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Interrogating the Surface

I came to the computer, as with most of my generation, from a background schooled in traditional practice, in my case sculpture and printmaking. This in retrospect has presented me with both advantages and disadvantages when working with new technology. From this background, I have a need for a physical engagement with the making of a piece of work and a belief that each piece of work demands its own scale in order to engage with the audience in a way that is meaningful to the intentions of the work.  Furthermore, with particular reference to printmaking, I have an awareness of the acute differences in the physical appearance and consequential emotional resonance that is achievable within a large range of printmaking output, and I would include the digital as the latest in a continuing history of what constitutes printmaking, which has often led me to a dissatisfaction with the narrow range, up until recently, that was available through direct digitally printed output. 

I have been leading a joint research project between Camberwell College of Arts and Chelsea College of Art & design entitled ‘The Integration of Computers within Fine Art Practice’ since 1997. There is a paradox that I am aware of here since I am not driven by technology, I cant programme, use very few option when working digitally and sometimes have a sense of being like a racing driver with very little understanding of what is under the bonnet. 

However, as with most artists I try to work with what I’ve got, what I can borrow and the expertise of others. I have curated two group exhibitions, Computers & Printmaking at Birmingham Museum and Art gallery in 1999, followed by Interrogating the Surface at the Atkinson Gallery & The London Institute. I am also currently curating Digital Responses at the V&A, a year of installation by 20 artists. Underpinning all these exhibitions is a three-fold belief; one is that the digital has to be seen as an enabler for the artist as well as merely an output tool, two, with particular reference to printmaking, is that print should be seen as central to a contemporary debate of the transmission of cultural ideas which must include the exciting possibilities offered through new technology, and finally those artists are driven by an urgency to visualise their ideas, breaking rules and creating hybrids en route.

I wanted to talk here about my own concerns, which I feel are pertinent to the question of this seminar, and indicate the kind of journey that I have made over the last 6 years.

It’s perhaps of interest to begin with some works made prior to using the computer. It was some of these works which led Tristan Humphries, who sadly is no longer with us, to suggest that I should try using the computer.  George Whale who at that time was the project research assistant, had the challenge of overcoming my initial scepticism and worked with me, as I tentatively entered into the digital age. 

In sculpture and printmaking, there is a rich tradition of collaboration between artist and those with specialist expertise. I have greatly valued these forms of collaborations and have worked with master printers, architects, and foundry technicians as well as those involved with the digital. 

The challenge for me in these first prints was to bridge the gap between the experience of working on screen with a perceived size of the image mediated through the surface of the monitor, with my needs to engage with a physical product. The available output for our project at that time was a medium format Encad inkjet printer. The inks were dye based and fugitive, as well as the fact that the range of papers available was very limited. Whilst I was excited by the potential for image making, I was less enthusiastic about the printed results. 

I decided that I needed a more responsive surface and decided on outputting the images as photo etchings. This I felt gave me the best of two worlds, one the use and speed of manipulation of the drawing on screen, the second the physical world of the etching studio where I could etch each line to the required depth and control the deposit of ink. However, as an intermediary, in order to progress the image and ensure the scale was right, I outputted continuously proofs on the encad, so while I was working on screen, I had the proofs actual size, around me to refer to. Sculpture and Printmaking both have as commonplace, the idea of translating from one medium to another, the etching plate being the matrix for the final print of ink on paper, the wax model being transformed into bronze via the process of casting. It didn’t seem very different therefore to be working in pixels on screen before realising the image as ink on paper. This series entitled My Father’s Coat was the beginning.

My work is centred on objects, Jennifer Munday in her essay to accompany the 1991 exhibition at the Tate Gallery of the prints of Giorgio Morandi wrote

The genre of still life not only excludes the human element but also questions its importance by focusing on the everyday, functional domestic items normally discarded.

This idea of working from the discarded is of great interest to me, suggesting the kind of residue or trace we record in our passing. I have explored these concerns in both sculpture and print, but through working digitally I have arrived at new relationship between these two disciplines. Here is an example where in this installation of 19 bronzes, the individual elements  later become matter for new works. In this print Abandoned Landscape the individual sculptures are wedded into an overall landscape, while in these two small relief prints, the sculptures have been isolated and printed to become more like rubber stamps. By making the objects physically, I aim to set up a direct understanding of scale and weight and of my relationship to these objects.  

In the recent work that I have been making, currently on show at the London Print Studio Gallery, I have continued and developed this relationship between sculpture and print. In the series, Means of Escape, images were made from set-ups in the studio, which were photographed digitally and then directly fed into the computer via PhotoShop. The images were extensively reworked on screen before being made as 4 colour lithographs, at Pauper Press. The prints then had a relief plate or screened dot added, emphasising the surface nature of the prints and suggesting a contrast with the perspectival space of the images. 

In Constellations, some of the prints once again used my sculptures as starting points. I have been very interested in the use of the half tone dot for many years as both a screen through which the image can be viewed, and also as a reference to newspaper photographs. In these works I wanted to treat the halftone surface as a starting point for new drawings, suggesting the way we seek configurations in the night sky. The drawings were made by enlarging some of the individual dots and then joining them up to form recognisable motifs such as a boat, suitcase or coat hanger. Anthony Rudolf in the catalogue essay for the exhibition remarks  

We are reminded of children’s books in which images can be completed by being joined up, as well, at one remove, painting by numbers.

In these works I present two differing sets of visual information, one contained within the surface, demanding to be read across, while the other, a deeper space or window inviting the viewer to look inside. The pixalated dot becomes the membrane wherein these conflicts are negotiated. In order to read one set of information, the other has to be set aside. My hope is that the viewer needs to bring these two ideas together in their head, creating the image afresh for him or herself and therefore physically involved in the re-making of the work. This is not merely a formal devise, as an artist my concerns are more pressing. I want to explore ideas between intimacy and distance, the conflict between, what is known and what is felt, I want the spaces in the work to establish precise relationships with the viewer. John Paul Sartre writing on Giacometti in Essays on Existentialism beautifully expresses this sense of distance as an emotional space 

The figure when it leaves his fingers is ten steps away and no matter what we do, it remains there. The statue itself determines the distance from which it must be viewed, just as courtly manners determine the distance from which the king must be addressed. The situation engenders the surrounding no mans land.

Working digitally had led me towards a clearer understanding of my physical relationship to both my work and the role of the viewer. Traditional practice has generally started with the surface, with given dimensions which is then built upon, layer by layer, mark by mark as the image progresses towards completion. In the digital domain, and here I am fundamentally speaking about my concerns with printed output, the opposite is generally the case; the final surface and dimensions being considered at a latter stage and the image made by a single deposit of ink of equal value across the surface, with any sense of layering a conceit rather than a reality. 

My approach to drawing when working on the computer has also changed, The gestural mark I find problematic, since the qualities of spontaneity and the direct relationship to a physical gesture are transformed through the technology, allowing the mark to be edited, revised while also being transformed in terms of scale. This seems to contradict the meaning behind the gesture with its implicit reference to risk and time as irreversible. I have found that for me a means of drawing, which is contrived, bland, and flat, feels more truthful than the graphic re-representation of a spontaneous mark. I relish the anonymity of the regular line with chosen width and defined character. It acts as a counterpoint to the personalised spaces that form the photographic elements within the image.
The computer has become an integrated tool in my studio practice, opening up new possibilities for me particularly in the relationship of drawing and photography and in creating a new dynamic between my sculpture and printmaking. These have been predicated on my need to have a physical engagement with the process of making, whether digital or otherwise, in order to explore my relationship to the world, and to this end everything becomes subordinate.
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