
Fine Art Project: “You Men and Your Holocausts 

 

I 

 

  

 

Rummaging around in one’s attic is as fine a way to “potter,” as I understand the term, as I can 

think of.  Rummaging around in one’s attic in the name of Fine Art only serves to take the 

value of the “pottering” up a notch.  My attic is split between what appears, at a glance, to be 

the detritus left behind after the Apparition in the Library scene from Ghostbusters and a 

backyard skip at Mothercare.  Finding material for a Fine Art assemblage was never going to 

be a problem for me. 

 

Descending the poorly-attached ladder with an old brown suitcase still carrying my Father’s 

home address around the handle, I open said suitcase and peruse the small selection therein:  a 

baby monitor, a modem, three (empty) tins of SMA formula and a teddy bear onesie is enough 

to inform me of the general direction the theme of my piece is likely to take.  My first instinct 

is to attempt to fill the onesie with something and give it some sort of half-life.  This instinct is 

disregarded in short order.  My second instinct is to combine the modem, monitor and tins into 

a strange Post-Futurist construction.  Again, no thank you. 

 

I close the suitcase and try not to think about it. 

 

  

 

II 

 

  

 

There are times when items collected perhaps for their initial visual appeal or potential can be 

enough to set one off in the right direction and reach an artistic conclusion in good time.  This 

being me however, and particularly owing to this being – essentially – my debut foray into the 

world of Fine Art, now is decidedly not one of those occasions.  Surveying the offerings from 

the attic merely leaves me clueless as to what it is I want to be saying with this piece, and this 

then leads me to suspect that I may, at present, have nothing to say that I haven’t already said 

– or at least hinted at – last year.  Childhood themes are ten-a-penny, not to mention old hat.  

That whole “cycle of life” thing was done in printmaking too. 

 

For the first practical session I began in the most arbitrary fashion: I nailed the teddy suit to a 

sheet of wood, after painting said piece of wood white.  When I say “nailed,” I mean to say that 

this was my intention, but after an hour chasing my own tail around the college I was to 

discover that nails are no longer in wide usage in institutions of learning.  This would prove to 

be my greatest discovery of the day. 

 

A couple of days’ previous to this I had produced two paintings of my hand holding an egg – 

in two different positions, obviously, and also a self-portrait using the most garish colour-



scheme I could, at the time, conceive.  I had a notion that these pieces should be incorporated 

into the whole in some way, but for the time being I was compelled to simply photograph the 

two “egg” paintings next to the teddy suit, which had by this time incorporated an artistic 

statement of sorts: 

 

  

 

“The viewer accepts that any and all inferred visual associations are entirely product of said 

viewer’s projected interpretations, and that any allegory in this instance is negated by the 

artist’s considered and non-accidental ambiguity. 

 

  

 

The artist accepts the viewer’s position as reciprocal, and as such all conversation between the 

viewer and the artist shall be kept minimal, presupposing the viewer’s interpretation shall be 

personal and in no way influenced by the artist. 

 

  

 

The piece shall remain impartial.” 

 

  

 

My first impulse was to create a silkscreen for this statement, although it was by that time far 

too late in the day to begin the process.  I printed out the statement and stuck it to the piece 

with Pritt Stick.  One makes the best of the tools at one’s disposal. 

 

  

 

III 

 

  

 

An entire week passed without me giving the project a second thought.  I tell a lie here: I gave 

much thought to not giving the piece a thought, deliberating that leaving a blank canvas inside 

my head would be the most creatively productive thing to do.  Such a process has rarely let me 

down in the past.  And so it was that, on the Monday leading up to the second practical session 

I recalled a painting I had produced very late in the day for last year’s Final Major Project – 

the by-now-tedious “Mini-Saga” fiasco. 

 

This painting is of the most prosaic scene I could imagine at the time (and still I struggle to 

imagine a more humdrum setup): that of my kitchen – the range of the cooker, the hanging 

utensils and a vase of flowers that at the time were in a moribund state.  I liked the idea of 

painting this scene for two reasons, first of which was the instant visual pun (the kitchen sink 

drama).  Second, and more philosophically in line with that which I have been trying to suggest 

for a long time, I felt the need to paint this scene because, particularly in the modern age, no 



such scenes are contemplated.  The average visual consumer is conditioned these days to expect 

the outre, the spectacular and the elaborate.  No time is devoted to contemplating the simple 

beauty found in, for instance, the curvature of a colander, the reflection of the kitchen tiles seen 

on a glass hob, or even in a simple vase of flowers.  With this in mind I painted the scene on 

the largest scale yet: 2A0, over-emphasizing the everyday ordinariness of the idea. 

 

At the time of completing this painting I was overwhelmed by the urge to do something I had 

previously thought a distasteful throwback to Pop Art’s more obvious imagery – using speech 

balloons.  Given that this painting was made with the Mini-Saga project in mind, however, use 

speech balloons I did, but only because any other sort of text would have left the painting flat 

and dull.  Three cut-out speech bubbles and one panel were ultimately made – the first three 

concerning ethnic cleansing throughout the Twentieth-Century (which I found pleasingly 

incongruous with the painting), and the last panel throwing the entire conversation in a new 

direction: “You men and your holocausts!”  This last statement, or exclamation as it can more 

correctly be called, gives the entire piece an ironic, Post-Feminist twist which to my mind 

makes the piece. 

 

As I have said, this painting would otherwise have been used to fatten out my FMP portfolio, 

yet I felt it deserved a little more respect than that.  Accordingly, I have now given it a new 

context.  One final word on this: when I attended the lecture given by Patrick “Paddy” Hartley 

last year at the Artrix, I recall Hartley himself encouraging all present to never leave their work 

in a finished state.  To wit, if a piece from the past could be re-used in the present to create a 

new direction then such a thing should be done unthinkingly.  I give my thanks here to Mr 

Hartley. 

 

  

 

IV 

 

  

 

When the arrangement of the piece came around, it was obvious to me that the painting would 

benefit from being split up.  In point of fact, the original intention when I first put the painting 

on the wall all those months back was to split it into four and add an actual window frame onto 

it.  Where I would have gotten a window frame from in the first place is beyond me, so the 

question of how I would apply it to a painting never became a problem. 

 

In this instance, a simple bisection was quite enough to break the image up, with the 

whitewashed board in the middle supporting the teddy suit.  Over the course of the week, the 

screw had fallen from the right arm of the onesie, leaving it in an attitude of pointing left.  

Rather than fix this, I thought it lent the piece a certain something, and so in this attitude it has 

remained.  To the overall piece’s credit, too, is the positioning of the central panel.  That white 

in the middle of the yellow and blue gives the whole work a geometric symmetry which holds 

it together. 

 



It is safe to say that, at this point, I have never been more pleased with the way a piece of work 

has gone.  Having said this, I understand well enough that now is a crucial stage where I could 

add something which could entirely ruin the overall effect, or do nothing and lose the 

momentum thus far created. 

 

  

 

V 

 

  

 

The piece is assembled, adjusted and arranged.  I photograph the piece and upload the images 

straight onto the laptop.  Whilst waiting for this I casually flick through some of the films in 

my video folder.  The laptop is positioned in such a way on my leg that it fills perfectly the 

bottom-right of the white board, and thus the idea happens that, possibly…but no.  I have never 

even done so much as photography on a serious level before – surely the leap to videography 

would be stupendous? 

 

  

 

VI 

 

  

 

The window frame mentioned earlier was never, truly, a viable option.  Or so I thought.  In a 

kind of actualised Baader Meinhoff Effect, I yesterday walked past a skip containing, 

yes…window frames.  I am now saddled with the awkward dilemma of whether to ask the 

builders in question for the frames, wait until 2 AM and raid it clandestinely or pretend I never 

saw them in the first place.  Right now, the latter option is the more appealing, although in the 

long run I shall ever be curious to know what the piece looked like with the frames. 

 

As for the video element of the piece, I have cobbled together various film clips and created a 

loose and open-ended short of around six minutes in length.  This comprises clips from 

Sanatorium Pod Klepsydra (The Hourglass Sanatorium) (1973), Den Brysomme Mannen (The 

Bothersome Man) (2006), Lars von Trier’s Anti-Christ from 2009 and a very brief excerpt from 

Koyaanisquatsi, the first instalment in Godfrey Reggio’s Quatsi Trilogy (1982 – 2002).  These 

short extracts I have interspersed with snippets of film from the piece itself and a number of 

home videos taken with the laptop camera of Alfie, invariably demonstrating him showing off 

to the camera and talking to himself. 

 

The obvious juxtaposition, and rather an unpleasant one at that, lies in the clips of Alfie 

combined with the excerpts from Anti-Christ.  Lars von Trier’s often uncomfortable subject 

matter deals, in this film, with the consequences of a couple losing a child.  The scene I use 

here is the very scene where the young boy falls from the window and, in typical von Trier 

style, falls in ultra-slow motion in order to capture every nuance of the tragedy.  As an after-

thought, the usage of an actual window pane would lend this an extra dimension. 



 

  

 

VII 

 

  

 

Fate has dictated that, over the course of the last weekend, rain has fallen to such a degree that 

any crepuscular chicanery skip-wise has fairly been written off.  The greater shame lies in the 

addition of two scenes from Bergman’s Through a Glass Darkly (1961), both of which feature 

windows prominently. 

 

I estimate that I will have no more than a fortnight left to pilfer the frames if I am to include 

them in time for my work’s evaluation.  And this leads me to the issue of meaning within the 

piece: obvious references are childhood themes, atrocity, Post-Feminism, playing around with 

the notion of “reality,” and so on, but there is something about the inclusion of windows (which 

admittedly in the video element is somewhat unconscious) here which suggests that some 

psychological aspect is at work, be it voyeurism, the idea of enclosed or opened spaces or the 

obvious association with hope.  However, I feel it best not to overplay any intentional or 

unintentional references, subtexts or allegory within the work, regardless of to what extent they 

appear – this would be entirely negated by the three short printed statements upon the central 

panel. 

 

  

 

VIII 

 

So, what does it all mean?  How does the accidental and the non-accidental combine in the 

work to effect a message?  And what is the message?  Personally, I like to think of the piece as 

a commentary on modern life, or more precisely the mores of modern life: culture is perceived 

in a certain way in 2013, the low-and-high brows are both oceans apart and more integrated 

than ever before.   Was this a prognostication of Greenberg’s?  I cannot remember reading of 

such prescience, however I scarcely think he should have been surprised to see Warhol t-shirts 

for sale at The Tate gift shop, the quasi-Tin Pan Alley pretensions of Baz Luhrmann or the 

curious Twenty-First Century phenomenon of hyper-reality. 

 

It would be easy to point to the childhood element of the piece, speculating that the idea of 

losing a child is, in this instance, rooted in a deeper fear of separation, or the prospect of the 

worse aspects of my personality being transferred to Alfie.  And, yes, I can with confidence 

suggest that this is indeed the case to a certain extent. 

 

Ultimately, I must leave the final interpretation of this work in the hands of the video element, 

which I only last night began putting the final touches to.  The original concept for the video, 

and its constituent clips, have been trimmed down to just over three minutes in length, and all 

“flabbiness” or excess has been removed.  The video has been copied and run through a 

greyscale filter, and then re-filmed on the laptop screen.  This process has been repeated twice, 



with each step being edited on to the whole video, thus in effect starting with the original video, 

cutting to a video of the video, then a video of the video of the video, and eventually the final 

step, being what I shall, with a degree of tongue-in-cheek, Video Squared. 

 

When the image on the screen has been degraded to this extent, leaving only slightly more than 

moving greyscale blobs, the concept is then pulled back, this time using the original colour 

versions.  So, the obvious effect here is the filtering and breaking down of the greyscale image, 

only to be brought back out from the visual entropy, back into a sense of relative normality 

(this echoes both the Pop Art idea of degradation-through-repetition, and the commonly-held 

aesthetic found in the genre of horror films, whereby the director takes the audience to a certain 

point within the nightmare, only to pull said audience back to safety towards the end of the 

film.  Obviously, this notion has been tampered with excessively over recent years, but the 

concept itself is still extant). 

 

It is quite natural for any piece of Fine Art to have a certain element of “where we are now” to 

it, and this case is no exception.  The central panel has a onesie as its main focus, and few 

things point towards the state of modern Britain as much as the onesie.  In this instance, this is 

negated somewhat by it being a child’s onesie (the only time in one’s life when the wearing of 

such a garment is permissible), yet the fact of it being a onesie is enough to indicate the 

timeframe of the work.  If anything, though, this dimension of contemporaneity is found more 

substantially in the blending of the individual elements, and during last night I had occasion to 

think further about this:  the holocaust-Pop-Art-cum-Conceptual-Art thing going on is, 

decidedly, nothing more than a red herring.  If the piece is about any one thing in particular, I 

would have too venture – if this isn’t too pretentious an observation – that the meaning is, in 

fact, meaning.  To wit, our perceptions and values are, in the year 2013, very much of the time.  

Using childhood imagery leads many of us subconsciously into dark realms, the like of which 

have previously been exploited by the likes of Marcus Harvey with Myra (1995), which are 

incredibly indicative of the public’s consciousness in this post-Saville tabloid environment.  

Scratch the surface of my work, though, and one quickly realises that this is not the case here, 

but the work does – to some extent – get its power from this misdirection. 

 

No, I would have to conclude that You Men and your Holocausts, the name of the work itself 

and, perhaps to a greater degree, The Image Shall Crack, the name I have given the its 

accompanying video piece (this latter named after The Image Has Cracked, the debut LP by 

post-punk artists Alternative TV in 1979), discuss tacitly the way in which we perceive 

information and ascribe meaning to it. 

 

  

 

IX 

 

  

 

And so, having been drawn to the aforesaid conclusions, I am left with but two vital questions:  

How did I get to this point, and where do I go from here?  The latter question shall be addressed 

shortly, but the former perhaps needs a little more scrutiny.  Why, I find myself asking, has the 



issue of meaning become so important to me and my work, when previously meaning has often 

been applied to my output as more of an ambiguous afterthought?  Naturally, the nature of this 

course is such that one is taught to analyse method and intention, social commentary and 

cultural happenstance.  Though having said that, I fail to see any other work being produced in 

the studio currently which places the emphasis so squarely in the realm of the meaning of 

meaning itself. 

 

In the past I have always been keen to find the cracks in the art world which have yet been 

filled: any angle or stance which has been previously unexplored.  This can be evidenced in 

last year’s Mini-Saga project, an idea pursued first and foremost because it simply had not been 

done before, that is to say not been done with the emphasis placed on the hyper-fiction element.  

Literary allusions notwithstanding (of which there were many), this I know was the driving 

force behind the work produced eight months ago.  The problem there was at once straight-

forward and paradoxical: merely restraining the accompanying text to fifty words did not alter 

the meaning or validity of the images in the slightest.  It was an affectation, and no more.  

Perhaps I knew this to be true at the time, but the idea driving me with that work was of such 

a force that I could not allow myself to see this as the ever-present block it was to allowing 

something far more vital and, yes, meaningful happen of its own accord.  The restrictions I 

placed upon myself were not merely restrictions within my work – they were restrictions on 

my own mental processes. 

 

Perhaps the things I have to say about the world in which I live belong somewhere outside of 

the rhetorical, perhaps not.  After all, in a world where everything that can be thought of and 

said has already been thought of and said, how is it possible to say anything other than rhetoric?  

That question began to resound in my work last year, of that I have no doubt, but with the piece 

I have created for Fine Art it feels as though I have allowed myself not to become frustrated 

by this hypothesis, but rather be at one with it and apply the thoughts already thought and 

attempt a fusion of some of them in somewhat new ways. 

 

This is the word which the art world is now doomed to repeat: somewhat.  Purity has, through 

repetition, been forsaken.  Our next cultural epoch (once a name has been ascribed to the one 

we currently live in) will surely have to reinvent some very serious presuppositions regarding 

society and out perception of reality if it is to offer up anything of any marginal interest, and 

whilst I do not propose to offer any contributions (as yet, at any rate) to this social conundrum, 

I shall certainly be interested in being among the creative number who are to shape it. 

 

  

 

X 

 

  

 

Finally, the big question itself.  Where do I take the ideas and methods applied in this work?  

Bearing in mind that this is merely one piece of work, a number of things that have been 

combined to make it happen are either entirely new to me, or new in the way I have applied 

them. 



 

The biggest and most obvious new application here is video art.  Six months ago I would 

probably have scoffed at the notion of trying my hand at this relatively new media, and whilst 

what I have produced here is by no means ground-breaking or original (the video is, to all 

intents and purposes, pilfered snippets presented in the same neo-Warholian manner the likes 

of Douglas Gordon are already taking in new directions), the way in which I have chosen to 

edit the video is perhaps already showing traits peculiar to me, be they the way in which I have 

decided to show the image degrading through the filter of re-filming, the interspersing of child 

in Anti-Christ with home footage of Alfie or the afore-mentioned subconscious repetition of 

the window as a central thematic image. 

 

  

 

*                      *                      * 

 

Only a few months now remain until I begin work on what will be my Final Major Product, 

the practice run being last year’s Mini-Saga project.  Naturally, my approach to the major 

finishing work will differ now to how I would have begun the project last year: less than twelve 

months is a long time when one is considering one’s artistic vision at a relatively early stage.  

This Fine Art project alone has awakened me to the possibilities of Video Art specifically, and 

less specifically the possibilities of shutting my mind off and allowing multi-media 

combinations to happen organically. 

 

One curious about-turn is my attitude towards collage.  Back when I began the Book Cover 

project for Graphic Design, the very mention of collage sent shivers down me, and yet having 

examined and seen the potential of the media in artists such as Kurt Schwitters and Hannah 

Hoch I have developed a somewhat jejune enthusiasm for exploring the potential therein.  Also, 

as previously mentioned, Douglas Gordon personifies the contemporary possibilities for 

subverting and perverting pre-existing video media, a cue I have enthusiastically taken for the 

video element of this most recent piece of work.  Digging a little deeper into the past unearths 

veritable riches of work with similar attitudes: Kenneth Anger (1927 – ) produced a wealth of 

short films concentrating on meaning itself, whilst vintage art-house films such as Last Year at 

Marienbad (1961) exemplify the artistic beauty of taking the viewer in and out of a 

preconceived notion of “reality.” 

 

But there is a deeper, more personally satisfying direction I have found with this latest work, 

concerning form above all else.  The combination of painting and assemblage I enjoyed in its 

own right, yet the late edition of the video production takes this one stage further, and I think 

the proportions of the video aspect in particular I find pleasing: that blank segment of white 

board, just off-centre lends the whole addition of this an air of the after-thought which, initially 

I suppose was the case, and yet as the piece rested in my head over the weeks the location of 

the screen or projection (for as yet I remain undecided as to the efficacy of either method of 

display), seems thoroughly appropriate to where I am right now as an artist, and the confidence 

I have with the medium in contrast with painting, which quite rightly takes up most of the 

piece.  This contrast in size and scale is not only meaningful in terms of my confidence and 



ability, it – and I think this can still be viewed as a universal attitude – goes further by giving 

commentary to the value attached to Video within the art world. 

 

Going even one step further, the scale of video art is something I can visualise playing around 

with.  In order to emphasise the importance of a given piece, I can enlarge the projection of 

same.  This method can be implied initially with the video I have already made: a projection 

equal in size to the three panels can be projected superjacent to the piece itself.  Even now I 

can imagine projecting a video onto something the size of, for instance, the Artrix, which in a 

way echoes the work of Jenny Holzer.  It is perhaps no accident that this association leads me 

back into the area of text within art, or conceptually speaking, art within text. 

 

  

 

Post-Script 

 

  

 

With two weeks remaining until assessment, this piece is now as complete as it shall ever be, 

if one subscribes to the idea that a piece of work is ever truly complete (which I do not).  In 

terms of its display, there was talk of hanging it in the corridor, thus removing the necessity of 

the central panel, but this would leave me with the conundrum of how the video would then be 

projected – the corridor itself is perhaps six feet in width, maximum, meaning there would then 

be no realistic distance from which to hang a projector from the adjacent wall.  Using a 

miniature screen, too, is at present financially prohibitive. 

 

Thus, the remaining conclusion to be drawn here is that the piece is site-specific.  The 

mezzanine above the Life Studio is possibly the most sensible option, after a small degree of 

tidying has taken place. 

 

As is usual towards the end of a major project, certain painterly impulses remain.  I have 

produced a further large-scale ink painting which retains something of the atmosphere of the 

Fine Art assemblage.  I expect to create more over the next few weeks, residually echoing the 

feelings evoked within this work. 

 

  

 

This work containing what is, to all intents and purposes, my first attempt at Video Art, it is 

only fitting to conclude this essay with… 

 

  

 

Fîn 


