people in the process, which
was what RAR was all about” . 

Ruth gregory 

“RAR was a collection of
political activists, artists,
graphic designers,
photographers, actors, writers,
fashion designers, musicians
and fans who came together to
pool their energies and talents
in the fight against the growth
of racism and the National
Front. In many ways we had
more in common with the
Dadaist Cabaret Voltaire than a
political party. The
collaboration between UK
reggae and punk bands, RAR
members took on the orthodoxy
through five carnivals and some
500 gigs throughout Britain.
During those five years the
National Front went from a
serious electoral threat into
political oblivion. There is no
doubt RAR played a significant
part in that demise” .  

Syd Shelton











Ranking Roger, The Beat
Coventry 1981

John Segs Jennings, The Ruts bass player
Bradford 1979

Malcolm Owen and John Segs Jennings of the The Ruts 
Bradford 1979

Tony James of Generation X playing with Sham 69
Central London Polytechnic 1978

Tom Robinson, RAR Carnival 1, Victoria Park, London, April 1978.
“There was a certain sense of solidarity among groups like 
X-Ray Spex, Steel Pulse and my own band TRB, who’d all been
playing RAR gigs since the early days, before any of us were
famous”.  TR 2008

Manchester 1978

Lower Falls 
Belfast 1979

Falls Road
Belfast 1979

Bagga, vocalist with Matumbi, Hackney 
London 1978

Paul Simenon, The Clash
RAR Carnival 1 Victoria Park,
30 April London 1978

Mick Jones, The Clash
Southall Kids are Innocent gig , The Rainbow 
London 1979

Paul Simenon, The Clash
Southall Kids are Innocent gig , The Rainbow 
London 1979

Jo Strummer, The Clash
Southall Kids are Innocent gig, The Rainbow  
London 1979

Feargal Sharkey, The Undertones
Warrington 1981

Southgate
London 1980

Design 1 Punk girls

Design 2 Temporary Hoarding,  ‘Rocks Against Racism’

Design 3 Joe Strummer, The Clash 1979

Brinsley Ford, Aswad 
Southall Kids are Innocent gig, The Rainbow
London 1979

Dennis Brown, Berry Street Studios
London 1979

Neville Staple and Terry Hall, The Specials 
Carnival Against the Nazis 
Leeds 1981

Majestic Sounds
Leeds 1979

A RIOT OF
OUR OWN

The Specials Fans 
Coventry 1981

CHELSEA space
16 John Islip Street, London SW1P 4JU.
Director: Donald Smith, d.s.smith@chelsea.arts.ac.uk
www.chelseaspace.org

All the photographs in the exhibition are archival Giclée prints printed on Hahnemuhle acid
free photo rag paper. They are available to purchase in a signed and numbered limited
edition of 75 @ unframed, at £250 each. 
T. 0207 739 5060  E. sydshelton@graphicsi.com

All photographs © Syd Shelton 2008

A limited edition of 50  of each t-shirts in 3 different designs, 
available in medium and XL. £25 each. 

Limited edition archival prints

T shirts
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‘Photography as graphic argument’
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Alternative curatorial eye

1970s A
 moment of vis

ible entanglement between black and white

Exhibition-making as a liminal space

‘The edge’ as a curatorial fram
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Experimentation as curatorial agency

The auto/biographical curatorial narrative
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‘No us without them’

Past/future juncture










