
the reading room
Stephen Connolly
2’ 45” 16mm/DVD 2002

Short Synopsis
the reading room traces the movement of visitors to the British Museum Reading Room, 
through the opening hours of a single day, in under three minutes and in silence.

Synopsis
the reading room is a short exploration of the changing place of the archive. Using an 
elevated camera, this single ‘master’ shot film reveals the layout of this library as a pano-
ptican, a structure envisaged as the ideal prison by Jeremy Bentham (1785).

Bentham described his design as “a new mode of obtaining power of mind over mind, in 
a quantity hitherto without example.” The panoptican was invoked by Michel Foucault as 
metaphor for modern “disciplinary” societies and institutions, given their pervasive inclina-
tion to observe and normalise.

A desire for completion in the depiction - as surveillance - is echoed in the visual form of 
the reading room, as is the gently ironic subtitled commentary, reflecting on the absence 
of sound in the work and the continued interest of the visitors.
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