INTERVIEW

You could say you have a classic hacker approach to
your artworks. For example, you once said, "I think a lot
of what I'm doing is giving machines agency, or seeing
if they have an agency of their own." Can you define this
particular "agency” in more detail?

At that time, | was working with a lot of older audiovisual
technologies - mechanical media - and my thinking around
this has changed quite a lot in the transition to working
primarily with digital media, which, in terms of my work,

only really happened in 2014 (I'm usually working behind the
curve - a position which offers some hindsight). | think this
‘agency’ is similar to what is often dismissed as ‘media
determinism’: the idea that to some extent the culture that
coheres around certain media is produced by the affordanc-
es of specific formats. | was interested in exploring the latent
agency of machines abandoned to consumer use. | say ‘was’
because, to my mind, there is a sharp change with digitisa-
tion, where, very quickly, this incidental, un-designed media
agency that arises due to the unconsidered affordances of a
certain format, became either over-determined or industrial-
ly exploited. The agency of digital media has, in my view,
really become another branch of corporate agency. When |

Neural — ISSUE 72

Stephen Cornford

Methodology for a Synaesthetic Screen

think about these ideas nowadays, | think less in terms of
‘agency’ and more in terms of an ideology that is already
embedded within many media objects.

In your Methodology for a Synaesthetic Screen, as well as
in your CRT Quartet, you play with the "sensory inde-
terminacy of electrical signals" and the electromagnetic
emissions they induce. Are you referring here to Gilbert
Simondon's ‘margin of indeterminacy’ explored in On
The Mode of Existence of Technological Objects? Do you
consider this to be an explicit example of your practice,
which you have defined elsewhere as "devices as pro-
ductive rather than reproductive machines™?

First, | think it's important to note that this idea of ‘produc-
tive' rather than ‘reproductive’ is directly drawn from Laszlo
Moholy-Nagy, who, to me, was a proto-pioneer of what'’s
now referred to as ‘Critical Technical Practice! But when |
started making those works in 2015, a period which marked
a transition from working with audio media to visual media,
| hadn't yet come across Simondon’'s On The Mode of Exis-
tence.... But reading the unfinished Ninian Mellamphy
translation the following year was a revelation. In Part 1,
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Simondon articulates everything | had been trying to articu-
late through my work in the previous five years. And yes, his
idea of a 'margin of indetermination’ relates very strongly

to these works, and also clarifies what | mean about the
affordances of media becoming closed around corporate
priorities. The margin of indetermination has been shrunk
(or perhaps concealed) so effectively, that it takes an awful
lot of determination to find it again, which is actually illus-
trated precisely by these two pieces: A CRT is literally a
plug-n-play audio visualiser, as the Vasulkas exploited so
brilliantly, but to make the LCD produce a similar effect was
a considerably more difficult hack.

The Saturation Trails series (in the chapters "Acid",
"Laser" and "X-ray") uses pulsed lasers, acid etches and
X-rays to disrupt the image sensors that transduce light
into voltage in all our camera devices. These devices

are used to create unique, hallucinated, disclosing or
imagined images. In addition to the aesthetic quality

of the result, do you think you are also documenting
the behavioural response of the machine under certain
conditions? And is there any aspect of these processes
that was somehow "revealing" for you?

For me, these works aimed to forcefully disclose the materi-
ality of the digital image. The processes were chosen delib-
erately for their relation with the development, manufacture
(and potential recycling) of the image sensor, whose grid

is etched with acid, which is cut from a wafer by laser, and -
due to the proximity of early digital imaging with space
astronomy - were routinely tested in extreme radiation envi-
ronments. So these experiments were intended to record
the behaviour of the camera under the conditions of its own
manufacture and possible dissolution in acid leaching
recycling processes. | wanted to fold these processes of its
past and future onto its operative surface, and, in doing so,
to force it to reveal its construction of the image. But | sup-
pose the thing | find most revealing is the sheer toxicity of
these processes, their hostility to the body. Making these
works meant having to wear safe googles for the laser lab,
extreme PPE to work with the acid and a lead-lined room
for the X-ray. Of course, all historic media are toxic at some
level, but for photography to be grounded in chips routinely
etched by hydrofluoric acid reveals a wilful blindness to

the ecological costs of producing and remediating these
extremely pure chemicals at the quantities required for
ubiquitous computing.
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Is this 'damage’ or radical intervention on a sensor
medium also intended to physically peel away a layer
of a possible interpretation of reality, or do you want
to reclaim the freedom to redesign the industrial
conception and strict implementation of the device?

| suppose more the latter. All of these works began by open-
ing up the camera and folding the sensor out of its case to
wor on it directly, so the images are ‘lensless’: the tradition-
al camera image - its interpretation of reality - is binned from
the start. The idea and history of the perspectival image is
discarded as the first move. This, in itself, was ideologically
vital (and much influenced by practitioners of cameraless
experimental film), the camera could not perform its nor-
malised synthesis of vertical, biological sight. Instead, it is
laid out flat on a table where its physical response to light, -
chemistry and radiation could be explored. | felt that artists’
experimentation inside the medium, which has been so vital
to experimental film and early video art, has been precluded
by the black-boxing of digital photography, but that surely
there must be a vocabulary with which to intervene inside
the digital image - not within its code, which perhaps we're
more familiar with - but on the physical, material surface on
which its light falls. | wanted to make an anarchic intervention
into the digital camera which could destabilise its authority
(an authority that so many artists accept unquestioningly)

in a similar way to the argument Ariella Azoulay has made
about the pinhole cameras of Aim Detielle Liski

What is the relationship of this specific work to
Farocki's concept of the "Operational Image", a theory
that has recently been contextualised and reconditioned
by Jussi Parikka? Farocki refers to the invasive structure
and meaning of machine-generated images.

I've never considered this work in relation to operational im-
ages, but once, when | was making the X-ray Assay - a pro-
cess which involved placing the camera inside the irradiator
at a cancer immunology research facility - | had everything
setup: the camera inside, HDMI cable snaking out the side
of the machine, laptop monitoring the output, and one of the
staff came in, looking puzzled. When he saw what | was
doing he asked if | was testing the machine. His immediate
presumption had been that the only reason to place a
camera ‘inside’ would be to produce an operative image.
When | exhibited this work, | showed it alongside some
footage from robotic cameras in Fukushima, where the robot
operators have apparently learned to approximate radiation
counts from the density of noise in the image '~ . With the
X-rays there is a clear relationship to Farocki's term, because
the camera is incidentally counting the radiation. With the
laser and acid experiments, the relationship is less straight-
forward, because if these are operative images then they are
only reflexively so. They reveal their own internal image
operations, which is something media are never supposed to
do, and was not really part of Farocki's conception, though
it's maybe an interesting direction to extend his definition.
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You are one of those media artists who use a whole
range of scientific disciplines and tools in their work

to exquisite effect. Do you see science as a further layer
of interpretation of reality or as a tactical agent to show
a more intimate, invisible level of what cannot be seen
or heard directly?

Initially | turned to science because they had tools and pro-
cesses to work inside a technology (the image sensor) that

| could neither safely or affordably perform in my studio. But,
in doing so, | started to question how the ideologies we dis-
cussed earlier are established by science. Science and tech-
nology are so deeply integrated in one another now that at

a fundamental level | think the internalised belief systems of
our technologies - many of which become internalised with-
in us too - reflect the epistemological structures of our sci-
ences. So now | have become interested in trying to conduct
interventions similar in nature to the hacks | used to do in
the studio but with scientific apparatus or instruments. Obvi-
ously, | would never be allowed to literally hack (and break)
their equipment, so the work | am making now is more about
repurposing - diverting the subject of scrutiny. There are
questions that science would never conceive of, experiments
that it would never see the value in. But if we took the tools
of science and applied them to these purposes, used them
to pose other questions - might we begin to inculcate a dif-
ferent set of beliefs, a different way of looking at the world?

You have realised several artworks that have a media
archaeological approach: Constant Linear Velocity, which
focuses on the sound of CD players popping out from

a large assemblage of computer cases, RGB (Retinally
Governed Behaviours), in which DLP and LCD projectors
refract, reflect and re-project their own images onto the
surrounding walls, the brilliant Binatone Galaxy, made
from second-hand cassette players where the tapes
have been replaced by a microphone that exploits their
potential feedback loop, and also Solipsism Cinema, with
a camera and projector whose lenses are pointed at each
other. How do these works relate to Baudrillard and
Virilio's classic critique of consumer culture? And do
you think there is a possible new life for dead media?

In artistic practice, there is certainly new life for dead media.
Working in art schools, | am regularly encouraged to see
students picking up dead media without being encumbered
by ideas about correct usage. It only takes a generation

for those inhibitions to die. Baudrillard and Virilio were im-
portant to me as an MA student, but | haven't engaged with
them much since. The dead media critique of consumer
culture that sticks with me most is Michelle Henning's essay
‘New Lamps for Old’ . She says that the critical power
held by dead media is that, in their obsolescent material
persistence, they prove that the idyllic lifestyle they once
promised to deliver has failed to materialise. But Simondon
too saw the potential of dead media, saying for example:
“many abandoned technical objects are unfinished inven-
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tions that remain as an open virtuality and could be taken
up again, prolonged in another domain, according to their
deep invention, their technical essence” - . For me, these
works balance the critique of consumerism with an open
exploration of their technical essence.

In addition to running an experimental music festival
("audiograft” with Paul Whitty and Patrick Farmer), you
ran a music label (Consumer Waste with Samuel Rod-
gers) and have released several albums on other music
labels in various classical and experimental formats.

Do you see the formats of these releases as primarily
archival, or as extending the experience of the artworks
to a different audience via a different medium?

And since you said that "all noise is potential music just
depending on the ear of the beholder", would you
personally call all these products ‘music'?

With much of my own audio output, the release was integral
to the work itself. They were rarely, if ever, straight docu-
mentation, but usually an opportunity to bring the audience
into an auditory encounter that you simply couldn’t have in
the gallery. The cheapness and ease of distribution of musi-
cal formats has also always appealed to me. In comparison
to the art world, there a radical equality in being able to buy
work by anyone, regardless of their status, for around €20.
I'm afraid I'm going to refuse to draw lines around ‘music’
as lines have a tendency to exclude. But | increasingly think
there is no such things as noise, only signals.

Air Guitar uses a wheelchair motor that slowly rotates
the guitar and amplifier to create a droning Aeolian loop
and achieves both Doppler and Leslie effects by moving
the speaker. The kinetic system you have constructed
out of air, movement and electromagnetic fields creates
a process where sound is created in a constant flow
without physical contact between the components that
create it. Do you think it is important to understand the
physics behind it, or do you think one might just experi-
ence the fascinating effect?

Honestly, | think an understanding of the physics is irrelevant.
Thinking about this now, at a distance of 15 years, the
important aspects for me are two. Firstly, its reflexivity: the
sound is created by the same motion/vibration with which

it is then diffused in the space; there is a unity and economy
here which remains vital. And secondly the visceral push/
pull of experiencing it in a space - as you say. The sound

is fascinating calming, but the physical motion and sheer
weight of the components is terrifying at close quarters.

It poses both an allure and a threat to its audience.

Finally, can you define your own concept of "sculpture”
as it is reflected in your works?

My understanding of ‘sculpture’ is as a set of concerns rath-
er than as a medium. The concerns in my work are always

AirGuitar installed at Dartington College of Arts

physical, material, or spatial - so even the videos of Satura-
tion Trails are, for me, a sculptural approach to a camera.

| owe this understanding to Phyllida Barlow, who taught
me as an undergraduate and for whom | worked for several
years afterwards. | have stopped describing my work as
sculpture, because the interventions occur in media, but
my approach is still predominantly a sculptural one.
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