A Machine Aesthetic
The role of mechanisation in contemporary artistic practice

Premise
Contemporary fine art practice engages with the notion of mechanisation in a sophisticated
range of ways; from artists who exploit the materials, processes and techniques of machine
production, incorporating machined materials into their work, to those who do not engage
physically with machines at all, but adopt a mechanised methodology in the process of
manufacture, disciplining their minds and bodies to behave like machines. The latter approach
recognises and exploits the extent to which the human condition is predicated upon
mechanisation, but acknowledges that we are only part machine. Artists make machines to
make their work for them, the creative act being pushed one or more steps from the actual
moment of production, raising fundamental questions concerning the status and primacy of the
creative act and the relationship between it and the art object. In some cases the ‘art machine’
is the art object.
In addition the notion of mechanisation may refer to the process of reception of the art object
by the viewer. The demands that some works of art make on the viewer in their apprehension
can be formidable. The manner of a work's execution may demand an analogously
mechanistic process in its apprehension.
A Machine Aesthetic will attempt to explore the various manifestations, uses and influences of
different aspects of mechanisation within the practice of a diverse range of contemporary
artists.

Etymology
The term 'machine' entered English in the mid 16th century (originally
denoting a structure of any kind), from French, via Latin from the Greek for
'contrivance’. (OED)

Context
From the first daubing of pre-historic caves, through the invention of the camera obscura and
the use of ready-made oil paint in tubes to the use of digital media, artists have been among
the first to embrace and exploit new technologies. However, the focus of this project is
narrower, concerning itself with the use of machines and in particular the notion of
mechanisation in its widest sense in contemporary art.
Since the late 1950/early 60s there have evolved a plethora of artistic practices which, for
reasons as various as the practitioners themselves, involve the manufacture of machines to
produce the artistic 'product'. Where Jean Tinguely led the way, artists as diverse as Rebecca
Horn, Chris Burden, Roxy Paine and Damien Hirst followed. There have been various attempts
to contextualise the work of contemporary artists working in this way, the latest being Art
Machine Machine Art held jointly at Museum Tinguely, Basel and Schirn Kunsthalle, Frankfurt.
But these analyses have tended to conceive of the machine in a narrow sense. And while this
conception has its part to play in A Machine Aesthetic, it is the contention of this proposal that
a more illuminating perspective can be achieved by consideration of the full range of artistic
practices that embrace more subtle and sophisticated notions of mechanisation.

Project Status
A Machine Aesthetic is well advanced in the planning stage, it will take the form of a short
touring exhibition and accompanying publication. The schedule is as follows: Bath Spa
University Sept 2013, Gallery North, Newcastle Dec 2013, The Gallery, AUCB,
Bournemouth Jan 2014. All primary funding is in place.

Machined Components
As the human condition moves further and further from a state of nature we become not only
surrounded by machine-made objects, but the products and qualities of mechanised
intervention. Even our experience of nature is modified and mediated by human agency and
facilitated by the machine. Artists have been at the forefront of this increasing dependence on
machine production, whether celebratory or critical, and an enormous number of artists use
machine produced products or components in the construction of their work.

Rob Currie 'Interference'(3 days, 3 hours, 22 minutes and 46 seconds), Commission by Land Securities and SW1 Gallery, 15 x 6 x
17m , London 2011
Rob Currie uses video and audio tape in the construction of large scale installations concerned with the opposing forces of chaos
and order. His materials, once the cutting edge of communications technology, are already imbued with a retro, dated quality.

Emma Hart, To Do (detail), Site-Specific Installation, Matt’s Gallery, 2011
Hart’s recent work is concerned with subverting the ways in which cameras are regarded. Rather than focusing on what they document,
her works direct the viewer’s attention towards the process of recording the information we innocently consume; precipitating events and
not simply record them.

Marc Vaux, e3/1, anodized aluminium, cellulose and acrylic on mdf, 122 x 122 cm, 2001
Marc Vaux has developed a sophisticated practice that engages with mechanisation at a number of junctures, notably in the
use of specially designed random number generation software, by means of which he determines the quantity and location of
colour within his aluminium enclosures.

Behaving like Machines
Early systems of mechanisation were modeled on human action and agency, emulating the
ways in which human beings act and more recently, think. But it soon became apparent that
better systems could be designed, systems which acknowledge and exploit the inherent
characteristics of machine production, rather than bending the machine to ape Man’s
behaviour. Indeed the relationship is now more dialogic, with our behavioural processes and
methodologies owing as much to machine production as the machine owes to its human
designers.
For a variety of reasons artists adopt a quasi-mechanised set of behavioural characteristics,
disciplining their minds and bodies to act like machines. Mechanisation repeatedly renews its
promise to be labour saving; freeing up time for the intellect, but for many of these artists the
act is the labour and the labour is part of the point.

Simón Granell, jan 07 - oct 08, oil on linen, 120 x 120cm
Simón Granell’s painstaking approach involves the repetition, masking and layering of a single mark again and again
over enormous periods of time. A method recording the passing of time, Granell’s work explores the psychological
boundary between concentration and boredom.

David Connearn, drawing 1999, 0.6mm ink line repeated to its square, ink on paper, 58.5 x 58.5 cm, 2002
The drawings for which David Connearn has become best known originated as highly methodical doodles. A straight line is
echoed by another straight line beneath and equidistant to the first. The errors and inaccuracies being amplified as the process
proceeds.

Eric Butcher, ref.327 (detail), oil and resin on extruded aluminum section, site-specific installation, dimensions variable, 2008
Eric Butcher’s work investigates the articulation of aluminium structures through the use of paint and resin, the finished surface being
largely determined by the physical characteristics of the metal. In installation these objects respond to and exploit the architecture of
their environment.

Michael Roberts 'Orange Crush' (from the series 'Continuum') Watercolour on paper 560 x700. 2012.
Empty studio. Empty mind. Dream. Repeat. Thoughts. Repeat.

Mechanised Processes
Artists of every period have been among the first to exploit the use of new technologies in the
developmental stages of their work. Contemporary artists are no exception using a plethora of
processes and methodologies which, while not necessarily involving mechanisation in the final
execution of their work, nevertheless rely heavily on mechanised processes during its
development.

Dan Hayes, Colorado Snow Effect 6, 2008
Fascinated by the mechanisms of representation, Dan Hays as developed new potentialities for a resolution of the complex
relationships between painting and photography. In his view the pointillist analysis of light, as the ultimate avatar of the Impressionist
movement, enters naturally into resonance with the digital structure of the computer-compressed image. No need to go outdoors: the
artist, without ever leaving his studio, simply observes it on his computer screen via a webcam.

Andrew Bracey, The Jump, animation, 26 minutes, 2009
Bracey often uses existing sites and the readymade as alternatives to the traditional canvas support for painting. He is interested in the visual
saturation of contemporary life. Work is often displayed en mass, with hundreds of individual elements combining to create a whole, as a way of
interpreting contemporary lifestyle. The Jump is a re-imagining of Chris Marker’s iconic film La Jetee, famously (almost) completely constructed out
of B&W photographs. Bracey replaces the mechanical apparatus of the camera with the artists hand creating minute colour oil paintings, using a
process that is indicative of the factory environment. The paintings are shown animated in the time-frame of La Jetee, making the viewing process
a mechanical one as opposed to the more natural one in the gallery.

Paul Goodfellow, Sample painting from walking project, pencil and acrylic paint on paper, 42 x 59.4 cm, 2010
Paul Goodfellow originally trained and worked in science research looking at the visualization of complex data systems, before
moving into art and is now doing a practice-based PhD on the limits of systems control in systems painting. He works with
programming and control systems to produce paintings and other work which combines new and old technologies, laser cutting
and painting. The laser cutter is controlled by a program that he has development. There is an interesting series of control feedbacks between himself the software and the machine.

Art Machines
A fully mechanised method of production tends toward reflexivity, where a consideration of
those methods become both a means and an end in itself. By their very nature, art machines
prompt consideration of the creative act; where and when does it occur? What is the
relationship between the ‘product’ and the ‘act’? However, contemporary art machine makers
have become highly sophisticated practitioners, using machine production as a vehicle for the
analysis of a wide range of issues.

Natasha Kidd, overflow 2006, aluminium panel, copper pipe & fixings, site specific installation: approx. 200 x 200 x 25cm
Natasha Kidd uses automated mechanisms to control the selective exposure of a support to a vat of white emulsion paint, or more recently,
the flow of paint across the surface of the mechanism itself. Although the result of a mechanised process, owing to the number of variables
involved no two surfaces are the same.

Tim Knowles, vehicle motion drawing (trans-alps), 2006
Tim Knowles uses a wide variety of mechanisms and strategies to explore the notions of ‘chance’ and ‘process’ within the
confines of the tight methodological parameters set for each project. Akin to scientific experiments, Knowles harnesses the motion
of a moving vehicle, or the Elements to record or map his progress.

About the Curators:
Eric Butcher studied philosophy at Cambridge University and fine art at Wimbledon School of
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Definite Article (2005/6) and co-curated Underground (2007).
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