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ABSTRACT. 

 
W. Robinson. 

 
At the Painting's Edge: a practice-based investigation into liminality, inside-outness and 

the painting as a quasi-person. 

 

This research project is driven by a motivation to better understand the effect of painting’s 

internal and external space when interrupted by objects placed at its periphery. The research 

consists of two strands of exploration. Firstly, through the practice of painting and secondly, 

through theoretical research in support of that painting practice. By moving between painting 

and writing, it examines how phenomena such as the act of making, memory and object-agency 

can coalesce to form complex, new objects.  

 

The project places to the fore the importance of hand making and acknowledges how 

handmaking is central to the creative process of the painter, whilst engaging with how the 

presentation of the resultant work affects the generation and transmission of meaning.  

 

Another strand of this investigation calls upon how the evocation through practice and acts of 

remembering and forgetting can communicate autobiographical experience, to form dialogic 

relationships, via the making process. This is a circular process involving myself as maker, the 

painted picture plane, placed objects and the viewer. It also explores how painting embodies 

memorised data within its materiality and is additionally provoked by the effect of ‘trigger 

objects’.  

 

In addition, the thesis addresses how the painting object becomes imbued with the artist’s 

intention and how the mnemonic faculties of the human mind are prompted by sub-semiotic 

signs contained within the material of the picture plane, to generate the attributes of a ‘quasi-

person’ (Graw, 2018). How this occurs and interacts with the picture plane, contributing to the 

painting’s status as a ‘subjectobject’ (Joselit, 2016) and the production of intended and 

unintended meaning (Alexander, 2010) is also considered. 

 

Through the practice of painting, the research explores how dialogue is formed between placed 

objects and the painted picture plane, and how objects of personal interest can in turn, steer 

subliminal conversation and how they thereby metaphorically ‘reach out’ and commune with 

the audience (Gell, 1998).  

 

Finally, the research interrogates the external edges of the picture plane, understood in terms 

of the parergon (Derrida, 1987) and the otherness of heterotopian spaces (Foucault, 1967). 

Such spaces share common characteristics of transition, uncertainty, between-ness and 

unknown-ness, all encountered at the periphery of the painting, the place where internal and 

external dynamics meet. This research encourages the viewer to adopt new viewing strategies, 

proposing this less certain space to be a desirable location in which to take the time to pause 

and consider. 

 

Key words: Liminality, dialogue, agency, proximity, quasi-person. 
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PREFACE. 

 

Tears of sadness for you, 

More upheaval for you, 

Reflects a moment in time, 

A special moment in time, 

Yeah, we wasted our time, 

We didn't really have time, 

But we remember when we were young. (Curtis, Insight, 1979). 

 

 

In February of 1972 the marriage between my parents, James Robinson and Pamela Robinson 

nee Drew, was declared null and void. Their divorce bought to an end a relationship that had 

begun in 1958, had produced one son and the habitation of three familial homes. The period of 

time spanning the end of the marriage was an uncertain time of great emotional upheaval that 

led to a changed status for all of the family. Relationships were adjusted and, in some cases 

terminated, leaving behind a sense of great loss and void in some respects and strengthened 

resolve in others. During the marriage, many good memories had been formed and these were 

captured for posterity on camera, systematically recorded in black and white and colour 

photographic prints. Some objects from this time, for whatever reason, were retained, surviving 

the mass ‘clear out’ that came shortly after the divorce proceedings and inevitable house moves. 

My mother and I moved around in a series of brief stays, living with relatives before settling 

into more permanent accommodation.  

 

From the period of the marriage, there are three addresses that are of importance with regard 

to my memory of my upbringing and consequently inform this research project. These are the 

houses that provided the ‘mise en scene’ to my parent’s marriage and my early life, they are as 

follows. My grandparent’s house, 68 Kings Dyke; a back to back, end of terrace house, built 

for its workers by The London Brick Company, now destroyed (Fig. i). 20 Stonald Avenue; a 

rented, 1940s built mid terrace house (Fig. ii) and finally 98 Ellwood Avenue; newly built in 

1968 and my parents first mortgaged property, a bungalow on a new housing estate (Fig. iii).   
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Figure i. Wayne Robinson. (2018). Site of 68 Kings 

Dyke. Whittlesey. Cambridgeshire [photograph]. 

 

 

 
Figure ii. Wayne Robinson. (2018). 20 Stonald Avenue. Whittlesey. 

Cambridgeshire [photograph]. 
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Figure iii. Wayne Robinson. (2018). 98 Ellwood Avenue, Stanground,  

Peterborough, Cambridgeshire [photograph]. 

 

Gaston Bachelard writes of how we need houses in which to form our dreams and imagine, 

and how our haptic senses ‘remember’ the touch of door handles and latches or recall the smells 

of under sink cupboards, shoe polish tins and so forth, he writes “Through dreams, the various 

dwelling places in our lives co-penetrate and retain the treasures of former days” (Bachelard, 

1958, p.5). Such memories of my upbringing constitute deep, physically embedded memories 

that have stayed with me to this day. I have often lain awake at night recalling the planographic 

layouts and imagining re-walking the routes through the rooms and corridors of 68 Kings Dyke, 

20 Stonald Avenue and 98 Ellwood Avenue. The embedded memories of the stale smell of my 

grandfather’s tobacco, the cold sensation of the quarry tiled kitchen floor beneath my feet and 

the glow of the translucent, orange, fibreglass curtains of my room inform and fuel an aspect 

of my research and the colours and objects, which as we shall see, I employ in my paintings. 

Each of the locations provided a backdrop against which my mum and I lived our day-to-day 

lives. They subsequently functioned as ‘containers’ for a multitude of quotidian objects and 
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ephemera accrued during that time of great readjustment, they became storage-sites that ‘held’ 

the diverse range of objects that now act as re-collective ‘triggers’ in relation to a difficult, 

emotional period of my life. Each retrieved object now carries significant meaning for me and 

promotes a remembering of events and locations cast in a temporal ‘suspension’ perhaps best 

described as Proustian. Objects that survived the upheavals might easily be overlooked or be 

mistakenly regarded as being insignificant, however when viewed in a new context they 

assume a heightened status. Through my painting I exorcise the need to re-present and re-

contextualise my objects, conjoining them with painted surfaces that relate to this remembered 

past. Kwint, suggests that “Artifacts are often at their most powerful and effective as social 

forces when they appear to be most trivial” (Kwint, 1999, p.234). My objects were gathered in 

an arbitrary collection and left in a series of boxes and a tea chest that metaphorically followed 

my mum and I around, residing mainly in attics wherever we lived. Until recently that is, when 

a relative with whom we had stayed, had a ‘clearing out’ and contacted me asking if I wanted 

them. These objects had, to all intents and purposes, been long forgotten. Their rediscovery 

provided a physical jolt akin to Proust’s ‘petite madeleine’ moment and the thought of these 

intimate objects being locked away in a dark attic for the best part of half a century left me 

feeling rather emotional. Sherry Turkle writes that “We live our lives in the middle of things. 

Material culture carries emotions and ideas of startling intensity. Yet only recently have objects 

begun to receive the attention they deserve” (Turkle, 2007, p.6). Each of my objects carries a 

resonance with a particular, personal autobiographical history relating to that period of my life, 

and when viewed ethnographically, all possess agentic properties and have the potential to 

generate strong causal effects. Each of the objects establish a discreet, personalised dialogue, 

not only with myself, but potentially with whoever else comes into contact with it. Each holds 

in particular, a kind of group, familiarity especially for anyone who also grew up during the 

1960s and 1970s. This remembering is of interest because the objects ‘force’ a certain kind of 
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memory which is rooted in reality but can quickly become idealised and romanticised, 

prompting accusations perhaps, of looking through ‘rose tinted glasses’ or indulgence in mere 

nostalgia. On this subject, Susan Stewart writes that “Nostalgia, like any form of narrative, is 

always ideological: the past it seeks has never existed except as narrative, and hence, is always 

absent, that past continually threatens to represent itself as a felt lack” (Stewart, 1993, p.23). 

The negative implication of Stewart’s ‘felt lack’ is something which I have become adjusted 

to, through re-calibrating the sensation of such emotional triggers in ways that allow a more 

positive potential. I see it as a means of generating conversation and of ‘reaching out’ to 

commune with the viewer. In many respects my objects function primarily, but not wholly, as 

mementos of which Stewart goes on to argue that: 

Because of its connection to biography and its place in constituting the notion of the 

individual life, the memento becomes emblematic of the worth of that life and of the 

self’s capacity to generate worthiness. Here we see also the introduction of the 

metaphor of texture. From the child’s original metonymic displacement to the love-

object, the sensual rules souvenirs of this type. (Stewart, 1993, p.139) 

 

Within their materiality, my objects hold something of the embedded, personal biographies of 

myself and other members of my family. Consequently, a concern with material presence, 

causal effect and object agency has been brought about by objects of this kind and impacted 

upon the formation and evolution of this research.  

 

I have for the past forty years been dedicated to the teaching of painting and as a consequence, 

have a vested interest in its continued practice and promotion. Being in such a privileged 

position economically speaking, has allowed me the freedom to ‘follow my nose’ when it 

comes to setting personal agendas for my own practice. The double-edged sword of teaching 

while practicing takes away painting time but reimburses with the removal of the financial 

imperatives of the marketplace. During this time, I have always considered painting to be an 

apex creative form, continually asserting its own authority, in spite of its many contemporary 

challengers. 
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INTRODUCTION.  

The research outlined here encompasses two strands of exploration. The first through the 

practice of painting, based on studio explorations and the development of a reflexive practice, 

and the second comprises theoretical research underpinning and extending the ‘thinking’ of 

that practice in the form of a written thesis. As a theoretical document this thesis should be read 

in conjunction with, not separate from, my paintings. In one way the thesis functions best as 

an entry point into the work. By employing painting as an explorative tool, my practice as 

research examines how phenomena such as the acts of remembering and forgetting, the agency 

of objects, the notion of the quasi-persona and methods of presentation, can coalesce within 

the context of the uncertainty of the liminal edge to form painting-objects. Through the 

combination of painted surfaces and objects I can then explore and communicate 

autobiographical concerns. This process has allowed me to scrutinise the ways painting is 

fuelled by memory and how new dialogues may be formed between the work and the viewer. 

The ongoing discourse surrounding the validity and place of painting and its division into a 

plethora of differing modes and practices, allows the opportunity for contemporary painters to 

confront, embrace and merge together the analogue and digital, the local and global at every 

stage of the creative process, while at the same time remaining true to painting’s long and 

complex history. On this subject, Reinald Schumacher remarks that: 

artists and painters […] draw on the traditions of their medium, using canvas, paper, 

brushes, paint, drawing tools and other collaged materials. Their pictorial worlds look 

beyond the horizon of Euro-American art history. They strike a balance in their 

combinations of different codes and their pictures are defined by a simultaneity of 

imagery with different cultural influences and meanings. And in so doing they hand us 

an up to date version of the 80,000 year old tool of painting, so that we in turn may 

master the demons that plague us in our global cave and that we may retain our 

individuality. (Schumacher, 2001, p.41) 

 

In recent years a number of contemporary commentators have suggested that the period of 

Postmodernism has come to an end, replaced by a number of contemporary alternatives that 
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include theoretical frameworks such as Digimodernism (Kirby, 2009), Hypermodernism 

(Lipovetsky, 2005), Automodernism (Samuels, 2010) and Altermodernism (Bourriaud, 2009). 

It could be argued that each of these ‘new dawns’ are, in some way, encompassed and 

developed by the theory of Metamodernism (Vermeulen & Van den Akker, 2010). Amongst 

its attributes, Metamodernism sets out to embrace the chaos of contemporary living while 

promoting universalism in a globalised world of hyper communication and accessibility. It also, 

importantly provides a frame for new, contemporary modes of practice that no longer attach to 

an all-encompassing theoretical framework. This freedom allows artists working within the 

frame of Metamodernity, to engage with a far more personalised practice, driven by individual 

theories adapted to suit their individual concerns. However, in contrast to the outward looking, 

rapidly evolving Metamodern, the contradictory, intimately slow time of the painting process, 

affords the painter the luxury to think and reflect, a condition frequently denied by the hectic 

pace of contemporary life. One way of doing this is through an engagement with the intimacy 

of the handmade and with the material properties that painting concerns itself with. This is not 

to say that contemporary painting exists in a cultural vacuum, in fact I would argue that because 

of its slow pace, painting is the ideal technology with which to address the complexities of 

Metamodern life. Take for example the catalogue introduction to the exhibition Painting 2.0; 

Expression in the Information Age, (Amner, Hochdorfer & Joselit, 2016), which explains how 

painting adjusted its remit to the internet and “incorporated a broad range of “alien” objects’ 

into its already comprehensive material repertoire and how the addition of processes such as 

film, advertisments, video, readymades, digitisation and virtual reality, have all extended 

painting’s interactive, performative capacity. The expectation is that painting no longer has to 

rely on its own interiority but that a more outward reaching, non-material-specific mode of 

practice might prevail. This idea began in the 1950s and 60s with the beginnings of mass 

advertising, television and computers. However, it is the digital information age in which we 
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now find ourselves, that forms the framework in which painting must now perform. Within this 

framework, contemporary artists continue to have their own relationships with other works of 

art, developing their practices within a variety of personalised contexts with regard to global, 

historical and political issues and debates. The directness of its process allows painting to retain 

its human ‘essence’ and the extension of the maker’s indexical signature or ‘handmark’ 

continues to drive not only its cultural and aesthetic position but also its commercial value. 

Here, the potential of lived labour held in the facture of a painted surface communes with the 

audience directly, intimately and in ways unmatched by other less historically established 

modes of practice. This may be illustrated by the global interest in The Rijksmuseum’s decision 

to build a glass case in which twenty-four-hour surveillance of Rembrandt van Rijn’s 

masterpiece The Night Watch, can be viewed as it undergoes, between 2019 and 2022, a total 

restoration. Millimetre by millimetre the surface of Rembrandt’s masterpiece is being scanned 

and diagnosed, stripped back and reconstructed by experts who will no doubt reveal and marvel 

at the artist’s bravura and technical mastery. It could be said that the restorers will 

metaphorically be ‘touching the hand’ of Rembrandt through the material surface of his work. 

 

At a time when the importance of highly personalised, human skills, such as handwriting are 

gradually diminishing, this type of act acknowledges and promotes painting to the position of 

an apex trace-carrying form. Contemporary practitioners have, with the development of digital 

practices, been forced to once again revisit the painted surface and re-appraise the ‘power’ of 

the handmade. Historically photography, film and video have all had their influence on the act 

of painting and current digital technology now joins that long queue. The function of the picture 

plane is once again being carefully scrutinised in terms of its ability to perform in contrast to 

the development of increasingly seductive screen-based art forms and technologies such as 

augmented and virtual reality. David Ryan (2002) comments that much of contemporary 

painting today addresses the relationship between painting’s material presence and the 
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‘plasticity’ of the back-lit effects of digital screens. However, the defining difference and 

continued unique selling point of painting is that for a process so old, it continues, in its 

contemporary form, to provide a particular phenomenon; the instant hit. Painting is not reliant 

on a particular viewing order or sequential aspect with regards to how we experience it, there 

is no order to the way its constituent elements may strike an audience. Schumacher comments 

on this: 

Painting […] is silent, speechless, wordless. Every word, every thought about a picture 

is generated in the mind of the viewer and in the resulting discourse. The static painted 

image releases a stream of thoughts in the viewer. What painting most certainly does 

not provide is a set of instructions as to how it is to be viewed. In a film we notice if it 

is running backwards or interrupted. In painting we do not know if there is an optimal 

sequence for observing its various data. (Schumacher, 2001, p.38) 

 

Unlike the screen of a computer that reflects and ‘bounces’ the viewer’s gaze off its surface, 

the surface of a painting is visually more ‘absorbent’ and possesses a visual ‘stickiness’ (Joselit, 

2012) capable of holding the viewer’s attention. A painted picture plane possesses blemishes, 

textures and traces, all of which ‘hold’ and engage the viewer’s interest in a way that the glazed 

pixel cannot. The instability of the painted surface ‘entices’ the viewer, promoting a more 

haptic vision and rewards the audience with an enriched viewing experience. Thus, painting 

finds itself in a similar position vis-à-vis digital media to the position which poetry occupies in 

relation to literature in general or the relationship that jazz has to music (Ryan, 2002) that is, a 

position of elevated status, framed as high art because of its composite materials. This adds to 

the hypothesis that media-specificity is still an ongoing, major concern in painting practice, 

despite being supposedly laid to rest by Conceptualism and the ‘post-medium-condition’. 

Painting has always taken its materiality to be the foundational basis upon which all other 

formal and conceptual concerns stand. This aspect of paint’s materiality is and always has been 

at the heart of painting. Yves-Alain Bois asserts that the only way that contemporary painting 

can sustain its relevance is for it to continue to address its own material qualities and re-critique 
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its own symbolic grammar through formal language in what he terms a continued ‘meta-critical 

gesture’. He argues that: 

It is not enough, in order for there to be painting, that the painter take up his brushes 

again, […] it is still necessary that [the painter] succeed in demonstrating to us that 

painting is something we positively cannot do without, that it is indispensable to us, 

and that it would be madness – worse still, a historical error – to let it lie fallow today. 

(Bois, 1990, p.254) 

 

In much contemporary painting, the painted image is often ‘forced’ beyond the stretcher’s edge 

to relocate itself in the environmental space of the gallery, in continued deference to the idea 

of Krauss’ ‘Expanded Field’ (Krauss, 1979). According to Krauss, media specificity and the 

constraint of a framing edge are there to be broken down, concept is the dominant concern and 

‘bursting outwards’ is her default goal. This argument is not wholly convincing and in what 

follows, the thesis will argue that the painting’s edge itself has more to offer than being a hurdle 

to be leapt over and left behind. In his essay entitled ‘Why Nothing Can Be Accomplished in 

Painting, and Why it is Important to Keep Trying,’ James Elkins (2004) writes that painting 

suffers under the “weight of its own history” and that while other creative platforms produce 

varied and interesting modes of work, it is the critical language of painting that still to a large 

extent provides the conceptual and contextualising framework for much of contemporary 

visual art. Elkins (1999) stresses the importance of the material quality of oil paint and explains 

the enduring effect this traditional material has on the painter, he comments that: 

To a non-painter, oil paint is uninteresting and faintly unpleasant. To a painter, it is the 

life’s blood: a substance so utterly entrancing, infuriating, and ravishingly beautiful that 

it makes it worthwhile to go back into the studio every morning, year after year, for an 

entire lifetime. As the decades go by, a painter’s life becomes a life lived with oil paint, 

a story told in the thickness of oil. (Elkins, 1999, p.5) 

 

Materials, process and the qualities of handmade-ness are central to the practice of all painting. 

First-hand engagement with the material properties of paint, quickly establish that it is often 

not easy to be in total mastery of what is essentially an elusive, difficult-to-control fluid. Paint 

often appears to have a ‘will’ of its own and continually defying and resisting the intentions of 
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the painter. Elkins notes this, suggesting that painting is similar to alchemy and describes how 

painting “takes place outside science and any sure and exact knowledge. It is a kind of 

immersion in substances, a wonder and a delight in their unexpected shapes and feels” (Elkins, 

1999, p.193). This thesis considers the resultant structure of the picture plane and comprises 

six chapters, all of which are interconnected by content and context and are drawn together 

through their direct relationship to my painting practice.  

 

The themes addressed by this research practice cover an extended view of the importance of 

the handmade in painting as well as a concern with remembering and the inevitability of 

forgetting in the context of painting. Another interest is the communicability and agency of 

objects when affected by the uncertainty and threshold effect experienced at the edge of 

paintings. A final consideration is with the way proximity and presentation contribute to the 

intentions conveyed by the work. These emergent themes have informed and driven the 

following four research questions: 

• How does the treatment of the periphery of the picture plane affect the transfer of 

meaning in paintings? 

 

• How can the painting process effect dialogue between ‘trigger objects’ and the picture 

plane? 

• How is the viewing experience altered by the presence, agency and proximity of 

objects? 

 

• Can the picture plane act as a communicative, revelatory membrane having quasi-

person status and how does this occur? 

 

This thesis opens with a chapter entitled ‘Making’, which explores another major concern of 

this research by examining the ways in which the act of hand making is embodied in painting 

and how it furthers the generation of meaning on and around the picture plane. It looks in 

particular at how the making process promotes thinking through the work of the hands and how 

intended and unintended data enters the work. The chapter also regards how meaning is 
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communicated through the acts of telling and revelation.  How material dialogue and “iconic 

consciousness” (Alexander, 2008) occur as a by-product of the making process is then 

addressed along with how the trace of the artist’s hand is carried in ‘the work’ and an 

assessment of the importance of decision making and knowing when something is ‘right’. 

These are important elements to consider when addressing my painting practice and as such 

the chapter concludes by discussing how the aforementioned theoretical concerns are applied 

and integrated into my own research practice. 

 

The second chapter ‘Remembering and Forgetting’ considers how the act of recollection and 

remembering can be visually triggered by objects which, when placed on and around the edge 

of a painting, can form chain-reactions of voluntary and involuntary associations. This includes 

an explanation of how Freud’s method of Nachtraglichkeit, the process of removing layers of 

overlaid memory to reveal hidden layers of memory data, impacts on my research practice. 

This chapter also looks at how an object such as an old plastic figure or photographic print, 

may similarly add signification to a painting through instigating recollection and the role that 

nostalgia plays in this process. This chapter ultimately explores how forgetting is not a wholly 

negative occurrence and how memory and meaning deflect and resonate around the periphery 

of the painting and beyond. This is viewed through the lens of my research practice. 

 

Chapter three, ‘My Objects’, focuses on the classification of objects and how they function as 

‘trigger objects’. The chapter also reviews the transitive effect of artefacts and how my objects 

adopt varying functions relative to the context in which they are experienced. How my objects 

have the authenticity of being the ‘real thing’ and as such carry a heightened ability to perform 

as ‘trigger objects’ is discussed here, in the light of Susan Pearce’s (1994) essay. 

 

The fourth chapter, ‘Agency’ explores how objects act in social relationships as proposed by 

Alfred Gell (1998) and includes a personal narrative of a Proustian ‘madeleine moment’ 
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experienced while buying plimsoll shoes for my young daughter. The notion of the ‘pensive 

image’ (Ranciere, 2008), will be accompanied by a discussion of a number of topics including 

facture, the agency of the picture plane and how the ‘vitalism’ of the painter transfers to the 

painted object to form the characteristics of a ‘quasi-person’. With regard to the latter 

phenomenon, the chapter explores Graw’s argument that artefacts such as paintings, are special 

objects because they are full of embodied meaning, loaded by their maker with intentional and 

unintentional meaning. This chapter also considers how the painted picture plane acts at times 

as a ‘receiver’ and at times as a ‘transmitter’. Included throughout is the consideration and 

application of these themes within my own practice. 

 

Chapter five, ‘The Edge of Painting’ assesses the liminal, peripheral space that constitutes the 

edges of paintings, comprised of areas of uncertainty, places where experience may become 

heightened or experienced in an adjusted mode. The chapter reviews the implications of the 

‘Expanded Field’ (Krauss, 1979) and its effect on the status of painting’s physical edge 

consequently ‘tempting’ the practice of the contemporary painter beyond the boundaries of the 

painting’s stretcher and into the exhibition space. This chapter also explores the uncertainty 

which is experienced at many sites where internality and externality interface, for example, at 

the point of the parergon (Derrida, 1987) at the painting’s edge. With this in mind, the chapter 

considers the site where the work begins and where it ends. Foucault’s (1967) two forms of 

heterotopian spaces; “heterotopias of crisis” and “heterotopias of deviation” are also 

considered in relation to my research practice in this chapter. Finally, the role that cast shadows 

play in the reading of my paintings is reviewed here along with how incidental lighting can 

influence the viewing experience. 

 

Many variables must be considered when viewing a painting, including formal and contextual 

concerns. However, audience proximity and the spectator’s ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1977) all 
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influence the viewing experience and play a part in the generation and transfer of meaning. 

Chapter six, ‘Presenting and Proximity’, looks at the interlocutory act, which occurs between 

a viewer and a painting and the ways in which such an event creates a relationship. This chapter 

investigates how Riceour’s (1975) description of dialogue and Bohm’s (1996) ideas of 

discourse are integrated into my practice. The way the space of the gallery is used to ‘draw in’ 

the audience and how proximity affects the viewing experience is discussed and the chapter 

explores the distinction between optic and haptic vision. This chapter concludes by discussing 

ideas of interiority and exteriority between ‘trigger objects’ and the audience in relation to the 

liminal sites within the gallery environment. This is considered in the context of a series of 

exhibitions of the paintings produced during this research project.  

 

The final Chapter is the ‘Conclusion’ which addresses my research questions and presents and 

contextualises the production of new knowledge. The research questions are addressed in the 

context of an inductive, dialogic relationship between theoretical reading and practical studio 

exploration. An evaluation of the new knowledge presented by the research completes and 

concludes this thesis. 
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METHODOLOGY. 

 

Linda Candy explains that “If a creative artefact is the basis of the contribution to knowledge, 

the research is practice-based. […] If the research leads primarily to new understandings about 

practice, it is practice-led” (Candy, 2001, p.1). I consider the methodology employed in this 

research to fulfil the definitions of practice-based research in so far as it employs an inductive, 

reflective approach utilising a body of studio-based work as an experimental, questioning mode 

of enquiry, accompanied and framed by a theoretical exegesis which includes an analysis of 

established knowledge. Candy explains the specific characteristics of a practice-based research 

as being: 

distinguishable from a conventional PhD because creative outcomes from the research 

process may be included in the submission for examination and the claim for an original 

contribution to the field are held to be demonstrated through the original creative work. 

(Candy, 2001, p.1) 

Defining the intentions of practice-based research, Candy states that: 

Practice-based research is an original investigation undertaken in order to gain new 

knowledge partly by means of practice and the outcomes of that practice. In a doctoral 

thesis, claims of originality and contribution to knowledge may be demonstrated 

through creative outcomes in the form of designs, music, digital media, performances 

and exhibitions. Whilst the significance and context of the claims are described in 

words, a full understanding can only be obtained with direct reference to the outcomes. 

(Candy, 2001, p.1) 

Within this process, making has been a distinctive activity and as such has formed a focused 

element of my theoretical, as well as my practical enquiry to the extent that it merits a chapter 

within my thesis (see Chapter 1 Making p.36) addressing its importance to my research. Due 

to the subjective nature of some aspects of this research, I have striven to maintain a self-

consciously, reasoned response and have reflected upon and related my methods to those laid 

out by Stephen Scrivener in his text ‘A Theory of Practice-Based Research’ (2002) in which 

he proposes a creative relationship between theory and practice, thinking and making. This is 

of particular relevance when ‘new knowledge’ is formed in a discipline such as painting. 

Scrivener argues that: 
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the proper goal of visual arts research is visual art, and that visual arts research should 

be conceived as being concerned not with original investigation undertaken to gain 

knowledge and understanding, but with original creation undertaken in order to 

generate novel apprehension. (Scrivener, 2002, p.2) 

 

Through the act of making, I generate creative artefacts which then inform and challenge 

existing painting conditions and preconceptions. By such means, the process of the generation 

of ‘novel apprehensions’ and new knowledge has been determined. Scrivener’s term ‘novel 

apprehension’ is addressed later in this methodology. 

On-going reflection, identification of current concerns and issues, and analysis of practical 

developments have all informed the practical, material investigations of the research fuelling 

the production of this thesis. This has allowed theory to inform and underpin practice aligning 

with a theoretical framework. The methodology has encouraged a reciprocal, academic 

dialogue occurring at all stages of the creative process. Reflexive practice and reflection ‘on 

and in’ action (Schön, 1983) promotes thinking as an ongoing process encouraging decision 

making to occur during all stages of work and is not confined to just the conclusion of the work 

process. Double –Loop Learning (Argyris and Schön, 1974) provides a way of thinking about 

the nature of the creative production process in a way that develops evaluative action and 

rigorous creative practice. This is evidenced in series of six reflective journals, the production 

of presentations and academic papers and the research outcomes presented in a series of 

carefully timed exhibitions (see Conclusion p. 120). The research culminates in a conclusive 

exhibition which is documented in Appendix B of this thesis. Each process has ensured that 

outcomes have been evaluated at all stages of the process leading to the formation of new 

knowledge. This process was also embodied in the generation of critical, analytical texts, 

allowing the practice-based research to be critically appraised. This has formed a thorough, 

objective cross referencing via the writing and presentation of focused abstracts and papers. 

Material thinking is an important element of practice that employs and recognises the process 
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of ‘knowing through making’ (Carter, 2005) and the experience of handling materials. On this 

point Barbara Bolt suggests:  

Words may allow us to articulate and communicate the realisations that happen through 

material thinking, but as a mode of thought, material thinking involves a particular 

responsiveness to or conjunction with the intelligence of materials and processes in 

practice. Material thinking is the logic of practice. (Barrett & Bolt, 2010, p.30)  

Heidegger (1962) posits that we gain our knowledge of the world through the handling of 

materials and processes prior to any theoretical, contemplative engagement. He suggests that 

contemplation occurs later and in response to situating the experience of practice. Bolt explains 

understanding as being “realised through our dealings with tools and materials of production 

and in the handling of ideas” (Bolt, 2010). In this study practical, studio research through the 

act of making, has pointed the way forward for theoretical enquiry and vice versa. This act of 

reciprocation, simultaneously working practical and theoretical modes in tandem, has allowed 

me to revisit ideas and concepts through dialogue and to test them using a non-linear process. 

As Scrivener points out “The creative process is one of establishing the conditions for the 

realisation of what has not been seen before, not one of thinking the thing out in advance” 

(Scrivener, 2002, p.11). There is a distinct difference between a scientist who theorises and 

then sets out to prove or disprove their findings and the way that thinking and making inform 

one another through the production of an art object (Scrivener, 2002). Scrivener’s approach 

has been informative in the development of this research. A qualitative, reflective and reflexive 

consideration of all aspects of processes and the production of outcomes underpins my research 

questions. This is implicit in and applies to both theoretical inquiry and practical processes. 

On-going, constant reflection on current concerns regarding related issues, current literature 

and emerging theory has formed the backdrop to this research and has underpinned and 

informed research reading and practical study, allowing a heuristic engagement with the 

research questions and promoting a flexible approach to theoretical and practical investigation. 
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This methodology has allowed the opportunity to maintain a reciprocal dialogue between all 

stages of the creative process, contributing to my thinking and the formation of this research.  

Throughout its duration, opportunities to engage with the academic community have been 

taken by presenting at conferences at national and international events. This has involved 

submission of abstracts to The Royal Academy of Arts, London and formal presentations at 

University Centre St Helens, University of Chester and KU Leuven (University) at Ghent, 

Belgium. In addition, I have attended conferences and seminars such as ‘Teaching Painting ‘at 

The Royal Academy of Arts, London, ‘Writing Painting/Painting Writing’ at the Whitworth 

Art Gallery in conjunction with Manchester Art College. I have also exhibited the results of 

my research practice in a number of exhibitions including ‘Object. Agency. Edge.’, ‘A Place to 

Live’ and ‘Addressed and Cornered’ at University of Chester and participated in the ‘Fully 

Awake’ exhibition series at The Holden Gallery, Manchester School of Art. This involvement 

has assisted the integration and inculcation of theoretical concerns into practice and vice versa. 

The project will make an original contribution to knowledge through the act of making and 

practical, studio enquiry. The concept of producing new knowledge emerges as a direct 

consequence of handling, making and conceptualisation. Bolt explains the need for extracting 

new knowledge in this manner, suggesting that: 

the quest for the new can be a misguided objective […] that results in self-conscious 

attempts at transgression in the belief that this somehow will produce the new. However, 

we cannot consciously seek the new, since by definition the new cannot be known in 

advance. […] The ‘shock of the new’ is thus a particular understanding that is realised 

through our dealings with the tools and materials of production and in our handling of 

ideas, rather than a self-conscious attempt at transgression. (Barrett and Bolt, 2010, 

p.31) 

 

Throughout this practice-based research, theory and practice have been in dialogue through the 

employment of the methodological processes outlined above, each taking a lead as and when 

necessary. This process has allowed me to look forwards to what may be achieved as well as 

reviewing retrospectively what has already been accomplished. The production of new 
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artefacts through practice, is a fundamental element of the research process and as such 

embodies and generates new knowledge/apprehension or proof that something new is possible, 

the result of theory and practice coming together. This process was essential in the formation 

of my research questions as well as in the generation of original creative work. 
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LITERATURE AND CONTEXTUAL REVIEW. 

The selected texts and artist’s practices referred to in this review, provide the underpinning to 

the focused research questions and allow theory from a wide range of sources, to combine with 

my practice to present an engaged, framed praxis, which has opened new vistas and produced 

new knowledge. As well as referencing published material this text also draws on unpublished 

PhD theses. It also references the practices of a number of significant artists who share similar 

concerns in their work which have in some way ‘jump started’ and encouraged my own practice. 

The work of these artists both contextualise and position my research practice alongside the 

theoretical underpinning referenced in this contextual review. I will now outline all of these 

elements. 

Martin Heidegger’s essay ‘The Origin of The Work of Art’ (1950) represents a lodestar for my 

practice. In particular, the idea of bringing ‘things’ together, to create a new form, has been at 

the heart of the practice-based element of this research. Investigation of the effect of assembled, 

disparate forms, presented in the liminal spaces at the painting’s edge, fuels the research 

questions. This text, along with Heidegger’s concept of ‘thingness’ as explained in Poetry, 

Language, Thought (1971) and Walter Benjamin’s (1936) discussion of the ‘aura’, provide a 

point of departure for much of the historical context and thinking behind my use of assembled 

and re-presented objects. The catalogue for the exhibition of contemporary painting, Painting 

2.0: Expression in the Information Age (Amner, Hochdorfer & Joselit, 2016), serves as a 

similar, more contemporary influence. Specifically, David Joselit’s essay (2016) and Isabelle 

Graw’s ‘The Love of Painting: Notes on the Vitality of a Success Medium and The Value of 

Liveliness’ (2016), have proved to be of particular importance to the formation of my 

comprehension of contemporary painting and the value of a renewed involvement with painting 

media. Graw and Joselit both discuss and promote the subject of the residual life of the artist 

in the work via the trace of manual labour and the importance of the “sub-semiotic” mark 
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(Elkins, 1995) as a vehicle which holds and delivers data as trace. Graw et al. (2012) and (2016) 

and Staff (2013) have proved invaluable in positioning this practice within a contemporary 

framework, providing a foundation upon which I have developed and calibrated my concerns. 

 

With regard to the first chapter Making, Juhani Pallasmaa’s book The Thinking Hand (2009), 

is referenced specifically, in particular Pallasmaa’s reflections of the trace and presence of the 

artists hand in the act of manufacture. The chapter also addresses the broader theory of situated 

thinking and the body - particularly the hands - as a site for thinking. The transfer of sensation 

felt through the hands during the act of making, is of significance to this practical research. 

Feeling one’s way, taking account of unpredictable problems and responding to ‘suggestions’ 

through handling materials or working ‘in the dark’ as a means of generating unexpected 

outcomes is also addressed here through a lens provided by Pallasmaa. The writing of Jeffrey 

Alexander (2010) on the subject of ‘iconic consciousness’ and his ideas on transferring 

meaning instinctively, through ‘social contact’ between objects and the viewer also underpins 

my thinking. Alexander writes of how meaning stored in and on the surface of objects such as 

artefacts, can ‘suck’ the viewer into an engagement which transfers visual, iconic data and 

meaning between the two parties. Joselit (2016) stresses the importance of the mark as a vehicle 

for storing dynamic movement and vitality. Created by the hand of the maker during the 

making process, mark -making turns the otherwise inert painting medium into a living material, 

capable of communicating aliveness and meaning. This ‘magical act’ of transition is also 

alluded to by Philip Guston in an interview with Clark Coolidge (2011). The trace of the artist’s 

hand in the work and the subsequent sign of ‘lived labour’ is explained by Isabelle Graw in 

The Love of Painting; Genealogy of a Success Medium (2018). Her publication significantly 

informs this thesis and places the process of production by hand and the sensual nature of 

manual labour at the heart of this research.  
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The importance of the making process and how the persona of the artist is held and transferred 

to the viewer by the painting object is another concern of my practice. I consider the squeegee 

paintings of Gerhard Richter and Wade Guyton’s digitally printed paintings to be examples of 

how, despite a considered distance being created by the application of media via non-traditional 

means, the artist’s ‘hand’ is still present, held in the work signifying and ‘carrying’ the evidence 

of labour. 

 

The theoretical underpinning for the second chapter, Remembering and Forgetting, stems from 

writing on the subject of memory (Kwint, Breward and Aynsley, 1999) as well as Susan 

Stewart (1984). Stewart’s chapter addressing Objects of Desire is of particular importance to 

this research. Proust’s (1913) narrative of involuntary memory and how he addresses the 

unexpected physicality and power of the ‘Madeleine Moment’, provides the support for the 

recounting of a first-hand, personal narrative of just such an experiential encounter. Freud’s 

(1890) process of Nachtraglichkeit or ‘afterwardsness’ is used to retrieve hidden and buried 

memory in trauma cases through the use of recollection, in order to expose fragments of over-

layered memory. This type of revisiting of experience and re-remembering is sought, as an 

entry point into this research practice. Seigfried Kracaeur (1963) writes of how in his view, 

photographs can appear to act in the world like ghostly presences. This is something I have 

come to empathise with through engagement with photographic material in this practice. 

Jacques Derrida’s idea of hauntology (1994), has also been referenced in this chapter, through 

the reading of Mark Fisher (2014). This is augmented by Svetlana Boym (2001) in which she 

presents her interpretation of the nostalgic. Conflating Boym’s notions of nostalgia with 

Derrida’s idea of the absent presence of hauntology, has produced a strong narrative in this 

research practice, which is driven by the uncertainty and open-ness of memory and recollection, 

through the temporal disjunctive potential of ‘trigger objects’.  
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The practice of Cathy Wilkes confronts the acts of remembering and forgetting. Her small-

scale painting ‘Untitled’ (2016) is a subtle, sensitive mixed media work consisting of a light, 

ethereal membrane of pale, washed-out colour, suggesting a fading recollection of an event 

half remembered or half-forgotten. It is as if the transient image is only partially captured 

before the memory of it slips away. 

 

 Memory also informs the depiction of interior space in Matthias Weischer’s painting entitled 

‘Mirror’ (2020), which ‘bounces’ the viewer’s gaze out of the picture plane, through the 

reflection in a painted mirror, into the viewer’s space. Weischer challenges the 

interiority/exteriority of the depicted space and the viewer’s physical space to generate a 

centrifugal, centripetal tension. In much of Weischer’s work, he employs a colour palette which 

signifies a remembrance of homeliness, at odds with the contents and uncertain function of his 

depicted rooms.  

 

Chapter three, My Objects, is underpinned by the theories of Ian Hodder and Susan M. Pearce 

as presented in Interpreting Objects and Collections (1994). This chapter draws upon Hodder’s 

(1987) paper to address and clarify the classification and functions of objects. Pearce’s (1992) 

essay presents the idea that objects need a willing recipient with which to commune and 

presents the advantage in this dialogic process, of the object being ‘the real thing’. Jacques 

Ranciere (2009) discusses the subject of ‘non-intention’ and how ‘unthought-thought’ transfers 

via the process of making, into the made objects. This he suggests, also occurs during the 

‘reading’ of art objects. This chapter also explores how my paintings perform as assembled 

things and how they communicate as mementos, relics and as fetish or transitional objects 

(Winnicott, 1953). There are many theories and much historical discourse focusing on the 

subject of the ability of objects to perform independently. Harman (2018), Brown (2001) and 

Latour (1990) each have their own credible positions and applications, however they serve a 
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wider socio-political and broader philosophical function than my understanding of the writing 

of Gell, Hodder, Pearce, Graw and Joselit, who write with a closer, more specific connection 

to the position of artefacts as ‘trigger objects’ in line with the interests of my practice and the 

intentions of this research.  

 

Robert Rauschenberg’s mixed-media, combine painting ‘Pilgrim’ (1960) allows external 

elements to enter the picture plane in the form of a chair that breaks the illusional space of the 

painted surface, by occupying the threshold space. The chair straddles the liminal space at the 

edge of the picture plane and gallery wall as well as occupying the uncertain, architectural 

space of the gallery wall and floor. The artwork is allocated on the gallery wall and in the 

gallery space, adopting a constant state of transition.  

 

In the assemblage ‘The Masked Zebra Kid’ (1964), Peter Blake takes an illustrated image of a 

zebra and places it on the top, center of his painting, drawing the viewer’s attention outside of 

the painted image and beyond the frame. The issues of internality and externality of the painting 

becomes focused on the Parergonic peripheral space. The cut-out, externally placed image of 

the zebra projects its ‘causal effect’ (Gell, 1998) to the audience along with the internal 

components of the work. This research shares Blake’s interest in nostalgic objects which 

confront memory and sentimentality. 

 

The fourth chapter, Agency, investigates how objects act in social relationships to affect other 

objects in their vicinity in the context of Alfred Gell’s Art and Agency: An Anthropological 

Theory (1998). Gell outlines the relationship between artist, objects and spectator by breaking 

the process into dialogic operating modes. He suggests that there are three ‘operators’ in this 

process; the agent, the patient and the artist. Gell’s theory is inculcated into my practice and 

provides the foundation for a dialogic relationship between the viewer and the work. Joselit 

(2015) is again significant here, his suggestion that sub-semiotic marks combine to act as 
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agents, storing and communicating the artists intentions through gesture, as a part of the picture 

plane. Joselit (2016) and Graw (2018) build on this concept to develop the theory that paintings 

sit somewhere between “objecthood and subjecthood”, possessing characteristics of both. 

Graw’s writing on this subject has provided this research with a theoretical entry point to the 

concept of the quasi-person.  

 

Gerhard Richter’s process of using a squeegee to apply multiple layers of thick oil paint, 

negates the dependency on brushes and to some extent distances the contact of the maker. This 

however then becomes Richter’s ‘signature’, carrying and promoting the evidence of his labour 

as a highly valued commodity. 

 

Chapter five, The Edge of Painting, explores the peripheral spaces at the paintings edge against 

the philosophical background of Derrida’s (1987) theory of the parergon. His premise that the 

framing of a painting brings nothing to the work, has provided a launchpad from which to 

contest this principle and produce work with a focus on the potential of the peripheral space. 

Foucault (1967) provides further insight into the idea that uncertain, transitional space, like that 

at the periphery of a painting, might be expanded and capitalised upon. Questioning the space 

beyond and surrounding the painted image John Berger asks ‘With what kind of space does a 

painting surround the ‘presence’ it depicts? […] Something happens to space within and around 

a painted image prior to any perspective system’ (Berger, 1993, 212). 

 

In addition to Marcel Duchamp’s development of the ‘readymade’, he used the term 

‘inframince’ to explain the existence of the phenomenon occurring in the space between an 

object and the space that surrounds it. Examples of this Duchamp gave as the warmth of a seat 

that had just been vacated, when the smell of tobacco also smells of the mouth that exhales it 

and the condensation on a polished glass or copper surface. This space forms a liminal gap 

which, generates a psychological uncertainty at the point where objects come together. The 
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potential of this transitional site, and it use as an expressive tool, is of relevance to this research. 

It is with this in mind, that the gap between the mould and the cast object is also of interest to 

this research. This pellicle ‘slice’ of ‘captured’ reality is bound theoretically with Duchamp’s 

‘inframince’ and holds, like many of my trigger objects, a physical record of another time and 

place. Rachel Whitread’s cast objects, for example ‘House’ (1993), retain a trace of the past in 

the form of a ‘lived surface’ lifted from the ‘original’ and presented to the viewer.  

 

Working from images based on the memory of events and everyday occurrences, the painter 

Howard Hodgkin frequently extended his painted surfaces out and over a framed support. He 

explained that he often felt he was working in a kind of ‘no man’s land’ operating in between 

the painting and the real world. He worked with the psychological possibilities of the uncertain, 

peripheral space of the painting’s edge and focused his practice on the potential of this 

threshold zone. Hodgkin’s painting ‘Mud on The Nile’ (1993) extends out of the pictorial, 

interior space onto the frame-space. This causes a tension to occur between what is the 

painting’s inside and what is its outside, causing the significance of the frame to be brought 

into question. The question of whether the frame-space is an intrinsic element or an addition to 

the work, generates an uncertainty that extends to where the work begins and where it ends. 

This is explained theoretically by Derrida in terms of his discussion of the parergon, a place 

where the work “exists and is absent at the same time” (Derrida, 1987).  

 

In Richard Roth’s painting ‘Under the Influence’ (2012) the periphery of the painted form is 

visually ‘broken’ down by the image folding around the form of the painting’s support. Roth 

employs the optical effect of high impact, geometric, repeated pattern to confuse the form of 

the support and appear to destroy the physicality of the space at the painting’s edge. 

 

In the sixth and final chapter, Presenting and Proximity, Paul Riceour’s (1976) description of 

‘The Interlocutory Act’ supports the practical research intentions which are further 
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underpinned by Anna Araujo’s essay ‘Feeling Through Sight: Zooming In, Zooming Out’ 

(2014). Issues arising from practical investigation through testing, using a series of focussed 

exhibitions, based on the proximity of the audience to my paintings, are supported and 

informed by Brian O’Doherty (1976) and Johanne Drucker (2005). They provide a theoretical 

base and have informed the presentation and exhibition-based concerns of this research practice. 

The intimacy of corners and those less-used, often overlooked spaces as addressed by Gaston 

Bachelard (1958), have proved highly relevant and thought provoking. James Putman (2001) 

also provides a broad exposition of how the gallery is used as a creative force in contemporary 

practice.  

 

Marie Lund’s practice is also of interest with regard to the considered curation with which she 

confronts the at times uncomfortable union between the three-dimensional object and the two-

dimensional painted picture plane. When objects and paintings are presented together, as they 

are in ‘Stills’ (2015) and ‘Loads’ (2014), and the gallery space is included as a strategic device, 

there is the opportunity for complex, unpredictable cross media conversation and signification 

to occur.  

 

The essays and interviews with twelve contemporary practitioners contained within David 

Ryan’s book Talking Painting: Dialogues With 12 Contemporary Abstract Painters (2002) has 

proved enlightening and clarifies the breadth of approaches within contemporary, abstract 

painting, through interviews with selected, major proponents. James Elkins’ (1998) reflections 

and ideas on the fundamental truths of what it is to make paintings, from the position of a 

painter, continues to prove a driving force behind this research. 

In addition to referencing published material this thesis also draws on unpublished PhD theses 

such as those by Mieves (2009) ‘After the Exotic’, Gilhooly (2010) ‘Enchanted Objects: 

Agency in the Magic Act and Contemporary Art Practice’ and Palin (2018) ‘The Condition of 
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Painting: Reconsidering Media Specificity’, all of which engage with and provide insight 

relevant to this research.  

Mieves (2009) addresses the atmospheric and psychological potential of the liminal in a natural 

space such as the beach. This view of location led me to consider the gallery space and how it 

might perform as a ‘heterotopia’ (Foucault, 1967) adding to the uncertainty of the viewing 

process and how strategic curation can affect it. This research seeks to maximise the potential 

of the gallery space as a means of contributing to the uncertainty of viewing my paintings.  

Gilhooly explores the relationship between the way objects perform in artistic practice as well 

as magic performances and reflects upon the effect this has on the viewer.  This provoked me 

to consider the potential of my ‘trigger objects’.  

Finally, Palin confronts contemporary painting’s position in relation to its materiality and the 

idea of material specificity along with a shared interest in the labour of painting and the making 

process.   

The themes of the texts referenced above ‘dovetail’ with some but not all of my research 

interests, they have however provided a contemporary context with regard to a range of shared 

concerns, whilst bringing to the fore and highlighting some gaps in existing knowledge. 

During the formation of this research project, I quickly came to realise that while many artists 

explored and extended their practice beyond the painting’s edge many were, and still are, 

contained by it. It became obvious to me that there was very little research material which 

explores the consequences of bringing together my converging concerns of agentic objects, 

liminal effect and memory. This I identified as a gap in existing knowledge and as such, 

provided a space for this research to explore. This has subsequently instigated the formation of 
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my research questions which are in turn addressed in both this thesis and in the generation of 

original creative artworks embodying my contribution to new knowledge. 
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CHAPTER 1: MAKING.  

1.1 Making. 

 

When you start working, everybody is in your studio – the past, your friends, enemies, the 

art world, and above all, your own ideas – all are there. But as you continue painting, they 

start leaving, one by one, and you are left completely alone. Then, if you’re lucky, even 

you leave. (Guston, 1960, p.30) 

 

Making provides the opportunity to work through problems in a non-verbal, non-textual mode 

and allow competence, virtuosity and connoisseurship to develop and emerge through practice. 

Making can generate new knowledge or proof that something never previously considered 

intellectually, is possible through the coming together of cognitive process and manual 

production. It is historically accepted that thinking takes place predominately in the mind, 

however Juhanni Pallasmaa, suggests a type of thinking can take place through the body and 

in particular, through the hands via the process of making. The situated mode of thinking via 

manual labour, comprises a highly developed process of investigation and knowledge gathering.  

 

In painting, the relationship between theory and practice needs to be carefully calibrated to 

include and support the act of making as a central concern. This is often less acknowledged 

outside of art and design due to the fact that certain types of knowledge, such as propositional 

and conceptual knowledge, are privileged over tacit, experiential and practical knowledge, all 

of which are less easily quantified or recorded. Due to this mindset, many academic forums, 

including universities, have long undervalued the position of making through the dependence 

on deeply rooted traditions that place propositional thought above practice and making. In 

universities there is an acceptance of the theorising of finished products or objects of art 

practice, while giving little epistemic credit to the experiential aspects of the acts of making 

through which they are produced. This negates much of the manual, practice-based work that 

informs and underpins the making process. Hours of testing, risk-taking and reflexive action is 

given little weight as the precursor to the production of the finished object. By using such a 
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model, the making processes are therefore often excluded from an acknowledgement of their 

epistemic significance secondary to the ‘finished’ article. It is vital that we recognise that the 

act of making involves situated thinking and is inexorably linked with the means of 

manufacture. It is therefore an essential component of gaining knowledge through practical 

experimentation involving the perfecting of making skills and the broader act of making in 

general. Heidegger tells us that “Every motion of the hand in every one of its works carries 

itself through the element of thinking, every bearing of the hand bears itself in that element. 

All the work of the hand is rooted in thinking” (Heidegger, 1976, p.16).  

 

Through the process of handmaking, a dialogue is developed between the maker and the made, 

through trial and error. This involves the important processes of mistake-making and perfecting. 

This integration of mind and hands, extends the mind into the material world. Material 

exploration practiced ‘in the dark’, takes place metaphorically and often involves the search 

for an answer with the maker never being sure of the question. This is a common practice for 

artists. Writing on the subject of how artists think ‘manually’ through the process of making, 

Pallasmaa remarks that: 

I have learnt to admire [the artist’s] capacity to grasp essences of things through their 

hands and bodies, and through their non-conceptualised existential understanding 

rather than through intellectual and verbal analyses. [Artists] rely on the silent wisdom 

of the body and the hand. (Pallasmaa, 2009, p.117) 

 

The process of handmaking expands the material object-ness of the made ‘thing’ and allows 

something of the maker into the work, heightening its subject status. This embodied content is 

‘grasped’ in the material structure of the work, passed on during its construction and includes 

content of an intentional and unintentional nature. Every work bears the trace of the maker’s 

hand and incorporates the considered and practiced, but also the intuitive, instinctive, 

accidental and even the unintended. Heidegger recognised that practical and experiential action, 

through the making process, produces a tacit, embedded content, writing that “…the kind of 
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care that manipulates things and puts them to use … has its own kind of knowledge” 

(Heidegger, 1962, p.95). Heidegger’s statement supposes that the act of making holds 

experience and knowledge of an embedded, manual kind within it. John Dewey posits that the 

making process consists of a type of mnemonic activity comprising of a series of sequential 

events, one action triggering the next and so on. He writes that the process is “continuous, 

consecutive, or concentrated in that each earlier act prepares the way for later acts, while these 

take account of or reckon with the results already attained – the basis of all responsibility” 

(Dewey, 1916, p.25). Artists have always been comfortable with the principle of working 

through a problem ‘in the dark’ by learning and realising a conclusion through practice, 

reflection and reflexion. Gerhard Richter also articulates the importance of a linear activity to 

the making process, explaining that: 

Painting has nothing to do with thinking, because in painting thinking is painting. 

Thinking is language – record keeping – and has to take place before and after. Einstein 

did not think when he was calculating; he calculated – producing the next equation in 

reaction to the one that went before – just as in painting one form is a response to 

another, and so on. (Richter, 2004, p.17) 

 

The making of an artwork, such as a painting, is a collaborative action, a dialogic process that 

occurs in a constant state of flux between the maker and the made object that is underscored 

by the materiality of the medium. A renewed awareness of the importance of the making 

process has led to an increased concern as to its function in contemporary painting. The 

extended manufacture time of the painting process allows for a deep and highly personalised 

engagement through the cognitive processes of selection, physical layering of media and 

embedding of information. As hand-made objects, paintings openly display the touch and trace 

of their maker, their painted surfaces hold the evidence of the maker’s lived labour. As Juhani 

Pallasmaa explains: 

In the experience of art and architecture, a peculiar exchange takes place; I project my 

emotions and associations onto the work […] and it lends me its aura that emancipates 

my perceptions and thoughts. […] The imaginary space suggested by the work turns 

real, and it becomes part of my experiential life world. (Pallasmaa, 2009, p.137) 
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Handmade-ness continues to be considered as being of great aesthetic, not to mention monetary 

value, thereby adding to the increased marketable value of painting as a commodity. This is 

due primarily to the refocusing of the strengthened relationship between maker, object and 

audience. This reflects, during a time of developing artificial intelligence and the ever-

increasing digitisation of manufacturing processes, the need for making of a more human, 

artisanal nature and the subtlety offered by handmade-ness.  

 

1.2 Intention and Unintention. 

 

The making, it is true, lets the jug come into its own. (Heidegger, 1971, p.166) 

 

 

The practice of painting inculcates a familiarity with its materials and allows the development 

of a highly personalised making process. This in turn promotes an important and decisive 

sequence of decision making to occur during manufacture that concludes with the realisation 

of the final, resolved form. Embodied knowledge, resulting from working through the making 

process, is experiential and tacit and can be difficult for the “experiencer” (Polanyi, 1966) to 

express verbally or through written language. This type of knowledge can only be conveyed 

through the physical actions of handling, touching, manipulating and the direct experience of 

manual engagement with materials. The experience of such haptically felt making, gained 

through practice, represents an essential means of knowledge acquisition in the visual arts. This 

haptic, physical sensation of manipulating and handling materials, during the application of 

painted marks and the construction of surfaces, inevitably includes the employment of 

experiential and embodied knowledge. Tacit knowledge is implicit in painting, it is contained 

within the process of making and is understood or implied rather than overtly stated. In painting, 

this phenomenon covers an apparently limitless vocabulary of mark making and layering, 

including additive and subtractive processes. Pallasmaa makes the point that he has often: 
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had the chance to observe that the hand and the body produce distinctly different ideas 

than the head. The latter tend to be conceptual, intellectual and geometricized ideas 

whereas the former usually project a spontaneity, sensuality and tactility. The hand 

registers and measures the pulse of lived reality. (Pallasmaa. 2009, p.117) 

 

Those life skills that are born out of experience, such as maturity, sophistication, worldliness, 

awareness and insight, are forms of cognition that are often embodied, tacit and developed sub-

consciously as a consequence of the act of handling through making. Pallasmaa continues to 

explain the subject of embodied knowledge and the sense that the creative act can appear at 

times to be ‘automatic’, as he puts it: 

it is the maker’s sense of self that seems to be performing the task as if his/her existential 

sense exuded the work, or performance. The maker’s identification with the work is 

complete. At its best, the mental and material flow between the maker and the work is 

so tantalizing that the work seems to be producing itself. (Pallasmaa, 2009, p.82) 

 

A heightened awareness of the value of the haptic is developed through continued repeated 

practice. This in turn produces a material dialogue in the form of a tacit conversation between 

the making process and the physical experience of making. This also involves the intellectual 

senses and tacit experience of the maker. High quality making skills are dependent on 

developing the sense of touch through repetitive practice, until a familiarity with process and 

materials begins to feel instinctively right.  

 

Experiential knowledge layered into the painted, material form of the picture plane, creates a 

communicative membrane alongside which, carefully selected ‘trigger objects’ can construct 

or heighten the intended meaning of the work. This process may be the result of a cognitively 

aware, intellectual process or that of a more sensual, non-conscious response. With a material 

based, hand-made object such as a painting, the materiality of its surface ‘holds’ layer upon 

layer of sedimented meaning, which relates directly to the maker. This extends equally to the 

maker’s ‘non-intentions’ which are also transferred into the materiality of the painted surface 

and are held alongside the intended meaning. On this subject, Jacques Ranciere proposes that 

images in addition to holding deliberate thought, can also contain a more passive form of 
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thinking which he calls ‘unthought thought’ (Ranciere, 2008). He defined this as “a thought 

that cannot be attributed to the intention of the person who produces it and which has an effect 

on the person who views it” (Ranciere, 2008, p.107). The painted picture plane is a perfect 

location to ‘hold’ traces of intended thought and ‘unthought thought’ in its facture and material 

composition. 

 

1.3 Iconic Consciousness. 

A similar phenomenon is that of ‘iconic consciousness’ (Alexander, 2010), a tacit form of 

personal knowledge which induces in the viewer, a sense of knowing through exposure to an 

image or object. To be affected by ‘iconic consciousness’ is to experience something 

somatically and physically, not through a formalised process of cognition. Alexander suggests 

that somatic, instinctively felt sensations should be considered alongside, if not hold 

precedence over more traditional cognitively driven aesthetic senses. Alexander explains how 

“To be iconically conscious is to understand without knowing, or at least without knowing that 

one knows. It is to understand by feeling, by contact, by ‘the evidence of the senses’ rather than 

by the mind” (Alexander, 2010, p.782). The notion of ‘iconic consciousness’ also suggests that 

meaning can be formed by aesthetic objects that are beautiful or ugly, or even quotidian and 

banal. As an agentic object the picture plane acts as a physical, material support within which 

meaning is stored and is capable of communicating tacit, implicit meaning through its 

materiality, its sub-semiotic marks and through the image it represents to the audience. 

 

1.4 Telling. 

Michael Polanyi writes that “we can know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1966, p.4). While 

Polanyi implies the act of ‘telling’ is through verbal or written means, on a sub-semiotic level, 

a painter will ‘push and pull’ the medium, manoeuvring it until the desired signification is 

achieved ‘in’ the medium. This act of tentative ‘feeling’ and the experience of gently accruing 
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knowledge, supports a growing confidence until the work begins to function as the maker 

intends. This is sensed as an act of discovery by the maker and of being ‘at one’ with the 

material. The acts of responding and slowly sensing the next move relative to that which has 

gone before, develops through practiced action, into a reflexive conversation between maker 

and materials. It is this reflexivity that forms an ongoing dialogue between the maker and the 

work during the making process. 

 

The subtlety of handmaking allows the act of thinking, during and as a consequence of the 

making process, whilst adjusting and deciding as a part of the process to reveal the outcome. 

Revelation is a form of gradual telling that suits the gradual making process of my practice. It 

allows a fuller engagement with the work which ‘asks’ the viewer to build their own 

relationship with the presented form. In teaching, it is better to not give the answer to the 

student, it is better for the student to find their own path to the outcome, this way is more 

meaningful and the experience more likely to stay embedded within the student. This is 

rudimentary to teaching practice. The notion of telling is not about giving a full explanation of 

the work leaving nothing to be discovered anew, quite the opposite, as Tim Ingold explains: 

To tell, in short, is not to explicate the world, to provide the information that would 

amount to a complete specification, obviating the need for would-be practitioners to 

inquire for themselves. It is rather to trace a path that others can follow. Thus the hunter, 

educated in stories of the chase, can follow a trail; the trained archaeologist can follow 

the cut; the competent reader can follow the line of writing. (Ingold, 2013, p.110) 

 

Right up to its moment of completion, a painting oscillates between being a metaphorical 

‘listening’, absorbing object and a ‘talking’, projecting object, until it undergoes a transitional 

moment of ‘becoming’ in its more fixed, final state. While this occurs, the status of the painting 

fluctuates between performing as a receiver of information to acting as a transmitter. This 

fluctuation has been highlighted by many painters. Francis Bacon said in interview that “I find 

that if I am on my own I can allow the paint to dictate to me” (Bacon, 1988, p.194). Bacon 

references here a ‘tussle’ between the demands of the material and the will of the artist.  
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Within our contemporary world of unrelenting exposure to images, the carefully crafted, 

handmade properties of material objects such as paintings, continue to enjoy a privileged 

commodity status above that of the products of digital reproduction, virtual reality and screen-

based imagery. This is partly due to the fact that the computer screen tends to create a distance 

between the image and the audience due to its glossy, reflective form, whereas the physicality 

and human idiosyncrasies of the handmade, draws the viewer closer. In some instances, with 

Bacon for example, an artist may demand that their paintings be presented under glass as a part 

of the presentation of the work. Glazing does however, separate the viewer from the tactility 

of the painted surface, whilst elevating the status of the painting as object. It also carries the 

reflected image of anything placed before it. This ‘drawing in’ of the beholder into the image, 

represents another opportunity for the deployment of an additional layer of signification. The 

physicality of material presence, the properties that digital reproduction and virtual platforms 

deny, only serve to highlight the continued importance of the space that the sensual act of 

handmaking occupies in contemporary practice.  

 

1.5 Material Dialogue Through Making. 

Making provides a means of gathering, holding and presenting information, manipulating 

experience into a materially formed object. Meaning is stored in the picture plane during the 

making process and generated by the engagement of the viewer via the significations it 

transmits. This can emerge from deliberate, intellectual strategies, as well as through the more 

existential processes such as the embodied intelligence of the makers hands and body. Philip 

Guston spoke of his amazement at how during the act of making, inert ‘scraped off’ oil paint 

can transform itself on the surface of the canvas and how this experience fulfilled a deeply felt 

motivation within him to repeatedly re-witness the transition of paint from inert matter into a 

vital, agentic substance. He writes: 
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what the hell am I interested in? I must be interested in this process that I’m talking 

about. You know, I scrape off a lot and I don't keep the studio very tidy, so you have 

on the floor just big blobs of paint that's been scraped off, like cow dung in a field. So 

something comes off on a picture and I look down at this stuff on the floor and its just 

a load of inert matter, just inert paint. And then I look back at the canvas and its not 

inert. Its active, moving and living. And that seems to me like some kind of peculiar 

miracle that I need to have again and again. (Guston, 2011, p.61) 

 

Ewa Lajar-Burcharth raises awareness of the medium, of which the constructed surface of the 

picture plane comprises, being the actual site where ‘meaning’ occurs, rather than being merely 

an element that contributes to the ‘act’ of meaning production. On this point she observes that: 

a renewed concern with the idea of the medium […] stems from the recognition of the 

material and technical register of the work of art as the very site rather than a mere 

support of meaning. What we witness in contemporary art practice is engagement with 

different, deliberately heterogeneous modes and conventions of making that often enter 

in a productive clash, a tense conversation with one another. (Lajar-Burcharth & Graw, 

2016, p.8)  

 

Lajar-Burcharth suggests that ‘meaning’ is held within the picture plane, contained within the 

material of the applied medium rather than by the shapes or forms described by it. The presence 

of the painter is bound in the materiality of the paint at a sub-semiotic level, and it is through 

this material dialogue that embodied experience and tacit knowledge, contribute to the agency 

of the painting. Alexander writes of iconic consciousness and its relationship to material 

dialogue in the following way: 

Iconic consciousness occurs when an aesthetically shaped materiality signifies social 

value. Contact with this aesthetic surface, whether by sight, smell, taste or touch 

provides a sensual experience that transmits meaning. (Alexander, 2008, p.782-783)  

 

It is no surprise that a medium such as oil paint, ‘loaded’ with tacit, embedded knowledge 

transferred through the act of making, via the artist’s hand, should generate and transfer 

‘meaning’ to the viewer. The composite material of the picture plane becomes a highly 

complex, vital site where personalised meaning is stored and transferred. Iconic consciousness 

generates dialogue through sensorial contact, at this point the viewer enters the relationship by 

creating additional layers of meaning, bringing their own lived experience to the event.  
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1.6 Decision Making: Seizing ‘Rightness’.  

 

My research as practice demands that I utilise skills, developed over time, carefully and 

sensitively to bring together the ‘right’ objects to form a ‘new presence’. This relies on 

judgement, experience and discernment supported by a practical understanding (Polanyi, 1966). 

In this research practice, the top rail of the stretcher supports, have over time, become a signifier 

of the home, echoing my habitual practice of placing found objects, to which I attach aesthetic 

value, on the tops of door and picture frames in my home. These objects get moved around, 

replaced and are sometimes discarded, as they fall out of favour. This fluid process continues 

until they feel anchored in some way and are felt to be ‘right’ in their place. This is a process 

that is also applied to the making of my paintings. It is a steady, methodical sequence of 

decision making which either eliminates or anchors objects to their location. This process is 

repeated many times until the relationship between picture plane and surrounding objects sits 

comfortably within the ‘frame’ of my connoisseurship, in much the same way that artefacts or 

objects of historical importance, in the broader sense, are presented to maximum effect within 

the setting of a museum. In this sense I assume a curatorial role and seek a sense of ‘rightness’ 

which takes time and practice and relies on the selective, curatorial experience to maximise the 

affective nature of the objects. It could be argued that the objects play some part in selecting 

and positioning themselves. Certainly, when it comes to placement and composing, I feel my 

objects and I come together in a dialogic exchange of trial and error until a balanced ‘agreed’ 

outcome is fixed.  

The acquisition of advanced skill is more often than not perfected through repetition over time 

and it is through the process of this practice, I have developed a kind of personal 

connoisseurship, borne out of repetition, experience, reflection and instinct. This sense of 

‘rightness’ can be elusive and can be difficult to explain within the limits of spoken or written 

language, it is easier demonstrated by doing. Handling objects, using tools, applying and 
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moving materials around with developing manual dexterity, are all essential experiential 

components that contribute to the process of decision making, in the performative process of 

my making. All function within the studio environment in an atmosphere of unsureness and 

uncertainty until a hardly perceptible moment when things suddenly, inexplicably ‘feel right’. 

This sense of ‘rightness’ has to be grasped before it slips away, however sometimes it is lost 

or overlooked and somehow disappears forever.  

 

1.7 The Trace of the Artist’s Hand in the Work. 

On the surface of a painting, sub-semiotic marks can be read as indexical traces of the artist’s 

labour, a residual content which captures the ‘signature’ of the maker. During the making 

process, the artist consciously and subconsciously embeds aspects of themself into the material 

of the work, ‘saturating’ it with the ‘imprinted’ evidence of their making. These traces are held 

within the physical material of the painted picture plane at a material, sub-semiotic level and 

function as evidence of the lived labour of the artist. The potential for this lived labour to 

connect with an audience, is a particularly potent attribute of painting, producing the presence 

of a “quasi-person”, a phenomenon which is most attractive to a prospective buyer and the art 

market in general. When purchasing a work of art, collectors have the expectation of getting 

‘closer’ to the artist via the presence of the work. Paintings become a kind of surrogate for the 

actual artist and in this respect, the absence of the painter’s presence, becomes a highly valued 

commodity. Graw writes that “Painting seems to lend itself especially well to being fetishized 

and effectively possessed. This also explains its lasting attraction from the viewpoint of the 

artist” (Graw, 2012, p.64). 

 

Frank Stella (1964) referred to painting as a type of handwriting, a mode of practice where 

indexical signs are embedded in the painted surface via its facture. He tried to separate his work 

from that ‘hand mark’ by employing a reduced gestural means of application. In his attempt to 
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diminish the physical contact with the canvas, the very process of intended separation then 

became the new indexical ‘signature’ of production. The same ‘shift’ occurs in Warhol’s 

‘squeegee’ printed paintings and the ‘dripping’ process of Pollock. The actions no longer 

separate, but ‘bind’ the work to the maker as a production leitmotif. In contemporary practice 

Richter’s use of the squeegee and Wade Guyton’s use of digital, ink jet printers and scanners, 

also set out to distance the hand from the painting process, however the distanced application 

again become the new, dominant signature. This draws the painting and the artist’s hand 

together through the act of making and causes them to remain especially close. It would seem 

that attempts to specifically exclude and play down the evidence of the hand-made, only serve 

to exaggerate and strengthen the bonds between the act of painting and the painter. Embedded 

meaning held in the facture of a painted surface, is produced through the action of the maker’s 

hand and mind, it is these indexical marks and gestures which form an extended connection 

between the work and its maker. This allows paintings to function as entities capable of 

generating shared experience and meaning, not only in terms of interaction between the work 

and the maker, but also extending to receptive viewers.  

 

1.8 The Components of My Practice. 

 

The components of my research practice consist of the painted picture plane and selected 

primary objects retrieved from my familial past. These elements are brought together to form 

reconfigured, assembled new objects that present a coherent ‘voice’. I view my role as that of 

a maker, assembling disparate objects, causing them to ‘perform’ with a unified intention, in 

some ways comparable to the role of the conductor of an orchestra. My individual components 

speak louder as a consequence of their mixed material compositions and interrelationships with 

one another, the sum of the parts being greater than the whole. 

My picture planes are constructed from oil paint applied onto primed wooden panels or 

stretched canvases using a range of applicators which include brushes, squeegees and rags to 
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generate layered paint structures. These are enhanced by the addition of primary objects such 

as plastic figures, photographic prints and plaster casts taken directly from the source objects. 

These are then employed as triggers to create dialogue with the picture plane and ultimately 

the viewer. Each trigger form brings its own set of unique, material properties which in turn, 

via agential capacity, carries and transmits meaning to the viewer.  

 

Oil paint is mixed with turpentine and Liquin medium to extend the pigment and form glazes, 

in addition to speeding up drying times, which in turn aids the process of layering and building 

stratified surfaces. The painted surfaces, in most cases, extend around the edges of the stretcher 

or panel to embrace the depth of the support. In some cases, the oil paint has been allowed to 

drift and connect with the objects, causing a material contamination that physically bonds the  

otherwise disparate items together. This fusion, which may be viewed as technically 

problematic, in terms of material stability and permanence, causes an interesting phenomenon 

whereby an amalgamated form is created, for example, between picture plane and photographic 

print or primary object and painting. This in turn produces properties that are further enhanced 

by the uncertain, liminal nature of the space in which both elements, now merged, are sited. 

The ‘internal’ passages of the picture plane are informed by my remembered past which 

dictates colour, texture and a broadly recalled sense of events and locations. Dust and matter 

found in the boxes in which the primary objects had been stored for almost fifty years, has in 

some instances been scattered into and mixed in with the oil paint, as can be seen in Figure 1.1. 

This forms an additional material link between the physical matter of past locations, the 

primary objects and the picture plane. The deployment of additional material into the painting 

medium was a product of reflexive practice stemming from a desire to physically connect 

something of the past with something of the present. During the painting process, the dust has 
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Figure 1.1. W. Robinson. (2018). Ellwood Avenue, Tank Man 

[painting].  

 

amassed to form tracts of congealed pigment in ridges, suggesting tendril-like connections 

between the internal surface of the picture plane and the objects placed at its limit.  

 

The scale of the paintings is purposely kept small and intimate, although on some occasions, 

when appropriate, this has increased to larger, more immersive dimensions. Some images have 

been varnished with picture varnish to give a high gloss finish with the intention of bouncing 

something of the gaze back at the viewer. This strategy brings the viewer’s attention into a 

more physical, somatic play with the painted surface as a process of attempting to see into the 

reflective layer. The primary objects have been carefully selected to operate in tandem with 

their designated picture plane, which has, in turn, been constructed through dialogue with and 

in relation to each object. Each painting supports at least one trigger object placed on or around 

its edge. The objects are not deliberately glued in place, or permanently fixed in any way, they 

are carefully balanced to heighten a sense of vulnerability whilst enhancing their 
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precariousness and state of flux at the painting’s edge. Most of the objects have been 

extensively handled throughout my childhood and as a consequence carry about their surfaces 

a ‘DNA trace’ of myself. Primary objects such as the tin-plate-figure (Fig. 1.2), a photographic 

 
Figure 1.2. W. Robinson. (2020). George Cohen or 

Ray Wilson? [painting]. 

 

print (Fig. 1.3) or a plaster cast (Fig. 1.4), all ‘hold’ memories and personal associations, and 

therefore have the potential to provoke sensations and experiences within the viewer. The 

mass-produced plastic figures, despite being industrially manufactured have been individually 

hand painted at the factory of their production. Some have been ‘retouched’ or ‘refreshed’ by 

myself at a young age, an intervention that adds a temporal aspect which further enriches the 

complete work. The choice of using photographic prints as trigger devices is made on the 

grounds that they place me inexorably in the work. Their ubiquitous nature and capacity to 

historicise the quotidian, also helps to personalise ‘the moment’ of the image and hold it in a 

material form. They aid memory and decrease the likelihood of forgetting. Photographic prints 

are presented in my work as frozen moments of time awaiting the human gaze to trigger a 

response. By ‘holding’ the residual, embedded trace of its presented image, the photographic 
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print becomes a mnemonic device and yet another potent form of ‘trigger object’ (Fig. 1.3). As 

material objects, the type of photographic prints employed in the work, processed 

commercially by companies such as Kodak throughout the 1960s and 1970s, virtually request 

 
Figure 1.3. W. Robinson. (2017). Kings Dyke 8 [painting]. 

 

that they be handled and passed around within acts of social exchange. Their glossy surfaces 

and white borders, combined with their small scale and delicacy, bring an additional tension to 

the work, that of a supressed tactility. The audience experiences a sense of wanting to touch, 

which is denied. In addition, their precariously balanced, un-supported situation, sitting on the 

periphery of the painting, is heightened by their tendency to curl and move independently in 

response to heat generated by gallery lighting or draughts within the exhibition space. This 

adds a physical animation to their presence and amplifies their agential effect. The use of 

plaster casts taken from my primary objects (Fig. 1.4) and the taking of pressings, to form 

moulded, clay replicas, is employed to make multiple copies, thereby extending the options for 

their use. During the moulding process, an imprinted layer of material is lifted from the original 

and is held, embedded in the surface of the replica. In this regard the mould is not dissimilar to 
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the photographic negative, it holds the ‘captured’ imprint of reality, imported onto its surface. 

This is then transferred across to the secondary object, in the case of photography, the print or 

in the case of the plaster, the cast. Also included in the work are broken fragments of casts 

 
Figure 1.4. W. Robinson. (2016). Archers [painting]. 

 

hinting at an elevated importance similar to that of an object from the past, suggesting a sense 

of historical presence, not dissimilar to a museum artefact, implying an elevation of the object’s 

status to that of a ‘significant’ find. The fragmentary casts also present portions of background 

material which, more often than not, are flat and against which the bas relief trigger forms are 

placed. In opposition to the visual barrier formed by the crisp white borders of the photographic 

prints the fragmented edges of the plaster casts allow the eye of the viewer to wander beyond 

the peripheral edges, onto the gallery wall and into the softer, liminal terrain of the projected 

shadow forms. 

 

The painted surfaces are built up over an extended period of time, in some cases over several 

years, allowing for a prolonged, reflective and reflexive practice to occur. All have undergone 

a regime of painting, overpainting, removing, replacing, subtracting and adding until they reach 
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a point of being ‘tight and right’. The culminating work is consequently charged with layers of 

composed, considered data that reaches out to connect with the beholder’s own experience. 

Tacit and embedded knowledge function in the sub-semiotic ‘passages’ of the painted picture 

plane, working intentionally and unintentionally, in conjunction with my objects to generate a 

heightened viewing event, producing a material ‘voice’ that bares witness to the work of my 

hands.  
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CHAPTER  2: REMEMBERING AND FORGETTING. 

2.1 Remembering and Forgetting, Nostalgia and Nachtraglichkeit. 

Practically, we perceive only the past, the pure present being the invisible progress of 

the past gnawing into the future. (Bergson, 1911, p.194) 

 

 

According to Kwint (1999) in Western culture, objects perform to produce memory in three 

discernible ways. Firstly, by instigating recollection through recreating our vision of the past. 

Secondly, they stimulate remembering by not only considered, structured memory but also 

through the accidental, serendipitous encounter, recalling information that would otherwise 

have remained repressed or forgotten, such as in the case of Proust’s ‘involuntary memory’. 

Finally, objects form ordered records of our past, such as in the case of historical archives or 

in the more personal, familial context of the photograph album. Kwint describes such forms as 

‘analogues to living memory’ (1999, p.2). Without memory and the ability to remember, the 

events of our lives and our personal history would be illogical, transient and unordered, lacking 

a framing context. All three of Kwint’s contexts are exercised in the formation and manufacture 

of my practice and all are carefully considered in its presentation. It is worth noting that over 

time, our understanding of memory has changed, from the emphasis on recall and regurgitation 

of lists of facts stored away in a corner of the mind, to an appreciation of memory as an 

important key to understanding the constantly evolving world in which we live. This is in part 

due to the fact that we now have available to us technologies solely dedicated to virtual and 

data-based information storage. This can be held in ever expanding hard drives, potentially 

freeing up human memory to operate on other more important concerns. 

 

Considering the emotional effect that looking at paintings can cause and how shared 

experiences can be attributed to paintings, James Elkins explains that “The history of art is 

replete with images that are intended to affect us deeply: not just pique our curiosity, but to 

move us to tears” (Elkins, 2001, p.206). My research project has to a degree, an auto-
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ethnographic dimension, in as much that its source content is reliant upon self-reflective, 

personal historical material and as such primary objects of personal significance, including 

photographic evidence, my own remembered narratives and the recollections of my family, all 

provide reference material upon which I base, develop and construct work. Prior to the digital 

turn, the photographic print occupied a similarly dominant role of preserving memories for 

most families to that which mobile devices such as iPhones and laptops perform today. To 

include objects, such as photographic prints in my practice was an obvious point of departure, 

a point of relatively stable reference, a more concrete touchstone used in conjunction with the 

fluctuating, ebb and flow of memory alone. Rather than discounting either of the two 

disciplines, I felt the conjoining of both, rather than confusing or detracting, would enrich and 

possibly provide a fuller ‘voice’ for the work. This multi-faceted ‘voice’ continually ‘speaks’ 

through the mnemonic chain-reactions and connections between the audience and the presented 

work. Associations between objects and the picture plane, itself a form of mnemonic trigger, 

provoke further responses from the viewer and instigate memories founded in personal 

experience. These acts of remembering, highlight the small, the insignificant and the quotidian 

as well as bringing to the surface more important recalled material. In my practice, the spaces 

around the picture plane are more often than not, the place in which to present selected objects. 

However, the gaps between and immediately around them have become signifiers for other 

forgotten material, signifying stories that have not been fully remembered or have not been 

considered important. One might call these spaces forgotten passages or sites that defy recall. 

Through conversations with relatives it has been interesting to learn just how much remains 

within this misremembered or forgotten zone. These empty spaces manifest themselves in the 

work as ‘pauses’ that contain ethereal elements such as shadows, cast from the objects, and 

sometimes incidental blemishes on the gallery wall. They act as a kind of grounding or 

stabilising matter against which the more solid forms of the objects can function. The cast 
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shadows are ‘set to work’ as indicators of uncertainty, acting as reminders of the fluctuating 

and diminishing aspects of recall. They in turn suggest a semiotic tension between the certain 

and uncertain, known and unknown, the work and the audience. It may be worth noting, with 

regard to the act of recollection, that the colour, marks, texture and surface of the painted 

components of my work are all the production of my recall too. I profess that I cannot guarantee 

that they are exact reflections of the sources to which they refer, they are dependent on 

memorised data and as such, prone to fluctuation and inaccuracy. More often than not, painted, 

formal elements such as colour vary from work to work and when viewed together, the 

differences may well be heightened. The inevitable flexibility of such data allows the 

importation of my memory and interpretation of source material into the work, this ultimately, 

in turn, resonates with the objects and occurs during the act of viewing.  

 

Henri Bergson defines memory as being the intersection of mind and matter. He wrote that 

“Memory, is inseparable from perception, it imports the past into the present” (Bergson, 1911, 

p.80). This passage is of particular relevance in regard to the role that the picture plane’s edge 

plays in my work. The edge of the painting is the point at which the remembered past is joined 

with the continually unfolding, living experience of the present. This ‘bridging’ effect between 

the two states can occur not only by design but also by chance exposure, as recognised in ‘A la 

Recherche du Temps Perdu’ and the ‘involuntary memory’ experience of the lead character’s 

‘petite madeleine’ moment. Esther Leslie writes of such ‘involuntary memory’ as being 

“Spontaneous, not goal bound, glancing off material objects encountered by chance. It is vivid, 

pre-verbal and connected to blissfulness, which is why, in Proust, such memories are lashed to 

childhood” (Leslie, 1999, p.117). 

 

This is evidenced in my research and practice, the realisation that when placed in a liminal 

space, such as at the painting’s edge, objects may be read in a more open, flexible manner than 
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whilst simultaneously triggering, as they do, vivid sensations similar to the unstable, 

fluctuating, mnemonic processes of human memory. These sensations can be voluntary or 

involuntary, can be predictable or in some cases unpredictably hidden and deeply ‘imprinted’ 

within the viewer’s memory. It is in this form that Freud considers memory, as an imprinted 

trace on an individual’s psyche, that can become overlaid with other layers of information. He 

suggests that these layers might not replace but are more likely to dominate previous layers of 

experience. With this notion to the fore, he asserted there was no such thing as amnesia or 

memory loss, just a kind of misplacement or a ‘covering’ of memory data and experience. The 

concept of Nachtraglichkeit, loosely translated as afterwards-ness, retroactivity or hindsight, is 

a psychical process referred to by Freud as facilitating the reconstitution of an original 

experience and a rearrangement of it to suit ongoing, current circumstances. To this end, Freud 

applied the concept of Nachtraglichkeit to help victims of trauma to overcome and excavate 

repressed experience as an act of healing. A metaphoric illustration of this process is ploughing 

the soil to reveal covered, past material, thereby revealing deeper, hidden strata and causing 

the exposure of ‘buried’ or material from the past. Again, this brings the past and present 

together, through the acts of remembering and recollection. This phenomenon is duplicated in 

my research practice by the revelations instigated by objects placed at the painting’s liminal 

edge, where they metaphorically ‘scratch away’ at the surface of the viewer’s experience to 

expose new layers of memory, in unison with the stratified structure of the picture plane, to 

promote a sense of afterwards-ness and transition.  

 

Liminal spaces, due to their characteristic qualities of between-ness and uncertainty, are ideal 

locations in which to provoke the generation of remembering and forgetting activities. The 

uncertainty of memory and our capacity for forgetting, produce the conditions for ambiguity 

to be heightened and for recollections to be perceived as somehow objective and subjective at 

the same time. Human experience and memory fluctuate and are never concrete. In addition to 
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this, as human beings we are flexible, soft entities, the physical and emotional edges and the 

borders of our ‘self’ are porous, allowing external impulses to move in and out. While memory 

is highly complex, it is also non-permanent and often unreliable. The space remaining between 

the remembered and the forgotten generates a sense of absence. Berger explains this absence 

as a disappearance. It is, however, important to note that for him the act of forgetting is not 

construed as being wholly negative. On the importance of the sense of forgetting and 

specifically the ‘disappearance’ from memory of what we have seen, Berger observes that: 

To this human ambiguity of the visible, one then has to add the visual experience of 

absence, whereby we no longer see what we saw. We face a disappearance. And a 

struggle ensues to prevent what has disappeared, what has become invisible, falling into 

the negation of the unseen, defying our existence. Thus the visible produces faith in the 

reality of the invisible and provokes the development of an inner eye which retains and 

assembles and arranges, as if in an interior, as if what has been seen may be forever 

partly protected against the ambush of space, which is absence. (Berger, 1984, p.50) 

 

In the space where memory and recollection break down, and forgetting dominates, we tend to 

be inventive and follow a desire to create new versions of the original memory. This kind of 

 
Figure 2.1. W. Robinson. (2021). Two Sisters [painting].  

 

re-envisioning is helpful in accommodating the intention of my paintings. This can be seen in 

the diptych Two Sisters (Fig. 2.1). Fragmented, shapes are broken and are compressed inside 
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swathes of dense, white pigment that wipe across the picture plane, obliterating and revealing 

at the same time. The shapes pour into and out of the photographic print while echoing the 

colour, texture and the brittleness of its white border. The work demands that an open, flexible 

attitude is adopted by the viewer. 

 

2.2 Nostalgia and My Practice. 

 

Nostalgia is a sadness without an object, a sadness which creates a longing that of 

necessity is unauthentic because it does not take part in lived experience. Rather, it 

remains behind and before that experience. (Stewart, 1993, p.23) 

 

Nostalgia induces in the viewer an emotional response to a remembered time and place. It 

presents a reminder of a time past. That time is often remembered as a lost, mourned moment 

that can never be relived or re-enacted. To this end nostalgic objects evoke embedded sensation 

and experiences and they promote meaning that would otherwise lie dormant within the viewer. 

On this subject Kwint writes that “Evocation implies open dialogue between the object, the 

maker and the consumer in constructing meaning” (Kwint, Breward and Aynsley, 1999, p.3). 

He writes of how, for example, exhibits in a museum, can impress a viewer into remembering 

previously forgotten material. Kwint states that “Suddenly reminded of some fragment of 

knowledge or personal circumstance by an exhibit, visitors can become instant narrators and 

possessors of the objects” (Kwint, Breward and Aynsley, 1999, p.8). In this regard, objects are 

repositories of past events, holding encoded meaning.  

 

The iconographic reading of an object such as a photographic print, allows the viewer to 

interpret autobiographical events and expose hidden or suppressed narratives relating to 

embedded experiences of their own. Through recollection, remembrance and association, the 

audience can re-open and re-confront their own personally significant issues and thereby share 

and compare experience with others. Within critical discussion, the subject of nostalgia is 

frequently addressed in a negative manner and often treated as being synonymous with 
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sentimentality. The negative presentation of nostalgia often equates its relationship to memory 

with that of kitsch to true art. The experience of nostalgia and the human propensity for the 

nostalgic is always present, emerging at times from the unstable platform of personal memory, 

rather than the harsher reality of historical fact. Nostalgia is built on how we wished things had 

been, rather than how events actually happened. Svetlana Boym observes that “Nostalgia is a 

longing for a home that no longer existed or has never existed.  Nostalgia is a sentiment of loss 

and displacement, but it is also a romance with one’s own fantasy” (Boym, 2001, p.xiii). The 

term nostalgia is often randomly applied or reached for too quickly when assessing objects of 

important personal meaning, association and history. Rather than being the carefully chosen 

signifier and a product of ‘executive artistic skill’ (Roberts, 2007, p.2), I have found through 

this research practice, that presented objects are too often viewed and undervalued as 

sentimental or merely nostalgic items. This at times insensitive attitude, underplays the agential 

power and vitality of objects such as those deployed in religious shrines, or used in rituals and 

tends to overlook the long history and importance of objects as employed in works of art, since 

Marcel Duchamp.  

 

The intrinsic properties of time, scarification from everyday use and decay, all provide an 

inevitable ambiance of nostalgia and melancholy, serving as reminders of another time and 

place. Christopher Frayling writes that “Time and meaning are embodied or encoded in our 

perception of everyday things” (As cited in Kwint, Breward & Aynsley, 1999, p.xiii). However, 

the inherent, historical nature and reflective character of my objects is not intended to celebrate 

nor berate, but to provide a positive launchpad for reflection. The materiality of the objects, 

permeated with the sense of belonging to a different time, presents an opportunity to construct 

a dialogue that fuses together the materials of the painted surface with real objects, this creates 

a new object that in turn generates new meaning. One of the drivers of my practice-based 

research is the requirement to merge the historically and culturally separated modes of painting, 
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photography and the readymade. A challenge that is not without its obstructions with regard to 

preconceptions and conventions, however the practices of for example Francis Picabia, Robert 

Rauschenberg and Peter Blake provide historical, theoretical underpinning and support. This 

is also witnessed in the contemporary practices of Marie Lund, Anselm Kiefer, Kathy Wilkes 

and Merlin James, all of whom share the similar concern of utilising the deployment of objects 

in and alongside painted surfaces. In some cases, the objects I employ have been physically  

 
Figure 2.2. W. Robinson. (2017). Kings Dyke 2 [painting]. 

 

broken by constant use and rough handling and some exist only as a component part of an 

original whole, these are deployed knowingly, and their signification stems from a partial 

remembering. This inclusion of fragments of things also heightens, rather than diminishes or 

denigrates the presence of the missing, whole object. This can provide an inference of antiquity 

and can heighten their perceived importance via the construction of an aura of ‘assumed’ 

preciousness. Rather than giving the negative impression of a broken, devalued object, this 

new ‘thing’ is raised in status, above that of the ‘merely’ nostalgic and sentimental. In many of 

my paintings a photographic print leaves an evidential trail into or out of the interior space of 
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the picture plane, suggesting a physical, centrifugal move from the intimacy of the painting’s 

inner space towards the exteriority of the edge, or conversely, a centripetal movement from the 

outside in. This is demonstrated in my painting Kings Dyke 6 (Fig. 2.2), one of a sequence of 

nine paintings in which photographic prints, depicting their titular location, appear to slide 

outwards leaving a scarified, snail-like trail behind them. This ‘slippage’ is echoed by the 

shadows cast at the painting’s periphery, linking the picture plane to the gallery wall and out 

to the world beyond, locating the painting in the room, in the present. In my painting 

Remembered Dress (Fig. 2.3) a photographic print is tucked beneath the lower edge of a green 

surface, denying the viewer full sight of the photographic image. This implies forgetting and 

 
Figure 2.3. W. Robinson. (2021). Remembered Dress  

[painting]. 

 

partial remembering. It also brings into consideration the edge and back of the canvas support. 

However, the solidity and presence of the photographic print, in conjunction with the green 

picture plane, performs as an act of witnessing and importantly, defers forgetting.  
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2.3 Remembering and Forgetting Through My Practice. 

The inclusion of objects, placed alongside the painted surface, introduces a stimulus for 

conscious recollection via their physical presence. This in turn creates a dialogue between 

memory and remembered images to generate a more ‘complete’ image in the mind of the 

viewer. My objects perform mnemonically, triggering thoughts and associations in the mind of 

the viewer, creating a space for differing interpretations and producing gaps for the act of 

forgetting to occur. As mnemonic devices, these objects are well placed to steer memory and 

orchestrate subliminal dialogue with the audience. Mnemonic activity allows the audience to 

creatively interpret biographical and autobiographical histories and to reveal and reflect upon 

forgotten or otherwise hidden narratives and experiences of their own. Through the process of 

remembering the audience is invited to share and compare their experiences. When writing 

about painting and its relationship to memory, Alison Gingeras states that: 

Painted images […] can more easily trigger a free play of association, or become a catalyst 

for a web of connections that relate to the viewer’s own memory bank […] the painstaking, 

artisanal nature of a painting’s own making metaphorically relates to the mental intensity 

and time required by the act of reminiscence. (Gingeras, 2005) 

 

Gingeras explains, painting is an ideal ‘tool’ to initiate memory via engagement with the 

physicality and sensual materiality of paint. The process of building the surface of the picture 

plane with multiple layers of recalled experience, invites memory to play a major role in the 

decision making; this is inherent to the facture of all painting. The objects I use possess an 

evocative power that enables them to elicit responses from myself as a maker via the process 

of making and in turn, from the audience via the process of viewing. My paintings promote a 

kind of metaphorical dialogue stemming from remembered places and objects which promote 

subjective, open-ended interpretations. They contain embedded unintentional as well as 

intentional data in their construction. Meaning is prompted by the signs contained within the 

material of the picture plane, via sub-semiotic data. Unintentionality opens out the potential 

reading of my paintings. I very much enjoy the idea of this uncertain relationship. 
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The objects themselves had until recently been considered ‘lost’ and as such had been more or 

less forgotten, or at best placed to the back of my mind. I had a vague memory of some of them. 

Since their rediscovery, they have remained constantly in sight and to hand, allowing a closer, 

more detailed scrutiny. This new intimacy has provided me the chance to reflect on their 

original histories and roles, which in turn provokes many of my own memories of familial sites, 

situations and events. The objects carry about their surface the trace of all who have handled 

and held them, but in the main, it is the trace of my own physical presence that covers their 

surface. Over the period of time, during which they were left to rest in a cardboard box at the 

back of a cupboard, they have to some extent been protected, however time has inevitably left 

its mark on their surfaces. I sense that the objects are ‘encased’ in an insulating shell stemming 

from a different time and when they were taken from their forgotten spaces, exposed and re-

presented in the present, they have adopted new, adjusted meanings. They are historical objects 

from the past that have transitioned into psychological objects of the present through 

engagement with other objects and a new audience. As Leslie observes “Remembering occurs 

in the present, and the present accommodates the recollector […] the meaning of the object 

hinges on the layers of time that have smothered it” (Leslie, 1999, p.108). These objects are 

imbued with the product of lived experience from the past and when placed in carefully 

considered, new contexts, they promote fresh meanings.  

 

Amongst my collection are a large number of photographs, all of which bear an image of myself 

at various stages in my childhood. The photographic portraits engage with the painted picture 

plane to commune a physical link between myself and my past through the material properties 

of the picture plane’s painted surface and the chemical composition of the photographic print. 

An example in which my practice brings together a painted surface and a photographic print is 

illustrated in Figure 2.2. There are two ways of reading the relationship between the painted 
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image and the photographic print. The first interpretation is to see the photograph as being 

ejected by the interior image as a frozen event. The second is to view it as a placed, static object 

at rest at the painting’s edge. Either way the two objects are bound together juxtaposed through 

placement and proximity and collectively the two form a new singular object which communes 

in a new way. Heidegger writes: 

The artwork is, to be sure, a thing that is made, but it says something other than what 

the mere thing itself is, allo agoreuei. The work makes public something other than 

itself; it manifests something other; it is an allegory. In the work of art something other 

is brought together with the thing that is made. To bring together is, in Greek, 

symballein. The work is a symbol. (Heidegger, 1971, p.99)  

 

In keeping with Heidegger’s statement, my selected objects hold their own time, which begins 

with their manufacture and extends to the time when they were joined with the picture plane. 

As a consequence of this action, a tension is then created between what was, what is and the 

newly formed potential of what may become. In Picnic (Fig. 2.4) the photographic print is  

 
Figure 2.4. W. Robinson. (2016). Picnic 1 [painting]. 

 

placed at the centre of the top edge of the painted surface and connects with the interior space 

of the picture plane through alignment with a smudged ‘exportation’ mark. The compression 

between the externality of the photographic print and the internal picture plane, meeting at the 
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painting’s periphery, establishes and promotes a new relationship between the two. Through 

the process of painting, selection and placement, my intention is to ‘squeeze out’ and extract 

new meaning and bring into the present, information held by these objects of the past. The 

‘squeezing’ of objects together in this way, agitates the remembered past, causing the 

remembered narrative to resonate with the experience of the present. Through digitisation and 

globalisation our relationships with time, space and distance have become compressed. This 

global development emphasises the relevance of painting’s dialectic of internality and 

externality and serves as a reminder of the broader purpose of painting to act as a form of 

‘witnessing’. Laura U. Marks writes of the ‘aura’ of an object (Benjamin, 1936) as being: 

the sense an object gives that it can speak to us of the past, without even letting us 

completely decipher it. It is a brush with involuntary memory, memory that can only 

be arrived at through a shock […] it can never be completely satisfy our desire to 

recover that memory (Marks, 2000, p. 81). 

 
Through the work, everything begins to feel nearer. It is worth reiterating at this point, that our 

relationship with painting is one of the few cultural, aesthetic experiences that have both kept 

up with the incredible pace of cultural and technological change whilst remaining relatively 

constant. Constantly tangible and constantly human.  
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CHAPTER 3: MY OBJECTS. 

 

3.1 The Classification of Objects. 

This research practice involves the production of assembled, multiple form structures that 

comprise of a painted picture plane accompanied by a single or group of carefully selected, 

mediated objects. These take the form of a photographic print, a primary ‘real’ object or a 

plaster cast, taken from an object. Each component is carefully chosen and assembled alongside 

a painted surface. All rely on their inherent agentic power to establish a dialogue with the 

painted picture plane and ultimately between the newly formed assemblage and with its 

audience in turn.  

 
Figure 3.1. W. Robinson. (2020). Kings Dyke Mini [painting]. 

 

The painting Kings Dyke, Mini (Fig. 3.1) is comprised of two small, painted panels, a 

photographic print, some cotton thread, a fragment of a plaster cast and a plastic figure toy. All 

are precisely placed to resonate with the painted surfaces of the panels. Both elements are 

positioned close to or on the edges of the oil-painted surfaces which replicate the particular 

textural qualities and colours of remembered qualia of the Kings Dyke address. This example 

is typical of the research practice, in that it brings together and re-presents my primary objects 
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alongside a painted picture plane. This ‘bringing together’ encourages those separate 

components to ‘communicate’ and relay their ‘messages’ with one another as well as with the 

audience. The many objects that came into my possession and became sources for this research, 

are all intimate objects holding layers of personal history and as such are ‘drenched’ in a strong 

emotional and physical aura (Fig. 3.2). This creates a bond between the objects and myself that 

extends to those who view them. The objects all vary in scale, material and form, and I have  

 
Figure 3.2. W. Robinson. (2021). Die Cast Truck. [photograph].  

 

formed an attachment to each of them that relates to specific addresses from my past, life events 

and familial histories. All serve to ‘provoke’ a recollection of a sense of another time and place. 

The longer I have spent in their company, the stronger my affiliations and associations with 

them have become. Within the context of this practice I employ objects that perform in a variety 

of ways, sometimes in alignment with and sometimes acting against the ‘suggestions’ provided 

by the picture plane. Throughout this research, I have sought to bring clarity to the process of 

interpreting the meaning and role of the objects through an analysis that engages with the 
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discipline of material culture and in particular, as a point of departure, through the work of 

archaeological theorists Lewis Binford, Ian Hodder and the curatorial theorist Susan M. Pearce. 

According to Binford, the status and classification of objects can be defined as having three 

levels of function. Take, for example, my first pair of shoes, pale blue and made of leather (Fig. 

3.3) Firstly, they operate with a “technomic” (Binford, 1962) function, which is strictly 

utilitarian and relates to the technology of the culture from which the object is taken, they are  

 
Figure 3.3. Wayne Robinson. (2019) Blue Shoes [painting]. 

 

a pair of leather shoes for protecting and keeping the feet warm (Fig. 3.3). Secondly an object 

can be categorised by its socio-technical function. This involves its use in a social rather than 

a technological context. The same pair of blue shoes are a child’s first pair of shoes and suggest 

a social and economic standing. Thirdly and finally, an “ideo-technic” (Binford, 1962) function, 

where the use of an object is defined in a religious or ideological context, for example, a pair 

of children’s blue shoes may signify blue for a boy and were worn at the child’s christening 

giving them a ceremonial, symbolic value. Hodder (1994) broadly expands Binford’s three 

ways of interpreting objects suggesting that an object’s meaning is dependent on how it effects 
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the world when presented outside of its “technomic”, “socio-technic” or “ideo-technic” 

(Binford, 1962) function and that all objects can have designated additional meaning dependent 

on their history and the relationships they share with their owners and users. The objects 

employed in this research, whether a plastic figure, a photographic print or a plaster cast, all 

possess, in Binford’s terms, a “technomic” (Binford, 1962) play function, a socio-technic value, 

that of a collected object with a social status and an “ideo-technic” (Binford, 1962) value as a 

semiotic signifier. Within this context, this research practice demands the deployment of 

‘actual’ objects and draws upon the fact that they possess both a personal and a broader, shared 

historical status. On this point Pearce writes of the “power of the real thing” (Pearce, 1994, 

p.20) and how important that quality is when we interpret symbolic meaning from objects. This 

is especially important in the context of curated objects presented in museums and collections 

but applies equally to this research practice. I would argue that this is of equal significance 

when objects are re-presented in a new context as ready-mades or artworks in a gallery.  

 

This research is based on the realisation that objects are active and not just passive. There is an 

acceptance today that the emotional potency which resides in many supposedly inanimate 

objects, can communicate with audiences across a wide range of contexts to generate meaning. 

This occurs particularly in the domain of practices such as painting where, as Pearce suggests 

(1994), the creation of meaning is a dialogic process that depends on the viewer participating 

in a ‘conversation’ with the object, to ‘realise’ the object and allow it to project its significance. 

Meaning is derived not purely from the object itself, but from the interplay between the object 

and the viewer. According to Pearce the object only begins to perform when the viewer realises 

its significance and context, this then works in conjunction with the viewer to generate meaning. 

On this point Pearce explains that “It is this interplay which creates meaning […]. In this act, 

the dynamics of viewing are revealed. The object is inexhaustible, but it is this inexhaustibility 

which forces the viewer to his decisions” (Pearce, 1994, p.26). This occurs between myself and 
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the objects during the making process as well as between the assembled, presented work and 

the viewer.  

 

Meaning production is developed as an interactive process and is never fixed, it is dependent 

on the individual’s own life experience and personal ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1990). In addition, 

the conditions of engagement may change and vary its effect from the first encounter to that of 

a day, a week or even many years after the original dialogic meeting. The relationship 

constantly changes, and it is worth noting that the fluctuating interpretation of the object, as 

Pearce points out, is inexhaustible. Bakker-Pedersen uses the term ‘strife’ to explain the 

struggle and effort applied by the viewer to decode and understand an artwork. Interpreting 

Heidegger in The Origin of the Work of Art, she writes that “Even though the artwork is the 

origin of the strife, that does not mean that the struggle will be settled by the work as well; 

rather, the artwork ensures that the strife remains a strife” (Bakken Pedersen, 2016. p.27). 

Works of art have the ability to ‘remain vital’ even after multiple, repeated encounters and 

possess the properties to continue to challenge and appeal. This dialogue continually develops 

and evolves over time. 

 

3.2 Trigger Objects. 

 

As Pearce suggests, the ability of objects to assert their power in this way demands a fluid and 

open relationship with an audience. Presented or exhibited objects have the “power of the real 

thing” (Pearce, 1994, p.20) which in turn brings the power of triggering experiences in the 

present, derived from interaction with a new object possibly constructed from component 

elements extracted from the past. The success or failure of the maker’s intentions is dependent 

on the effect of the presented, causal ‘trigger’ objects and surfaces. Hinting at how the 

behaviour of his combined, gathered objects ‘changed’ through the making and presentation 

process, Robert Rauschenberg has written that in many respects, he gave up control when 
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making his Combine series and that work made during this period was all about revelation and 

chance. By bringing ‘real things’ into his work, Rauschenberg allowed his objects an equal 

status to the painted passages which are more often associated with conveying meaning. In 

discussing this phenomenon, Rauschenberg remarked:  

I wanted something other than what I could make myself and I wanted to use the 

surprise and the collectiveness and the generosity of finding surprises. And if it wasn’t 

a surprise at first, by the time I got through with it, it was. So the object itself was 

changed by its context and therefore it became a new thing. (Malewitz, 2014, p.52) 

 

Here Rauschenberg is confirming the idea that when disparate objects are gathered and 

assembled a communion occurs, and as a new whole, the conjoined objects generate a new 

aura which transmits a new ‘thingness’. This is illustrated in the example of the animated forms 

of Jane Bennett’s ‘glove-pollen-rat-cap-stick’ (Bennett, 2010, p.5) when, by chance, a group 

of disparate objects are ‘washed’ around a flooded drain cover. Although in Bennett’s example 

the gathered objects are not presented by her as a work of art, they are composed purely by 

chance, however like the objects in my research, they can be reassessed to present a newly 

‘engineered’, vital presence. This relationship is seen through the eyes and reconfigured in the 

mind of the viewer, however there is a physically tangible, agential tension generated by the 

grouped objects and their newly formed relationships, according to Bennett “by virtue of its 

particular location in an assemblage and in the fortuity of being in the right place at the right 

time, makes a difference, makes things happen, becomes the decisive force catalysing an event” 

(Bennett, 2010, p.9). Bruno Latour (1990) uses the term ‘actant’ to describe an object that can 

affect action in its vicinity. He applies this term to human and non-human sources often 

describing events which involve the coming together of both. He also uses the term ‘intervener’ 

to imply that objects might intervene, as agents, in the world. These terms reflect the broader 

characteristics of objects which perform as agents in the formation of new composite 

constructions. The objects placed at the periphery of my paintings behave as actants or 

interveners to generate and pass on meaning to receptive viewers.  
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3.3 Transitivity. 

The position of painting has always been at the centre of a global, aesthetic and commercial 

market that has historically extended, in keeping with the available technologies of the time, 

through exhibition and mechanical, analogic reproduction. With the development of electronic 

and digital technologies, the opportunity for artworks to exist and amplify their presence is far 

greater now than ever before. Proposing that paintings have the ability to extend their effect 

beyond their own dimensions and out into a world of communication networks, Joselit writes 

of painting’s transitional and transformative capabilities. He explains the term transitive as 

“expressing an action which passes over to an object” (Joselit, 2009). He states that: 

Transitive practices have gained currency because they offer a way out of a particularly 

enduring dead end: the reification trap. As the most collectable type of art, which 

combines maximum prestige with maximum convenience of display (both for private 

and institutional collectors), painting is the medium most frequently condemned for its 

intimate relation to commodification. (Joselit, 2009, p.132). 

 

What transitivity brings to painting, Joselit suggests, is the invention of forms and networks 

that mean it never becomes static and can change its material states from one form to another, 

for example, an image might be stored as an analogue form at the same time as being widely 

distributed as a digital element. In terms of transitivity, the internal, formal qualities of the 

painting are bound together with the externality of its presence, extending through its 

circulation on social networks. The painted image can now be present in multiple forms in 

multiple locations at the same time in ways never possible before. A similar exchange occurs 

when the material properties of a presented object establish communicative links with 

otherwise separate external elements, such as the picture plane, groups of objects and an 

audience. This may be communicated through the material facture of the painting as well as 

through the agency of the image held on the painted surface itself. The bringing together of 

multiple elements through re-presentation creates a new, singular form which then generates 

new meaning, in a similar fashion to Bennett’s accidentally formed ‘drain assemblage’, through 
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the process of transitivity. Jeffery Alexander explains how the material surface of objects can 

provoke a receptive viewer. He writes that “The surface, or form, of a material object is a 

magnet, a vacuum cleaner that sucks the feeling viewer into meaning” (Alexander, 2010, 

p.783). Associations in the viewer create a space for an open, flexible attitude to interpretation 

and as such is well suited to the uncertainty of extracting meaning from paintings. Pearce 

describes the process of how the ‘trigger object’ generates meaning, she writes that: 

The meaning of the object lies not only in the piece itself, nor wholly in its realisation, 

but somewhere between the two. The object only takes on life or significance when the 

viewer carries out his realisation and this is dependent partly upon his disposition and 

experience […]. It is this interplay which creates meaning. (Pearce,1994, p.26) 

 

A similar phenomenon is described by Derrida (1994) as being ‘hauntological’ a term he used 

to describe the ability of an object to carry a sense of its past and convey it to the viewer in the 

present, a haunting aspect which creates a temporal, disjunctive potential within objects. 

3.4 My Objects Are …  

 

There are a number of categories into which my ‘trigger objects’ fall. In many ways they defy 

singular classification and perform in different ways each time they are encountered. They 

oscillate between the definitions of memento, relic, souvenir object, transitional object and 

fetish object. I therefore consider my objects to possess the attributes of a number of object 

specifications, part memento, part relic, part souvenir object, part transitional object and part 

fetish object and because of this, the term I most frequently use to describe them is ‘trigger 

objects’. The paintings function as memory aids and often perform as reminders of past times, 

people, events and places, through personal association. However, their significance as 

memento objects has grown relative to the period of time I have been separated from the objects, 

as well as the period with which they are associated. In this mode, they could be perceived 

primarily as mementos. When viewed as relics, the objects survive from a previous time and 

can be associated with particular people to whom they may have a special connection. These 

associations between members of my family and objects that have belonged to me, have played 
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a key role in constructing attachments and evoking memories of not only of individual 

characters but also of important, familial locations. In addition, when viewed as relics, they 

hold the physical imprint of matter, such as DNA, body fluids and fingerprints. Fetish objects 

are objects of worship to which magical powers are attributed, they are often viewed with an 

“irrational reverence or obsessive devotion” (Lewis, 2013). The objects perform as agents and 

generate social causation. Although this cannot be defined as a ‘magical’, attribute, they can 

however, produce a curious, tangible effect on the beholder. The presentation of objects, in the 

form of compositional components assembled as an artefact, presented on a gallery wall, 

elevates their status and allows for a kind of pseudo act of worship to take place.   

 
Figure 3.4. W. Robinson. (2018). After Ellsworth Kelly. [painting].  

 

Marks describes the souvenir object as “that stubborn survivor from another place-time that 

brings its volatile contents to the present” (Marks, 2000, p.77). Transitional objects (Winnicott, 

1953) extend psychological links to the maternal breast and are often the first objects of 

separation that we connect with independently. This normally occurs in our early years. 

However, these objects can also be experienced later in life at times of great change or crisis, 

for example during puberty or middle age. Adults undergoing this transition often make 

collections that re-establish transitional links with their past. This applies to my objects, as 
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illustrated in Figure 3.4, which extend their effect into the past, through the act of remembering, 

to ‘draw out’ or ‘reignite’ a conversation between the object, myself and present the outcome 

to the audience. The objects have not been used in quite the same way as classic transitional 

objects, but they do extend back to troubled and difficult times in a more general sense and 

offer the opportunity to form collective associations. The ‘trigger objects’ employed in the 

paintings all signify a particular aspect of a personal narrative. 

 
Figure 3.5. W. Robinson. (2018). Ellwood Ave. Horse.  

[painting]. 

 

Another example of this phenomenon is found in my painting Horse (Fig. 3.5). This is an 

orange, monochrome painting on the top edge of which is placed a plastic toy horse. The orange 

hue of the picture plane signifies the orange, semi-transparent curtains which my mother hung 

on my room window in our home at 98 Ellwood Avenue where the curtains allowed light to 

filter into the room, bathing everything within in an orange glow. The painting is one of a series 

of twelve 30cms square canvases, each of which interrogate the glow and texture of that 

remembered space. The horse is one of the toys I played within my room. The ‘trigger objects’ 
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promote a metaphorical reading in addition to extending the offer of a shared narrative with 

the audience.  

 

I am highly cognisant that my ‘trigger objects’ may not ‘hold’ the same significance for the 

audience as they do for myself, nonetheless my objects do possess the power and aura of being 

in Pearce’s terms, ‘the real thing’, a quality that brings a tangible authenticity and presence. 

The diptych Blue Truck in Figure 3.6 is constructed from a painted canvas and a painted  

 
Figure 3.6. W. Robinson. (2018). Blue Truck [painting]. 

 

wooden panel with a toy die-cast truck and a photographic print placed on the top edge of each 

support. The left-hand canvas is painted blue, echoing the colour of the toy truck and the right-

hand panel is painted in a black and white chequered pattern, signifying the tape I used to wrap 

my toys, possibly in an attempt to protect or preserve them in some way. The photographic 

print depicts me riding a tricycle in the back garden of number 20 Stonald Avenue, the second 

of our homes. Objects placed on and around the periphery of the paintings are an attempt to 

temporally concretise the viewing experience and an attempt to ‘fix’ a personal meaning. When 

presented, the viewer can then reconfigure their own past experience and establish a new shared 
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equivalent experience that is felt in the present. The paintings bring together carefully 

considered objects from the past, re-presenting them in a new form to ‘extract’ recollected 

experience and generate a newly formed signification in the present. The painting Go Faster 

(Fig. 3.7) is a diptych in which I have considerably reduced the painting’s scale to draw the 

viewer into the surface of the picture plane. This intensifies the viewer’s experience of the 

material surface of the painting, the place where meaning production occurs. This surface was 

built up over a long period of time, ensuring that the close viewing proximity produces a 

heightened, intimate viewing experience to induce a close, haptic connection. The viewer is  

 
Figure 3.7. W. Robinson. (2020). Go Faster. [painting]. 

 

drawn into the surface of the painting, to experience a more somatic relationship with the 

painting’s surface. This action provokes a closer scrutiny and forefronts the materiality of the 

paintings.  
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CHAPTER 4: AGENCY. 

 

4.1 Gell’s Agency. 

 

In Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (1998), Alfred Gell explicates his theory of 

how objects exert agency on recipients across a wide range of social situations. His theory is 

of particular interest with regard to how objects perform to affect an audience. Gell defines the 

interlocutory relationship between artist, objects and spectator by breaking the process into 

dialogic operating modes. He suggests there are three ‘operators’ in this process; the ‘agent’, 

the ‘patient’ and the ‘artist’. Gell considers an ‘agent’ to be anyone or anything that is able to 

assert influence and consequently make something happen in their vicinity which under normal 

circumstances would not occur. The ‘patient’ is the receiver of any ‘causal inference’ projected 

by an artefact. Finally, the ‘artist’ who is someone who manufactures indexical objects which 

present the subject-like qualities of their maker. These are important considerations regarding 

the construction of artworks, such as those produced by this research practice, where the 

presentation of external objects set out to ‘communicate’ with existing internal component 

elements. My paintings are of mixed construction, comprising of varied, assembled agents such 

as primary objects, photographic prints, plaster casts and painted surfaces. Gell makes the point 

that an ‘agent’ must possess intent and refers to intent as being “a special category of mental 

states; that is, intentions” (Gell, 1998, p.19). My objects are placed at a specific, calculated site 

at the painting’s edge and are ‘loaded’ with my considered intentions. One intention is to 

generate a recollected, experienced response in the viewer. This process is termed by Gell, as 

‘causal inference’. He notes that things alone cannot behave in the same causal manner or have 

their own intentions, explaining that:  

It is contradictory to assert that ‘things’ such as dolls and cars can behave as ‘agents’ 

in contexts of human interaction, since ‘things’ cannot, by definition have intentions, 

and moreover, such causal events as occur in their vicinity are ‘happenings’ (produced 

by physical causes) not actions’ referable to the agency exercised by the thing. (Gell, 

1998, p.19) 
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As a consequence of an ‘agents’ action, a ‘patient’ is formed. Gell points out that whenever a 

patient exists, there must be an agent. He explains that: 

for any agent, there is a patient, and conversely, for any patient there is an agent. This 

considerably reduces the ontological havoc apparently caused by attributing agency 

freely to non-living things, such as cars. Cars are not human beings, but they act as 

agents, and suffer as ‘patients’ in the (causal) ‘vicinity’ of human beings, such as their 

owners, vandals, and so on. (Gell, 1998, p.22) 

 

The ‘patient’ is the recipient of ‘causal inference’ from artefacts, for example a viewer might 

become emotional in the ‘causal vicinity’ of a painting in a gallery. Excellent examples of this 

are given in James Elkins (2001) in which he presents his exploration into the variety of triggers 

that cause extreme emotional responses in audiences to exhibited paintings, examples that Gell 

would no doubt explain, of ‘causal inference’. Giving an explanation of the role of the ‘artist’ 

who manufactures indexical objects which present the subject-like qualities of their maker, 

Gell describes their presentation in the following way: 

Manufactured objects are ‘caused’ by their makers, just as smoke is caused by fire; 

hence manufactured objects are indexes of their makers. The index, as a manufactured 

object, is in the ‘patient’ position in a social relationship with its maker, who is an agent, 

and without whose agency it would not exist. (Gell, 1998, p.23) 

 

According to Gell, social relationships are not solely the premise of subjects. He posits that 

‘the immediate other’ in a social relationship does not have to be another human being, in fact 

his whole theory of agency depends on this not being the case. Gell places primary importance 

on the social relationship between objects and their ‘users’.  

 

Gell’s definition of agency causes apprehension in academic circles because his theory blurs 

the lines between objecthood and subjecthood and suggests that there is an unstable, shifting 

relationship between the two. From a personal experience of making paintings, it is clear to me 

that a painting will often shift during its making between being a passive receiver that stores 

experience as data, into one that transmits such information during key moments of its facture, 

thereby assuming an active role, similar to that of a subject. This is most apparent at the point 
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when the painting ‘tells’ one that there is nothing left to be done. In other words, it is finished. 

Chua and Elliott suggest that Gell’s definition of agency: 

applies equally to persons and things; indeed, […] if art objects can be defined by their 

status as social agents, then ‘anything whatsoever could, conceivably, be an art object 

from the anthropological point of view, including living persons’. Persons can be things 

and things can be persons, because the focus here is not on essences (what entities ‘are’) 

but on agency – what they ‘do in relation’ to each other. (Chua, Elliott, 2013, p.5) 

 

Gell (1998) uses an example of a young girl and her doll, that she considers to be her ‘best 

friend’ and which she unquestionably loves. He asks whether she would toss the doll overboard 

from a sinking boat to save the life of her ‘bossy’ elder brother? There is no way that she would 

he concludes, the attachment with her doll would prove greater than her sense of duty to her 

brother. The position of the doll is already elevated in the girl’s mind to that of ‘best friend’ 

and as such precedes her brother in importance. He goes on to compare the intensity of this 

connection to the adoration art lovers and connoisseurs lavish on an object such as 

Michelangelo’s sculpture David to illustrate the heightened relationships we develop with 

objects.  

 

Daniel Miller writes that Gell’s theory is “one of natural anthropomorphism” and that his 

theory is a perfect example of social, causal effect occurring. Miller writes that “In effect the 

creative products of a person or people become their ‘distributed mind’ which turns their 

agency into their effects, as influences on the minds of others” (Miller, 2005, p.13). He goes 

on to reference that ironically Gell died before the publication of Art and Agency and 

consequently the book remains in the world as an artefact, functioning as an attributed example 

of Gell’s ‘distributed mind’ in action. In this regard, I would point out that my practice produces 

works that carry my intentions to affect and influence the world in ways that otherwise would 

not occur if they were not present in it. The work, moreover, creates ‘causal effect’ in its 

vicinity which suggests that it functions, in Gell’s terms, as an agent. My paintings also have 

an indexical value and as such communicate my intentions to the audience via the traces left in 
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the evidence of the painting’s facture. These then emanate meaning, via their ‘power’ of agency, 

to the receptive viewer.  

 

While writing this text I am reminded of an experience of personal significance, whereby the 

strength of such causal effect and object agency impacted me. While shopping for a pair of 

plimsolls for my daughter, I suddenly felt ‘wrenched’ back in time, to the changing room of 

my primary school. In psychological terms, I was literally taken aback on seeing the rubber 

soles, the canvas uppers and more particularly by the smell of the glue which bonded them 

together. It was not a controlled response, but rather a jolt, that transported me into a former 

version of myself, a child surrounded by the wire mesh hangers and the wooden slat benches 

of my primary school changing room. The herringbone, parquet flooring of my memory, felt 

as solid beneath my feet as the carpeted shop floor upon which I now shakily stood. This was 

no romanticised reverie but an involuntary, powerfully immersive experience, for which I was 

totally unprepared. The strength and severity of the effect caused me to sit down for a moment, 

to regain my composure. Eventually my faculties returned, and I was able to continue the 

purchase of my daughter’s new shoes, however the experience left me shaken and emotionally 

hyper-sensitive for a little while. This experience, an example of Proustian involuntary 

remembering, confirms to me the very real, tangible power of object agency. The experience 

might be seen as an instance of a ‘social relationship’ as outlined by Gell, a situation he would 

explain in terms of an occurrence between an ‘agent’, in this case the rubber plimsolls, and 

myself in the role of the ‘patient’, a case of cause and effect, as Gell puts it: “just as smoke is 

caused by fire” (Gell, 1998, p.23). The event might also be explained as an instance of ‘iconic 

consciousness’ (Alexander, 2010) in which, through the sense of smell and exposure to the 

surface of the plimsolls, I had an experience that provoked an unpredicted and uncontrolled, 

immersive event. The physicality and power of the incident, driven by the materiality and 

presence of the racks of shoes, was all encompassing. I would go so far as to say that the 
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memory of the strength of the sensation in the experience I have described above, was 

something that prompted me to direct my practice towards a focus on objects and in particular 

‘trigger objects’. 

 

4.2 The Picture Plane and Image as Agents. 

The picture plane presents visual data through a process of codification which is worked into 

its surface through the carefully considered layering and building of stratified, indexical 

structures. This data is tacitly embodied in the materiality of the painted surface and integration 

of accompanying ‘trigger objects’. The marks I make are to be read as indexical traces that 

capture remembered data in response to my subject. Unlike the glassy, reflective computer 

screen, the painted picture plane absorbs the viewer into a dialogic relationship. The painting’s 

material skin is the external interface of the painting, the equivalent of the computer or TV 

screen. Palin describes the painted surface as a “hidden screen” and as an image “carrier” which: 

disguises the function of its medium, much like an image on a TV screen hides the 

screen itself, where reflections, dust or a signal failure allow for the break in the illusion 

[…] only when the [image] is interrupted is the viewer brought back into his own space 

(in proximity to the work’s space)” (Palin, 2018, p.104).  

 

My making involves a two-stage process. First of all, the painted surface is made working 

horizontally, usually on the floor in the manner of Steinberg’s (1972) idea of the flatbed, 

followed by a vertical, wall stage where objects are placed and balanced at the edges of the 

picture plane. My abstracted, monochrome picture planes may mislead the viewer into 

interpreting them through the tradition of ‘The Monochrome’ rather than seeing my works as 

monotone paintings. This is not my intention. My single colour, painted surfaces make no 

intentional attempt to refer directly to Malevich’s Black Square or rekindle debate over the 

reduction of painting to a ‘zero’ state. Rather they are signifiers of remembered material 

phenomena that act as ‘triggers’ along with other carefully selected ‘trigger objects’ taken 
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directly from memory of my past. My monochromatic surfaces invite optical engagement in 

tandem with my other presented ‘trigger objects’. 

 

Throughout this research, I have strived to keep the image as true to my sources as possible, 

this however, due to the fallibility and fragility of memory, has at times necessitated presenting 

images at variance with one another. In such cases, colours may change and surfaces may be 

inconsistent, however within the context of each work the recalled elements are restricted by 

the parameters of my own memory. Remembered data is referenced and stored in the repository 

of the painted picture plane as marks and set to work on the gallery wall along with other 

semiotic devices such as ‘trigger objects’. In an interview with David Sylvester, on the subject 

of the picture plane and its relationship to the image, the painter Philip Guston stated that: 

As a matter of fact, I think the true image only comes out when it exists on this 

imaginary plane. […] I think its one of the most mysterious and complex things to 

understand. I’m convinced that it is almost a key, and yet I can’t talk about it; nor do I 

think it can be talked about. There’s something very frustrating, necessary and puzzling 

about this metaphysical plane that painting exists on. […] And it has to do with matter. 

It has to do with the very matter that the thing is done in. (Bergstrom & Hamilton, 2016, 

p.20-21) 

 

He continues, speaking of how the viewer has to get ‘through’ the picture plane to access the 

idea of the work. Guston appears to recognise the importance of the picture plane and the 

materiality of the painted surface by attempting to clarify the role it plays in ‘holding’ residual 

meaning. However, it seems he is wrestling with the idea of the materiality of painting and the 

role that sub-semiotic marks perform in establishing meaning. It is through the gestures of the 

maker’s hand that sub-semiotic marks form the building blocks of the picture plane and are 

used to construct recognisable, semiotic signifiers. In turn these indicise form the supra-

semiotic, broader compositional elements that form the overall image. It is true that throughout 

the history of art and in particular painting criticism, the privileging of the signified, semiotic 

image has been promoted above and clouded the importance and value of the sub-semiotic 

mark. I consider my paintings to be ‘images that contain’ rather than ‘pictures of’ personalised 
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experience. To my mind, the raw materials are the substance, the corporeal ‘body’ of the 

painting object and the picture plane is the surface of the painted object, within and upon which 

meaning is generated, stored and presented. It can be argued that the picture plane is therefore 

the site that facilitates the occurrence of agency, which in turn transfers experience and 

meaning to a receptive audience, the painting’s material ‘skin’ is the external ‘interface’ of 

painting, the painting equivalent of the computer screen. This transferral occurs at a sub-

semiotic level, at the level where the painter experiments with the gestural, physical potential 

of paint to form marks and textures which, in turn, suggest semiotic signs. Joselit explains the 

mark as being: 

the most manual of arts devices […] a passage of force through matter – […] typically 

situated within the domain of expressive subjectivity, where objects dissolve into a 

texture of pure human affect. And yet painterly marks, as subjectobjects, also 

reconceive artistic labour as a form of action rather than representation. In place of 

meaning, there is motion- the dynamic transition between persons and things. (Ammer, 

Hochdorfer, & Joselit, 2016, p.170)  

 

Painted marks are a direct record of the painter’s gestural action and as such both convey and 

present the intentions of the artist. Paintings are constructed by many such marks placed in 

relation to each other, to form a semiotic sign and a bigger, supra-semiotic image, not dissimilar 

to the letters forming the words that make a sentence in writing. In breaking the painted picture 

plane down, beyond its image, by looking very closely at small passages of painting, looking 

into the painting’s material composition, it becomes very difficult to extrapolate ‘meaning’ 

when all else is stripped away. The conclusion must be that, this material, sub-semiotic level 

seems to be the site where painting as language begins. This is recognisable in the work of 

Rembrandt, whose method of using gestural, fluid mark making is controlled in such a way as 

to fool the viewer into believing they are looking at solid forms occupying a deep, pictorial 

space. When looking closely at the surface of a Rembrandt painting, the evident mastery of his 

technique appears at times casual and languid, which belies the fact that each and every mark 

in his compositions are charged with meaning and serve as a ‘vital’ function. Smears, smudges, 



 86 

and swirls of applied and wiped, gestural paint, are transformed at a sub-semiotic level, into 

signifying agents that coalesce until we recognise them as a modelled nose or an eye that meets 

the viewer’s own gaze. Each mark has a duel nature that serves representation as well as having 

its own vital properties. 

 

The painted picture plane acts as a revelatory interface in a unique manner, allowing the painter 

to engage with the construction of surfaces, built up during the making process. This 

‘archaeological’ evidence not only serves as a record of the painting’s making, but also stores 

within its materiality, encoded messages capable of transmitting knowledge and sensation. It 

is then down to the viewer’s interpretation and desire to assimilate meaning. The storing of 

thought and intention deposited by the painter, is something which the materiality of the picture 

plane is ideally placed to achieve due to its layered manufacture process. Emma Talbot writes 

on the subject of the material potential of paint to translate sensation from the artist’s mind to 

the painting-object: 

Painting continues because the material has never been surpassed. Such an interesting 

relationship is built up between the paint and the painter. The painter has the idea and 

makes the paint do something to physically reveal it, but in the process the paint often 

suggests other approaches. What opens out is the space between, between translating 

and painting. The paint is a tool of translation from mind to presence. (Talbot, 2006, 

p.4) 

 

Talbot’s statement focuses upon the ineffable properties of painting and its ability to translate 

and communicate information through its materiality. Historically painters have attempted to 

further extend the range and eloquence of their paint. Francis Bacon famously mixed additional 

material such as clots of dried paint, dust and cigarette butts, taken from the floor of his studio, 

into his paint in an action that hints at a painter demanding more and more from his medium. 

This is by no means an unusual practice. The inclusion of additives and additional material has 

occurred throughout the history of painting. The matter garnered from Bacon’s studio floor, 

when mixed with the painting medium, holds its own sub-semiotic meaning and contributes to 
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and further extend the potential to convey meaning through his work. In the course of my 

practice for this research, I have used collected house dust gathered from the inside of the 

storage boxes which contained some of the objects employed in my paintings. This further 

extends the vocabulary of the paint and further constructs a ‘connection’ with my objects. This 

act has allowed the development of a heightened, material resonance, embedded in the layered 

facture of the painted surface. An example of this is evident in the orange, monochromatic 

painting Untitled (Fig. 4.1) where embodied data is, along with the 1970s house dust, layered 

 
Figure 4.1. W. Robinson. (2018). Untitled  

[studio photograph].  

 

into the stratification of the picture plane’s facture. Mixed into paint, the gathered detritus 

carries the physical presence of matter taken from another time. The presence of the added 

material causes the paint to congeal and coagulate in a way that it otherwise would not, to 

produce a series of rivulets and blockages that give a quality that is specific to my intentions, 

in this case to transfer a sense of my remembered, childhood room, its colour, texture and 

atmosphere. The success or failure of my painting is dependent upon the effect of the presented 

‘causal’ ‘trigger objects’, the picture plane and the openness of the viewer to ‘receive’ these 

triggers. 
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4.3 The Quasi-Person. 

According to the Oxford Encyclopedic English Dictionary (1991), the prefix quasi suggests 

something that is ‘seemingly, apparently, but not really […] being partly or almost’.  

Of the contemporary digital environment in which painting operates today, Isabelle Graw 

writes: 

Think only of social media sites like Twitter, Instagram, or Facebook and how they 

market our “life events.” I believe that painting is particularly well positioned in such 

an economy since it gives the impression of being saturated with the life of its author. 

(Graw, 2016, p.83) 

 

In contemporary painting the term quasi-person has come to mean a state whereby an artwork, 

such as a painting, apparently takes vitalistic attributes from its maker through the making 

process. This involves absorptive ‘life’ qualities being held within the layered, constructed skin 

of the painting’s surface. In this regard Graw posits that:  

In painting it is all of its signs – iconic or symbolic – that simultaneously evoke the 

ghostlike presence of their absent author […] Painting’s indexicality differs from that 

of other art forms insofar as it brings its author into play and can therefore be perceived 

as a manifestation of the artist. (Graw, 2016, p81) 

 

 Paintings are extensions of their makers and during their facture they are loaded with layers 

of ‘experience’ and intention. During the process of their manufacture they store and assume 

something of their maker and present this when viewed by an audience. This phenomenon is 

not new to painting. This powerful attribute was recognised and explained by Hegel who wrote 

that painting had “the principle of finite and inherently infinite subjectivity” (Hegel, 1835-36). 

To Hegel, painting differed in this respect from sculpture, in as much that the act of painting 

creates a strong bond between the painting object and its maker. This view is furthered by Graw 

who describes the painting object as being “Like a relic [that] has been in touch with its maker 

and his life – it is charged with it” (Graw, 2016, p.86). 

 

During the middle of the 18th Century, it became the norm in critical circles, for paintings to 

be judged by whether they could according to Denis Diderot “attract, arrest and enthral” (Fried, 
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1980), the beholder. Diderot saw the role of the painter as someone “whose task was above all 

to reach the beholder’s soul by way of his eyes” (Fried, 1980) thereby raising the possibility of 

‘control’ on behalf of the painting over the intention of the viewer. Diderot (1765) proposed 

that painting was a site where “a man’s character and temperament” can be viewed, “just as 

much, if not more so as the [writer’s temperament is evident] in his [work]” (Diderot, 1765). 

A painting ‘loaded’ with data and sensation can be experienced and transferred in an act of 

dialogic exchange, in which the painter uses the painting as an extension of their own 

subjecthood. The ‘lived labour’ (Graw, 2018) generated by the painter during manufacture and 

contained within the painted surface, acts as an extension of the artist’s self. The painting in 

such an instance can be termed a ‘quasi-person’. 

 

In 1992, Martin Kippenberger made a series of paintings which he specifically referred to as 

‘hand-painted-pictures’. In the titling of these works, Kippenberger deliberately refers to the 

act of hand making to raise the issue of the painter, painting an image that depicts himself as a 

product of his own labour, carrying something of himself, that then ‘looks’ back at the audience. 

This meta-relationship hints at the making of an artwork as a dialogic process involving a series 

of reflective and reflexive acts between the painter, the painting and the audience. The record 

of this conversation is stored within the picture plane as coded, embedded data. Here, at a time 

when the gradually diminishing importance of highly personalised, human skills such as 

handwriting promote painting to the position of an apex trace-carrying form, the potential of 

lived labour held in the facture of the painted surface, communes with the audience directly, 

intimately and in ways unmatched by other less historically established tropes. The emergent 

dialogue, arising during the process of manufacture, produces anthropomorphic qualities that 

project a sense of subjecthood from the painter onto the painted object. On this subject Graw 

writes: 
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Hand painted pictures […] underline the indexical aspect of physical contact. […] the 

emphasis on the handmade also appears to indicate […] awareness of paintings 

phantasmic potential, on how it unleashes vitalistic fantasies through the mere 

suggestion that the work contains the artist’s hand craft, physical labour, and lived time. 

(Graw, 2018, P.175) 

 

This she suggests, renders painting a quasi-person, that is a manufactured product that sits 

somewhere between objecthood and a fully formed subjecthood, something which is laden with 

human properties yet obviously falls short of being alive (Graw, 2012). Elkins describes this 

idea further, explaining that the struggle between the painter and the resistant will of the 

medium is a tussle which all painters encounter at some time. He notes that: 

painters say, the paint seems to have a mind of its own – it “wants” to do certain things, 

and it “resists” the painter. Some artists have tried to discipline the paint, to learn its 

inner rules, and to control it from a position of knowledge. Others have learned to let 

paint do what it wants, so that painting becomes a collaboration between the artist’s 

desire and the unpredictable tendencies of the paint. (Elkins, 1999, p.121) 

 

The agency of paint in ‘deciding’ its own agenda via the process of its own application, is 

referred to by Gerhard Richter in Corrina Belz’s film Gerard Richter Painting (2011). In 

response to the remark that his paintings had “changed a lot” since filming began, Richter states 

“Yes. Yes. That’s the thing; they do what they want. I planned something totally different” 

(Richter 2011). Many painters suggest that paintings have a tendency to ‘take control’ of their 

own destiny, by assuming subject like qualities. Connecting this with the making process and 

using the term ‘vitalistic’ to describe this phenomenon, Graw writes: 

In interviews, painters such as Frances Bacon and Charline Von Heyl have described 

with varying degrees of irony, the act of painting as if the painting itself had guided the 

brush. On the other hand, the mythic idea of an autonomous, subject-like painting 

capable of action does not come from nowhere; it resonates with the experience of 

production. While working on a picture it can seem to a painter as if his or her work 

were painting itself. The vitalistic fantasy, in other words, is based on something 

concrete: the vitalistic potential of painting itself. (Graw, 2018, p.24) 

 

 

Through this research project, I have found that the process of painting, repainting and 

overpainting, to modify or correct the product of previous decisions, builds up swathes of paint 

that become richer with each application. The lattice-like qualities of repeatedly overlaid 



 91 

brushstrokes, even of a single, ‘squeegeed’ colour, translates remembered data into a solid 

vocabulary that ‘feels’ syntactically correct and embedded in the material of the picture plane. 

Overlaid, oily brushstrokes promote and trigger a strong desire in the audience, to haptically 

connect with and even touch the embodied, material sensuality of the worked surface. On this 

subject, Graw explains “the particularity of painterly signs seems to reside in their constant 

foregrounding of their physical form, their materiality and corporeality. In painting, we 

perceive the signs materially above all else” (Graw, 2018, p.20). 

 

This realisation sets up opportunities for cross conversations with the addition of primary 

objects situated on and around the picture plane. The presence of my thought and labour, given 

force through the gestural push and pull in the physical material of the paint, is a factor that 

endows the medium with vitality and agency. The active quality of the painted mark and its 

importance in generating trace and residual meaning, leads the viewer to a state of what Graw 

terms ‘vitalistic fantasy’. On this subject she states: 

vitalistic fantasies need a material anchor that occasions them. In other words, they are 

not conjured out of thin air, but artists deliberately prompt them, in full awareness of 

their vitalistic effects. At the same time, these fantasies remain dependent on the 

viewer’s projection of meaning onto them; these fantasies can only be called into 

existence through an act of projection. […] In a vitalistic fantasy, human attributes – 

like self-command, will, and energy – are projected onto lifeless material. (Graw, 2018, 

p.21-22) 

 

Joselit asserts that meaning is replaced by motion in the form of trace, held in the ‘frozen’ sub-

semiotic marks. This phenomenon he suggests, creates a new state which he refers to as a 

‘subjectobject’. Joselit goes on to explain the relationship between subjecthood and objecthood 

contained within the painterly mark, in the following way: 

Painting from Impressionism onward represents a spirited investigation into how marks, 

or gestures, occupy the space between subjects and objects, or between persons and 

things […] the mark in modern painting – as a passage of force through matter – is 

typically situated within the domain of expressive subjectivity, where objects dissolve 

into a texture of pure human affect. […] painterly marks, as subjectobjects, also 

reconceive artistic labor as a form of action rather than representation. In place of 
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meaning, there is motion – the dynamic transition between persons and things. (Joselit, 

2016, p.169 - 170) 

 

This awareness of the agential power and ability of the painting to communicate independently 

as a ‘subjectobject’ (Joselit, 2016), builds upon the notion of the ‘auric’ nature of images as 

posited by Benjamin (1936). Joselit stresses the importance of the subjectobject mark by 

claiming: 

Because the painterly mark – the subjectobject - robustly participates in modern art’s 

fundamental redistribution of subjectivity and objectivity, it deserves to be placed 

alongside the readymade, collage and the monochrome as one of the fundamental 

inventions of the European historical avant-gardes. (Joselit, 2016, p.169) 

 
The transferal of the maker’s hand and the effect of the quasi-person cause the painting to 

possess vitality and has developed the possibility for some to claim that pictures are living 

things capable of living their own lives. Graw states that:  

The contemporary relevance of such fantasies is illustrated by the trope of the “living 

picture,” which has enjoyed considerable popularity in recent years, especially in visual 

studies. The premise that images are alive, that they lead lives of their own, has largely 

been discussed without particular regard for the projective aspects of vitalistic fantasies. 

(Graw, 2018, p.22) 

 

It is the materiality of painting that allows an ‘aliveness’ that surpasses the materiality of other 

‘alive’ tropes of art such as film and photography, in fact it is the materiality of painting that 

“preserves the reference to life” (Graw, 2018, p.45) There are well established, historical 

treatise on the importance of medium specificity in painting practice which include the idiom 

of the Post-medium Condition (Krauss, 1973). These focus on the fact that the bond between 

the materiality of the painting-object and the painter-subject are unusually close. It is through 

the physical process of applying paint to a support that a transition occurs, loading the painting 

with the persona of its maker, whilst at the same time creating a reminder, or a space of that 

maker. Graw writes that this creates “the phantasmatic impression of a presence that turns out 

to be an absence. The tension between the two – between presence and absence, between the 

suggestion of life and dead matter – is the source of fascination of painted pictures” (Graw, 
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2018, p.51). Residual trace allows the connoisseur to declare a painting to be a work made by 

the hand of a particular artist and it is this evident presence in the work that imbues the picture 

plane with the authorial imprint of its maker. This is communicated through the affective 

‘power’ contained within the material facture of a painting as much as through the signification 

of the image held on the painted surface itself. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE EDGE OF PAINTING.  

5.1 Liminality. 

 

I start to believe the edges of my body are liminal, 

they are touching other worlds 

sheets, blankets, the bed, the ‘fence’ 

on the side of the bed, the pillows 

and it is all this that stops me sleeping: 

they are all edges. 

So I bring my hand up to my face 

and put it under my cheek. 

It feels like I’ve found myself 

something that’s not on an edge 

and I’m back with me. 

 

I sleep well that night. 

(Rosen, 2021).  

 

As human beings we exist in a sliver of space that sits between the earth’s solid mass and the 

surrounding void of never-ending space. Bruno Latour calls this space: “‘the critical zone’ a 

narrow band of Earth that can support life […] a few kilometers thick […] all discovered life 

is within it” (Latour, 2020). Our atmosphere produces the conditions which enable life to exist 

in a perilously delicate zone which we abuse on an alarmingly frequent basis. How to live with 

the uncertainty of being betwixt and between these two enormous, compressing natural 

phenomena is proving to be pivotal in our struggle for continued existence.  

 

On a more mundane level, liminal spaces occur in all aspects of everyday life. In the home we 

step over the threshold to transition from one room into another, the spaces where windows 

adjoin walls and the spaces where the divide between floor and walls become skirting boards. 

Outside in the landscape, spaces such as the beach, sit between dry land and sea and create a 

psychological space unlike any other. Quite often liminal spaces exist in between functioning 

areas, like those found at the edge of towns and cities. These ‘lost spaces’ are zones of 

uncertainty, creating unease within us, generating a sense of insecurity and a feeling of not 

quite belonging. 
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The etymology of the word liminal, stems from the Latin term ‘a limen’ meaning a threshold, 

something or somewhere at a beginning of a state or action, outset or opening. In its original 

context the term ‘liminal’ was applied by the anthropologist and ethnographer Arnold Van 

Gennep (1909) to explain the rituals that allow young men and women to progress through 

initiation rituals and ceremonies into adulthood. During these rites of passage, the initiates 

would undergo three stages of ritual passage that included separation from the social group 

followed by a transitional period at a different, separate location, concluding with a re-

assimilation back into the group again, often with a changed, heightened status. This liminal 

transition would deliver the recipient from their original status into another, more advanced 

position within his or her social group. The concept of liminality was expanded upon and 

further developed by the anthropologist Victor Turner (1969) who employed the term to 

describe a state of disorientation, transition and becomingness. It was later employed in a 

broader, cultural context when liminality became a focus in philosophy and a term more 

broadly applied in the creative arts.  

 

For the viewer of a painting, the trancelike, contemplative state of mind sometimes experienced 

when looking long and hard, should certainly be construed as a liminal experience. This may 

be initiated and amplified by a combination of the transitional properties of the painting’s 

boundary, the uncertainty of the painting’s edge and the viewer’s own somatic response to the 

work. When viewing a painting in a gallery environment, the viewer inevitably stands before 

the painted image with their back to the rest of the room, their focus on the painting. Clement 

Greenberg (1961) in particular, was concerned with the experience of ‘immersion’ in the image 

and proposed the idea that the canvas is an ‘arena’ in which the painter ‘performs’. Greenberg’s 

view contributed to an increase in the scale of paintings produced within the Abstract 

Expressionist movement thereby discouraging the audience from looking ‘at’ an image, rather 

to feeling physically ‘in’ it. In such instances the image wraps itself around the optical field of 
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the spectator occupying their peripheral as well as their focal vision. This serves a threefold 

function of magnifying the viewing sensation, heightening the sense of being present within 

the painting and diminishing any external distractions between viewer and image. This aids the 

process of engagement and becomes a more total, transitional experience driven by the 

sensation of liminal uncertainty so that the viewer operates in a liminal space between the 

‘inner’ world of the painting and the ‘outer’ world of the gallery.  

 

5.2 The Psychology of Liminal Space. 

The psychological space at the edge of a painting denotes the end of the internal and the start 

of the external, a liminal threshold. In the context of this research, the painting’s edge is a place 

where the painted picture plane extends and folds around its support to meet the gallery wall 

and the world beyond, whilst at the same time providing a purely functional support for the 

 
Figure 5.1. W. Robinson. (2017). Large Orange Painting 1 

[painting].  

 

carefully selected objects to be presented as triggers. While it could be argued that these ‘trigger 

objects’ form a kind of fragmented framing device (Fig. 5.1), I see them more as serving one 
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of two opposing functions; either as a ‘block’ between the internal and external, a metaphorical 

‘closed door’ or alternatively, as a portal that extends the internal out into the external. In any 

event, these objects are functioning devices causing the centrifugal and centripetal (Krauss, 

1961) momenta to be paused at the edge of the picture plane, allowing a more contemplative 

state to be assumed by the viewer, who is encouraged to recalibrate their position at this critical, 

threshold site. 

 

As has been outlined earlier in this chapter, the term liminal is often used to describe states of 

between-ness, transition and becoming. In liminal space a subject can be locked between a 

departure stage and a ‘not-yet-arrived-at’ stage, reliant on both states, but in neither. In this 

situation, the subject may be considered as being ‘betwixt and between’ any recognised 

structural classification. Liminality promotes the adoption of a psychologically ambiguous 

state whereby ‘statelessness’ is the dominant experience. This provides an intriguing 

environment, which this research has prompted and validated the introduction and deployment 

of ‘trigger objects’ at the painting’s border (Fig. 5.2). 

 
Figure 5.2. W. Robinson. (2016). Slipping 5 

 [painting].  
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In a culture of rapid technological development, where the space between the virtual, digital 

and analogue can open up to provide a multiplicity of new kinds of visual engagement and 

virtual experience, liminality produces a location where hybridised experiences can occur. 

Augmented Reality allows the reality of analogue experience to ‘blend’ with the more mediated 

form of ‘total’ immersion provided by Virtual Reality. This creates the opportunity for 

hybridised states where objects can theoretically fuse with subjects blurring the classified 

norms of subjecthood and objecthood. Marshall McLuhan cites examples of clothing being an 

extension of the skin and the camera or handgun being extensions of the human body, their 

users employing them in an instinctive, automatic manner. Another example might be the 

classification of false limbs to an amputee or clinical devices such as heart by-pass valves or 

stents; which with time such mechanical ‘additions’ may be viewed and experienced as liminal 

items that operate somewhere between subjecthood and objecthood. Liminality has a particular 

resonance within our contemporary culture and its defining characteristics of rapid, constant 

technological change and creolisation. With this uncertainty in mind, Alison Wright suggests 

that “Keeping in mind more comprehensive set phrases such as “betwixt and between, 

transitionality, becomingness and borderland” allows a flexible entryway into a sense of pure 

essence in the liminal – to, literally, it’s own liminality” (Wright, 2016, p.3). 

 

The process of liminal transition is always expected to project the recipient forward, in a 

positive, emotionally affirming manner, transforming them into a more experientially 

enlightened, enriched state. The threshold qualities of liminality, such as becomingness and 

transition, allow a more ambiguous, metaphorical state to be adopted, a place where uncertainty 

and ‘statelessness’ dominate. This in turn provides an environment in which we can operate in 

a less certain, more open, creative mode. 
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5.3 Interiority and Exteriority. 

In his 1993 essay ‘The Place of Painting’, John Berger writes of how painting invites the 

audience into the space of the painted image to view and experience the ‘outside’ world. He 

declared that all painting: 

irrespective of its epoch or tradition, interiorizes, brings inside, arranges as a home the 

visible, […] it is a way of safeguarding the experiences of memory and revelation which 

are man’s only defence against that boundless space which otherwise continually 

threaten to separate and marginalise him. (Berger, 1993, p.217) 

 

Berger sees painting as a means of defence against the vastness of space and suggests that it 

serves the important function of safeguarding memory. The illusional space inside the frame is 

recognised by Berger as indexical sign having been made by the hand of the artist, however he 

asks the question “With what kind of space does a painting surround the ‘presence’ it depicts? 

[…] Something happens to space within and around a painted image prior to any perspective 

system” (Berger, 1993). Here, Berger is questioning the zone of uncertainty at the painting’s 

periphery, the space surrounding the depicted image at the physical limit of the painting. Berger  

 
Figure 5.3. W. Robinson. (2016). Cocktail Dress [painting]. 
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sees painting as a means of defence against the enormity of the universe. The paradox is that 

painting invites and draws the audience into its internal space to describe the larger external 

world beyond. For Berger, this establishes what he terms painting’s ‘fundamental dialectic’ 

(Berger, 1993, p. 217) and refers to the duality contained in painting, with regard to the issue 

of internal and external space. The delimited, geometric nature of painting contains the 

otherwise boundless externality of the world, and in the process offers security and reassurance 

to the spectator. In the painting Cocktail Dress (Fig. 5.3) the internal, green monochrome 

provides a reference to a party dress worn by my mother which is ‘guarded’ by a photographic 

image of myself and a toy bandsman. The plastic figure and photograph stand reassuringly, 

between her and the external world, acting as a ‘buffer’ between the ever changing ‘outer’ and 

more constant, static ‘inner’ space of the painted interior. 

 

5.4 Derrida and The Parergon. 

The meaning of the Greek word parergon translates into English as something that is 

supplementary to, in addition to or a by-product of a larger work. Derrida suggests the parergon 

brings nothing to the main body of the work and writes of it being the embellishment or 

ornamentation of an object, like a frame on a painting or the colonnades of palaces. He also 

uses the example of the clothing on statues considered as ornaments or parerga (Derrida. 1987, 

p.57). In Derrida’s terms clothing stands between the perfection of the sculpted form and the 

world, a barrier that only decorates or veils nudity, it merely embellishes and adorns. In the 

same way Derrida notes that a frame on a painting does nothing but adorn and as such “harms 

the beauty of the work, it does it wrong and causes detriment” (Derrida, 1987, p.64). 

Interestingly, he suggests that the parergon opens up a space that is “at the limit between work 

and the absence of work [a place where] the work exists and ceases to exist” (Derrida, 1987, 

p.64). This suggests a spatial ‘gap’ lying between states of internality and externality, a place 

that is rich in uncertainty and full of transitional potential. He notes that as soon as a painting 
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is made, there is immediately an inner and outer space, which is divided, cut in two by the 

parergon. This point Derrida has developed from Kant, observing that the parergon was a 

“hybrid of outside and inside” (Derrida, 1987, p.63). This represents a vital space, waiting to 

be filled, a highly potent space providing a perfect environment which is susceptible to the 

intervention of the painter’s intentions.  

 

In the painting Triptych illustrated in Figure 5.4, the liminal spaces at the left and right edges 

of the canvas, provide the opportunity to lay thin, strips of black and white chequered painted 

panel to signify my use of ‘GT Tape’ as a young boy. The two additions form a three-panel 

 
Figure 5.4. W. Robinson. (2018). Triptych [painting].  

 

painting where the chequered strips stand in the parergonic space and stand between the 

internal and external spaces of the work. They question memory and assert themselves as 

barriers to escaping the picture plane. 
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5.5 Foucault’s Heterotopian Spaces. 

Foucault’s discussion of heterotopias (1984) presents sites of uncertainty, spaces of otherness 

and spaces that are neither here nor there. Within the scope of this term Foucault classifies 

environments such as fairgrounds, boarding schools, cemeteries and motel rooms, however he 

considers the classic form of heterotopia to be the ship or boat. This provides a space that exists 

and functions between and betwixt normative social conventions, a situation enhanced 

physically by being surrounded by water and separated from the land. As Foucault explains: 

the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exists by itself, that is 

closed in on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea […]. The 

ship is the heterotopia par excellence. In civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, 

espionage takes the place of adventure, and the police take the place of pirates. 

(Foucault, 1984, p.9) 

 

Identifying two different types of heterotopia, Foucault cites the first as being heterotopias of 

crisis, places where individuals might go to, such as “privileged or sacred or forbidden places” 

(Foucault, 1984, p.5), such as boarding schools, maternity wards and ‘honeymoon’ hotels. The 

second are the heterotopias of deviation in which, he explains, are housed, “individuals whose 

behaviour is deviant in relation to the required mean or norm in which they are placed” 

(Foucault, 1984, p.5). These include institutions such as asylums, psychiatric hospitals, rest 

homes and prisons. Foucault’s concept of the ship as a perfect heterotopian form is very similar 

to the position of a painting exhibited against a surrounding white wall, isolated by its edge, 

the internal image separated from the externality of the gallery wall. The painting is contained 

and isolated by its own border, in a space that is neither painting nor gallery wall, in Derrida’s 

terms, this peripheral, edge-space would be defined as a parergon, to Foucault a possible 

heterotopia. The status of any object placed in this threshold space becomes less concrete, 

causing its presence to assume a heterotopian state of otherness and uncertainty. In the case of 

such a site, the ‘outsider’ status of Foucault’s heterotopias echoes the liminality of Victor 

Turner’s transitional, ritualistic spaces and as such provides an uncertain terrain that can cause 
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an unnerving, confused experience. This uncertainty is most strongly experienced at the 

painting’s edge. 

 

5.6 Shadows. 

 

The place of the shadow as a signifier in painting is well established and goes back in history 

to provide an explanation of the origin of painting. Pliny the Elder writing during the first 

century AD, suggested that painting began by the circumscribing of shadows to form 

‘monochrome’ paintings by tracing a line around a shadow cast by the sun. According to him 

this was first practiced by the Egyptians and further developed by the Greeks, eventually 

leading to, after much refinement, the figurative representation of likeness taken from direct 

observation, and ergo the birth of painting. Pliny the Elder also told a story of how a young girl 

molded an image based on the drawn outline of her departing lover’s profiled shadow. This 

silhouette was then, in his absence, modelled by the girl’s father, who was a potter and worked 

with clay, to become a bas relief likeness of the boyfriend. By reading projected shadows as 

signifiers of human form, we understand the shadow form as a mnemonic device serving in the 

 
Figure 5.5. W. Robinson. (2020). Yellow Truck. [painting]. 
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viewer as a reminder of the projector of the personalised shadow. In Pliny the Elder’s narrative, 

the shadow portrait acts as a memento of the absent partner and gives succor to the lonely girl.  

Housed in the liminal territory of the periphery, cast shadows softly extend the painting’s 

surface outwards and onto the gallery wall, projecting an alternative, less certain end to the 

work. In this research project shadows are formed by the projected forms of placed, ‘trigger 

objects’, including the stretched canvas itself. A potential source of animation (Fig. 5.5), they 

reach outwardly, projecting from the internal security of the picture plane, into the external 

space of the viewer. The solidity of the ‘trigger objects’ project an alternative, softer form of 

reality. They subtly allude to the past of the ‘trigger objects’ while reflecting their transient 

present-ness on the gallery wall. The shadow brings a sense of both afterthought and 

uncertainty to the work. 

 

Laura Hoptman writes of how paintings exist in a temporal state where “the past and the future 

have been made available simultaneously, [where] we can picture the eternal present as an 

endlessly flat surface with vistas in every direction – not unlike the surface of a painting” 

(Hoptman, 2014, p.16). Hoptman positions the temporal ‘present-ness’ of painting, imagining 

that we might be able to step inside the surface of the painting and observe the surrounding 

vistas. It may be worth suggesting that, rather than plunging into the painting’s world, we might, 

from the imagined place at the boundary, briefly pause at the painting’s edge and have a good 

look around. At this point the viewer can arrest movement and seize the opportunity to observe 

whether anything unexpected might occur in this threshold space, a place of theoretical and 

practical uncertainty. A site where our sensorial vocabulary becomes heightened and 

experienced in a more flexible less certain mode. 
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CHAPTER 6: PROXIMITY AND PRESENTING. 

6.1 The Interlocutory Act: Communication, Discussion and Dialogue. 

 

In one’s corner one does not talk to oneself. When we recall the hours we have spent in 

our corners, we remember above all silence, the silence of our thoughts. (Bachelard, 

1958, p.136) 

 

It is not difficult to see how communication today has slipped into a form of half listening 

overridden by the compulsion to express one’s own opinion, a process that is all too apparent 

in the world of politics and as evidenced daily through the multiple modes of media and social- 

media outlets. David Bohm writes that: 

in spite of this world-wide system of linkages, there is, at this very moment, a general 

feeling that communication is breaking down everywhere, on an unparalleled scale. 

People living in different nations, with different economic and political systems, are 

hardly able to talk to each other without fighting. And within any single nation, different 

social classes and economic and political groups are caught in a similar pattern of 

inability to understand each other. (Bohm, 1996, p.1) 

 

The intention of communication is often forgotten through our necessity to get a point of view 

across forcefully and quickly. It is worth remembering that the term communication suggests 

a sharing or commonality of information. To exchange ideas is to communicate, for example, 

giving or receiving directions and following them to find a destination. Communication occurs 

between a ‘transmitter’ and ‘receiver’ and makes something common, conveying something as 

accurately and clearly as possible. This occurs through acts of dialogue and discussion and can 

be delivered in a range of communicative forms such as spoken language, writing, visual means 

and even musical forms. They can be transmitted through digital and analogue technologies. 

 

Discussion and dialogue are similar concepts but differ in subtle ways. In dialogue, the 

participating parties may have similar ideas, but through realising differences the participants 

may consider similarities or new ideas and share these with each other. This activity can occur 

endlessly, going back and forth until a new shared, common point is reached. Explaining 

dialogue, Bohm writes: 
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in a dialogue, each person does not attempt to make common certain ideas or items of 

information that are already known to him. Rather, it may be said that the two people 

are making something in common, i.e. creating something new together. (Bohm, 1996, 

p.3)  

 

Whereas Bohm describes discussion as being: “like a ping-pong game, where people are 

batting the ideas back and forth and the object of the game is to win points for yourself” (Bohm, 

1996, p.7). Dialogue is a form of communication which depends on an open, receptive stance 

not wholly needed when purely passing information on. This is of great importance in the case 

of painting where meaning is not ‘delivered’ in some finite, inflexible manner, but is transferred 

via a metaphoric, toing and froing process, much more in the manner of dialogue (Fig. 6.1). 

 
Figure 6.1. W. Robinson. (2019). Studio viewing wall  

[photograph]. 

 

Writing on the subject of creative activity, Bohm asks: 

Can it properly be said that the artist is expressing himself, i.e. literally ‘pushing 

outward’ something that is already formed inside of him? Such a description is not in 

fact generally accurate or adequate. Rather, what usually happens is that the first thing 

the artist does is only similar in certain ways to what he may have in mind. As in a 

conversation between two people, he sees the similarity and the difference, and from 

this perception something further emerges in his next action. Thus, something new is 

continually created that is common to the artist and the material on which he is working. 

(Bohm, 1996, p.4) 
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In the case of painting, the reflective, reflexive element of the painting process promotes 

dialogic activity. Artists submit to this act as a part of the creative process and willingly subject 

to the notion of ‘exchange’ with the product of their labour, the painting. Discourse occurs at 

first between the painter and the painting during the making process and concludes between 

the completed painting and the audience. On this subject, Paul Riceour writes that “One 

important aspect of discourse is that it is addressed to someone. There is another speaker who 

is the addressee of the discourse. The presence of the pair, speaker and hearer, constitutes 

language as communication” (Riceour, 1976, p.14).  

 

Although Riceour refers to discourse in the context of spoken language, his statement applies 

equally to the act of visual communication. The viewer performs the role of the ‘hearer’ while 

the painting adopts the role of the ‘speaker’. Within the remit of painting, the physical, bodily 

attendance of the artist is not essential, the trace and persona of the maker is present within the 

materiality of the work.  Paintings are normally expected to communicate with the audience as 

an isolated object, representing the considered intentions of the maker, as a quasi-person. 

Dialogue occurs between the viewer and the artwork allowing the painting a ‘voice’ of its own. 

As Joselit explains “Although the artist’s subjectivity is sticky, it need not be materialized 

forever. Things travel better without baggage. The artist must be eminently summonable – the 

emergency credit card – but not present in the artwork’s day job” (Smith, 2016 p.73). 

 

For the painter the studio is where dialogue is established during the creation of the work. The 

socially isolated environment of the studio allows a particularly focused dialogue between the 

artist and the artefact and relies on assertive action until a decision is arrived at. This activity 

takes the form of a push and pull between the painter and the painting. In Corrina Beltz’s film 

‘Gerhard Richter Painting’, Richter says that “each painting is an assertion that tolerates no 

company” (Richter, 2011). He is commenting here on the exposed and solitary position that 
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applies to the way paintings are themselves expected to ‘assert’ their position, alone in a gallery 

or museum. That is different to the ‘solitary’ dialogue of the studio, which is a two-way, 

constructive event involving the artist responding to and being provoked by the work. Dialogic 

intercourse as it occurs on the gallery wall with an audience, is generally a softer, quieter affair 

in which intended meaning may not be directly or wholly transferred to a second party, 

however something of the intention is exchanged, Riceour explains: 

what is experienced by one person cannot be transferred as such and such experience 

to someone else. My experience cannot directly become your experience. A stream of 

consciousness cannot be transferred as such into another stream of consciousness. Yet, 

nevertheless, something passes from me to you. Something is transferred from one 

sphere of life to another. (Riceour, 1976, P.15-16) 

 

Experience as lived by the artist remains private to the artist, however through the act of 

painting, its sense and something of its meaning becomes public and shared. This dialectic of 

event produces a dialogue which is an occurrence that connects two events, that of speaking 

through the language of the painting, and that of a kind of ‘visual hearing’ through the viewer’s 

experience when encountering the painting. 

 

6.2 Proximity: Optic and Haptic Vision. 

 

Benjamin wrote of the ‘aura’ of a work of art needing distance to function. He suggests that 

getting in close and touching an object is an aggressive act that ultimately leads to destruction 

(Benjamin, 1936). He uses the model of painting as providing a necessary distance between 

the painter’s subject and exhibited object and believed that time must be invested in looking at 

paintings, that a commitment should be given by the viewer. This he extended to the adherence 

to a set of predetermined conditions that demand that the viewer adopts a fixed point of viewing 

at the apex or point of a viewing triangle, in accordance with the Albertian concept of 

perspectival, pictorial space. This mode of vision is termed optic and relies on the viewer 

having a broad field of vision that allows optical reference to distinct fixed landmarks such as 

the ground, the sky and most importantly, where the two meet at the horizon. This allows the 
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viewer to discern spatial depth, through the use of vanishing points, to create an awareness of 

where the viewer is positioned relative to the viewed scene. This mode of viewing presents an 

image that is conceptually an externalised experience. The viewer is established as being on 

the ‘outside’ looking in. Conversely, Laura U. Marks observes that “a haptic work may create 

an image of such detail, sometimes through miniaturism, that it evades a distanced view, 

instead pulling the viewer in close” (Marks, 2000, p.163). This correlates with Bachelard’s idea 

of moving in close to see in more detail, thereby promoting a more haptic experience. He 

suggests that the use of a magnifying glass allows the user to accept unnoticed detail and 

dominate it, therefore seeing the world anew and in such close proximity, directs vision to the 

material protrusions of the surface structure, suggesting that in painting, a closeness to the 

picture plane provides a new type of vision that may otherwise be lost in the generality of the 

optic, supra-semiotic view. He infers that the closer we get to the surface the more physically 

felt the sensation of seeing becomes.  

 

The deeper one looks into the surface of a painting, the less there is to describe through verbal 

or written language, however this does not suggest there is less to be experienced. To appreciate 

this one has to get as close as possible to the surface of the painting and look beyond the image 

to see the materiality and facture of the picture plane. Ana Araujo writes: 

Proximity leads us into a dimension where ‘reality loses solidity’ […] Figures convert 

into texture, and vision becomes then incarnated. We feel as if we are touching the 

surface—or rather we are touched by it—with our eyes. The materiality of our bodies 

resonates with the materiality of the world. (Araujo, 2014, p.2) 

The closer we get to the surface the more ‘physically perceptible’ the sensation of seeing 

becomes. This heightened sensitivity promotes a sense of tactile vision, a haptic looking. The 

less focused our vision becomes, the more our sight becomes permeated by the sense of touch. 

It is in this ‘confused’ state, optically ‘wrapped’ in the materiality of the painting, that the 

viewer becomes more physically conscious of the facture and material construction of the paint 
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and the canvas, leaving the viewer feeling disorientated and uncomfortable. This is enhanced 

when the viewer is led into confined or restricted areas of the gallery such as the joins between 

ceiling and walls, walls and floors and corner spaces (Fig. 6.2).  

 
Figure 6.2. W. Robinson. (2019). A Place to Live  

[gallery installation]. 

 

Didi-Huberman (2005) writes of the suffocation effect of detailed, close-up vision and writes 

of how through magnification and a more close-up relationship with surface, we erroneously 

expect to understand our subject more fully. He suggests that by cutting or pruning a thing into 

several parts, then bringing those parts together again, we better understand the detail and 

ultimately, the whole. He writes that “to detail is to enumerate all the parts of a whole, as if the 

“cutting up” had served only to make possible a complete accounting, without remainder – a 

sum” (Didi-Huberman, 2005, p.230). His suggestion is that to cut up, the viewer must get closer 

to better experience the whole, suggesting that the whole exists as composite parts, provided 

these can be ‘added up’ to make more sense. This process of deconstruction has long been used 

in pathology, via the act of scientific dissection, to better understand biological, anatomical 

form. The process of dismantling complex forms, as a teaching practice, is deeply embedded 

in our cultural make up across scientific and artistic subject areas.  
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Lev Manovich (2001) explains that digital, computer space, holds characteristics similar to 

those of Greek Art, that is, an aggregate space comprising of many pieces placed together to 

form a whole but “discontinuous and lacking a sense of space as a medium” (Manovich, 2001, 

p. 10). This, he suggests, means that the virtual space we perceive on digital, computer 

platforms is “more haptic and aggregate than optic and systematic […] what is missing from 

computer space is space in the sense of medium - an environment in which objects are 

embedded” (Manovich, 2001, p.255). Manovich also cites the work of Giacometti and Seurat 

as examples of where ‘things and space’ are inseparable, eliminating the notion of an object 

being separated from a spatial ground. The materiality of a substance such as paint allows a 

physical and psychological fusion to ‘hold’ depicted objects in space, something that is difficult 

to realise in a digital, pixilated domain. The following is an example of this phenomenon. When 

viewing a series of Marlene Dumas portraits in the Pompidou Centre, Paris, my encounter with 

her painting Copy of a Model (Naomi Campbell) (1996), demonstrated the psychological ‘pull’ 

of painted images. The painted portrait, first seen from a distance, appeared to be photographic 

in its presentational mode. This effect decreased as I approached for a closer, more intimate 

inspection. The closer I moved to the image, the more its form broke down, until the portrait’s 

photographic realism was replaced by washes and abstracted pools of media that held their 

own, entirely material presence. The inherent beauty of the painting’s fluidity and exposed 

facture was intensely captivating. The painting offered a distinctive and personalised intimacy 

and unlike the experience of viewing from Benjamin’s prescribed Albertian perspectival stance, 

where a fixed viewpoint would have lessened my viewing experience, Dumas’ painting 

allowed the excitement of approaching and discovering, as my vision fluctuated from an optic 

to a haptic mode. On this phenomenon Marks writes “While optical perception privileges the 

representational power of the image, haptic perception privileges the material presence of the 

image […] The haptic image forces the viewer to contemplate the image itself instead of being 
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pulled into narrative” (2000, p.163). 

The transmission of digital information via contemporary technologies, renders the 

establishment of natural relationships between the viewer and viewed object unnecessary. 

There is little need for the viewer to have any relationship with the horizon or any external 

visual references or notions of time or distance as deemed essential by Alberti. It would seem 

that we are in danger of living in a world that has no concept of distance or dimensions and no 

idea of the concepts of near or far. This idea is not new. It is alluded to in the opening statement 

of ‘The Thing’ in which Heidegger writes “All time and distances are shrinking […] Yet the 

frantic abolition of all distances brings no nearness” (Heidegger, 1971, p.165). This highly 

apposite reference is applicable to the pace of our contemporary world. Alluding, as it does, to 

the speed of access and the unmitigated quantity of images that are flashed before our eyes on 

a continual basis, and our inability to register them, W. J. T. Mitchell states “that most images 

pass by and through us so quickly that we scarcely notice them. They are fast food for the eyes, 

and mostly junk food.” (Mitchell, 2006). The act of painting sidesteps this phenomenon to  

 
Figure 6.3. W. Robinson. (2019). Addressed and Cornered  

[gallery installation].  

 

some degree due to its demanding of a reciprocal encounter, whereby the viewer commits time 
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to look and see in the controlled environment of the gallery. My practice of hanging paintings 

in the liminal spaces of the gallery, such as a corner, entice the audience into the surface of the 

painting, ‘blinkering’ their peripheral vision (Fig. 6.3). The viewer is contained by the enclosed 

environment of the corner and forced to look closer at the detail of the surface, rather than the 

broader ‘picture’, passing through supra-semiotic, semiotic and into sub-semiotic modes of 

engagement. This practice is employed to ‘draw’ the viewer into a close-up mode of vision, a 

step-by-step ‘teasing’ of the viewer into an awareness of the facture of the painted surface, a 

strategy employed to establish a more heightened, physical relationship with the object-ness of 

the painting, in addition to promoting an intimacy with the process of making. As the viewer 

moves closer, vision changes from an optic to an increasingly haptic mode, making connections 

 
Figure 6.4. W. Robinson. (2019). Cocktail Dress, Soldier, Tape, Curtains. 

[painting].  

 

between small, related parts to transmit a more holistic experience. In the painting Cocktail 

Dress, Soldier, Tape, Curtains (Fig. 6.4), individual elements connect with one another, 

forming dialogic relationships which in turn present an internal and external conversation. Each 

small panel is loaded with recollection and recall and presents a re-lived sensation, through 

distanced, optic and then a closer, haptic looking.  
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6.3 Transition Through the Gallery.  

 

Art galleries and museums are institutions embedded in our cultural psyche as special places 

to go to, in order to advance and extend ourselves. When we visit a gallery, we are looking for 

a transitional experience, we want to be moved forward and changed in some way. We want to 

leave the gallery environment as an enriched, more ‘complete’ person than the one that entered. 

In this regard, the heterotopian nature of the gallery accommodates opportunities for 

transitional experience. How we first encounter the work influences how the work affects us. 

How we are ‘touched’ by a painting and how it communicates with us is affected by our 

proximity to the image. This is enforced by the unique space afforded by the gallery 

environment and its own special characteristics. Brian O’Doherty states that:  

The ideal gallery subtracts from the artwork all clues that interfere with the fact that it 

is ‘art’. The work is isolated from everything that would detract from its evaluation of 

itself. This gives the space a presence possessed by other spaces where conventions are 

preserved through the repetition of a closed system of values. Some of the sanctity of 

the church, the formality of the courtroom, the mystique of the experimental laboratory 

joins with chic design to produce a unique chamber of aesthetics. (O’Doherty, 1986, 

p.14) 

 

Our proximity to the image is vital to how we establish different modes of seeing and thereby 

affects how we understand and interpret the presented visual information.  

 

The following is a personal account describing my first-hand experience on encountering Andy 

Warhol’s painting Double Elvis (1963) on a visit to the ‘Transmitting Andy Warhol’ exhibition 

at The Tate Gallery, Liverpool (2015). I felt physically pulled into Warhol’s painting Double 

Elvis (1963). The repeated image of Elvis, depicted adopting an aggressive gesture, arrested 

my passage and guided my vision into the painting. The reflective surface of the metallic paint 

‘bounced’ my sight around, forcing me to bend and move from side to side in an attempt to 

make sense of the detail held within the material of the painted surface. As I moved, I caught 

glimpses of tracts of paint, surface blemishes and accidental marks, all vying for a place 

alongside the more controlled, sub-semiotic, intended traces of Warhol’s hand. Standing on tip 
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toes, stepping backwards and forwards, to the left, to the right and back again. For a while, I 

engaged in a visual dialogue with Warhol focusing on the squeegeed, double Elvis signifier. 

My reflexive actions stood in direct opposition to most of James Elkins’ eight pre-requisite 

conditions of ‘how to look at and possibly be moved’ by a painting (Elkins, 2004, p.210). They 

did however, bare testament to Krauss’ (1979) proposition, whereby a viewer sees an image in 

three distinct stages that draw them into the detail via supra-semiotic, semiotic and sub-

semiotic marks, presenting a staged approach ‘into’ the material of the painted picture plane. 

 

Greenberg recognised key optical factors in the reading and experiencing of images. One of 

his many contributions to painting was to outline an optical strategy which transposed 

illusionistic recession into lateral extension that ultimately lead to the production of larger, 

more physically dominant paintings. This increase in scale allowed the viewer’s gaze to travel 

along the picture plane, producing a kind of ‘scanning’ active viewing mode, rather than a more 

static, standing back activity to emphasise the whole. This transition from standing ‘outside’ 

to being in a position ‘within’, denotes the transition from the historically favoured optic mode 

towards a closer, more physically immersive, haptic viewing. Alison Wilding explains 

perfectly the sensation felt when viewing a painting she admires:  

For me a good piece of work is when the hair on the back of your neck stands on end 

when you encounter it. You know you are in the presence of something that is giving 

you a visceral kick. (Fortnum, 1995)  

 

While on an Art Restoration Scholarship to Italy, in the Uffizi Gallery Conservation Centre, I 

was separated from the rest of my fellow students having chosen to be left alone in a small, 

closed gallery containing nothing but Botticelli’s Primavera (1480) which had just been given 

a final coat of protective picture varnish having just undergone a full restoration. I stood before 

the horizontal format painting, feeling totally physically and visually immersed. With my 

peripheral vision contained by the borders of the painting’s large scale, I experienced the type 

of feeling that Wilding refers to. A huge shiver ran through my body and the hairs on my arms, 
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legs and neck stood on end. The sensation was overpowering and for a few seconds I felt unable 

to move. As the sensation subsided, I slowly gathered my faculties and began a process of 

reflection. The feeling of being ‘inside’ the image was pronounced and my haptic vision had 

fuelled that sense of immersion, promoting an overpowering, physical effect. The viewing 

relationship is a complex engagement, a dialogue that links the maker’s intentions to the viewer 

via the communicative abilities of the work, supported by the mode of presentation. When the 

power of the work comes together with considered siting, the effect can be an enhanced and 

strongly felt experience.  

 

6.4 Presentation. 

Michael Fried (1967) likens the experience of viewing a painting to looking at a tableau in the 

theatre, acted out or posed in front of an assembled audience who sat in fixed positions and 

remained so until the final curtain. When viewing tableaux, the audience takes a view that is 

predetermined, whereas the viewer of a painting has a more active role in respect of proximity 

and as such is more open to a more fluid, open ‘dialogue’ with the painting. In direct contrast 

to the systematic, optical space of Albertian perspective with its need for distance and spatial 

continuity. 

 

Contemporary painting demands a more puritanical attitude especially to the consideration of 

the painting’s edge, the framed ‘window on the world’ is no longer required. A bare edge 

suggests honesty to materials, an acceptance that the painting as ‘object’ is purely a coming 

together of materials, presented as nothing more. This accentuated objecthood is pronounced 

in monochrome painting and as such a closer relationship with the gallery space develops. The 

gallery wall becomes the frame and ground, and the painting object becomes the figure, housed 

and presented by the space it occupies. Of contemporary painting and its relationship to the 

frame, Meyer Shapiro explains: 
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The frameless modern picture explains in a sense the functions of the frame in older art. 

The frame was dispensable when painting ceased to represent deep space and became 

more concerned with the expressive and formal qualities of the non-mimetic marks than 

with their elaboration into signs. If the painting once receded within the framed space, 

the canvas now stands out from the wall as an object in its own right. (Shapiro,1972, 

p.11) 
 

Since Shapiro’s statement, painting has broken out of its framed containment and has found a 

new home in the architectural space of its surroundings as demonstrated by the practice of 

contemporary painters such as Katharina Grosse. Now existing in a “post-medium specific 

condition” (Krauss, 1979) painting can be everywhere and everything. 

 

Being inside the space of a curated exhibition, the viewer can also now be metaphorically 

‘inside’ the work. This decentralisation of the viewer (Bishop, 2005) rejects the Albertian, 

single viewpoint, and encourages the audience to adopt a more fluid, flexible vantage point 

from which to experience the work. When presenting my paintings, I lead the viewer through 

the gallery space, making visual and physical links from one space to another, all the time 

 
Figure 6.5. W. Robinson. (2019). Addressed and Cornered 

 [gallery Installation].  
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building narratives and making connections between works. Inside the gallery, there are 

multiple sites where corners, cornices, skirting boards, floors and door frames join together, as 

seen in Figure 6.5 and transition from one to another. These are threshold spaces, places where 

the placement of paintings and objects encourage the audience into them, thereby heightening, 

the sense of uncertainty. In this research practice, the enclosing walls of the gallery corners 

‘squeeze’ the viewer’s focus onto the work, leading their vision to the intensified intimacy of 

the presented ‘trigger objects’, thereby placing the viewer into a potentially transitional 

position. By bringing the viewer closer to the objects, in the enclosed space of a corner, a sense 

of magnified intimacy is experienced. This sensation is further exaggerated by the ‘blinkering’ 

effect of the gallery walls encroaching on the spectator’s peripheral vision. The privacy of such 

encounters entices the audience into the painted surfaces thereby encouraging the viewer to 

somatically engage with the intimate scale of the paintings. This muted experience is 

heightened by the increased intimacy shared with the paintings, which are then perceived in a 

heightened manner. Closeness then amplifies  

 
Figure 6.6. W. Robinson. (2019). A Place To Live: Ellwood Avenue  

in Addressed and Cornered [gallery installation].  
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this experience. In the work A Place To Live, Ellwood Avenue installed in the exhibition 

Addressed and Cornered (Fig. 6.6), the arrangement of twelve orange paintings lead the viewer 

on a narrative journey. This installation piece was exhibited in The Foyer Gallery of The 

University of Chester in March 2019 as a part of my investigation through exhibition 

experimentation. The orange paintings were hung at my height when I was a nine-year-old boy, 

which encouraged the viewer to adopt a stooped position when looking closely at the work. 

The work also ‘directed’ the viewing audience through the liminal space of the gallery entry, 

into other areas of engagement and contact with other work. The paintings combine the liminal 

effects at the edge of the paintings with the liminal uncertainty of the gallery’s corners and 

floor to wall spaces. Some were positioned between floor and wall causing the picture plane to 

serve as a kind of plinth, raising concerns about the status of the work as a sculptural object or 

a painting. In addition to this, some of the ‘trigger objects’ were placed as if they had ‘wandered 

off’ or been ‘knocked from’ their painted supports. The variation in distance connecting the 

picture plane and the object, created tension and sowed doubt regarding the related components. 

 
Figure 6.7. W. Robinson. (2019). A Place To Live:  

Ellwood Avenue [gallery installation].  
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This manufactured tension stems from a sense of the objects ‘orbiting’ the main body of the 

work, delicately connected only by their own equivalent of a gravitational pull. This could then 

interfere with or even completely break their relationship (Fig. 6.7).  

 

The plastic figure which hangs from the bottom rail of my painting Jumper Figure 6.8, is 

connected by a length of delicate, orange thread. The colour of the figure and the thread 

correspond with the left-hand panel which is painted to signify the orange curtains of my 

boyhood room. The connecting thread holds the figure at a constant, set distance from the 

painted panels, holding the ‘jumper’ not to close and not too far away to break the relationship 

 
Figure 6.8. W. Robinson. (2019). Jumper in  

Fully Awake exhibition [gallery installation].  

 

between the two. The thread suggests a memory of the strong maternal influence my mother 

had on me, raising me as a single parent and the sometimes delicate and precarious nature of 

such as memory and materiality and in the process transform everyday objects into intimate 
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reminders of individual and shared experiences. The better the work can do that, the longer it 

will be relevant. How the work is displayed to its audience plays a crucial role in this process. 
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CONCLUSION. 

7.1 Introduction to the Conclusion. 

 
This project originally set out to examine and understand the phenomenon created by the 

placing of objects at the painting’s edge and its effect on the work and the viewer. The objects 

used referred very much to my past but have been, through good fortune, made available to me 

and in many respects have ‘demanded’ to be integrated into the work and their meaning and 

significance has been developed through the work. This practical engagement with these 

objects has led to me to re-think the importance of the act of making and therefore carefully 

consider the development of the following, underpinning research questions: 

• How does the treatment of the periphery of the picture plane affect the transfer of 

meaning in paintings? 

 

• How can the painting process effect dialogue between ‘trigger objects’ and the picture 

plane? 

 

• How is the viewing experience altered by the presence, agency and proximity of 

objects? 

 

• Can the picture plane act as a communicative, revelatory membrane having quasi-

person status and how does this occur? 

The significance of the act of making, particularly the attribute of handmade-ness, is very 

important across all areas of this research, and as such provides a glue that holds each of the 

other research interests together, because practical investigation has provided the launch pad 

for the thesis and the resultant outcomes have fuelled my thinking and writing. This is 

reciprocated with the thesis underpinning the practice. This symbiotic relationship is evidenced 

in the new knowledge embodied in the research outcomes. The practice presents ‘real’ objects 

positioned at the painting’s periphery, at the threshold space between the internal and external. 

The research as we have seen confronts what occurs when objects, which might normally be 

depicted as signifiers within the frame of the painting, are used as additional components of 

the painting in that liminal space just beyond the painting’s surface. The practice has addressed 
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what happens at the painting’s edge an uncertain, liminal point of transition, where the internal 

centrifugal and the external centripetal forces encounter each other. It is at this site that the 

mimetic is replaced by the real to generate an altered kind of viewing experience. This raises 

specific questions which this conclusion will answer. The findings outlined here encompass 

the new knowledge that the research has produced, evidencing continuous, reflexive studio 

development.  

 

7.2 Three Exhibitions. 

An extremely important aspect of my practical research took the form of three focused 

exhibitions. The first of which was titled Object. Agency. Edge. (2017) and took place in ‘The 

Foyer Gallery’, University of Chester. This was an attempt to bring together objects with 

painted canvasses and panels to establish a dialogic relationship between the comparative 

flatness of the picture plane and the varied material surfaces of primary ‘trigger objects’. The 

question of the agency of these objects and the way they establish a dialogue between 

themselves, the picture plane and the audience, were the central concerns of this exhibition 

(Fig. 7.1, Fig. 7.2 & Fig. 7.3).  In Object. Agency. Edge. paintings were presented in a number 

of presentational formats which included individual ‘stand-alone’ paintings, groups of two to 

three paintings linked by theme, and ‘runs’ of multiple images which together formed a single 

sequential narrative as the viewer moved from one painting to the next. The focus of this 

exhibition was to investigate how objects performed with one another, with the picture plane 

and how they communicated their message to the audience. 

 

The stand alone, single paintings as illustrated in Figure 7.1, had trigger objects placed on and 

hung around their painted surface and as such exerted a commanded of their surrounding wall 

space. The ‘trigger objects’ extended the paintings beyond the boundaries of their stretchers 

giving them a heightened presence. This, I feel, was exaggerated further by the diffusion of the 
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painting’s edges by the effect of cast shadows. The softened, repeated shapes of the shadows 

broke the harshness of the picture plane’s edge, accentuating the uncertainty of the liminal site. 

The placed photographic prints began to slowly curl under the effect of the gallery spotlights, 

animating the work and providing a source of motion against the otherwise static forms. This 

unintended act provided an unexpected source of agency and vitalism.  

 
Figure 7.1. W. Robinson. (2017). Object. Agency. Edge.  

[gallery installation].  

 

 
Figure 7.2. W. Robinson. (2017). Object. Agency. Edge. 

 [gallery installation]. 
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The second presentation format showed small, grouped paintings, as depicted in Figure 7.2. 

These were loaded with objects along the top rail of the canvas and presented a sense of 

intimacy which drew in the audience to their delicately cluttered form. Viewers were compelled 

to move in close to examine their small-scale form in more detail, gradually prioritising their 

haptic vision above their optic vision. The effect of the cast shadows again came into play, 

softening and blurring the boundaries between the work and the end of the work. Most of these 

grouped paintings, consisted of two joined panels which produced a ‘line of uncertainty’ 

through the internal space of the work at the point where the panels meet; this drew the 

uncertainty of the liminal edge into the security of the internal, painted space. 

 

The third arrangement of paintings (Fig. 7.3) presented my research outcomes in a narrative 

sequence and introduced a temporal element to the reading of the work. The presentation of  

 
Figure 7.3. W. Robinson. (2017). Object. Agency. Edge. 

 [gallery installation]. 

 

these paintings in a line was sufficiently long enough to allow the viewer to forget the first 

viewed work compared to others seen later in the sequence, thereby challenging the viewer’s 

capacity to remember and forget. These images are based on one address, 68 Kings Dyke, and 
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are additionally linked by their scale and palette. The spaces in between each canvas were 

decided by establishing a point of tension where the paintings ‘felt right’ and were locked 

together by a deliberated distance. The audience where again confronted and pulled into the 

surface of the picture plane, relating their memories in response to the photographic prints 

before moving on to the next wok. 

 

The second exhibition, held at ‘The Beecham’s Gallery’, University Centre St Helens was 

entitled A Place to Live (2019) and presented a group of paintings, all based upon one familial 

address, 98 Ellwood Avenue. The works exhibited consisted of twelve orange monochromes, 

each of which were installed to be read as a single, integrated piece. This ‘installation’ also 

focused on maximising the potential of the liminal spaces of the gallery, exploring how the 

exhibited work performed while occupying ‘threshold’ sites. The intention was to bring the 

works together to engage the audience whilst augmenting the viewing experience through the 

processes of installation and curation. The processes that were employed challenged accepted 

practices within the gallery space and posed questions regarding the audience’s predetermined 

expectations regarding how paintings might be hung (Fig. 7.4, & Fig. 7.5).  

 
Figure 7.4. W. Robinson. (2019). A Place to Live.  

[gallery installation].  

 



 127 

 
Figure 7.5. W. Robinson. (2019). A Place to Live.  

[gallery installation].  

 

The ‘trigger objects’ placed carefully on the painted edges of the canvas are all small-scale 

toys taken from the time my family occupied Ellwood Avenue. They sit on the picture plane 

as it folds around the edges of the canvas’ stretcher, which connects the painting to the wall 

and the gallery’s transitional, liminal spaces.  

 

The third show, at The University of Chester’s ‘Foyer Gallery’, was titled Addressed and 

Cornered (2019) and presented floor-based, plinth paintings in addition to wall hung pieces 

and again sought to maximise the less used, transitional areas of the gallery space. A major 

intention was to draw the audience into a closer than usual physical engagement with the 

paintings, while exercising control over the optical and haptic, sensorial aspects experienced 

by the audience (Fig. 7.6, Fig. 7.7 & Fig. 7.8). This involved drawing the viewer into tight 

corner spaces to ‘interfere’ with the viewer’s peripheral vision, as illustrated in Figure 7.6 and 

Figure 7.7 and encourage acts such as ‘bending down’ as a part of the viewing experience. On 

some occasions ‘trigger objects’ were deliberately placed to look as though they may have 

accidentally been knocked over or displaced in some way. This generated a sense of uncertainty 

within some members of the audience, to the point where several offered to reposition the 
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‘disturbed’ object to what they deemed its correct place. Many of the paintings in this 

exhibition have painted edges, extending the picture plane into the parergon (Derrrida, 1987). 

These works bounced reflected colour out and onto the wall space or consisted of vivid, 

checked patterns (Fig. 7.8) which steered the viewer’s focus into the uncertainty of the liminal 

edge and the effect of a carefully placed ‘trigger object’.   

 
Figure 7.6. W. Robinson. (2019). Addressed and Cornered.  

[gallery installation].  

 

 
Figure 7.7. W. Robinson. (2019). Addressed and Cornered.  

[gallery installation].  
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Figure 7.8. W. Robinson. (2019). Addressed and Cornered.  

[gallery installation].  

 

All of the exhibited work engaged with the overarching concern of the painting object as a 

quasi-person (Graw, 2018), of almost being a subject and how this has impacted on my 

paintings and affected their relationship with the viewer. 

 

This research project has been centred on the ways all of these concerns dovetail to produce 

new objects which engage with and provoke considered thought and assessment. With this 

intention to the fore, I believe the resultant work interrogates the underpinning theoretical and 

practical concerns introduced within the chapters of this thesis. These concerns have been 

driven by the four research questions, which are specifically addressed in the remainder of this 

chapter.  

 

7.3 How does the treatment of the periphery of the picture plane affect the transfer of 

meaning in paintings? 

This research views the peripheral edge of a painting as a place where experience becomes 

heightened, a space where the experienced mode of encounter may become psychologically 

adjusted. The agency and causal effect (Gell, 1998) of combined objects - including the picture 

plane - instigate and enhance sensual interactions in these uncertain sites. The external edges 
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of the picture plane, understood in terms of the parergon (Derrida, 1987) and heterotopian 

spaces (Foucault, 1967) share common characteristics associated with the liminal, centred on 

uncertainty, transition and between-ness, marking them as highly potent, flexible spaces. 

 

The uncertainty that characterises the liminal edges of a painting brings about a point of tension 

between the interiority and exteriority of the painting. The interior space traditionally holds the 

focus of the viewer’s attention, this normally being the site of the image. What happens either 

side of the painted image is usually of less importance than this normative, interior image. In 

other modes of practice, such as photography, time is frozen at the prescribed moment and at 

that punctum (Barthes), the moment has its place with a defined sense of time extending before 

and after. In the course of this research it has been concluded that the nature of a painting’s 

facture suggests that rather than extending before and after, time is layered ‘into’ its surface 

with little or no connection to what happens either side of the presented image. This focus 

privileges the interior allowing the painting to ‘stand’ as a single entity. By contrast, the 

painting’s edge, as a peripheral site, represents a less mediated, less predictable place, where 

the reading of carefully selected, strategically placed signifiers can be interpreted in a more 

flexible manner. The tension at this threshold point, is further agitated by objects that are 

carefully balanced and precariously positioned. This instigates a pause, a space to review and 

experience the potential of a vast externality in contrast with the contained intimacy of the 

work. At the outward extent of the stretcher, the picture plane folds around the supporting 

stretcher’s edge, effecting the two-dimensionality of the painted surface, turning it into a three-

dimensional object, capable of supporting and presenting other objects. The picture plane at 

this point, now has a changed potential, as well as form. The placement of ‘trigger objects’ at 

this site, promotes an altered interpretation of both the picture plane and these objects. This 

alteration also supports the utilisation of cast shadows, projected from such placed objects, 

onto the gallery wall. Shadows cast into the exterior space extend the presence of the work 
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whilst adding a soft ‘reach’. This abates the transition between internal and external elements 

and provides an ethereal, visual echo of the assembled, solid forms.  

 

The cast shadows have come to signify the half-remembered, half-forgotten passages recalled 

during the making of the work. This additional layer of signification extends the inner space of 

the painting, out and onto the gallery wall, into the viewer’s space. The cast shadows operate 

as a parergon (Derrida, 1987) offering a threshold space that belongs to both the gallery wall 

and the painting’s edge, causing the painting’s periphery to produce a psychological zone of 

uncertainty and fluctuation in which the viewer operates. 

 

7.4 How can the painting process effect dialogue between ‘trigger objects’ and the 

picture plane? 

The act of painting promotes dialogue, via the making process and the presence of situated 

thinking inherent in the intimate actions of handmaking. Rather than being predetermined a 

priori, as it were, at the onset of work, intentions often emerge during the making process as a 

result of a physical encounter with the work. Revelation occurs to the painter, during the 

process of making but also occurs to the viewer during their observation of the work. In the 

case of the picture plane, a revelatory quality suffuses the materiality of the painted marks, 

which act as a record of the vitality of the maker’s thought and actions. At this sub-semiotic 

level, marks carry intention and act as a connection between the painted inner space and can 

initiate ‘exchange’ with objects placed at the picture plane’s edge. A medium such as paint is 

capable of holding layers of embedded knowledge, generating a material dialogue between the 

artist, the work and the audience. As a consequence, “iconic consciousness” (Alexander, 2008) 

occurs as a product of selecting, making and placing. Information and ‘vitality’ are held and 

released whether knowingly or intuitively by the artist, during the process of painting. Within 

the sub-semiotic, gestural marks that serve as transformative devices, between the artists, the 

things they make and an audience, attributes of life are recorded, however inert the painting 
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medium may be considered to be. By this means the painting process generates agentic, 

dialogic relationships and creates social interactions between the audience and the work. The 

position of the painted picture plane is relatively permanent, serving as a secure component as 

well as an optical ‘sounding board’ for other elements of the work.  

Throughout the painting process the picture plane is constantly loaded with data, which is 

embedded in its material surface. This promotes dialogic relationships between the artist, the 

painted picture plane and the ‘trigger objects’ added and assembled during the making process. 

These elements, in turn, generate a dialogic relationship with the viewer. Occasionally the 

painted surfaces of the objects themselves also connect them with the picture plane, either by 

the hand of an anonymous maker in the factory of their production or added later by my own 

hand. This trace of my presence is embedded in all elements of my work; evidence of my 

involvement in the making process. Along with the residual trace of my intention, every aspect 

of my research practice is imbued with this characteristic through all stages of realisation, 

production and presentation. 

There is a convergence of, in my practical research work, of three kinds of external, primary 

objects with the painted picture plane. Firstly, there are the points of interest arising from 

practical engagement between the picture plane and primary objects such as die-cast, toy cars 

and cast, plastic figures. During the making of a painting, the picture plane is loaded with layers 

of embedded meaning. It contains the history of its own construction and carries the physical 

trace of its facture in the world as well as carrying on its surface the subtle effects of time. 

Artefacts such as my paintings possess agentic power to affect the world within their field of 

causal effect in ways that would not occur if they did not exist. They create the circumstances 

for causal effect whenever a viewer makes contact with them. Acts of recollection and 

remembering are triggered not only by the picture plane, but also by objects which, when 

placed on and around the picture plane’s periphery, can form chain-reactions of voluntary and 
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sometimes involuntary association. A primary object, for example a plastic motorcycle as 

illustrated in Figure 7.9 adds signification through the act of generating memories leading to 

causal effect with the viewer. This may take the form of an intellectual, conscious experience  

 
Figure 7.9. Wayne Robinson. (2019) Motorbike [painting]. 

 

 or a more sensual, “iconically conscious” response (Alexander, 2008). My ‘trigger objects’ 

carry evidential traces of familial events and as such, through the working process, are 

transitioned from being historical objects of the past into psychological objects related to the 

present. While I have very clear intentions as to the meaning I wish to imbue the work with 

and to communicate, inevitably the unintentional aspect of making opens out the potential 

reading of my work, allowing the viewer to build their own interpretations. I very much 

approve of this flexible, shifting and uncertain relationship and seek to magnify such 

revelations through the use of such liminal, threshold sites. Secondly, there is a special 

relationship between the picture plane and the photographic prints. A communicative, indexical 

sign, such as a photographic print, behaves in a different way to other modes of visual 

communication due to its strong reliance on temporal conditions. A photographic image 

suggests a static moment or “punctum” (Barthes, 1980) that is situated between the occurrence 
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of something before and after the captured moment and there is an implied acceptance that the 

moment extends into the future as a different, continuing form. In painting there is less 

importance placed on occurrences either side of the presented image. To place a photographic  

 
Figure 7.10. Wayne Robinson. (2016) Picnic 2 

[painting].  

 

print at the periphery of the picture plane (Fig. 7.10) fractures the relational norms of both of 

these disciplines. The relationship becomes uncertain and as such, new possibilities for reading 

are opened up. My research and practice create links between the internalised form of the 

painted picture plane and connect these with externalised objects such as photographic prints. 

It may be worth noting at this juncture that increasingly the ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ of 

contemporary digital photography can be altered by the artist’s hand via computer software, to 

promote a new, mediated form of reality. The photograph continues, as it has always been, to 

be susceptible to being ‘doctored’ to suit the intentions of the maker. On this point, the 

photographic prints used in my paintings are fixed and have not, to my knowledge, been 

adjusted by the commercial printing process, although the process of printing obviously leaves 

its mark. In this regard they are possibly a more stable ‘participant’ when compared with the  
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Figure 7.11. Wayne Robinson. (2020) Untitled  

[painting].  

 

fluid nature of the painted surface. Together the photographic print and the painted picture 

plane become mnemonic devices, ‘trigger objects’ performing as potent, agentic things. 

Thirdly, the final example is regarding the convergence of the painted picture plane and the 

plaster cast (Fig. 7.11). There are similarities between plaster casts, photographic prints and 

my painted surfaces. The notion of residuality as trace, suggests that other forms of 

reproduction may perform in a similar manner to the photographic print. The plaster casting 

process from a mould ‘lifts’ a trace from the surface of the subject and transfers it onto the 

secondary form of the cast itself, perfectly presenting blemishes and irregularities ‘lifted’ from 

the original. Such cast objects then re-present the indexical traces transferred from the tiny 

liminal space that exists between the mould and the cast product. There are similarities between 

the sculptural mould and the photographic print. As a means of reproduction for example, a 

photograph could be considered as a type of visual mould, a visual impression of reality. Like 

the photographic negative, the plaster mould is a primary form, capable of producing multiple 



 136 

images or prints of reality. In this research practice, my hand has imprinted and made the plaster 

cast, therefore creating and ‘loading’ it with trace and ‘transferred’ embedded thinking through 

the actions of handmaking. Due to this process, the cast acts as another form of agentic, ‘trigger 

object’ with which to elicit a response from the viewer.  

 

Further to these variations, there are instances of the research outcomes combining mixtures 

and amalgamations of, all three forms together. Each variant performs in subtly differing ways, 

vying for attention and ‘pulling’ the viewer into dialogic relationships. 

 

7.5 How is the viewing experience altered by the presence, agency and proximity of 

objects? 

At the onset of this research I considered the objects used, to be memento objects, however, 

the more time I have spent working with this material, the broader the implications of their 

effects became. I now feel that their performance fluctuates between that of mementos, 

transitional objects, fetish objects and relics. Their one consistent, common function is that 

they all act as ‘trigger objects’. They, at all times, ‘hold’ the trace of the past and re-present it 

in the present, as a component part of a newly formed, re-presented object. As a consequence 

of being constructed from real things, that possess real histories, they possess a hauntological 

(Derrida, 1993) presence, as discussed in Chapter 3. The conditions of how the paintings are 

viewed is also an important consideration. Their placement in corners and other liminal spaces, 

instigates an audience engagement that constantly tests and challenges the stability of the 

viewing experience. Upon approaching and leaving, from afar to up close, my paintings are 

intended to be encountered from different angles and distances. Edges are considered, scale 

and lighting are taken into account and all play their part in allowing the work to form a 

dynamic presence through curation. The propensity for the viewer to move between optic and 

haptic vision is employed strategically to ‘lure’ them into a closer, more intimate contact with 
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the work. The installation of the work into liminal, transitional gallery spaces, introduces a 

closer, more intimate contact with the work.  

 

Figure 7.12. Wayne Robinson. (2019). A Place to Live  

[gallery installation]. 

 

This also occurs when the material properties of the work establish transitive links with fixtures 

and fittings within the gallery space, bringing them into dialogue with the picture plane as 

illustrated in Figure 7.12. In this instance the Lego brick is placed away from the picture plane 

but remains close enough to maintain a connection. The blue brick rests on a ledge that is then 

‘activated’ visually and incorporated as a part of the work. This research points to the 

conclusion that presentational deployment of this kind magnifies and enhances the experience 

of a haptic mode of vision. Paintings are never seen through a disembodied eye and as such the 

somatic, instinctively felt sensation at the point of contact with this work, should hold equal 

importance alongside more traditional, cognitively driven, practiced aesthetic senses. The 
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testing of work through considered presentation in exhibitions has been vital to the ongoing 

development of this research project.  

7.6 Can the picture plane act as a communicative, revelatory membrane having quasi-

person status and how does this occur?  

In my research practice, the paintings are the result of a highly mediated process that allows 

the component parts of each painting to be formally arranged, composed and recomposed until 

a kind of perfected form is arrived at. During the process of facture, a complex, historical 

inventory is built of the picture plane’s making and this palimpsestic record is stored within 

the painting’s surface. Through handmaking, the transfer of vitality and a residual trace of my 

‘self’ is processed via my hand, into the painted surface. This trace, in the form of sub-semiotic, 

painted marks, holds evidence of the use of the specific tools employed in the making of the 

work. Situated thinking through practice encourages something of the act of making to use 

Joselit’s term “passage” (Joselit, 2020) into the work and become embedded within it. Joselit 

refers to the ‘subjectobject’, this term addresses the foundational phenomenon of the painting 

as a quasi-person, describing the point at which an object takes on the trace of its maker to the 

extent that its classification is reconsidered due to the agency ‘bestowed’ upon it. As I pointed 

out in chapter four, according to Joselit’s argument, at this point, the object is considered to be 

something between a subject and an object, that is an object that possesses subject qualities - a 

quasi-subject or a ‘subjectobject’. Every decision to place a selected object at the periphery, 

inside or outside of the picture plane, carries a trace of the vitality of my conscious and 

unconscious intentions. This is stored within the presented work and awaits the moment when 

a receptive viewer encounters it. The work is almost, but not quite, a subject. It does, however, 

project something of the maker and affects the viewer in very real and tangible ways. 
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7.7 New knowledge. 

With regard to the notion of  new knowledge, I would prefer that Scrivener’s idea of 

“generating novel apprehension” (Scrivener, 2002, p. 2), be applied to my findings. Equally, 

Bolt’s idea that new knowledge stems from the production of new outcomes as a result of 

intimate, close material relationships through the hand-making process, is also accurately 

aligned with my approach to this research.  

 

In threshold, liminal spaces uncertainty dominates and reliance on memory and instinct can be 

vital in communicating intended meaning. It is, moreover, accepted that memory is also non-

permanent, nebulous and often unreliable. It is therefore essential that the act of forgetting is 

not denied or construed as merely a negative force. In the space where memory and recollection 

break down, and forgetting dominates, ‘trigger objects’ can steer and guide our intuition, we 

can be inventive and follow our inclination to recreate new versions of original events. With 

this thought to the fore, my instinct is to suggest that to stop and pause at the painting’s edge, 

rather than burst through it, in a Kraussian (1979) ‘charge’ into an outer, expanded territory. I 

am certain that this attitudinal shift may be of benefit to maker and audience alike. So let us 

stop and consider the transitional effect of the liminal space of the painting’s edge and allow 

the ‘things’ placed there, to ‘vibrate’ with their meaning. Allowing time for the resultant 

tension to be fully experienced, could be read as being in opposition to Derrida’s idea of the 

parergon (Derrida, 1987). That concept sees these objects as being nothing more than an 

embellishment to the main body of the work, whereas they are, as this research proves, far 

more than mere embellishments. To regard them as such is to overlook liminal spaces and their 

massive potential. In the context of contemporary practice, and through this research, I regard 

the painting’s edge as a highly provocative space. When objects and the picture plane coalesce, 

a new entity is formed. The conflation of Derrida’s parergon with Van Gennep’s observations 

of transitional liminality, or the otherness of Foucault’s heterotopian space, when merged with 
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the deep recall of Freud’s Nachtraglichkeit, somehow provides the right purgatorial context 

within which my practice rests. This accumulation generates a potential for creative open-ness 

which is perfectly placed to accommodate the viewing of my research practice, a place where 

an open, flexible attitude is welcomed. This thesis, along with the exhibited paintings, sets out 

to bring together the aforementioned theoretical concerns, to produce new objects in a new 

context and present the findings as newly generated knowledge, new forms of apprehension 

and it is with this in mind that each of my paintings anticipate the moment of their completion, 

culminating in their exhibition and public scrutiny. 
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APPENDIX A. 

 

The following images are taken from the exhibition Remembered and Placed: Liminality, 

Inside Outness and Agency in Threshold Spaces which presented the original creative artworks 

from this research practice. 

 

 
Figure A.1. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 
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Figure A.2. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 

 
 

 
Figure A.3. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 
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Figure A.4. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 

 

 
Figure A.5. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 
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Figure A.6. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 

 

 
Figure A.7. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 
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Figure A.8. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 

 

 
Figure A.9. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 
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Figure A.10. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 

 

 
Figure A.11. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 
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Figure A.12. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 

 

 
Figure A.13. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 
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Figure A.14. Remembered and Placed. Gallery Installation. CASC. 

March 2022 [Photograph]. 
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APPENDIX B.  

The Paintings. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2015) A40 Cumberland 1 [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2015) A40 Cumberland 2 [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 



 164 

 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2015) A40 Cumberland 3 [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2015) A40 Cumberland 4 [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2016) Archers [painting]. 

Oil on panel with plaster cast. 30 x 37 cm. 

 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2016) Picnic 1 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2016) Picnic 2 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 

 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2016) Untitled [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2016) Cowboy [painting].  

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 33cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2016) Slipping 1 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and plaster cast. 50 x 34cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2016) Slipping 2 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and plaster cast. 49 x 33cms. 

 

 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2016) Slipping 1 [painting].  

Oil on board and plaster cast. 42 x 30cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2016) Slipping 2 [painting].  

Oil on board and plaster cast. 42 x 30cms. 

 

 

 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2016) Slipping 3 [painting].  

Oil on board and plaster cast. 42 x 30cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2016) Slipping 4 [painting].  

Oil on board and plaster cast. 45 x 30cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2016) Slipping 5 [painting].  

Oil on board and plaster cast. 41 x 30cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2016) Cocktail Dress [painting]. Oil on canvas, 

photographic print and plastic figure. 30 x 34cms. 

 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2016) Cocktail Dress Blanket [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and wool blanket. 31 x 30cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2017) Kings Dyke 1 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2017) Kings Dyke 2 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2017) Kings Dyke 3 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 

 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2017) Kings Dyke 4 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2017) Kings Dyke 5 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 

 
 

 
W. Robinson. (2017) Kings Dyke 6 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 

 



 175 

 
W. Robinson. (2017) Kings Dyke 8 [painting].  

Oil on canvas and photographic print. 30 x 37cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2017) Large Orange Painting 1 [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plaster casts. 155 x 160cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2017) Large Orange Painting 2 [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plaster casts. 155 x 160cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Triptych [painting].  

Oil on canvas. 160 x 155cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2018) Blue Truck [painting]. Oil on canvas, 

die cast truck and photographic print. 55 x 35cms. 

 
 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) After Ellsworth Kelly 1 [painting]. Oil on canvas, 

plaster cast, photographic print and plastic figure. 70 x 48cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2018) After Ellsworth Kelly 2 [painting]. Oil on canvas, wool  

blanket, plaster cast, photographic print and plastic figure. 70 x 46cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) After Ellsworth Kelly 3 [painting]. Oil on canvas, 

plaster cast, photographic print and plastic figure. 70 x 48cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2018) Forgotten 1 [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 31 x 30cms. 

 
 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Forgotten 2 [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 31 x 30cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2018) Dumper Truck [painting]. 

Oil on panel and die cast toy. 40 x 20cms. 

 
 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Baby Shoes [painting]. 

Oil on panel and leather shoes. 80 x 40cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2018) Orange Truck [painting]. Oil on panel, 

cotton thread and die cast truck. 41 x 40cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Orange Truck 2 [painting]. Oil on panel, 

cotton thread and die cast truck. 41 x 40cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2018) Lady Lamp [painting installation]. Oil on panel, photographic  

print and lamp. 80 x 50 x 40cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Horseguard [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 35cms. 
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W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Tank Man [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 35cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Lego [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic block. 30 x 31cms. 

 
 



 184 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Guardsman [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 35cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Rebel [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 35cms. 

 
 



 185 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Horse [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 35cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Life Guard [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 35cms. 



 186 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Pit Man [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 33cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Legs [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 35cms. 

 
 



 187 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Motorcycle [painting]. 

 Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 32cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Hedge [painting]. 

 Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 32cms. 

 



 188 

 
W. Robinson. (2018) Ellwood Ave. Desert Rat [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 30 x 35cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2019) Blue Shoes [painting]. 

Oil on canvas with leather shoes. 30 x 35cm. 

 
 



 189 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Go Faster [painting]. Oil on panel, 

photographic print and plastic figure. 20 x 16cms. 

 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2019) Go Faster 2 [painting]. Oil on panel 

and plastic figure. 20 x 11cms. 

 



 190 

 
W. Robinson. (2019) Cocktail Dress, Soldier, Tape, Curtains 

 [painting]. Oil on panel and plastic figure. 20 x 12cms. 

 
 
 

 
W. Robinson. (2019) Motorbike [painting]. 

Oil on panel and plastic figure. 10 x 12cms. 

 
 

 
 
 



 191 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2019) Head [painting]. Oil on panel 

and plastic figure. 10 x 11cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2019) Untitled [painting]. Oil on panel 

and plastic figure. 10 x 12cms. 

 
 



 192 

 
W. Robinson. (2019) Jet Plane [painting]. Oil on panel 

and plastic figure. 20 x 22cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Arm [painting]. Oil on panel 

and plastic figure. 10 x 10cms 

 



 193 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Foot [painting]. Oil on panel 

and plastic figure. 10 x 10cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Arm 2 [painting]. Oil on panel 

and plastic figure. 10 x 10cms. 

 
 



 194 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Untitled [painting]. Oil on canvas 

and plaster casts. 30 x 38cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Kings Dyke Mini [painting]. Oil on panel, plaster cast, 

photographic print, cotton thread and plastic figure. 22 x 17cms. 

 
 
 



 195 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) George Cohen or Ray Wilson? [painting].  

Oil on panel and tin plate figure. 10 x 11cms. 

 



 196 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Jumper [painting]. Oil on panel, 

cotton thread and plastic figure. 20 x 35cms. 

 
 



 197 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Curtains, Tape and Things (Large) [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 50 x 45cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Curtains, Tape and Things (Small) [painting]. 

Oil on canvas and plastic figure. 45 x 43cms. 

 
 



 198 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Steam Roller [painting]. Oil on panel 

and die cast toy. 10 x 16 x 2cms. 

 

 
W. Robinson. (2020) Yellow Truck [painting]. Oil on panel 

and die cast toy. 10 x 16 x 2cms. 

 
 



 199 

 
W. Robinson. (2021) Remembered Dress. Oil on canvas 

and photographic print. 30 x 37cms.  

 
 

 
W. Robinson. (2021) Remembered Dress. Oil on canvas 

and photographic print. 32 x 33cms.  

 
 



 200 

 
W. Robinson. (2021) Remembered Blanket. Oil on canvas 

and photographic print. 32 x 28cms.  

 
 
 

 
W. Robinson. (2021) Remembered Clay. Oil on canvas 

and photographic print. 33 x 28cms.  

 



 201 

 
W. Robinson. (2021) Remembered Curtains. Oil on canvas 

and photographic print. 35 x 28cms.  

 
 

 
W. Robinson. (2021) Remembered Kitchen. Oil on canvas 

and photographic print. 35 x 28cms.  

 
 

 



 202 

 
W. Robinson. (2021) Two Sisters [painting]. Oil on canvas 

and photographic print. 40 x 25cms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


