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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
This report covers a period of exploration during the Professional Doctorate when I 

changed the way I think about my work.  

 

Work in Progress seminars which form the backbone of the doctorate teaching 

practice gave me access to a range of ideas and thinkers that I hadn’t encountered 

before and also presented me with examples, in my classmates, of practitioners that 

included ideas as part of their methodology. 

 

I had established my working methods instinctively but have now found, through a 

similarly instinctive process of trial and error, a theoretical foundation for my practice 

and my relationship to the world around me and moving forward this now informs my 

methodology and relationship with my audience. 

 

I engaged first with the humour in my work, and enjoyed taking the counter intuitive 

approach of looking at the opposite- what was I afraid of? This led me to look at 

where I cease, either as a mortal being or if I lose my identity in other ways. Trying to 

turn a fearful encounter with the infinite void into an encounter with an infinite living 

cosmos was not an honest and complete picture for me, as it didn’t describe either 

the otherness or the fellow feeling I was looking for in my relationship with my work. 

 

My position is primarily informed by a critical reading of to two opposing world views, 

and an attempt to synthesise them. Graham Harmon’s ideas on Object Oriented 

Ontology acknowledge the identity of the object as central to our experience of the 

world, but begins to become alienating in the insistence that a ‘real object’ can never 

make contact with another ‘real object’, and the ‘sensual object’ that we perceive is 

only loosely connected with it. 

 

I hope to find a way out of this alienation of the object by maintaining the concept 

that objects remain withdrawn from any complete ‘true’ perception, but adding that 

the objects identity, both the sensual object we make contact with and the ‘real’ 
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object behind those sensations, is still provisional on its relationships in time and 

space, and is also part of infinity, extending in time and space, as described in 

Donna Haraways writing on our entanglement with the natural world and Spinoza’s 

concept of a common substance uniting all of creation. The ‘sensual object’ has 

boundaries that define its identity while the ‘real object’ has no such boundaries and 

therefore cannot be perceived, though the ‘sensual object’ depends upon the real 

object for all its qualities. 

 

Both world views take a non-hierarchical view of the world in which humans are not 

special, we are also objects. This remains a source of humour, and also of a certain 

degree of wonder. If the identity of objects is quantifiable but also provisional on their 

relationships in time and space, the same is true for us.  

 

My work makes use of perceptual and conceptual loopholes, allowing things to 

appear to be in more than one state at once.  

 
It may be that we live our lives in such loopholes, dependent on a fleeting set of 

circumstances that nonetheless brings into creation everything that, within our 

bandwidth of being, is solid and dependable. 

 
  

PERSONAL AND CREATIVE CONTEXT 
 
My work before joining the Doctorate programme. 
I came into my BA at Winchester School of Art in 1993, excited by sculpture, having 

increasingly struggled with painting at A-level and Foundation. I would work towards 

something, overwork the painting and try and fail to get back to where I was, never 

achieving either what I set out to do or being true to the process. With sculpture, I 

could see a methodology that allowed me to build and edit in an iterative but non-

linear way, building up and taking back. I found that this process of working and re-

working added to the history of the object rather than getting further away from 

authentic mark making. I remain drawn to processes that shift between 
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representation, storytelling, the object changed by its context and the object that 

retains its history. 

 

At Winchester and in the eight years between BA and MA my sculptural work 

referenced real world artefacts, such as furniture, buildings or ornaments, moving 

them from their real-world context with shifts in scale that made them seem alien to 

the spectator. In several of the pieces a real-world form would be occupied by 

comical or sinister parasitical entities of much smaller scale, a theme that I 

developed after graduation.  By the end of this period, my sculpture contained 

shifting narratives. Several pieces had a large containing form, such as an 

assemblage of found furniture, cardboard spaceship, fibreglass building- a form that 

is clearly made, by its scale and methods, but the interiors would shift towards 

something that appeared to not have been made, as if they were the incidental 

biproducts of occupation and inhabitation. I would painstakingly recreate the 

accretion of time and activity, creating fictional infrastructure that had broken down 

and been jerry-rigged and finally abandoned. 

 
Figure i: Fruit Machine, Sculptural Installation, dimensions various, CBAT Gallery, 2002 
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The sense of abandonment and failure in the spaces was transmitted to the viewer, 

but the scale, the obvious fiction, and often the mismatched joyfulness of the overall 

form to these melancholy narratives, made the emotional content register as absurd, 

simultaneous to the experiencing of its hopelessness.  

In 2003 I joined MA Animation at the Royal College of Art and moved to narrative 

animated film as my primary output. This involved a shift to linear narrative, a fixed 

duration and viewpoint, but also allowed me to retain and develop themes and 

methodologies that were already present, including the resonances between objects 

spaces and characters. Both characters and environments in my films were 

marginalised and low status, handmade and imperfect in their forms and in their 

character flaws, using a rough, stop-motion technique. The characters were stuck 

with each other and, by the end of the story, showed their humanity to each other. 

The spaces and the other elements of animation, such as the timing and spacing of 

the frame by frame movement, all resonated with the same mood.  

  
Figure ii: The Adventures of John and John (stills), 2006, 5mins 
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Animation offered me a new and exciting range of processes. For the same reasons 

that I was attracted to sculpture over painting as an undergraduate, I was attracted to 

a non-linear digital process that allowed me to move forwards and backwards in the 

making of the work, to discover and recover. As with sculpture, in model animation, 

time is encoded in the marks on the object, also encoded in the flow of images that 

creates the illusion of movement in space is the time spent in making.  As well as 

this condensation of effort, movement in screen time and space encodes the internal 

life of a stop-motion character, even though it is clear that are made of inanimate 

matter, and there is a potential flickering of states between the made or appropriated 

object and the representation of a living being. 

In my stop-motion animation work as in my sculpture before, the world of the film 

was created with the things that were to hand, with sets made of abandoned or 

neglected objects, rescued from dolls houses and grandparents’ cabinets and parts I 

had gathered in Bristol from the skips outside the boatyards and the Bristol 

University Physics Dept. In this way I attempted to retain a dual relationship to the 

object- representing something else, character or set, and being itself with its own 

history.   

 

 
Figure iii: Collaborator Chris Eales, right, in interview at Aesthetica Film Festival, 2015 

 
After graduation in 2006 I began to work collaboratively with animator/artist 

Christopher Eales. We started to talk about a film we could make together, with one 

film interfering with the space and sound of the other. Over the next seven years 

there were periods when we worked on the film and periods when it lay fallow. In 
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2013 we finished a split screen, stop-motion film, ‘Two Films About Loneliness’, 

which was the outcome of discussions, experiments and false starts.  

  

  
Figure iv: Production stills, Two Films About Loneliness, 2006-2013. 

 

The synopsis of the film we wrote for festival catalogues: 

A split-screen separates the worlds of Jonathan Smallman, who is recording 

his online dating-profile, while next door, Phillip Button, the internet chef and 

hamster, is noisily recording his new cooking video. Both characters have 

turned to technology in their search for companionship and acceptance and 

it’s not entirely working.  

 



 9 

 
Figure v, Still: ‘Two Films About Loneliness’, Animation, 5mins 27secs, 2014 

 

In Two Films About Loneliness the screen-space is divided into a conventional split-

screen, in which we establish two parallel stories, left and right, but we also use the 

divide as a literal wall between them, playing with the formal elements of film, leading 

the audience to assume a similar physical scale for each character; that assumption 

is confounded when the characters finally meet when they pass through the split 

screen boundary. The shift of status and energy when the characters meet face to 

face is one that is becoming increasingly important in our dual online/offline 

existence even before the Covid-19 lockdown. We made the decision during filming 

to end the film with the characters making a connection rather than going for a 

cynical easy laugh as the film’s punchline. 

 

 The film contains some of the continuing concerns and methodologies of my earlier 

work. The characters are powerless and on the fringes of society, the world they are 

in is handmade and dilapidated, and they show humanity in a collapsed system.  

Using the generic conventions of narrative film and stop-motion character animation 

allowed me access to a particular language and a particular audience, whilst 

allowing for exploration and experimentation within the constraints of that practice. 

The characters have more literal voices than the figurative ‘voices’ of objects, but 
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they do not state the themes in any literal sense. Themes, characters, aesthetics, 

dialogue where all allowed to emerge and grow from initial conditions, either self-

imposed or dictated by resources. Once again there is humour and melancholy in 

the work, there are slapstick and farcical moments, and there is genuine loneliness. 

In the methodology there is a mix of simplification and over complication, there is a 

flickering between the object as it is and what it represents. All these themes are 

recurring, from ‘The Adventures of John & John’, and the sculptural and print work I 

was making before that. 

 

In ‘The Adventures of John & John’ the characters use themselves as guinea pigs, 

they mine John’s brain, hopelessly hoping for commercial gain, and there are 

slapstick elements that point to a carelessness and a cartoonish lack of vulnerability 

in the characters.  In Two Films About Loneliness our characters begin by hoping to 

use the mediated world of the internet to make a connection with the outside world 

and end by joining together in an act of friendship in their imperfect real world. There 

is a similar hopelessness and a wilful lack of self-awareness to the characters but 

also greater emotional vulnerability in this later film, and creatively there is the 

vulnerability of being sincere in our message of bridging barriers. 

 

In 2019 the film won a prize for its depiction of humanity, despite or because of the 

technically crude methods used, the jury commenting that the film ‘...shows us how 

the human limitations, unlike borders and walls, is an opportunity to meet.”  

(‘Corti Sul Fino Del Limite’ Festival, Bergamo, Italy, 2019)  

 

I remain excited by the high degree of emotional nuance that is possible using the 

limits of basic materials and the optical trickery of animation, in the way methods and 

materials are always apparent, especially in model animation. I have chosen not to 

make an animated narrative film during the doctorate for several reasons.  

One reason is practical, making a film can take over five years and follows a path 

determined in the early stages of production, which makes it ill-suited to a focussed 

period of challenge, reflection and change. Another is depth vs breadth: Two Films 

About Loneliness was selected as a Vimeo Staff Pick which gave it many views in a 

short time, but it also received more likes than it did complete views, suggesting a 

wide but shallow impact when a film is experienced online. 
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In creating sculpture and gallery space, non-cinematic animation there is the 

potential for a return to a more intimate relationship with an audience where the work 

is experienced in a personal space and time, in relation to a body in motion. The 

relationships between an artwork’s being, mass and time and the persons 

experience of being mass in time, and the absurdities of these relationships, forms 

the centre of my enquiry, so an encounter between the work and the person creates 

a situation that completes the enquiry. 

 

CREATIVE PRACTICE AND THEORY 

This section forms the bulk of this report. It begins with theory, divided into broad 

themes. I began the doctorate thinking about humour in my work, which led me 

quickly to Ontology as a central question of my practice.  

 

Theory and analysis of other artists’ work contextualises and informs the creative 

practice I carried out in the Professional Doctorate and I include references to the 

current work and artists throughout. This is followed by subheadings identifying 

artists who influence my current work in specific ways. The section finishes by 

identifying past work that remains relevant to my current practice and ends on the 

current work that will feature in the Viva.   

 

To maintain a broadly chronological structure the current work is at the end of this 

section, but it may be preferable to jump forward (Error! Bookmark not defined.) 
and get a clear description of the current work before you begin, and it would not be 

problematic if you choose to do so. 

 

Being, Belonging and Otherness 
 

My current practice is still bound up in animation because, although I am making 

sculpture rather than film, animation is in my thinking, so that I am approaching the 

work with an animation attitude and animation methodologies at the front of my mind 

and it has also affected the way that I think about the world. As a result, ontology is a 
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good place to begin, as central to both sculpture and animation is the idea of making 

something alive or not alive, the appearance of being and the actuality of being, and 

thinking to what extent being is illusory and to what extent is it real. These are all 

central to the methodologies of animation. To what extent is an animated character 

given life as an extension of the animator or the audience?  A corollary of this 

question is How much do we put ourselves into things constantly as a way of being 

in the world? 

 
 

In The Act of Creation (1970) Arthur Koestler uses humour as an example of a 

simple form of creative act, in order to examine what are for him the higher forms of 

scientific discovery and artistic creation.  

 
Figure vi: Koestler’s diagram of two matrices. 
 cross reference pg67 

 
His key analogy is of two matrices- codes and frames of reference- rapidly colliding 

at a moment of tension. The diagram above is Koestler’s diagram, illustrating two 

matrices, M1 and M2, and an arrow showing a narrative or logical path progressing 

on M1 and then being struck, ‘like a lightning bolt’, by a concept that belongs to 

another matrix, M2. This sudden intersection subverts expectations and brings into 

conflict two incompatible ways of understanding a situation. 

 

 

Koestler describes humour as requiring aggression or apprehension, however 

sublimated:  

‘Laughter, as the cliche has it, is 'liberating’, i.e., tension-relieving. Relief from 

stress is always pleasurable, regardless whether it was  
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caused by hunger, sex, anger, or anxiety. […] The more sophisticated forms 

of humour evoke mixed, and sometimes contradictory, feelings; but whatever 

the mixture, it must contain one ingredient whose presence is indispensable: 

an impulse, however faint, of aggression or apprehension. (1964 pp.52) 

 

If humour requires the ‘pepper of aggression or apprehension’ there is a type of high 

status, bullying joke that relies on flattering an in-group and attacking an out group, 

this is a humour that relies on aggression, sometimes cloaked, sometimes explicit. 

This humour is diametrically opposed to the humour in my work which leaves me 

with apprehension. 

To look for the apprehension in my humour- Koestler’s ‘necessary spice’- I needed to 

look at what scares me. There is plenty that makes me anxious, but the time I am 

most terrified is during night terrors, between waking and sleeping states, when I 

don’t know where I am, or who I am, and I am afraid that I will never recover any 

sense of being. My big anxieties are around losing memory, losing my grip on reality, 

and this experience is an extreme experience of this anxiety. My sense of body 

brings me back from this state, the weight of my head on the pillow, the space of the 

room, but while I am without that sense I am lost. 

 

In the following two opposing theoretical stances, Albert Camus and Benedict de 

Spinoza, I hoped to establish some theoretical context for some of the 

apprehensions that are a possible basis for both humour and melancholy in my work. 

 

My first apprehension is that the search for meaning in a cold empty universe is 

absurd. 

 

Camus writes about facing the chaotic meaningless void, a universe without reason. 

 

‘…I said that the world is absurd, but I was too hasty. This world in itself is not 

reasonable, that is all that can be said. But what is absurd is the confrontation of 

this irrational and the wild longing for clarity whose call echoes in the human 

heart. The absurd depends as much on man as on the world. For the moment, it 

is all that links them together.’ 

Camus, A. and O'Brien J. (1955) 
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In Camus’ account, the absurd is the moment of crisis when the journey of the 

individual leads them to contemplate the universe. 

 

Camus argues that the three responses available when experiencing the absurdity of 

significance in the face of a random, entropic universe are Suicide, by which you 

wipe out the anomaly, Faith, which he describes as a philosophical suicide by which 

the Faithful cease to address the problem, or Revolt- by embracing the lack of a 

higher order, the individual is free from absolutes, providing Freedom and Passion. 

In this respect, Camus’ revolt is an extension of Cartesian ‘Cognate Ergo Sum’ which 

Koestler identifies as a point of fracture between the world and the self in Western 

Philosophy, which is only latterly being repaired. Camus is not afraid of the empty 

universe, because he sees the possibility of the individual, freed from the yoke of 

religious thinking, as a heroic character at the centre of its own universe, with agency 

and an integrity.  

 

Camus’ view of heroism does not help my night terrors, as in facing a meaningless 

void I also have to face the insubstantial nature of my own person, that is provisional, 

changeable and conditional on memory and a coherent self-cognition.  

Rising out of unconscious sleep, rather than achieving a self-less state through 

meditation, I begin without a sense of individual being to centre my understanding 

around. It is not an experience born of enquiry, with a retraceable path of discovery, 

instead it is an experience of disembodied, dislocated panic and horror. It is only my 

tactile, sense relationship with the world around me that brings me back from a state 

of formless terror. Pillow, Duvet, Partner, Lamp, Clock.  
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Figure vii: Spinoza's emblem, a rose and Caute or 'caution'. 

 
 
It might be possible to find comfort in Camus heroic stance of the human against a 

godless universe but my second apprehension is that there is no such thing as the 

individual being.  

In Spinoza’s Anima Mundi, within which the Universe is one thing, one substance 

standing beneath all appearance, therefore individual consciousness is an illusion. 

• ‘PROP. XIII. Substance absolutely infinite is indivisible. 

• Proof. —If it could be divided, the parts into which it was divided would 

either retain the nature of absolutely infinite substance, or they would not. 

If the former, we should have several substances of the same nature, 

which (by Prop. v.) is absurd. If the latter, then (by Prop. vii.) substance 

absolutely infinite could cease to exist, which (by Prop. xi.) is also absurd. 

• Corollary. —It follows, that no substance, and consequently no extended 

substance, in so far as it is substance, is divisible. 

•  

Note. —The indivisibility of substance may be more easily understood as follows. 

The nature of substance can only be conceived as infinite, and by a part of 

substance, nothing else can be understood than finite substance, which (by Prop. 

viii) involves a manifest contradiction.’  

Benedict de Spinoza (1677) 
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 The religious position of The Ethics is central- the proposition following XIII is 

‘…PROP. XIV. Besides God no substance can be granted or conceived’. For 

Spinoza, the universe is one thing, God exists, and so God is the universe, and 

subject to the same laws as the universe. It follows that there is no free will, as there 

is a material cause and effect for everything.  

 

 

 

 
Figure viii: Book cover- Staying with the Trouble by Donna Haraway. 

 
Donna Haraway’s Staying with the Trouble (2016), allows for a different conception 

of the infinite from Spinoza’s religious unity, seeing the material world as an 

inexhaustible network of relationships. Haraway supports the idea of an infinite world 

in which we are all interconnected, and she argues against any division of that, for 

her all living beings are ‘Holobionts’ and we exist only in our relations- so that there 

is no excess to us beyond our relations.  

Donna Haraway’s statements about how our identities are born out of relationships 

that were born out of relationships reminds us that we are not beings alone, but 

products of becoming together. She describes our age, The Chthulucene, an era of 

unfolding multi-species stories, as requiring ‘sym-poiesis, or making-with, rather than 

auto-poiesis, or self-making.’  
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She has exciting ways of looking at our connected state, “Critters do not precede 

their relatings: they make each other through semiotic material involution, out of the 

beings of previous such entanglements.” (2016 p.60) 

 

Donna Haraway proposes “holoents as a general term to replace “units” or “beings.”  

‘[…] I use holobiont to mean symbiotic assemblages, at whatever scale of space or 

time, which are more like knots or diverse intra-active relatings in dynamic complex 

systems, than like the entities of a biology made up of pre-existing bounded units 

(genes, cells, organisms, etc.) in interactions that can only be conceived as 

competitive or co-operative.’ 

 

I resist Haraway’s rejection of cells and organisms, the words and the concrete 

entities they represent, in favour of holobiont, as I feel like I am such a unit or being 

myself - fictional, extended and entangled, but also bounded in time and space. 

There will be a time, and there is a space, that is Other than me. I hope to also 

celebrate this in my work. I have an anxiety as to whether, as we try to nobly inhabit 

a more entangled world in which there are no hierarchies, we are generating a 

colonised, docile object-world in which we are the same as everything and the 

opposite is also true, and we end up with a self-satisfied statis in which we are 

everything.  

 

The second part of the following reflection by John Berger (John Berger or The Art of 

Looking, 2016), addresses the separateness that gives identity to forms in nature, ‘I 

have been asking myself if natural forms- a tree, a cloud, a river, a stone, a flower- 

can be looked at and perceived as messages. Messages, it goes without saying, that 

can never be verbalised and are not particularly addressed to us.’ By extension this 

is partly true of the identity of forms we create, identities that are formed by their 

edges, their difference, which goes beyond a simple symbolic communication of rigid 

meaning, but perhaps instead relate to us in their being. Later in this report I will 

discuss further the way things ‘talk’. 

 

In the following reflections on Object Oriented Ontology, I hope to show that the 

degree to which any object, including ourselves, exists as a separate entity from the 
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universe is in addition to, not separate from, the infinity of relationships that cross 

boundaries across physical scale and deep time.  

 

Despite my insistence on accepting and respecting otherness, the concepts of 

infinity in Spinoza and Haraway's writing therefore remain important, though I found it 

impossible to connect to this infinity directly in my work, needing to approach it 

through the separate identity of the object. The deep relationships described in 

Spinosa and Haraway offer an entry point to the imagination to be inside the object, 

not by imagining a visual point of view but instead using our sense of being in a 

unified continuity. There is also a comical solidarity with objects that don’t care about 

our solidarity, and there is a political position in our shared materiality and the limits 

of our individuality, in that the higher the status of an individual, the more absurd and 

empty their posturing. There is a lack of hierarchy, we are material and subject to the 

same indignities and vulnerabilities as any object. 

 

 
Figure ix: Book cover- Object Oriented Ontology, by Graham Harman. 

 
Object Oriented Ontology (OOO) runs counter to Haraway’s relation centred view in 

the sense that there is an object at the centre, existing outside of its temporal 

relationships and instinctively I feel that that is important. Relating this back to the 

experience of losing and regaining a sense of being, the return is to a one of material 
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kinship with other objects, and paradoxically this is in part because, like me, they are 

distinct entities separated from each other, as opposed to an unformed chaotic void. 

In Object-Oriented Ontology (2019), Graham Harman talks about the real object 

being withdrawn that creates a problematic mystical space that is outside our reach.  

Like Donna Haraway, Harman generates precise redefinitions of words so that he 

can then use them and their new meanings to capture specific traits of the real world. 

He also uses formula and diagrams, one of which I include here, annotated. 

 

 
Figure x: Annotated diagram from Object Oriented Ontology by Graham Harman. 

 
In this diagram Harman is showing the relationships between the real object, which 

is withdrawn from us as we build a model for the object in our heads and interact 

with that, forever distanced from the real object. We gain the impression that we are 

in contact with the real object because we can see, hear, feel the object through its 

sensual qualities and we have the idea that this sensual object we create in our 

heads out of the sense data we receive is the same, isomorphic, as the real object. 

Fitting like a silk glove over it, adopting its shape, it is the same as the thing itself. 
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Harman uses Heidegger's concept of the Tool to describe some aspects of this 

isomorphic model of reality, where we never encounter our tools until they break- the 

dented hammerhead or the damaged wooden handle- and therefore break our 

model of them, forcing us to address the tools actuality directly, though Harman 

argues this is still not possible even within this exceptional circumstance.  

 

Harman maintains that the real object is always withheld from us, and also from 

other objects, so that we are not special in this lack of direct contact. Borrowing an 

image of burning cotton from Islamic philosophy, when flame burns a piece of cotton, 

it is interacting only with the flammability of the cotton, it is not interacting with its 

fluffiness, whiteness or its other sensual, real or semiotic qualities. 

 
Figure xi: my hammer is not Heidegger's hammer. 

 
He says ‘The sensual qualities of a real object remain both bound to it and separated 

from it, as the case of the broken hammer makes clear. The dented hammerhead or 

the damaged wooden handle do not express the whole of the hammer- which forever 

withdraws from view- yet they do belong to the hammer in some loose way’ (2018 

p.158) 

 

This looseness feels unnecessary to the philosophy and counterintuitive. Why 

shouldn’t the dented hammerhead or the damaged wooden handle belong firmly to 

the hammer? The sensual object is built from sense data and inference of the real 

object, it is not separate from it. If we need the real object to withdraw, and we 

probably do if we are to escape the literalism of object/subject separation, an 
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incomplete understanding means that the object still withdraws without needing a 

metaphysical space to withdraw into, because new knowledge can change all the 

knowledge that precedes it, making all knowledge provisional.

 
Figure xii: real/sensual stones in contact with each other. 

 
In a more extreme image Harman argues that a stone resting on another stone is not 

in contact with the real stone, which is even harder to accept. Why shouldn’t the real 

stone be in contact with the parts of the other real stone that are within its 

bandwidth? When fire burns cotton, though much is changed that lies outside it’s 

flammability in its interaction, Harman argues there is excess to the object that is not 

included in the interaction, as the flame is an object as much as the cotton is, with 

boundaries, whether we perceive them or not. There is nothing in this to say that the 

real flame hasn’t made any contact with the real cotton. 

The infinite nature of the hammer or stone, flame, cotton or human being, accounts 

for its withdrawal from perception, without recourse to a mystical space beyond the 

material universe, so that our perception is isomorphic but distorted and always 

incomplete.  

 

We can think of the infinity of the object as ‘smallism’, working down the scales to 

find the atomic ingredients of the object. Haman calls this both smallism and 

Undermining but doesn’t link it to infinity, just to reduction. He critiques the 

physicist/literalist idea that the elemental particles that make up the hammer, carbon, 

iron and so on, form a base line of a finite reality. We assume some boundaries and 
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we make up some others, to maintain the link between the sensual object and the 

real object. However, what we know and even what we know we don’t know about 

the objects structure doesn’t account for the entire object, as this view ceases to 

account for its relational being. As Carl Sagan says ‘If you wish to make an apple pie 

from scratch, you must first invent the universe.’ (Cosmos, 1980), 

 

Like Spinoza, Gilles Deleuze also describes the universe as being of one substance, 

‘Univocal’, so that splitting the world into hierarchies is a tool but not the truth, and 

dualities with one substance negated and one transcendent have no ultimate claim 

on reality. In ‘What is Philosophy?’ (1994) he argues Ontology is actually an act of 

creation not discovery, a means of putting a framework on Chaos. The chaos is 

impossible to grasp, and requires new frameworks for new questions, but none 

captures the whole truth.  

 

The real object is infinite in both directions as it is inexhaustible in the real, sensual 

and semiotic qualities of its both inner space and its relationships that stretch out in 

time and space, contained within the mechanics of entropy whereby the object has 

increasingly wider but weaker interactions. We can only perceive what falls within 

our bandwidth of experience, extended by scientific and artistic method but 

remaining finite. You will never get to the bottom of the real world, if you tried to fully 

describe any part of it the description would never end. We can use microscopes to 

reach into scale and we can record and infer its processes through time, but 

ultimately, we are limited to a bandwidth of time and scale. 

 

Harman calls the purely relational view of reality Overmining, ignoring the real object 

at the centre, and says philosophy tends to do a bit of both, Overmining and 

Undermining. I’m not certain if he accounts for a real object infinity, accepting 

common sense boundaries of the physical object, ignoring the inner space of the 

atom and the history and future of the object. Where I cannot make use of OOO is 

where the sensual object has a loose relationship to the real object. Although we 

cannot know everything about the object, in its macro and microscopic relationships 

and its position in space and time, we can know things about the properties of an 

object that fall within our bandwidth, and this is the world we share. We are in the 
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bandwidth of the world as much as the world is in our bandwidth, not just a 

bandwidth of perception but a bandwidth of material being. 

 

Bandwidth is a term Anthony Gormley used in interview (BBC, 2020) to describe the 

range of scales he uses in sculpture, occasionally very large or small but usually at 

our bandwidth of human scale. 

 

 
Figure xiii: Anthony Gormley’s bandwidth; American Field, 1991, approx. 3500 elements, each 
8-26cm Night 1983, Artists own scale, Angel of the North, 1998, approx. 20m high1  

 
 

We do not acknowledge our limited bandwidth, in the same we don’t notice 

Heidegger's tool until it breaks. For example, when we hear about deep-sea 

creatures, that they explode if they are brought up to the surface, we think of them as 

alien things that are fantastically limited by their native environment, but we are not 

normally aware that we exist at the bottom of an ocean of atmosphere and if an alien 

beam was to lift us up, into the vacuum of space which is the natural state of most of 

the universe, we would explode just like a Lanternfish. 

 

Our sense of what constitutes the properties of objects is bound up in the limitations 

our Particular bandwidth, not just human but our own personal partiality. From my 

point of view, our own object-ness is important for us to be able to have relationships 

with the world. For Spinosa and Haraway everything is one subject, the only reality is 

the infinite real non-object that is connected to the rest of the infinite world and does 

not end.  In these world views the tangible sensual object exists as a (mal)function in 

 
1 Photo credits: L to R, Joseph Coscia, Jnr, Anthony Gormley, Mike Peel (www.mikepeel.net) 
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our mind to separate things out to make (ill) use of them. Spinosa and Haraway 

might say the illusion of the object world takes us further from God or Nature. 

 

I make artwork that is made up of objects, composites rather than singular things. 

This is different from a semiotic syntax of objects like words in a sentence, in that at 

each point there is a real object at the centre, but there is a push and pull of 

language and object, because sometimes the objects are representational. An object 

that has been generated by non-human, natural processes, such as a seashell, is 

inexhaustible, to use Harman’s phrase, in that every part of it relates to the whole. It 

is also inexhaustible like all objects in that you cannot get to the end of a description 

of every detail of it and it is infinite in its relations. An object that is not what it 

represents, such as a tiny model person, operates differently in that and it is infinite 

in its relations but it (only) has a metaphorical relationship between its sensual object 

and its real object. 
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Figure xiv [and previous page] Stills from the projections of 'Thrum II' (2021)  

 
Harman talks about how in metaphor the sensual qualities of one object might be 

applied to another object, creating a third sensual object whose real object corollary 

is the reader or viewer, so that to feel a metaphor, or to get close to something is to 

use one’s own object status, how it feels, to fill in the missing real object.  

This approaches some of the same extended personhood that an animator might 

use in projecting themselves or their audience into an animated object. It is also part 

of how we approach each other, with the ‘Theory of Mind’ that says other people 

have inner lives as rich as our own, and it is part of how making art from objects 

unlocks the object to a new set of relationships whilst retaining its ‘real object’ 

inexhaustibility. 
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Things that Talk 
 

In ‘The Stuff of Thought,’ Steven Pinker writes about the historical metaphorical 

routes of language, and what it can tell us about the roots of our thinking. It is 

interesting in itself, because it highlights how deeply our models of the material world 

affect how we organise our abstract thought, but also it highlights a significant 

difference between language and objects. 

‘Even the little grammatical words have a physical provenance. Sometimes it is 

evident in modern English, as in the pronoun it (A SITUATION IS A THING) and the 

prepositions in (TIME IS SPACE), to (INTENTION IS MOTION TOWARDS A GOAL), 

and among (AFFILIATION IS PROXIMITY)’ (2008 p236) 

He writes on how jarring it could be to discover that even declarations of abstract 

principles are expressed (“pressed out”) in concrete metaphors such as ‘events as 

objects, states as locations, knowing as having, communicating as sending, helping 

as giving, time as space, causation as force.’ (2008 p237) When new words have 

had to be coined, a wordsmith reaches for a metaphor that reminded them of the 

idea and that they hoped would evoke a similar idea in the mind of their listeners, 

even though '‘any sound will do…a basic principle of linguistics is that the relation of 

a sound to a meaning is arbitrary’  

Pinker’s description of the concrete roots of language brings a link between the 

abstract mirror world of words and the world itself. ‘Things That Talk’ (2007) a 

collection of essays collected by Lorraine Daston, describes a more direct link 

between meaning and things, and begins a bridge into a reasoned animism based 

on the extended human and the potential of the art object. 

In her introduction Daston writes “…thinking with things is very different from thinking 

with words, for the relationship between sign and signified is never arbitrary- nor-self-

evident.”(2007 p20) 

There are two parts to this statement, the first is the relationship between sign and 

signified in an object is never arbitrary, which can be directly contrasted with Pinker’s 

‘a basic principle of linguistics is that the relation of a sound to a meaning is 

arbitrary.’ So, we could say that in language the meanings we effortlessly attribute to 

a particular set of sounds are constructs built upon other constructs, and conversely 

in Daston’s statement the relationship between what an object means and what it is 

are intertwined and cannot be distinguished. 
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The other part of Daston’s statement is that, when thinking with an object, the 

relationship between sign and signified is never ‘self-evident.’ The thing is never just 

the thing, it is not tautologous.  

Bachelard also discusses the liberation of the imagination from philosophical 

language, “…Large issues from small, not through the logical laws of dialectics of 

contraries, but thanks to liberation from all obligations of dimensions, a liberation that 

is a special characteristic of the imagination” (1958 p153-154) 

Bachelard identifies a material imagination. Several times he seeks to prove that 

objects, spaces and scale inhabit and enclose our dream worlds and that these 

operate as their own language, not only as metaphorical and representative of 

existing conceptual structures. But something in and of themselves, never arbitrary 

semiotic signifiers but always because of what they are. 

He also identifies a kind of state of being, a human warmth, “…This warm intimacy is 

the root of all images” (1958 p153), that is part of being in an enclosed space but 

also part of a shared material world.  

 

One of the things that is informing my work now is that we share the materiality, 

tactility, the occupation of space with things ‘as they are’.  

In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard proposes a relationship between ourselves and 

the material world that is mediated by the imagination and he is polemical on the 

limits of language and the problems of approaching objects and spaces as if they 

were words. For a visual artist this is a useful endorsement of using things rather 

than words to communicate. 

‘Outside and inside form a dialectic of division, the obvious geometry of which blinds 

us as soon as we bring it into play in metaphorical domains. It has the sharpness of 

the dialectics of yes and no… Philosophers, when confronted by outside and inside, 

think in terms of being and non-being. ‘This side’ and ‘beyond’ are faint repetitions of 

the dialectics of inside and outside: everything takes form, even infinity.’ (pp211-212) 
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Figure xv: John Berger, from ‘The Art of Looking’ BBC 4 2016. 

 

Bachelard proposes an imaginative experiential relationship with other forms as an 

alternative. We can make our home in our bodies, or equally project ourselves 

imaginatively into the shell of an egg, or a cell, or we can branch out like a tree, 

without any obligation to translate this experience into another form of meaning. It is 

a challenge to the statement that ‘The content of any medium is always another 

medium. The content of writing is speech, just as the written word is the content of 

print and print is the content of the telegraph’ Marshall McLuhan (1964). The Poetics 

of Space and Things that Talk form a description of how relationship between the 

individual and the material world is an experiential one. It resonates with John Berger 

(John Berger or The Art of Looking, 2016) talking about a dream he had where he 

had a secret to understanding objects, ‘…to get inside them’, a key image 

summarising as it does an instinctive understanding of the methodology of art 

making. 

 

After struggling to recognise in my work a heroic encounter with the meaningless 

void and attempting to build a practice relating to infinite unity that did not in fact help 

me make or think about work, it is appealing to imagine a direct experience of an 

object world in which the subject and object naturally inhabit one another, without 

removing their difference, as contained within Object Oriented Ontology and The 
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Poetics of Space. The infinite and entangled universe is appealing for its lack of 

hierarchy and as an access point to a relationship with the unity of the world, but 

although it is important for me to locate my art-objects in the reality of unity, an 

oceanic sense of oneness does not describe my sense of common feeling either, as 

it undervalues a shared feature - being an absurdly short lived and miniature 

punctum in space and time, of containing a space and a shared state of being 

something which is not infinite.  

 

 
Figure xvi: Buckminster Fuller, inventor of the Geodesic Dome and the Bucky Ball 

 

Buckminster Fuller describes the sphere as the simplest form that, unlike a plane or 

line, does not tend to infinity- this characteristic of enclosure of space, a feature of 

objects including the biological cell and the human form, the pebble and the ball of 

cotton, whereby they have boundaries at which the rest of the universe stops. Within 

this threshold is me. Perversely this otherness is part of what we have in common.  

Bachelard also offers an alternative to the tendency in philosophy to generate 

precise redefinitions of words so their new meanings to capture specific traits of the 

real world. This conditioning of language forms a specialist jargon which can be 

alienating and forms a barrier in integrating the theory into artwork, in part because 

outside of the books the words either revert to their conventional usage, or have no 

usage, and it becomes harder to retain concepts that depend on them. 

The ability of objects to hold several positions at once releases it from the constraints 

of a rigid language. Like free language the meanings of a sensual object and its 

juxtapositions shift with the viewer in time. In addition, whether representational or 

naturally formed, the real object that sits at the centre of the experience of the 

sensual object remains infinite, so that a cloud of meanings can co-exist without 
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collapsing. In this way the artwork has more in common with poetry than it does with 

philosophy. 

 
Snow by Louis MacNeice 
 
The room was suddenly rich and the great bay-window was 

Spawning snow and pink roses against it 

Soundlessly collateral and incompatible: 

World is suddener than we fancy it. 

 

World is crazier and more of it than we think, 

Incorrigibly plural. I peel and portion 

A tangerine and spit the pips and feel 

The drunkenness of things being various. 

 

And the fire flames with a bubbling sound for world 

Is more spiteful and gay than one supposes—  

On the tongue on the eyes on the ears in the palms of one's hands— 

There is more than glass between the snow and the huge roses. 

 

In this example, the single word ‘between’ in the final line occupies two contradictory 

positions. One meaning is that there is more that separates the roses and the snow, 

a spatial sense of between. Another meaning is that there is more shared by the 

roses and the snow, an emotional sense of between, as in ‘there is something 

between us.’ This is a co-habitation of a word, in which both senses are true to the 

gestalt. 

 

An object, the sensual object, can also hold multiple meanings. The real object, that 

is infinite and at one with infinity, perhaps has no meaning apart from infinity, or its 

meanings, like its interactions, are beyond our bandwidth. The sensual object that is 

an artwork may contain shifting relationships between its material and its form, the 

form of a single object may turn in on itself so that one part is in relationship to 

another, it may be a composite of multiple objects, sensual and conceptual, each 

with shifting meanings.  
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In Things That Talk (2007), Lorraine Dalston says ‘Things helpfully epitomize and 

concentrate complex relationships that cohere without being logical in the strict 

sense, much as images in Freud’s interpretation of dreams or certain figures of 

speech- allegory, synecdoche, prosopopoeia- condense, displace and concretize.’ 

(2007 p20) 

 

The way an art object talks, or interacts with us on an experiential level, is part 

projection, part puppetry, partly the sensual object’s inherent materiality/medium.  

‘Like seeds around which an elaborate crystal can suddenly congeal, things in 

a supersaturated cultural solution can crystallize ways of thinking, feeling, and 

acting. These thickenings of significance are one way that things can be made 

to talk […] But their utterances are never disembodied. Things communicate 

by what they are as well as by how they mean. A particular cultural setting 

may accentuate this or that property, but a thing without any properties is 

silent.’ (2007 p20) 

 
Figure xvii: ‘Serra’s Verb list’ (1967-68) 

 

Serra’s Verb List forms a useful tool to examine and compare one’s own practice, 

and in it, if you want to, you can find animism and anthropomorphism, people as 

objects and objects as people. You can find object otherness and object 

commonality. It brings the language of things back to practice, and makes practice a 

form of metaphor. 
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Like people, inanimate objects can roll, bend, crumple, drop, droop. Lacking agency 

they can be lifted, shaven, hidden. Objects can show care- they can support, 

enclose, surround, encircle, wrap, join. They can appear social- they can be 

matched, grouped, gathered, arranged, paired. Objects can carry meaning in what 

they are but also in the histories written into their form, position and relationships to 

other objects. This list also speaks to the inanimate object’s physicality, which brings 

with it empathetic connection. 

 

Puppetry and Projection 
 
Our empathetic projection of our own being, as a means of understanding each other 

and the world we are in, as a witness to the material world and as creators of new 

objects and spaces, is the subject of this next section.   

 

Watching the playing out of cause and effect in the video The Way Things Go by 

Fischli & Weiss (1987) it is hard not to see the objects enjoying their roles. A car tyre 

gives a happy bounce, a catapulted ball of flame makes a joyful zipping noise. The 

intentions of the artists play out in the actions of the ‘trained objects’, and you could 

see this as part of the personhood of the artists encoded in the artwork, just as you 

might in the work of a writer or the entangled relationship between child and parent.  

Our experience of an artwork doesn’t carry this mediated quality; it is much more 

immediate. The sympathy we have for the objects, in visuals and in sound, says 

something about the way we relate to the world and each other- the most important 

thing we need to understand about our environment is other people, so we have this 

highly developed Theory of Mind which we can enjoy applying to all kinds of 

behaviour, even to objects responding to gravity and other physical forces and 

phenomena. 
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Figure xviii: Fischli, P. and Weiss, D. (1987) Der Lauf Der Dinge (The Way Things Go), [single-
channel video (colour and sound), 31 minutes] The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles 

 

   
Figure xix: Fischli, P. and Weiss, D, Equilibrist/Quiet Afternoon, photo series. 

 

The following exchange is from The Odd Couple: Interview with Jorg Heiser, for 

Frieze in 2006. It addresses both the comedy and the personality of the objects in 

two bodies of work, a photo series Equilibrium and a film piece called Der Lauf der 

Dinge or The Way Things Go. 

 

Heiser: in the Equilibrium series and in The Way Things Go, slapstick features 

not only in methodological terms but also directly- the physical comedy of 

objects. How did one lead to the other? 

Weiss: We were sitting in a bar somewhere and playing around with the 

things on the table, and we thought to ourselves, this energy of the never-

ending collapse-because our structure stood for a moment and then collapsed 
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before we built it up again- should be harnessed and channelled in a 

particular direction. That was the original idea for The Way Things Go… 

 
 

  
Figure xx: Fischli/Weiss, The Way Things Go/Der Lauf der Dinge (1987) 

 

…The creative process was not funny at all. I’ve always found that 

astonishing anyway, that people always laugh when the next thing falls over. 

Because for us it was more like a circus act, trained objects. And the ones 

that didn’t do it were badly trained or badly positioned. It required 

considerable patience.’ 

Fischli: … The film created the impression that the things move about on their 

own, without human help, that they become spirited, living beings.’ (Higgie et 

al, (2006) pg. 135) 

 

The extension of our person is familiar in art practice, where our agency extends to 

the tip of a tool and all our attention is located there. 

I am also using animation, which adds another layer of puppetry to the object, as 

over an illusion of time, objects are given roles that they haven’t chosen. In my work 

objects are taking on roles they haven’t chosen for themselves. But is this may be 

true of all life? Anywhere where the weak but overwhelming force of entropy is 

prevented from taking its natural course. We carry the cells of our body around with 

us without their permission. 

The projection of ourselves into things goes for spaces as much as objects. We have 

a phrase for the emotional content of our environment in literature, the pathetic 

fallacy.  
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 Animation theorist Ülo Pikkov talks about the role of space in animation, and to do 

so quotes Bachelard ‘According to Gaston Bachelard, ‘the house is one of the 

greatest powers of integration for the thoughts, memories and dreams of mankind’ 

(Bachelard 1997: 88). 

For Pikkov, everything inside the four margins of the screen is the ‘house’ inhabited 

by animated characters.  

‘The inanimate characters of animation – drawings and puppets – lack any 

thoughts, memories and dreams outside the film; they are without what is 

called a collective consciousness […] The entire animated space, every 

element seen and heard, constitutes the collective consciousness of the film’s 

characters… Animated space is like a mirror, reflecting – through the 

animators’ work – the collective consciousness and shared cultural space of 

the film’s characters.’ (2010 p131). 

To pick up on this thought, and to further the idea of the link between activity, 

inhabiting, and embodiment, we can bring back Bachelard ‘Inhabited space is an 

embodied space. ‘Inhabited space transcends geometric space; a house that has 

been experienced is not an inert box (body). Reflective space is, then, a house that 

is lived in’ (Bachelard, 1994).  

In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard discusses the psychological spaces in houses, 

huts, nests, furniture. He discusses the image of the imagination as a separate, 

liberated entity, as compared to the metaphor- bringing us back to language- which 

he says illustrates an existing idea and will always be restricted to it. ‘…Large issues 

from small, not through the logical laws of dialectics of contraries, but thanks to 

liberation from all obligations of dimensions, a liberation that is a special 

characteristic of the imagination’ (Bachelard 1958) This physical imagistic language 

is the language of dreams and is particularly accessible to the medium of animation. 
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Machines and Robots 
 
Jean Tinguely is someone who excited me as an undergraduate. Though I am not so 

enchanted as I was, I am working with motors and electronics now, so some of his 

methodology may have stayed with me. 

      

  
 

  
Figure xxi, Jean Tinguely, Study for the End of the World No.2 (1962). 

 

In 1962 Tinguely and his wife Niki de Phalle staged a TV event, a film of a sculpture 

destroying itself, Study for the End of the World No.2. There are a number of 

reasons this piece in particular remains interesting. The product is a film, so the 

action is mediated and also the film has preserved the action’s position in history- 
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even as grainy YouTube content, the film has the quality of nuclear weapon test 

footage. The landscape is there as a backdrop, locating it in the Nevada desert, for 

European eyes part of the iconography of America in the Cold War period. There is 

the something like the Absurdism of Dada, as a response to the world descending 

into a self-destructive madness disguised as virtue, the transposed from WW1 to 

Cold War America. Machines are analogous to systems and Tinguely’s machine is 

built from the detritus of the system he is critiquing. We have the spectacle of the 

left-overs of a consumer system coming back to a kind of twitching half-life, and 

explosions that look like the explosions of war reportage. 

 

 
Figure xxii: Thrum II, 2021, details; an ear, an eye, arms and another eye. 

 
The mechanical robot exists in the contemporary psyche as a genuine threat to our 

jobs, the sinister prospect of a predatory police or military functionary, but also 

simultaneously as a friendly character from another time. It is different from our 

relationship with the disembodied A.I., sitting as it does between object and animal.  
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Figure xxiii: Boston Dynamics, Atlas and Spot Mini (+ Arm) 

 
Marshall McLuhan is on record (LP, 1968) as saying “We shape our tools and our 

tools shape us,” and there is a sense in popular culture that this is more the case 

with computers, algorithms and Artificial Intelligence, than with other tools. The 

computer as analogous to the brain is part of everyday language, we talk about our 

own working memory and relate it to RAM and vice versa, we might joke about our 

hard-drives being full or system crashes when we are tired, and we might say the 

computer is having a think when a process pauses and we get an egg timer or a 

spinning beach-ball icon. We get angry with them when they misbehave but rely on 

them when we forget things and we are increasingly able to outsource more of the 

more reflective acts of remembrance to them. 

 
Figure xxiv: the iOS Photos app, an example of the annexation of memory by our devices. 

 

Noam Chomsky discussing Alan Turing and if computers think says ‘…Humans 

think, maybe Dolls and Spirits think,’- thinking is not a scientific term, it’s a term of 

common language…It’s like asking ‘Can a submarine swim?’ well, not as well as a 

fish but that’s not the point...’ (2013). This difference ought to reassure us in our 

possible new relationship with Artificial Intelligence but I’m not sure it does. 
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Figure xxv: Nam June Paik, Robot K-456, 1964. Tate Modern, 2020 

 
Figure xxvi. Nam June Paik, Robot Family- ‘Aunt’ and ‘Uncle’, 1986. Tate Modern 2020. 

 
A robot is a quainter and more old-fashioned relationship, especially where the key 

functions are electronic before they are digital- but is that a distinction of complexity 

not of kind? The surveillance and intrusion of A.I is the responsibility a corporation 

not of the A.I itself. 
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Perhaps the robot is only different in that it is made of matter, just like we are, and it 

moves through space or reacts to stimulus as we do.  

 

It is possible to create robots and machines that encourage the spectator to see 

them as analogous to conscious beings, reacting, moving their limbs, taking up 

space, as if they are also different to us as a distinction of complexity not of kind. Our 

ability to move in space, and our occupation of space is definitive and protective of 

our sense/state of being, to the extent that George Orwell (1948) uses having a 

body, as well as consciousness, as a benchmark of existence in the novel 1984 “…I 

think I exist, I am conscious of my own identity. I was born and I shall die. I have 

arms and legs. I occupy a particular point in space. No other solid object can occupy 

the same point simultaneously. In that sense, does Big Brother exist?” (1948 p189) 

 

 
Figure xxvii: Skype used the interrogation of Smith from 1984 as example text in its Chat 
settings. It is unclear if this is irony or staff mischief. 

 

What is the difference between us, an Artificial Intelligence, and a sensor with a 

motor attached? Is it purely a matter of complexity? The metaphysical answer is a 

simple no, but without metaphysical soul it is a question for which our normal 

language of symbols and containers is ill suited, like Chomsky’s submarine question. 

Machines and robots act as an absurd mirror, they are like us, we are like them. 

 

In my current work, Thrum II, motors spin when a person moves within range of the 

Passive Infra-Red movement sensor, it springs into movement and sound. PIR 

sensors most commonly are the sensors on security lights- the reaction is built to 
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startle, its eye is like that of a prey species, alert to predators and ready with a 

display of energy and noise. In its rest state it is still lit, makes smaller sounds and 

still listens to the sound of the space, repeating it quietly in 30 second cycles. 

 

I have experimented with interactivity before, with a sensor activated, strobe-based 

zoetrope made from a record player turntable and a Dolls house, at a group show 

called ‘You Are Joking’ in 2019.  

 
Figure xxviii: Untitled (zoetrope) 2019 

 
The exhibition as a whole had a young audience, perhaps because it featured a 

number of street art pieces. In Untitled (Zoetrope), as well as activating a strobe and 

turntable to create the zoetrope effect, the sensors shifted a soundtrack from ‘outside 

the party’- traffic, birdsong, muffled bass music, to ‘inside the party’ people’s voices, 
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louder music- but the subtleties of the shift between the ‘inside’ soundtrack and 

‘outside’ soundtrack were lost in the noise of the venue and the social interactions in 

the installation space, however engaged the audience. The movement sensors that 

turned on the strobe and the turntable created much stronger interactions, with 

people ‘playing’ or ‘playing with’ the trigger, sneaking up behind the house and trying 

to surprise it. 

 

From this I learned that robotic interaction needs to be bold to generate play, and the 

spectacle and technical skill of the animated figures on the zoetrope serve to 

distance the audience from this play. More subtle interactions, such as the shift in 

soundscape, are not understood as interaction in the installation space, although 

they may have a subconscious effect, like the effect of unperceived sound-design in 

a film. 

 

Time 
 
Animating involves a number of manipulations of time, and time is one of the means 

in which any separate identity remains part of an infinite whole. Our bandwidth is so 

bound in time that it is impossible to think outside of it. All our senses and thoughts 

rely on time in which to happen, but time will also be the death of us. 

 

John Wood talking at Cristin Tierney (2020) says ‘A lot of our work is about Time, 

about the recording of time, or how you pass the time’ and how after being on screen 

over a number of years, instead of disappearing into the work and becoming like 

diagrams, the work also shows them ageing. 
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Figure xxix: Still from 10 X 10, single channel video, Wood and Harrison (2011) 

 

Jean Tinguely also comments on Time, as a feature of movement in his manifesto 

For Static. ‘Only in movement, we find the true essence of things. We are afraid for 

movement, because it stands for decomposition and our own disintegration. I believe 

in change. Do not hold anything fast. It is beautiful to be transitory. Live in time, with 

time. It flows through your fingers. Time is movement and cannot be checked’ (1959) 

 

In her essay ‘Video Installation and the Poetics of Time’ (2002, pp14-21) Eleanor 

Heartney discusses Henri Bergson’s ideas on duration, in relation to contemporary 

video art. 

‘... Bergson delineated two ways we experience time. One is the usual 

perception of linear time, in which moments are laid out one after the other 

like beads on a chain, leading from a remembered past to an anticipated 

future. Bergson sees this as a flawed perception because it treats time as 

another species of space… He contrasts this perception with “duration,” 

...Duration, or lived time, is the experience in which time and space, past and 

future are fused with the continuous present. “(pp10-11) 

Heartney continues “... [Bergson] likens duration to the perception of a dance, 

where prior and future movements are implied at every moment in the sweep 

of the performer’s continuous gesture. Thus, instead of making the present 
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disappear [...], duration creates a consciousness with our unity with the 

dynamic nature of the world.’2 (pp 10-11) 

As well as bringing to bear a dynamic form of unity, the concept of flow relates to the 

way animation functions. The crafting of arcs of motion ‘between the frames’, the 

creation of spatial and temporal ‘flow’ is key to the way movement and therefore time 

are perceived in animation. Remove all flow and you cannot see movement; you are 

either left with only the spatial continuity of the mise en scene (if the camera is static) 

or nothing at all, only disconnected flashing images (if the camera also moves 

without flow). 

In animation of a space, the individual frame doesn’t suggest flow, there is not 

always implicit movement in the static frame as there might be in a photograph of a 

ballet, but in sequence of movement flow becomes apparent, the unity of previously 

atomised processes becomes the experience of screen time. 

Heartney goes on to question what Bergson would make of the discontinuities of 

time inherent in jump-cuts and multi-screen internet consumption of the image, 

contending that film language conventions offer a soothing ‘Bergsonian duration’ 

where video installation conversely, ‘tends to disrupt any such investigation… just as 

Cubism suggested how early-twentieth century scientific developments could be 

absorbed into our visual experience of the world, more recent developments in art 

give us visual and physical way to understand the effects of the electronic 

revolution.’ (2002, p15) 

Looking back, in several pieces of work during the doctorate I have explored the 

effect of dislocated time. In various ways- repeating loops, loops that move very 

slowly or so fast that the image appears static, speed changes, extreme 

manipulations of the frame rate of animation and video- What I have not done is 

made any cuts between one shot and another and the analogy to a digitally 

mediated existence that this offers. It is true to Bergsonian Duration, but without 

drawing any special comfort from this state of inertia. While the intimacy of small 

scale the material presence of found objects and the history they carry brings 

warmth, the extreme scrutiny that animation and the enlargement of projection brings 

 
2 Ibid p15 quoting Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will (1910; reprint, New York: 
Harper and Row, 1960) 
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an unease, and the frozen duration is a part of it. The unease of time when it is 

tightly cycled and held in suspension is in T.S. Elliot’s lines in Burnt Norton  

‘Time present and time past/Are both perhaps present in time future, /And time future 

contained in time past. /If all time is eternally present/All time is unredeemable.’(1936 

p3) 

 

Elliot expresses the difference in real time (Bergson’s duration) and sensual time, in 

which we cannot escape entropy even though we know or suspect that there is 

entanglement in time and space, relativity and plural quantum states. The 

melancholy of Elliot’s lines outlives the concept of parallel timelines that came later, 

which in Science Fiction has come to mean the possibility of multiple-choice 

personal history, because we still live in sensual time, with a lived experience of 

ageing and the unredeemable losses of time.  

 

 
Figure xxx: phenakistoscope, one of many variations of the pre-cinematic animation machine 

 

The material and mechanical reality- the object language of ‘what it is’ – of an 

animation disc, a pre-cinematic phenakistoscope (though it loops just like an 

animated gif) is that you can see every part of it at one time, when it is still and 

without flicker time is laid out in space. What I am doing with the discs in my most 

recent work is creating either the illusion of stasis, or the illusion of flickering 

existence, the sense of things revealed to be there by the act of a certain way of 
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viewing them, or revealed to be almost there. Mechanically the illusion of statis or a 

singular existence is created where a radial pattern is spinning at a steady rate. 

Where a repeated feature that in the frequency of its rotation and radial symmetry 

matches the frequency of the camera and projector that are capturing and projecting 

it makes the repeated form appear like a single form. The existence is apparent but 

only if you view it in a particular way, like ourselves, in so far as we exist only when 

looked at from a particular scale of time and space, and only with certain external 

and internal conditions in place.  The illusion of flickering existence, or a fluttering 

transparency and double image, occurs where the repetition of forms does not match 

the frame rates of camera and projector and the forms go in and out of phase. 

 

I am coming to the end of my doctorate not exploring a unity of existence with all 

material being but in making something that is not quite here in a space with us. Like 

a Kurt Vonnegut character who exists always shifted a moment out of phase, only 

intersecting with our time at mathematically predictable intervals. 

I hope I can use this work to re-address the experience that I started this report by 

describing, that of non-existence and the loss of being versus the warmth and love of 

material being, of being an absurd thing in a world of strange things.  

 
 

Memory has a role in giving continuity and a sense of time, which we think of as 

fixed and real much as we feel the reality of our own selves, but time cannot be 

fixed, like a real object time is infinite and cannot be broken apart without changing it 

irrevocably, like a sensual object it is subject to perception. ‘Real’ continuity and 

fabricated continuity is reflected in the techniques of Animation itself. Its 

psychological mechanics are much to do with continuity and discontinuity, as the 

illusion of movement relies on the continuity of a flow of images but the manipulation 

of time in animation relies on the actual discontinuity of images which becomes 

apparent if the frames are slowed down. In a zoetrope all the frames of the animated 

movement are visible to the audience at the same time and you get a strong sense 

of the uncanny, in something that is understood but cannot be un-perceived. The 

viewer is gripped by an illusion, forced to see movement where there is none. Artists 

who work with three dimensional zoetropes, of whom there are several, make use of 

the uncanny nature of the live animation of inanimate objects. An example is Mat 
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Collishaw’s work, in particular a large-scale strobe zoetrope called ‘The Centrifugal 

Soul’ which I saw in his solo show at Blain|Southern two years ago. The uncanny 

effect for me was amplified because I was with my parents and my mother was 

genuinely scared of it and ran out of the room covering her eyes and had to be 

coaxed back in with an explanation of how it works. Her reaction was not 

unreasonable. The sickening sense of vertigo you can get when you are confronted 

by something that you can’t make sense of is frightening. Mat Collishaw makes use 

of this horror with his over-ripe tropical flowers and birds held in an industrial scale 

machine in a darkened room, just as much as in his more obviously horrific All 

Things Fall, his 3D zoetrope rendering of the Massacre of The Innocents. 

 

 
Figure xxxi Mat Collishaw, The Centrifugal Soul (installation view), Blain|Southern, 2017 
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Humour 
 

Humour has played a part in all my work, and initiated the ontological investigation 

that has formed the first part of this report. I see it as a point of access that doesn’t 

give constraints, in creating the work and for an audience of the work. For Koestler, 

the physical manifestations of laughter are contrasted with the higher emotions of 

art, and he structures his book with that hierarchy in mind; first Humour, then 

Scientific Discovery, and lastly Artistic Creation. 

‘Listening to Mozart, watching a great actor’s performance, being in love or 

some other state of grace, may cause a welling up of happy emotions which 

moisten the eye or overflow in tears. Compassion and bereavement may have 

the same physical effect. The emotions of this class, whether joyous or sad, 

include sympathy, identification, pity, admiration, awe and wonder. The 

common denominator of these…emotions is a feeling of participation, 

identification, or belonging; in other words, the self is experienced as part of a 

larger whole, a higher unity- Which may be Nature, God, Mankind, universal 

order, or the Anima Mundi; it may be an abstract idea, or a human bond with 

persons living, dead or imagined. I propose to call these the participatory or 

self-transcending tendencies.’ 

Koestler, A. (1970) pg.55 

 

For me the hierarchical distinction between higher forms of art and humour is a false 

one, the passage also describes the humour I would aspire to generate. Humour can 

point to our common condition, and is participatory and self-transcending. 
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Figure xxxii: Marcus Coates, Out of Season (2000), Exhibition still from video. 

 

Humans are bad at being animals, in a manner that recalls Camus’ alienation from 

Nature and Marcus Coates’ art and his methodology in attempting to find a way 

around this alienation by performing the animal, often creating humour in the 

process, but like Fischli/Weiss and Wood & Harrison the humour is a bi-product of 

the process not the purpose. 

In Marcus Coates, a book of interviews and essays (2019), Coates says, ‘The 

humour is unintentional and probably comes from the incongruity of the situations. In 

the video Out of Season, the football fan is singing his repertoire of Chelsea chants 

alone in the woods, and it’s funny in a pathetic way because he sings these songs 

with such passion and belief- they are songs inciting an exchange of hatred and wit, 

which makes no sense in the wood where only the birds can reply. In Finfolk it’s 

again the conviction behind my actions that creates the humour because I act from 

my belief that I am a seal. As a seal I’m pretending to be a human and to fit in I wear 

normal clothes and act in an unremarkable way, which is difficult if you’re a seal, 

particularly when speaking and dancing […] When I was a seal, I was aggressive, 

silly and boring- all the things I imagined a human would be if I was one. I think 

because of this detachment or indirect approach, I am getting closer to a seal.’ (2019 

p20) 

 

I am interested in effects on our sense of a permanent self and our sense of our 

uniqueness as human species if objects have life, appear to be there when they are 
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not, or appear to move or when we are like objects. I have been thinking about the 

being of a person extended beyond the boundary of their body and Animism, the 

idea that all things are alive, and Animation, which literally means ‘the state of being 

alive’. 

As my work moves forwards, I am becoming less focussed on the object and more 

focussed on the relationship between the real object, the sensual object and the 

person. This is revealed in the relations between objects and the digital, objects that 

change appearance when put through mathematically driven processes, objects that 

are representational or part of fictions, and also how we interact with a work, how we 

come upon it, how it reveals itself or reacts to us. 

Absurdity comes from several quarters. There is the absurdity of my sense of 

importance and permanence at an individual level, our importance and permanence 

at a species level and there is also the absurdity of identifying with objects which 

have no feelings on the matter one way or another.  

 

In ‘Laughter and Crying’, from the same year as Koestler’s quote about the higher 

aims of art, Helmuth Plessner (1970) describes how the human is eccentric- the 

appropriately mechanical metaphor of the off-centre wheel ‘… the animal is centred, 

the human experiences and experiences the experiencing […] This is why humans 

are eccentric, because they live beyond the limits set for them by nature by taking up 

a distance from their immediate experience.’ (p28) 

Henri Bergson (1963) moves the focus of human alienation from the animal to the 

object: ‘Let us then return, for the last time, to our central image: something 

mechanical encrusted onto something living… Here, the living being under 

discussion was a human being, a person. A mechanical arrangement, on the other 

hand, is a thing. What therefore incited laughter was the transformation of a person 

into a thing…’ (pp.381-485) 

…The comic figure is a person becoming a thing, becoming machine-like, becoming 

what the Bergson calls Machin, thingamajig.  
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Figure xxxiii John Wood and Paul Harrison, still from ‘26 Drawing and Falling Things’ 2001, 
Tate collection 
 

There is humour when a person gives the impression of being a thing, as in Wood & 

Harrison’s work above. In my favourites of their video pieces, one of the artists, 

usually John Wood, is given a job to perform: hold an object, open a door, hold your 

ground, sit there. The work is what unfolds as the objects in the scene get to fulfil 

their potential within a scenario, often at the expense of the human participant. The 

scenarios are diagrams of events, in which the person is without agency. 

 

There is also humour when a thing gives us the impression of being a person as with 

objects in Fischli/Weiss’ film ‘‘The Way Things Go/ Der Lauf der Dinge’, objects act 

like conscious beings, even though they just do as they would do naturally by cause 

and effect. But there is a thorn behind the laugh, we feel for the object and the 

person subject to the unfolding events. You could call it Cause and Affect. 

There is an underlying equivalence, akin to OOO, within each of these statements 

identified by Wyndam Lewis as follows “The root of the Comic is to be sought in the 

sensations resulting from the observations of a thing behaving like a person. But 

from that point of view all men are comic: for they are all things, or physical bodies, 

behaving as persons” (1927 p58)  

Lewis continues by giving an example from the plant world- if you saw a cabbage 

reading Flaubert, you would be surprised, but if you see a person reading it you 

would not be surprised. If a man behaves like a cabbage, that is funny. If a cabbage 
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behaves like a man, then that is also funny. Critchley identifies this as a simple 

inversion of Bergson’s thesis but finds something more in Lewis’ examples as he 

continues, 

 ‘Now in one sense you ought to be just as much surprised at finding a man occupied 

in this way as if you had found an orchid or a cabbage, or a tom-cat, to include the 

animal world. There is the same physical anomaly. It is just as absurd externally, that 

is what I mean. -The deepest root of the comic is to be sought in this anomaly.’ 

For Critchley, Lewis adds an interesting twist to Bergson’s thesis and its inverse. ‘It is 

not so much a person behaving like a thing or vice versa that is the root of the comic, 

but rather- surprise, surprise- a person acting like a person.’ (2011 p.59.) 

 

In his essay Things Happen (2005), on the work of John Wood and Paul Harrison, 

Ian White sums up the relationships of person and their unity and separateness with 

the world- ‘If there is a joke here then it is one more absurd than pure comedy, one 

that is already acknowledged by the shot in October 97 that sees nothing happen to 

the seated artist until an apple falls from the ceiling onto his head: and that this, 

despite all of their contraptions and set-ups to play against it, to render function 

through dysfunction or misuse, is a “joke” about gravity, ha, the joke of being alive. 

Being made aware that we are literally attached to this planet by an invisible force is 

both hysterically mundane and an irrefutable principle made perverse in showing 

itself, being repeatedly observed. Gravity is absurd.’ (2005 p.3) 

 

ARTISTS 
In this section I am presenting a more sustained focus on artists whose work reflects 

the themes and concerns of this report, has influenced the direction of my theory and 

practice in the doctorate and whose work remains directly relevant to the work I am 

producing now. 

 
John Wood & Paul Harrison 
 
There was recently an online (2021, Covid-19 era) retrospective of John Wood & 

Paul Harrison, ‘The First Thirty Years’ hosted by Cristin Tierney, New York. There 
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you could see there are many access points to their work, of which humour is one, 

but just one.  
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Figure xxxiv: (and overleaf) The First Thirty Years catalogue pages, 2021. 

 
Using a minimalist language, Wood & Harrison fully investigate how things behave. 

There is a logic to finding the best way to perform an action, defined by the screen 

space. In work such as October 97 (1997) and Device (1993) to 10 x 10 (2011) they 

are animating diagrams, using themselves like animation puppets with devices they 

have made to interact with defining the action. The actions are pointless outside of 

themselves- things happen, absurd things, in which the human is just one of the 

agents, the space is simplified and the boundaries of the screen act like the edges of 

the paper, the world of the film stopping at the bevel of the monitor glass. Within this 

boundary is a playful laboratory in which there are the right circumstances for things 

to happen just as they should, the satisfaction of this is one of those access points.  

 
Objects we play with when we are bored finally get to see it through, the 

investigation or the game, playing it out to its joyful conclusion. The time is wasted 

and not wasted, the absurdity of the boredom is highlighted by the invention, giving 

the humour a sadness. 
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Figure xxxv: stills from 10 x 10, 2011, single channel HD video, 15:37mins 
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In the catalogue to The First Thirty Years, (in an essay reprinted from 2005) Ian 

White begins by pointing out and avoiding some already established cliches 

comparing Wood & Harrison to classic comedy double acts. He goes on to describe 

a number of features of their work that I have been finding pertinent to the work I 

have made in the last few months, though it would be hard to recognise any common 

features from outside. 

 

There is a freeze frame ending to the thirteenth action of October 97 - one of 

the artists, who has been teetering on the edge of stability tilting backwards 

on the back legs of the chair he is sat in- so that we are denied the conclusion 

of him falling. Every previous action had given us a real time recording of an 

action, and now we are left with a freeze frame ‘…the shock of the formal yet 

naïve (like early pop promos) video trick […] emphasising not just the 

difference between this final record and all of the others, but also posing the 

principle of difference through which, we read what has come before […] one 

action as different from the next as a watering can is from a roll of paper.’ 

(White, 2005) 

 

This principle of difference, where an objects’ difference brings out the properties of 

the things that surround it is important to my current practice and calls back to the 

importance of the separateness of objects as well at their entanglement. 
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John Smith

 
During lockdown John Smith made his short film Black Tower (1985-7) and his 

feature length Home Suite (1993-4) available to view online. I am familiar with Black 

Tower but Home Suite is new to me. 

Home Suite plays games upon games, watching I am struck with a kind of horror and 

then respect for the way Smith has been living, in an environment that appears to be 

rotting, damp and full of strange histories, and then suddenly, as with many of 

Smith’s narratives we are hit by the thought that No! it is not real! He is weaving a 

story! That is all! The film delivers these mind-bending formal puzzles even as we 

are getting deeper and deeper into a place and its infinite psychic landscape of 

material fact and re-structured fictions. And for every joy of unravelling there comes 

another question: This improvisation is an extraordinary tightrope act- but has he 

planted props? or is the film made first and then narrated? No, it feels like we are 

there, he is part of it. And yet again No! the stories are too exact, too real and 

detailed and located to be faked. Or are they? 

 



 58 

The puzzle of Black Tower escaped me when I first viewed it, I did not immediately 

understand the key trick of the film, which is that the tower is always the same black 

water-tower, always in the same location, but viewed from different sides, an 

alternative narrative imposed on these viewpoints, artificially separated like they 

were found object images. I let it wash over me without connecting, and without 

connecting the dots. It is the most ‘fictional’, or even sci-fi film by John Smith I am 

aware of, the character is not ‘John Smith’ in the way he directly features as 

character/narrator in his other films. After ‘Girl Chewing Gum’ (1976) perhaps I was 

not prepared for the darkness and paranoia of ‘Black Tower’.  

 

A mirror image of this paranoia, if paranoia is defined as the delusion that the world 

revolves around us, is also exactly the world of the John Smith in Girl Chewing Gum, 

but by a perfect, simple, sleight of hand he makes it true- the world does revolve 

around him, laid out at his command. Once he has established the world we are in, 

and we think we understand the premise- we trust the authority of the voiceover, but 

it has command because the scene is recorded and precedes his voice over-, he 

takes the viewer though twists, ‘progressively destabilising the scene’ (Herbert 

2013), like a composer taking you through every variation on a theme or a 

mathematician taking you through every implication of a theorem.  

Also: ‘…not unimportantly, [John Smith] you got people to watch because you were 

funny— “now I want everything to sink slowly down as five boys come by,” you say, 

moving the camera steadily upwards—alloying methodologies descending from 

structural filmmaking with the antic wit of Monty Python or The Goons, as if to say: 

these seemingly distinct hemispheres might be connected too. everything is, or can 

at least appear that way’ (Herbert 2013 p.6) 
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Marcus Coates. 
 
 

 
Figure xxxvi: Coates, M. 2007. Dawn Chorus, [multi-screen video installation], Picture This, 
Bristol. installation views and stills. 
 
I saw Dawn Chorus by accident when it premiered at Picture This Bristol, in 2007 

and it had an impact on me and remains important. The films were created by 
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slowing down birdsong so that participants could imitate the sounds on video, and 

then speeding up the footage so the sound pitch matches the original birdsong, and 

their movements become twitchy and birdlike. Coates included interpretation with the 

work, telling the visitor about the species imitated, pointing out that the participants 

are sat in their living spaces that are their natural habitat. The situation we are 

witness to is orchestrated to give us a new link to birdlife, so we have this fresh 

connection with the non-human world- but the people are uncanny and unhuman, 

becoming Other whilst the birds become more understood. Simultaneously, it is a 

game the actors, members of the public in their own houses or workplace, have 

played with the artist, they are participants in Coates project. There is also a magic 

trick played with time, revealed in the medium and there is calculation and analysis 

that have made it possible. The people are to some degree animation puppets, they 

are lifted out of time. 

 
 
 
Lee Bul 
 
I had the strange experience of recognition and jealousy I sometimes have when I 

see someone who is doing the work I feel I should be doing, at the 2018 Lee Bul 

retrospective at the Hayward Gallery.  

 

There were a number of personal coincidences that affected the way I saw the show. 

The range and the common interest were disorienting, and I wasn’t sure what to 

think, but it has stuck with me and grown in importance. 

 

One of the first pieces I saw there was Mon Grande Récit: Weep into Stones (My 

Grand Narrative) which has the inverted form of the Hagia Sofia, as a 3D rendition of 

an architectural diagram, a form I had made out of fibreglass and found objects in my 

own sculpture Fruit Machine (2002) the first image in this report repeated below only 

for reference not comparison. 

 

More important as a personal context was that it was one of the first times I had 

travelled up to London with my son Peter, then 3 years old. The overlaying of 
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material upon material, juxtaposition of rods, lines curves, architecture, body and 

landscape resonated between the world of my son and the work there.  

 

 
Figure xxxvii: Mon Grande Récit: Weep into the Stones (2005) Installation View (detail), Lee 
Bul, Hayward Gallery 

 

 
Figure xxxviii: Fruit Machine, 2002, Installation view and detail. 
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Figure xxxix: Mon Grande Récit: Weep into the Stones (2005) Installation View (detail) 
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Figure xl: (including previous page) A selection of non-art items in the life of my child; 'The 
drunkenness of things being various'. 
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Figure xli: Block, 2019, (detail) 600 x 600 x 300mm 

 
Lee Bul’s exploration of material is totally different from the experimentation of John 

Wood and Harrison, but remains an imperative in my work alongside the mediation 

of screen and frequency and the relational and representational life of the object, this 

real object tactility, that proves we can make contact. 

 

After my visit to the exhibition, I was influenced to attempt to enjoy and explore 

materiality more directly, in an unrestrained way, working with light, cast plaster and 
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coloured resin in a piece called Block (2019). The physicality of this piece is 

something I hope to capture in future work. 

  

There was return to narrative and representation and modelmaking- two dilapidated 

buildings in a blighted environment, a pool of glowing effluent, toxic but attractive, 

oozing out, puddling and blooming into oversized bubbles. 

 

This particular work isn’t directly represented in the Viva, but Lee Bul body of work 

as represented in the Hayward show, informs and expands what feels possible. 

 
 

My Practice 
My current practice then is informed by the theory, artists and methodology 

described in the preceding sections. The manner of my exploration during the five 

years of the Doctorate was instinctive rather than intellectual, so that during the first 

three years it was not clear how the theory I was exploring and practice were 

connected. However, a number of themes and methodologies remained constant 

and this review of practice pulls together examples of the work that remains relevant 

to the work I am making for my Viva exhibition, leaving out work that obscures or 

confuses the central themes. 

 

The wilful clash of two matrices of meaning is a key image in Koestler’s book on art 

and humour, Art and Creation, (see diagram pg12 ) and this review of work begins 

with this interplay, moving into explorations of interactivity, empathetic projection of 

ourselves into other things, and how our senses are not simple channels of a 

complete and objective reality. Ultimately, I would like to show an interplay in which 

the boundaries of our identities and the identities of the object world are 

acknowledged as real and valuable but only a fragment of an infinity in which no 

boundaries exist. I hope to celebrate both this otherness and this unknowable unity. 

 

 

Video documentation of all work in this section, and the work that is not included, can 

be viewed at www.williambishopstephens.com 
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Untitled (TV Stack Building) 2020 and Untitled (box), 2017  
 

 
Figure xlii: Untitled (box), Showcase 2017 
 

The intent of the piece was first to give an image of restrained, formal, minimal 

sculpture and the calm authority this conveys. The birch ply outer material and the 

red square rectangles cut through it are direct references to the work of Donald 

Judd, a figure from the canon of sculptural practice who was particularly important at 

the time I was studying as an undergraduate, but also the right context of formal 

interplay of interior and exterior, with an atmosphere of seriousness, restraint and 

reflection.  
 

 
 
 

 
Figure xliii: (left to right) Donald Judd, Untitled, 1974, Untitled, 1984, Untitled, 1991. 
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Once a viewer looked into the corridors, they saw detail and the narrative signals of 

illusory scale, such as doorways and skirting board, departing from pure form. The 

corridors had the illusory space of model animation, in which the corridors continue 

into a concealed screen, on which a grey anonymous character walks the corridors 

on their attention on a clipboard they carry, as if they are a bureaucrat administrating 

the operation of the building, or your interaction with it. 

 

The model corridors were intended as a shift into illusion out of an anti-illusion 

context, with angled mirrors extending the space to make an impossibly long corridor 

that doesn’t fit the scale of the box, and to compound this uncanny sense within that 

corridor there was the surprise of an occupant, a tiny bureaucrat scurrying around, 

looking at files, or a clipboard, or an iPad.  

 

 
 
The illusion was more complete when viewed as a video documentation where the 

‘screen ‘space and the ‘real’ space are blended most successfully4. The illusion of an 

animated character walking into real space relies on a momentary confusion about 

where the model ends and where the screen begins. To be completely successful 

the screen needs to follow the perspective not of real space but of a continuing 

model space, and the colour match and the resolution of the image needs to be good 

 
4 Video documentation is available to view at https://vimeo.com/224184713 
 

 
Figure xliv: Animated figure walking, production shot 
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enough to allow the viewer to suspend disbelief. In the real space of the gallery the 

illusion depended on a greater willingness to be fooled.  

 
These problems were resolved, two years later, by presenting the piece in a different 

mode- the same animation but with the corridors on three stacked monitors. There is 

an order to when things strike the viewer which means the video quality of the 

animation is no longer in conflict: The boxy grey monitors are familiar gallery 

furniture, serving the same purpose as the minimal plywood box sculpture, but the 

lack of continuity is no longer a problematic element- the video-ness strikes next but 

is inherent to the mode of display rather than fighting against it, then the animated 

person pacing the corridors and the building-ness of the stack of monitors. 

Gaston Bachelard notes, “Inhabited space is an embodied space. Inhabited space 

transcends geometric space; a house that has been experienced is not an inert box”. 

(1964). Maybe the little bureaucrat in three films on three monitors inhabits the space 

and makes it one building. 

 

I have been influenced in this by Wood and Harrison, as described in a catalogue 

essay for their show ‘Thing That Happen’ at Carroll/Fletcher, by Ian Bourne, (2012): 

‘I have been looking at a selection of videos by Wood and Harrison and have 

been trying to establish what it is about their work that engages me. One thing 

I realise about viewing the work on a television […] is it is not cinematic. It is 

not a recording of the world ‘out there’ and nor is it a studio recreation of it. At 

 
Figure xlv: Untitled TV stack, 2019. Container Space, UEL Doctorate Show. 
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this moment Wood and Harrison are two figures who are ‘occupying’ my TV. 

They have created a metaphysical space inside the box in my room. They 

have converted the video casing itself into a generator of metaphors and they 

have got me thinking about the real and imagined depth of TV screens’ (2012 

p16): 

 

In this piece there is a tension, or a game, between the anti-illusion of the formal 

sculpture and the animated narrative that does and doesn’t inhabit it. 

The character moves along the corridors towards the viewer but not paying attention 

to them, turning off out of sight though automatic doors. The character embodies the 

space, lending it a character that was at once comical and sinister- the puppet was 

busy about something, alone in a large utilitarian space. If space is oneiric, it may be 

also be nightmarish, the action is comical, and flickers in its affect, between the 

Heimlich of the harmonious formal relationships of birch ply and bright red paint or 

the found object sculpture of the TV stack and the cosy technique of Stop-motion 

and the Un-Heimlich of the lone figure caught in an endless loop in an impossible 

building. 

 

 
Small Town Loops, 2018 
 

 
The back garden at night is a space that is between outside and inside, it is on the 

outskirts of town, at a time of day that sits between day and night. The particular 

quality of light in the simple junction of red back lighting and model railway building lit 

from the inside made me think of post-party mornings spend recovering outside. 

There is a floating, liminal space between waking and sleeping. 

 
Figure xlvi Small Town Loops (exhibition view) 
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In this piece I began a process of spreading out imaginatively from this space and 

state of mind, thinking about the animated loop as a frozen moment that could free 

the viewer to explore spatially, exploring the city as the movement of the loop gently 

rolls backwards and forwards. 

The piece consisted of a series of looped silent video works. In each of these I 

animated the same small-scale model of a town, with each piece shot from the same 

vantage point in a model suburban back garden. In each, single events animate the 

space of the screen alongside simple looped camera moves, pushing slightly 

forwards and backwards into the space. The events are non-human; either natural, 

supernatural or oneiric, or born of artificial intelligence/robotics. The city is deserted 

but for the lights in other people’s houses. 

In my mind at the start of this project, there would be monsters and people in the 

town, people who put out their bins, return from work, either not seeing the monsters 

or ignoring them, as you would ignore the stars at night rather than marvel 

continuously at them. 

I became interested in landscape as a character in itself, denoting its own presence 

in the way a robot might ‘carry’ personality. The humans in the buildings don’t have a 

presence. Here a cityscape is not a synecdoche for a human being, even though it 

contains many human beings. It is something else, carrying the character of that 

something else which functions in a different way. Adding monsters neutralises the 

presence of the town, and in some ways it over explains and introduces over 

rationalised purposes and themes. 
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The completed piece is a collection of four monitors mounted in cut-out windows in 

plain white board walls. 

 
 
The camera rolls gently forward and backwards over a 16 second loop, which is the 

same movement and duration as in all the films, using a robotic camera rig of my 

own construction which allows for individual frames to be captured and the camera 

to move precise amounts in between on a pre-programmed path. On the left-most 

monitor the town becomes populated by slugs and snails, out of scale to the 

 
Figure xlvii: Installation view 

 
Figure xlviii: Small Town: Snails 
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miniature buildings, moving fast in time-lapse as the camera rolls forward and 

backward. They each find somewhere to hide and the loop begins again. 

 

 
A perfect square grid of netting, pulled tight and horizontal, sits low in the sky above 

the small town. The sky broils above the buildings of the town, ominously, hollow-

fibre nylon (toy stuffing) clouds racing above and under the mathematical grid.  

 
Seven dandelion clocks stand close to the camera, so that the camera move feels 

much greater, though it is the same as in the other three loops. The dandelions are 

in sharp focus, silhouetted against the red sky as the camera moves towards and 

across them and back out again, the buildings are blurred and soft. 

 
Figure xlix: Small Town: Clouds 

 
Figure l: Small Town: Dandelions 



 75 

 
As the camera rolls slowly over the 16 second looped movement, three flat monitors 

in a back-garden thrash around each other in the dark, showing fragments of green 

computer text and coloured triangles. A collection of defunct digital screens, 

connected together by hinged parts, moving around in an uncoordinated way, 

abandoned in a back garden at night- it is unclear what it is, a broken robot or an 

abandoned A.I.  

Each of the four townscapes has a different intervention- weather, animals, plants, 

technology- but retains the same hushed quality of a town that is sleeping, on the 

edge of dawn. The pathetic fallacy in literature, by which nature reflects the internal 

world of a character, is true in other arts and perhaps especially in animation.  

 

In ‘Semiotics of Cinema’ Jurij Lotman writes ‘No one of us, looking at a stone or a 

pine tree in a natural landscape, would ask: “What does it mean, what did they 

intend to say?” […] But as soon as such a landscape is portrayed in a painting this 

question becomes not only possible, but entirely natural’ (1976 p14) 

This is amplified in animation, as Ulo Pikkov writes ‘Animated characters exist as 

subjects only in particular films, outside of which they are merely inanimate 

collectables. In animation, space represents the characters thoughts, memories and 

dreams, reflecting their common consciousness’ (2010 p131) 

 

With the possible exception of the floundering, abandoned machine there are no 

characters for the landscape to resonate with, and yet the landscape in the four 

 
Figure li: Small Town: Artificial Intelligence 
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looped film does convey an affective emotional content, reflecting its own common 

consciousness. 

 

In the exhibition another animation was projected on the wall opposite the four 

monitors, from a round hole approximately 30cm above the screens, cut into the 

same white board wall. The screens that thrash around in one of the Small Town 

films are showing the same film, so that some narrative connection can be imagined 

by any particularly observant viewer. 

 
 

I had been doing automatic writing into my iPhone on my commute and generated a 

dozen short stories. Working intuitively, I put these through another set of processes, 

taking the texts and applying them to time and digital space, using Adobe After 

Effects digital animation compositing software. In doing this I chose a deliberately 

archaic digital aesthetic, referring to a time period when the 3D qualities of simple 

shapes turning, suspended in a black virtual space, was regarded as a miraculous 

thing. 

 

I treated the text as a three-dimensional plane, within the field of rotating polygons, 

which render the text harder to read. This felt important, to break the relationship 

    
Figure lii: Installation views, Short Fiction and the reverse angle (projector hole seen above 
screen, far left) 
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between text and reader, to prevent the rest of the work becoming about presenting 

the text. It also creates a relationship between one kind of 3D space and another. 

The movement through space and how the layers interact become most apparent at 

very slow speeds, so complex layers and nested animation, that is actions within 

actions, may be stacked on and overloaded, then allowed to unfold over minutes 

rather than seconds to generate something mesmeric, the cycle of back and forth 

taking just over 1.5 minutes. 

 

 
This entirely digital animation is a sister piece to the Small Town films and has some 

of the same formal games with space. In those the camera is very slowly moving in a 

flat circle, with this becoming more apparent only when objects are near to the lens. 

There is a similarly slow movement in this wall projection opposite them. Although it 

is digital the piece is playing the same trick between screen space and visual space 

that Wood and Harrison are exploring in their 2007 film piece Blind Spot in which 

self-rolling roller blinds hang in line, one in front of the other, with a black circle on 

first sheet and, revealed as the each one in front whips up in turn, a larger circle on 

each sheet receding in space so that the size of the dot on screen remains the 

same. 

    
 

  
Figure liii: Four progressive screen-shots, of the work in progress 
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The text as it types on the screen is moving forward in digital z-space (depth) at the 

same time as it shrinks, remaining the same size on screen but passing from behind 

the twisting nest of triangles to in front, intersecting the triangles so that the text 

becomes objects in space as well as language. 

In this part of the installation there is a particular relationship between the digital and 

the tactile, or the representational and the tactile, which remains a theme in my 

current work. 

 

The text is about being in a town at night and observing things you are not a part of 

from outside. 

“I was walking down Commercial Road, looking in the windows. Shops with shelves 

or posters blocking the view in, office foyers with a bored security man sat in them, 

residential foyers with piles of fast-food flyers piled in drifts in the corners. A foyer 

flooded with cloudy brown water, like milky tea, the shapes of large sightless fish 

looming out of the creamy fog and vanishing again. A small foyer containing a full 

orchestra, trying to play something of deep melancholy beauty, but hampered by the 

chairs, arms, elbows and instruments of their immediate neighbours, noses knocked 

by the backs of heads, squeezed by heaving cellos. 

 

The conductor tapping on the window with his baton, either trying to coax them out 

or asking to be let in.” 

 

 
  

  
Figure liv: Blind Spot, single channel video. Wood and Harrison (2007) 
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Cooling Towers 
 

 
 

I was lucky enough to have half of a very large derelict boiler room space in a group 

show You Are Joking in the Silver Building, Silver Town, London. I put two pieces of 

work together in relation to each other forming a loose installation.  

 

 
Figure lv: Installation view, Untitled (Cooling Towers), single channel video 

 
Figure lvi: Installation view, at You Are Joking, 2019.  
Pictured with Joe Jordan, sound designer for Untitled (Zoetrope) 
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The dominant piece was a projection filling the whole end wall, featuring the 

demolition of cooling towers, a piece of found footage, hand-held video, ripped from 

the internet and put through a number of digital processes.  

The first of these processes was to stabilise the footage, creating the effect that the 

landscape stayed still, and the outside frame of the video wandered around the wall, 

which has a destabilising effect on the viewer, especially at the large scale the video 

is projected. I rendered the stabilised footage as individual frames and sequenced 

them so each frame remained behind the next frame for a full second of screen time, 

keeping the previous frames visible but static at the edges of moving frame, as the 

active part of the screen shifted and swayed across the wall. This had a further 

destabilising effect on the viewer as the lens distortions shifted around the edges of 

the frame. 

 

I bounced the time backwards and forwards so that the chimneys fell and rewound to 

stand and fall again over a ten-minute period. This gives a mesmerising rhythm to 

the image, dislocating it from the definitive ending embodied in a demolition. For this 

setting I added a sound-track of crows and passing cars, a soundscape that matched 

the setting but kept out the sound of the demolition itself, further distancing us from 

the normal dramatic elements of a demolition. I took the buildings rising and falling 

and the sound track together and changed the speed, so that in the finished film over 

five minutes the speed increased from one frame a second to one hundred frames a 

second. At the slowest point the sound of cars was like the deep rumble of collapsing 

buildings and the dust column remained hanging frozen in the air, the sound of 

crows and songbirds deepened to sound like tropical birds and grunting mammals. 

At the fastest point it was like spaceships zipping past and the flurry of falling and 

rising chimneys became indistinct in a trembling landscape.  

 

In initiating this piece, I was looking at demolition videos. Buildings that twist or roll 

as they fall, balletic or tragic or funny. This collided with an interest in playing with the 

rhythm and maths of animated film, the site-specific situation of projection, sound 
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(and image) slowed down and sped up, with Marcus Coates’ Dawn Chorus video 

work in mind. 

 

The timescales of Buildings, the short lifespans of things that seem eternal, much 

like ourselves. These cooling towers have a particularly human curve and belly. 

Adjusting the speed put the buildings through conflicting states, slow drama, 

portentousness, dying again and again, then falling like tired people, then throwing 

themselves down, then pumping like a machine, then a chaos of noise and image, 

only to slide back down to a standstill. 

 
What remains relevant in this piece, to my current work, was what I discovered in 

showing it at the Silver Building. The space allowed for a large projection, which was 

necessary to overcome the dominance of the space. Projecting it large meant the 

film filled a wall, relating to the wall it was on and borrowing its properties. The scale 

of the projection had an impact in the space itself, and the audience moved around it 

and explored the way the boundary of the projection wandered around the room, 

while the landscape remained fixed, the projected image shifting over corners and 

interacting with imperfections of the wall- the decay of the paint and concrete, the 

remnants of fixtures and fittings.  

 
Figure lvii: Exhibition view, detail 

The static elements of the landscape, stabilised and reconstructed digitally from the 

hand-held footage, were projected life size, so that the two men in high vis jackets 

were life-size.  
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The large scale, filling the field of vision, and the slight rippling and bulging that 

comes from imperfections in the lens at the edge of frame, amplified the destabilising 

effects of the wandering frame. If you stood close to the projection it created the 

physical sensation that you were drifting back and forth. Scale brings with it a 

relationship to the viewers own mass in space.  

 

In addition is an enjoyable transgression in going right up to the projected image. 

Moving Image at that scale is cinematic, but also now the data projector is part of 

corporate presentations. Projecting on a wall brings the mechanics of projected light 

back into a playful realm. 

 

Thrum. 2020 

 
Thrum is an Experimental Animation robot. Half of it has the appearance of an 

improvised laboratory set up, with metal rods and fixings, holding lights and a small 

camera- an industrial microscope, designed for use in mobile phone repair shops, 

where it allows its owner to work on very small components and see what they are 

doing on a monitor. The camera is directly connected to a projector which projects 

 
Figure lviii: Thrum, installation view, 2020. Between Walls, Safehouse, 
London. 
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what the camera sees directly onto the wall opposite.

 

 
The other half is wooden, metal and found objects, again its appearance is 

improvised and is largely connected to the role it has in the engineering of the 

actions performed. It has a cube-shaped, resonant wooden sounding-box in 

plywood, and a long arm that holds a bass guitar string in tension. It has a frame 

which supports a projector and motors and sensors that constitute the activity of the 

robot, or Bergsonian Machin/thingamajig.  It has two sensors for seeing movement, 

which releases 12v of DC power to two motors that spin at 60 Revolutions Per 

 
Figure lix: Thrum, exhibition view (and previous page) 
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Minute, that is to say once per second, and one that turns at 3 RPM. The faster 

motors spin disks from which thick embroidery needles hang, so when the disks spin 

the needles strike the string creating a constant thrumming sound, the slower 3 RPM 

disc pushes against the string changing its resonance and pitch and then releases it 

to give a firm twang. 

 

 
One of the disks is being observed by the camera and its image is projected live on 

the wall of the room the machine is in, as large as is possible in its space. The disc is 

made of opal Perspex, the same kind of translucent white plastic as is used in 

lightboxes, this is back lit and top lit by ordinary security lights. On the disc are clear 

circles of acetate printed with radially symmetrical patterns, one is repeating dots of 

colour and spokes of line, over this is a pattern of repeating numbers, from 08 in the 

centre to 48 at the outside edge, each number repeated in the pattern the set 

number of times corresponding to its number. This pattern of coloured spots and 

numbers is projected onto the wall. When the disc is static the camera, with its 

industrial microscope lens, picks out the dithering colour pattern of the ink-jet printer 

textures. When human movement in the room activates the motor and the pattern is 

spinning, the frame rate of the projector and the camera interact with the frequency 

the numbers appear in the pattern and the numbers, with their different frequencies, 

appear to spin at different rates, stay still, or spin backwards. 

 
Figure lx: Thrum, exhibition view (detail) 
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The other disk has a more loosely repeating pattern of objects- periwinkle shells, 

small stones, small circular stickers, 1:87 scale figures from railway models spray 

painted hot pink- which when viewed through a camera phone create a flickering 

effect, where objects are transparent, or appear to be multiplied or spinning at a 

different rate from the other elements. 

  

This was Thrum I and there is now a Thrum II and I hope there will be further 

iterations of this machine, Thrum III, Thrum IV and so on. 

The methodology of this piece and the ones that will follow bring together a number 

of methodologies, themes and concerns from the doctorate, and create a set of 

parameters that will allow me to explore the psychic space opened up by the work. 

 

The interactivity declares itself early and in most cases is immediately obvious, the 

machine senses you and reacts, there is an element of play and integration of the 

 
Figure lxi: Thrum, installation view 
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audience into participating in the piece. The digital, mathematical and technical 

processes create an image of substantial tactile Being that is both real and illusory- 

the object or image is tangible and occupies the same space as you, but when it’s 

spinning it is too fast to see, so that the only way to see it is to look at the fragment 

projected. There in the process of projection something is revealed, encoded in the 

physical nature of the fragment and revealed only in that sequence of connected 

moments captured and presented by the machine.  

 

Sound and visuals are generated in the space, live. The sound is generated by the 

same mechanism as the visuals and follows the same duration and repetition. There 

is looped repetition and the possibility of both comedy or trance- within the pattern of 

forms there is the possibility of narrative and animation and also the illusion of statis 

and distorted or frozen time. I can choose different objects and relationships 

between objects, with the method of presentation always changing the state of the 

object, revealing an intangible. There is looped repetition and the possibility of both 

comedy or trance between the viewer the object and the time it occupies, singular 

and various at the same time. Absurdly complex. Absurdly tiny made absurdly big. 

The familiar made strange. 

 

Thrum II 
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This is another mechanical artwork with projection. This time three small wooden 

disks spin, with objects or images placed around the edge of the disk at a frequency 

that matches the frame rate of one of three digital cameras that feeds the resulting 

images directly to its projector or monitor. 

 

It is intended for a neutral white/black box gallery space, large enough that the 

projections of the very small zoetrope disks are projected floor to ceiling, forming its 

own three wall space.  

 
Figure lxii: (including previous page) documentation of Thrum II as work in progress, 
situated in my studio/shed space, 2021 
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The projections feature the flickering presence of rows of objects or images that 

appear to tremble in place, an ever-changing unstable object that is in fact thirty 

separate nearly identical objects that spin at the frequency required to replace one 

object almost seamlessly with the next object, when viewed through the digital 

cameras that are set up to watch the phenomena.  
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Figure lxiii: Including previous pages, stills from projected moving image, Thrum II 
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The mechanisms of Thrum II are supported in the most efficient way I can manage, 

using metal clamps and rods from lab equipment suppliers. To bring the discs up to 

table top level, the machine is mounted on a handmade packing crate, 400 x 400 x 

770mm, that will hold the whole mechanism and cameras for transportation to a 

show space, so that a gallery only needs to supply three projectors taking HDMI 

connection, and a space of around 8m x 8m to allow for two or three 3m high 

projections, depending on the space and if the piece is by itself. This contingency is 

real but also full of aesthetic choices, it would be disingenuous to pretend otherwise. 

However, everything has a reason for being there within the relationships of the 

machine. 

The crate also acts as a resonant box to amplify the sound of the bass strings. A 

contact mic inside the box is patched in to an old guitar amp, the rebroadcasting of 

the rhythmic strum creates a thrumming pulse and the audio ghost of other sounds 

as the frequencies interfere. 

 

 

 

Figure lxiv: Thrum II, detail- bass guitar strings 



 93 

The cameras are feeding video live to the projector without digital intervention. The 

imperfect illusion of an object in real space co-exists with the viewers live space, so 

the viewer and the projected image can appear on camera, as well as the viewer 

interrupting the projection, so their body and their shadow forms part of the image on 

the wall.  

This interaction with the audience is repeated in the mechanics of the piece, with the 

turntables spinning only when they sense movement in the space. The PIR sensor is 

labelled EYE in a deliberately reductive and literal equivalence between the viewer 

and the viewed. The piece also makes its own sound, two guitar strings are brushed 

into a rhythmic bass chord that visually features enlarged and distorted in the 

projections as a wobbling serpentine gold rope, a music box is turned very slowly, so 

that the gestalt of the tune is lost, and a button in pushed and released by the same 

slow motor that records and transmits any sound in the space, both the machine and 

the human presence, recorded through a smaller cone marked EAR and broadcast 

through a waxed paper cone cut into the side of the wooden crate. 

In an exhibition the piece will not be singular and I hope to have variations on this 

piece in my Viva. In any given exhibition space, there should be one monitor as well 

as the architectural scale projections, on the principle that an objects’ difference 

brings out the properties of the things that surround it, as discussed in the section on 

Wood & Harrisons work.  
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The mediated live element, the camera viewing something you are also viewing, may 

have been influenced by Nam June Paik, especially his video/candle installation One 

Candle. You could, just about, interact with the candle. It would make the steward 

nervous, but you could blow a stream of air across the room from behand the barrier 

and make the giant disembodied image of a flame wobble on the wall. 

 

 
Figure lxv: Nam June Paik. One Candle (Candle Projection) 1989.  
Installation view, Tate Modern 2019. Close-circuit television camera, tripod, candle on 
custom stand and four to six colour video projectors including modified CRT projectors. 
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The pink figures are perhaps also something Buddha like. They sit and watch. But 

these pink figures are on the move, buffeted by some unseen wind, the platform they 

are sat upon racing on for ever without arriving at any destination, a droning thrum 

sounding- until, if you are still enough, they stop. They are quiet. You are quiet. A 

motor turns a switch, a chip turns from record to play and you hear the sound of the 

quiet room played back to you, until you turn away and the motors kick back into 

action and the little pink figures are set off into motion again, an image of a plane on 

holepunch circles passes and passes and passes and a periwinkle shell vibrates, 

unstable, spinning in a loop of inaction present but in flux, thirty shells being thirty 

different shells per revolution. 

 

In some respects, the objects forming the patterns on the disks themselves could be 

arbitrary, as the artwork is a machine whose purpose is an illusion, created by the 

interaction of the frequencies of the motor, the disk’s pattern, the camera and the 

projector and the viewers own visual perception, and the content of the pattern within 

that sequence in that respect is not important. However, each disk is categorically 

different from the last and creates a different effect by the corresponding image 

projected on the wall. 

 
Figure lxvi: Nam June Paik. One Candle (Candle Projection) 1989. Installation view, Tate 
Modern 2019.  
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The shells are natural forms, and are inexhaustible in the sense defined by Harman 

in Object Oriented Ontology, in that if you analyse the object at all levels, it remains 

itself, a shell made of shell. The structure revealed by the different states of 

weathering on the shell shows the structure of the complete shell, and the 

weathering is consistent with the shells identity as defined by its history. You do not 

reach the end of the shells identity if you observe it at a microscopic level, and the 

enlargement of the shells goes some way to showing this. The figures are different in 

that they are representational, they are not figures all the way down into microscopic 

scale, they are not even pink beyond the painted surface, and unlike the shells they 

are not what they represent. The frame rate of the camera means that the image of 

each shell is replaced by the image of a different shell, so what you see on screen is 

no longer the authentic shell with its singular history, but a composite that wriggles 

through time, weathering and unweathering, not holding to a stable form. 

 

The pink figures are identical models in cast plastic. They can be purchased online, 

they are 2.5cm high and each has a small knob on the top of their head from being 

cut from a casting sprue. A sculptor has made them in a seating position, they 

appear to be clutching their stomach or holding themselves in in a reflective or 

anxious stance. Painting them in high visibility ‘Hot Pink’ paint gave them a fresh 

identity, separate from the familiar off-white figures from architectural models, 

bringing them back to life. They have a balaclava and all in one overalls, although 

painted all one colour it looks like a hooded overall. The overalls have a large collar 

and breast pockets. These details give a readable character to the figures. 

 

Because of the way the camera scans each frame from top to bottom, as well as the 

frame rate of the camera, the figures appear to lean as they spin, and because their 

frequency of repetition around the disk, the figures appear to stay in one place. Other 

visual cues tell you they are in motion so you end up with a compromise perception 

that the figures are sitting on something moving as we follow them in a perpetual 

tracking shot. To force a fast shutter speed the figures have to be very strongly lit, so 

the world outside a small ring of light that shines on them is pitch black, even if the 

room the machine is in is lit normally. The figures are not looking out, they are 

looking slightly down, staring out into the night at a fixed middle distance that implies 
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they are looking inward, or they too exhausted to do anything else. All of which is 

absurd, because we also know none of this is true, because they are 2.5cm high and 

made of plastic, so they can’t have too many problems. 

 

These figures are not materially inexhaustible like the shell, however they are human 

forms and so everything about them is loaded with meaning and interpretation from 

the viewer, as this identity is the very centre of our bandwidth and we are able to 

perceive the world of meaning in every detail of their form and situation, just as we 

are able to pick out every tiny nuance of sound at the frequency of human speech 

but not so far outside of that range. 

 

The last screen shows both the disk and the strumming string. The disc contains two 

elements, the first of which is a flat paper hole-punch circle that shows an image 

from a postcard of an aeroplane, progressively flying across the circle in each image 

in sequence, using the illusion of three-dimensional movement within a two-

dimensional surface that is normal in film and animation. The round circle reflects the 

round window of an aeroplane, the other plane flying close by. The sky is a 

saturated, picture postcard blue. Like the landscapes in my ‘Small Town’ loops, the 

landscape of sky and plane contain their own meanings, but here they have passed 

through a different set of mediations: the original photograph, the reproduction as 

postcard, the repetition of the printing process that allows me to make separate 

‘frames’, the hole-punch, the frequency of the pattern in the circle.  

Beneath the hole punch plane are concentric rings of numbers digitally printed on 

OHP transparency paper. Each number marks its own frequency- 28 is repeated 

twenty-eight times, 30 is printed thirty times. These frequencies interact with the 

camera, also with phone cameras if filmed by the viewer, creating a whirlpool effect 

as the numbers go faster, match or go slower than the camera’s frame rate.  

All the screens rely on the same perceptual tricks, but this disk is the one that is 

about the mechanisms of the trick.  

 

The projection that features this disk also shows the vibrating string that gives the 

deep thrumming soundtrack to the piece. The aeroplane/number disk has toothbrush 

bristles coming from its edge to brush two bass guitar strings that run from the 

bottom of the box to the top of the metal framework that holds the disks and motors. 
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The same feature of the digital camera that causes the pink men to lean over, the 

scanning of each frame from top to bottom, means that the gold line of the guitar 

string that crosses the image doesn’t vibrate like the real string but moves in snake 

like waves instead. It has an exciting bad taste to in that reminds me of Racheal 

Maclean’s video work, and it is great to be able to allow something aesthetically and 

technically unplanned into the work. 

 

 

It should be noted that the work will necessarily have to be configured to the space 

of the Viva exhibition and in any subsequent show space. I have built it in a small 

studio space of 4m x 4m and the image is similar to a 23” domestic screen, but I am 

looking forward to seeing it at a more architectural scale. 

 

The planned effect on the viewer in the space then is first in its scale, as there are 

three large projections from the one piece, and though the disks are static they are 

lit, filmed and projected even when there are no viewers nearby. When a viewer is 

still far away there are also small repetitions of sound as a motor turns a music box, 

one note a second, and turns against a record and play button on a digital chip that 

records sound from the exhibition space for thirty seconds and then plays them back 

for thirty seconds through a speaker in the side of the wooden box. This should draw 

the viewer into the space, hopefully with some curiousity borne of the theatre of the 

set-up. 

 

Once the viewer is close enough to the main body of the piece, there is louder sound 

and movement, as Infra-red movement sensors in the piece pick up on the 

movement in the space and the discs begin spinning. The sound is picked up and 

amplified by a contact microphone, so the sound is loud in the same way that the 

picture is big. The effect on the viewer here is unpredictable, they might feel like the 

piece is pleased to see them, or that it is reacting defensively like an insect would, 

generating a lot of sound and movement to frighten you off. 

 

The disks have bearings to allow for inertia to give a slow start, the brushes start to 

strum against the strings and it settles into its active state. Once each of the screens 

is showing the discs there should be a period of exploration, as the viewer 
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investigates the mechanisms at play. There is an access point of intellectual 

engagement in the puzzling out of each of the discs and their corresponding screen, 

and the relationships of sound to the movement.  

 

There may also be a slight urgency to find out what the interactive elements are, so 

that the viewer can regain control of their own space. 

 

There may be a puzzle that the pink men don’t do anything, zoetropes are fairly well 

understood, and people know that technically the men could be dancing. 

 

 

Once the piece has been ‘worked out’ intellectually then there is a repetitive 

mesmeric quality to the sound and visuals, and the viewer may enter a more 

reflective phase, moving from screen to screen and enjoying the audio-visual 

hypnotic quality. 

 

It is my hope that in this reflective period the viewer will feel pleasure in the nature of 

the illusions they are being presented with. I hope that they will think about time, and 

the partiality of our perception and the processes through which our perception is 

mediated. I hope they will feel for the little pink men, and laugh at the absurdity of 

that feeling but still continue to feel for them, and to marvel at the hazy image of a 

tiny shell wriggling and changing form, and the repeated moving image that was 

once a plane. 

 

In this way I hope that in the viva show, all the themes discussed in this report are 

felt and understood by the viewer, without having made any work that would be 

better expressed in words. 

 

PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE  
Joint exhibitions  

2020 Between Walls, Safehouse 1&2, London 

Thrum, kinetic sculpture and projection, 
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2020 Affect & Social Media #4.5, Conference Presentation; Game for Two Players, 

Live and recorded performance, streamed online. 

2020 Play with Purpose. University of Bedfordshire, 

Conference Presentation; Game for Two Players. Participatory performance 

projected and recorded. An animation resulting from the performance. 

2019 Research Space. Way Out East Gallery, University of East London. 

Three pieces of sculpture, interactive installation and projection. 

2019 Staff Show: Way Out East Gallery. Untitled (Zoetrope), kinetic sculpture. 

2019 You Are Joking, Silver Building, Silver Town, London. 

Large scale projection, interactive installation. 

2019 Doctorate Showcase; Container Space, University of East London 

Multi-Screen Video installation. 

2019 ArtBlab. Artist Talk and Q&A, Poetry Café, 22 Betterton Road, London.  

2019, Before It’s Too Late, West End Centre, Aldershot, Exhibition, Small Town, 

projection/installation. 

2019, 11th Short Waves Festival, Poznan, Poland, Screening; Two Films About 

Loneliness, Animation (2015) 

2019, Corti sul filo del limite Festival, Bergamo, Italy, Screening, 1st Prize; Two Films 

About Loneliness, Animation (2015) 

2019, Tribal Animation Film Festival, NE India (touring), Screening; Two Films About 

Loneliness, Animation (2015) 

2018, Doctorate Showcase, UEL 

2017, Interfilm; 33rd International Short Film Festival Berlin, Babylon Cinema, Berlin, 

Germany, ‘Split-Screen’ Screening: ‘Two Films About Loneliness’, Animation (2015)  

2017, INTERFILM, 33rd International Short Film Festival Berlin, Babylon Cinema, 

Berlin, Germany, ‘Split-Screen’ Audience Q&A with William Bishop-Stephens and 

Christopher Eales, led by Christoph Schulz, festival curator. 

 

Teaching  

2021 Visiting lecturer, Artist Talk, Art & Design, University of Bedfordshire 

2021 Visiting lecturer, Scriptwriting for Animation, Royal Holloway University 

2021 Visiting lecturer, MA Animation, Story Structure, Stop-Motion Animation, Royal 

College of Art, London 
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2020-present, Programme Development and Enhancement Leader, Media & 

Journalism Dept. UEL 

2020 External Examiner, BA Animation Arts, LASALLE, Singapore 

2015-present, Course Leader, BA Animation, University of East London 

2019, Visiting Lecturer, Stop Motion Animation, MA Animation, Royal College of Art 

2018 External Advisor, Revalidation of BA Animation & VFX, University of Falmouth 

2017-18, Visiting Lecturer, MA Animation, Royal College of Art. 

2017, Visiting Lecturer, BA Animation, University of the Creative Arts, Farnham.  

 

 

During the doctorate I have travelled internationally with my animation work to film 

and animation festivals as well as maintaining an academic career working 

predominantly in the field of Animation. After a good festival run through 2014 and 

2015, in 2016 Christopher Eales and I released the film ‘Two Films About 

Loneliness’ on the online video platform Vimeo, which renewed interest in the film. 

We conducted an interview with Skwiggly Magazine, attached below as Appendix 1, 

and we travelled to InterFilm, Berlin for a retrospective on Split Screen film in 2017. 

Vimeo awarded the film ‘Staff Pick’ status, which meant that it achieved around thirty 

thousand views in a short period. Attending festivals allows me to see an 

international context to my work, including the area of Expanded Animation which 

takes non-traditional and non-commercial approaches to animation. Expanded 

Animation has come to prominence over the last decade, featuring in special 

screenings, debates and events around the Animation Festival circuit. The overlap 

between Fine Art practice and Expanded Animation practice is almost complete, so 

much so that there will be more argument as to whether Expanded Animation is 

animation than as to whether it is Fine Art. 

 

This overlapping of the two sides of my practice gives me some potential avenues of 

exhibiting and developing an audience. Prior to the beginning of the global pandemic 

in early 2020 I had begun discussion with Hilke Doering of the Internationale 

Kurzfilmtage Oberhausen about exhibiting work from the doctorate at the arts centre 

venue that forms the central location for the festival, and as the Global Pandemic 

becomes more manageable, I hope to re-establish this contact. 
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The exhibitions I have had, showing work in progress or completed work, allowed me 

to begin to understand the importance of the dynamic social and spatial situation in 

which the work is situated, in relation to the viewer. There were some important 

lessons in understanding what I wanted to achieve with my work that changed its 

direction or emphasis, helping me decide when I wanted to give or withhold 

spectacle, and where to give accessibility and where I should trust an audience to 

engage or decide their own access points.  

 

It took a long time to find a network of inter-related ideas that genuinely informed the 

work but I do feel that has happened now, and I hope that as lockdown eases, I am 

able to share this more with a wider audience. In the meantime, Instagram has been 

a means of sharing the working process and creating a narrative surrounding the 

work, offering that particular audience their own access point.  

 
 
Throughout the doctorate I have been course leader of the BA Animation course at 

University of East London, which presents a challenge in time management. The 

way I make work gradually changed to fit the time available, and with lockdown this 

changed again, and the effects are broadly positive and more sustainable. Before 

lockdown, I often made pieces in two week intense periods before a showcase, 

working at night in a way that would be unsustainable for a longer period. One 

strategy to combat this was to build work in a gradual way over a period of months or 

years even around my life, integrating life into practice- for example a photograph 

taken at the same point in my commute each day that builds into a collage time-

lapse of the area around city island going from empty quaysides and distant horizon, 

to a sky full of tower blocks. This film was exhibited as part of a show with ‘Research 

Space’ a group formed with other members of the Professional Doctorate, and will 

be released online as visuals for music later in Spring 2021. 

 

Since lockdown, very densely layered work such as Thrum II, discussed in detail in 

the sections Error! Reference source not found., becomes possible, working in 

very short bursts around virtual meetings. In a similar way the virtual meeting allows 

for very small animations shot with an iPhone, made from doodles and 

experimenting with tiny objects and pieces of paper, which led to the hole-punch 
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aeroplane in Thrum II. Over lockdown I have also begun a different approach to 

showing work, using Instagram as an informal exhibition space where the boundary 

between work, work in progress, and showing an ‘interesting thing’ becomes much 

more blurred. 

 
As well as leading the BA Animation and BA Illustration & Animation courses at the 

University of East London, I have been an external examiner and adviser at a 

number of institutions as well as a visiting lecturer on the MA Animation at the Royal 

College of Art and other institutions.  

 
SUMMARY  
 
In the introduction I said my position is primarily informed by a critical reading of to 

two opposing world views, and an attempt to synthesise them. In practice it took me 

a long time to find a way out of failing to honestly link my experience, feelings and 

beliefs to an expansive unified or entangled infinity as described in Spinoza and 

Donna Haraways writings. I mentioned Deleuze in passing, and there will be other 

great thinkers who I have also neglected who describe the infinitive void, chaos and 

cosmic awe.  

 

Instinct and the logic of the way I was thinking about the rest of the world led me in 

that direction, but relating it to my methodology I fell short. 

 

My work relates strongly to objects, in the narrower more literal sense than in 

Graham Harmon’s ideas on Object Oriented Ontology (2018). In objects I find a 

smaller, manageable way to talk about human separateness and belonging. The 

object contains these contradictory states, and when we encounter an object, we are 

both on a journey that will end in our dissolution into other forms. We both have 

infinity in our past and in our future, but we are able to make contact. The universe is 

not looking at itself when we look up at stars, whatever my friends used to say, 

because I am not God nor Nature, I am an a thing with boundaries. 

 

Another way of saying the ‘sensual object’ is to say the identity of the object. An 

identity gives boundaries which are defined in an adhoc manner and subject to 

revision. An identity refers to a real thing, the properties of the real object by which 
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we identify it, but does this without being rigidly indexical or isomorphic. Firstly, in so 

much as we can never have complete knowledge of an object, and the hidden 

knowledge once uncovered might change the identity of the object forever, but this 

fluidity is also within what we already readily know- we consciously shift our models 

of the world, so that we don’t sit in wonder the whole time. We know a stone is made 

of atoms, we know we are digesting food and will age and die, but our model shifts to 

where it connects with the rest of the model.  

 

In Graham Harman’s image, borrowed from Islamic teaching, when the fire burns the 

cotton ball it is contacting only its flammability not its cotton-ness. The inanimate 

world also meets only with some of its properties, those by which we identify them, 

and beneath this lies an inexhaustible infinity. 

 

The identity of the object is a model. Anything with boundaries is a model. The 

human mind is a model. These models share a space, existing where they make 

contact with each other. 

 

Between the fourth and the final year of my time on the Doctorate, after reading 

Object Oriented Ontology (2018) on the recommendation of my classmate Alison 

Darke, I found I could make work that naturally flowed from my ideas in a 

straightforward way. Without the Professional Doctorate I wouldn’t have the 

framework, discussion and time to make the necessary connections. I could see in 

Object Oriented Ontology an answer to the statis I was finding in my inability to 

approach Infinity, but also seeing a singular infinity as a simpler answer to Harmans 

withdrawn ‘Real Object’ than one that makes no contact with other ‘Real Objects’. 

 

This definition of the object and myself, has made a connection between my 

experience, feelings, beliefs and my work, and it allows me to function. Instead of 

trying to work with infinity, always finding the object falling short because of what it is, 

I can work with an object’s identity and its relationship to the world, and have it teach 

me about our own relationship to the world. 
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APPENDIX 1: 2016 Online interview 
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Figure lxvii: (and previous pages) Interview with Skwiggly online magazine 
Available at https://www.skwigly.co.uk/two-films-loneliness-released-online/ 
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Appendix 2: 2018 Short Fiction 

 

 
 

 
Figure lxviii: Short Story (2018) Production files 
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Figure lxix: iPhone Notes, automatic writing 
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Appendix 2: 2019, Before It’s Too Late, group show, West End Centre, 
Aldershot. Small Town, projection/installation. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Figure lxx: Exhibition poster, Before It's Too Late, 2019. 

 
Figure lxxi: installation design 
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Appendix 3: 2019 Moving Image Research Lab 
University of East London. Exhibition test for work in progress. 
 

 

 

 
Figure lxxii: exhibition view 
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Appendix 4: 2019 ArtBlab. Artist Talk and Q&A,  
Poetry Café, 22 Betterton Road, London.  
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Figure lxxiii: Instagram publicity for ArtBlab talk 2019 (and previous page) 

 
Appendix 5: 2019 Doctorate Showcase; Container Space, University of East 
London. Multi-Screen Video installation. 

 
Figure lxxiv: Installation view 
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Figure lxxv: (and previous page) Container Space, 2019, installation view 
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Figure lxxvi: (and previous page) Comedy Explosion 1,2,3 (stills)  
Multi layered loops employing different blending modes, on floor mounted studio monitor 

 
Figure lxxvii: Small Town: Pine Cones, production view. 
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Appendix 6: 2019 You Are Joking, group show.  
Silver Building, Silver Town, London. 
Large scale projection, interactive installation. 

 
 

 
 
Figure lxxviii: Online exhibition promotion 
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Figure lxxix: Exhibition view, Cooling Tower, You Are Joking, Silver Building. 
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Appendix 7: 2019 Staff Show. Way Out East Gallery, University of East London. 
Untitled (Zoetrope), kinetic sculpture. 

 
 

  
 

 
 
Figure lxxx: Untitled (Zoetrope), Exhibition view. 
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Appendix 8: 2019 Research Space, group show. Way Out East Gallery, 
University of East London. Three pieces of sculpture, interactive installation and 
projection. 

 
Figure lxxxi: Exhibition poster 

 



 128 

 
Figure lxxxii: Build plan 
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Figure lxxxiii: Exhibition view (and previous pages) 
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Appendix 9: 2020 Play with Purpose. University of Bedfordshire, 
Conference Presentation; Game for Two Players.  
Participatory performance projected and recorded. An animation resulting from the 
performance. 
 

 
 

 
Figure lxxxiv: Conference programme, Play with Purpose, University of Bedfordshire 2020 
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Figure lxxxv: Handout distributed to conference attendees (and previous pages). 
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Player One: Sue Withers Player Two: William Bishop-Stephens  

 
Player One: Mystie Long Player Two: William Bishop-Stephens 
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Player One: Mystie Long Player Two: Emma Barrow.  
 

 
Figure lxxxvi: Taking questions and showing the resulting animation after the game had 
finished. 

 
 
The resulting animation can be viewed at https://youtu.be/NOMP8uFuOVs 
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Appendix 10: 2020 Affect & Social Media #4.5, Conference Presentation; Game 
for Two Players. Performance film, streamed online. 

 
 
 

 
Figure lxxxvii: Webpages for A&SM #4.5 
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Figure lxxxviii: Stills of online performance, pretending to be live on Microsoft Teams® 
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Appendix 11: 2020 Between Walls, group show, Safehouse 1&2, London. 
Thrum, kinetic sculpture and projection. 
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Figure lxxxix: Thrum, installation view 

 


