
 

 

Extracted from ‘A Magic Space’ by Alice Hattrick 
Read by Evan (age 6) 
 

Marianna came back to the house with an announcement: ‘I think I’ve found someone 

who’s going to give me an udder!’ She had come to stay for a few weeks. As time 

went on she had more news. She had sourced two udders, full of milk, from 

Smithfield Market, and cut them open in her studio. She had also found an automated 

dairy farm where she could shoot her film; the family who lived and worked on the 

farm had agreed to play speaking parts. 

There are no cows in The Udder (2014).  

‘I didn’t want people to be thinking about animals,’ Marianna said when I spoke 

to her again. The idea was to stage a linguistic battle between mastitis and chastity 

through machines and milking: ‘It was going to be an operatic libretto by udders on a 

farm.’ She had been reading books on hormones in cows and how milk can only be 

produced when the animal is relaxed, and academic papers on whether cows care 

about being milked or not.  

‘There was this characterisation of the udder as indifferent to its own process,’ 

she said. ‘It reminded me of Bartleby the Scrivener’s phrase “I would prefer not to”: 

his extreme resistance through indifference.’  

Visiting several dairy farms, she found that many were in the process of 

converting from manual to automated methods of production. Her first encounter 

with the Sussex farm where she eventually shot The Udder was like a fairy tale. She 

found herself lost in a strange forest and called on Emma, the farmer, to help her find 

her way out. Emma’s daughter Isabel, then aged nine, was in the car: ‘We had this 

long drive to the farm, and Isabel was sitting next to me in the back, not saying much. 



 

 

I was intrigued by her. She had this air of indifference. I married them up, through the 

language.’  

It came to Marianna later that week: Isabel would play the part of the vessel – 

a chaste mouthpiece for the udder, which risks a potentially deadly infection from 

mastitis if not kept meticulously clean. It was the first of many transformative 

connections and correspondences – between humans and animals, body parts and 

abstract ideas, the real world of Marianna’s experience and the dream world of the 

film – that transpired because she got lost in a forest. 

The script emerged from this process of magical thinking: recasting familiar 

people, objects and scenarios in unfamiliar or estranging ways, and blurring 

distinctions between immediate experience and fantastical speculation, memory and 

desire. Based on conversations with Isabel, Emma and the farm’s herdsman, Simon, 

Marianna devised a trio of archetypes: The Girl, The Mother and The Herdsman. To 

develop these characters – how they act, what they say, what they symbolise – 

Marianna read books on dairy farming, automation and mastitis, which she combined 

with phrases she remembered from her own childhood.   

 

  


