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For my family,
for teaching me how to see,
for being the center of my world,
and for knowing how to have fun,
win, and hit the beach.
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Abstract
This thesis examines the ways that a history of
secular magic has shaped contemporary culture
and design lexicons. It reviews modes of secular
magic as design principles as well as the terms
by which the meaning and value of these
modes changed over time.
I carry on the legacy of magician filmmakers
who thoughtfully questioned the material nature
of their surroundings and tools in order to unearth
new modes of visual experience. With film, delight
drives invention which in turn strains vision and
perception, requiring a certain collusion with the
audience. My work celebrates the notion of the
double take and the value of prompting an audience to look twice at their environment and to
understand it as mutable.
Through constant interrogation of tactility,
reconfiguration of the mundane and the craft
of editing, I re-pose stories for the screen that
court humor and delight as they tease out
layered themes of human experience.

READING KEY
Welcome to the Five Second Cinema! Running in this book's right-hand margin, you will encounter a series
of film stills. These stills represent Film Haikus from my body of work. They run along the edge of the book
simultaneous to the content—a multi-channel video of sorts—and you have the remote.
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ORIGIN STORY

Inherited
Optics
Farther along, the fire road turns
into a single-path trail leading out
to the ocean. This is the site of
my childhood.

“To be human, is to
refuse to accept the
given as given.”
Dunne & Raby,
Speculative Everything

The fire road behind my home
where my father would hide
geodes.

I thought the sky was falling while I slept.
To excite our imaginations, my father would leave crystalline rocks
called geodes on the mountain trails behind our house. Returning home
after his morning stage was set to rustle us from sleep. He would nudge
us to consciousness.
“Did you hear the meteor shower?”
He would offer to our excited silence.
“Did you hear that last night?”
We wound through the shaded path beneath giant redwoods before
emerging onto the persimmon-colored dirt trails of the mountain.
He taught us how to identify the celestial rocks through surface texture
and shape. They were gray and rounder than most of the rocks on the
mountain. Testing our assumptions, we would use our hammers to crack
open various rocks. Accurate assessment would be rewarded with a
concave belly of crystals. I was six at the time, but I vividly remember
the feeling of finding remnants of the stars.
If lying meant expanding our imaginations and provoking curiosity,
my parents were never against it.
This had its negative repercussions. As a twelve year-old I still believed
that meteors occasionally sprinkled the northern hemisphere in late
summer. Ultimately, I appreciate their misguidance, not as elaborate pranks,
but as an encouragement to reinterpret the world by understanding it as
malleable rather than fixed; a surface on which to project stories.
I aspire to create work that feels akin to finding a geode on a mountain
hike: unexpected, joyful and tinged with a hint of deception.
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JUMP CUT INTRODUCTION HISTORY

Cinema & Magic:
A Brief History

DOUBLE TAKE
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Who knows when the first shadow
puppets were made or what stories
they told?
Radiocarbon dates from Lascaux cave suggests that
these drawings were made during a time when
wool ly mammoths still roamed across Europe and
people survived by hunting them. Five stag heads
represent a single stage in motion.

Cinema began in a cave 35,000 years
ago, when flickering fire gave Paleolithic
cave paintings motion.

Paintings at Chauvet cave 32,000 are years old.
Physiologically, our eyes undergo a switch when
we slip into darkness. There aren't enough photons for our cones to function so our eyes' rods
take over. Colors fade and the boundaries
between things disapear. A deer with multiple
heads becomes an animated beast.

33,000 BC

THE
CAVE
Each column had an illustration.
The figures would look as if they
were in motion when riding past
on a horse. Each column acted
as an architectural exploded film
frame.

1600 BC
Pharaoh Rameses built a
temple wtih 110 columns for
the goddess Isis.

DOUBLE TAKE DOUBLE

TAKE
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"Contemporary architects of computer-generated virtual worlds have added the element
of motion, but the psycho-spatial transport
aimed at in Grand Theft Auto remains the
one that Giotto enacted in the Arena Chapel."
Margaret Wertheim, Cabinet Issue 26

20
21

Giotto, The Annunciation, Arena
Chapel, Padua, 1303–1305.
The first instance of volumetric
rendering.

Renaissance era artists develope
the power of the Punctum Oculi,1
or single point perspective and
central projection, enabling the
illusion of depth and perception
of movement on a flat plane.

Andrea Mantegna, Saint James
Led to Execution, Ovetari Chapel,
Eremitani Church, Padua,
1448–1460.

1300

Jan Dibblets
Andrea Pozzo, St. Ignatius
Being Received into Heaven,
ceiling of Sant’Ignazio
di Loyola a Campo Marzio,
Rome, 1685–1694.

The Punctum Occuli was a yellow marble disc
inlaid on the floor. From that single position,
the ceiling would animate.
DOUBLE TAKE

1 Ackerman, James S. Distance Points:
Essays in Theory and Renaissance Art and
Architecture. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT, 1994.
Print.
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Magician-inventors2 created the first
camera, enabling the position of the
lens as subject to be manipulated,
resulting in the Punctum Lenticulae.3

The Lumiere Brothers were magician
filmmakers and inventors.
They build the first film camera.

William Wegman uses contingency in his
photographic performances. A magic principle.
Time does not move in a linear fashion.
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1700

Once a photograph of the Earth,
taken from the outside, is available, a new idea as powerful as
any in history will be let loose.
Attributed to Sir Fred Hoyle,
1948

DOUBLE TAKE

2 Magicians were typically inventors because their illusions
had to be constructed. Magician inventors worked closely with
scientists, as their illusions generally precipitated the research
of a new cognitive bias.

3 Allen, Greg. Perspective Correction.
Cabinet. Perspective Correction.
N.p., June 2007. Web. 11 Apr. 2017.
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Georges Méliès, A Trip to the Moon, 1902. Its unusual
length, lavish production values, innovative special
effects, and emphasis on storytelling were markedly
influential on other film-makers and ultimately on
the development of narrative film as a whole.

A stage magician, George Méliés was
perfectly poised to understand depth
perception, suspense and emotional
manipulation and thus undersand
the monumental potential that film
presents. He applies the same logic
of his magic theater to film.

Scholars have commented upon the film's extensive use
of pataphysical and anti-imperialist satire, as well as on
its wide influence on later film-makers and its artistic
significance within the French theatrical féerie tradition.

Féeries style used a fairy-tale aesthetic to combine theatre with
music, dances, mime, acrobatics, and especially spectacular
visual effects created by innovative stage machinery.

1890

Busby Berkeley,
Going Through the Roof,
1932.

DOUBLE TAKE
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Sleight-of-hand logic was applied to
filmstrips, establishing the craft of
editing, and editing became the
new magic.

1907

DOUBLE TAKE
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INTRODUCTION

Open
Aperture

PRESENT

While the term ‘magician’ has mostly fallen by the wayside, its spirited methodology lives on today. A magician’s
stance is to consider the palpable and material nature
of film in order to advance an intuitive understanding
of visual cognition and to disrupt its faculties. Secular
magic* done well is more than a trick or illusion; its entry
fee comes in the form of participation and belief. This
art form seems to be consistently described in terms of
its lightness. I would describe it as embodying a spirit of
‘sprezzatura,’ an Italian word which conveys the ability to
display “an easy facility in accomplishing difficult actions
which hides the conscious effort that went into them.”1
Nonchalance embedded with creative acts speaks to a
history of secular magic and early film. I am intrigued by
the spirit of discovery and methods of making that influenced this early history. My interest is in the cheap, acces-

* For more information and contextualization of secular magic, please refer to
the Foundational Terms on page 224.

1 Angell, Roger. Sprezzatura. The New
Yorker. The New Yorker, 03 Mar. 2015. Web.
11 Apr. 2017.
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sible, and democratic nature of secular magic’s past as a form
of grassroots entertainment that had the ability to effectively
bring people together and provoke empathetic modes of
optical cognition.
French film director Michel Gondry poscaptivate his audience and tell his stories.
sesses an essence of ‘spezzatura’ in his
He works in opposition to slick and computer
work as he celebrates cheap props made
generated modes of storytelling. This type of
from accessible materials that always reveal
slick rendering parallels the ideas expressed
their true nature. He creates work that
by French cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard
validates the viewer’s humanity by offering
regarding notions of automatized objects in
room for interpretation. Imperfections in the
his cultural critique The System of Objects.
work precipitate a more active viewing and
He asserts, “Automatism amounts to a closallow for an audience to fill in the gaps with
ing-off, to a sort of functional self-sufficiency
their own imaginations. Gondry reflects on
which exiles man to the irresponsibility of a
the basis of his visual style while critiquing
mere spectator.”4 This rationale applies to the
slick aesthetics of the commercial world:
nature of visual effects as well. The perfect
“If everything has to be pristine, it doesn’t
rendering of empirical Cartesian vision is
end up saying anything.”2 The more highly
‘irresponsible’ in the sense that it relegates
rendered visual effects become, the more
the viewer to the position of a mindless conrealistic they appear, losing their relationship
sumer with an inactive set of eyes. Inventivewith true magic which draws us closer by
ness snares vision, causing one to become
exposing gaps in our perception. If we don’t
aware of perceptual cognition, requiring
have to question or look twice, it’s not magic. active viewing and recognition of the artifice
Gondry employs the attitude of an early
of film itself.
magician, using inventions of his own to

30
31

above & right ‘The Science of Sleep’
Credit: Warner Independent Pictures

If we don’t
have to question
or look twice,
it’s not magic.

above ‘The Science of Sleep’
Credit: Warner Independent Pictures

above City Lights Music video for the White Stripes,
Gondry. Recreating fades with shower steam rather
than post-production technology.

left ‘The Science of Sleep’
Credit: Warner Independent Pictures

Set made from recycled cardboard for the from Science of Sleep,
Directed by Michel Gondry

2 Buder, Emily. Learn from Michel Gondry’s Masterclass:
Dream-Fueled Filmmaking, Directing Commercials & Being an
Outcast. No Film School. N.p., 08 July 2016. Web. 11 Apr. 2017.
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There is never
any doubt that
his photographs
are the work of
a person, not the
mere product
of a machine.
Dr Heisenberg’s Magic Mirror of Uncertainty, by
Duane Michals, shot for French Vogue. 1998.

When I say ‘Alice becomes larger’,
I mean she becomes larger than she was.
By the same token, however, she becomes
smaller than she is now. Certainly, she is
not bigger and smaller at the same time.
She is larger now; she was smaller before.
But it is at the same moment that one
becomes larger than one was and smaller
than one becomes. This is the simultaneity of
becoming whose characteristics is to elude
the present. Insofar as it eludes the present,
becoming does not tolerate the separation
or distinction of before and after, or of past
and future. It pertains to the essence of
becoming to move and pull in both directions
at the same time.
Gilles Deleuze; Logic of Sense
Dr. Duanus’ Famous Magic Act,
Duane Michals 1996

Alice’s Mirror, Duane Michals,
1974

DOUBLE TAKES

Akin to the atypical methods of Gondry,
American photographer Duane Michals
employs unconventional solutions to agitate
against the conventions of photography.
At times he even admits to devising formal
strategies for the mere purpose of invention. Primarily, he is driven by a motivation
to expand the possibilities of a medium.
As a self-taught photographer, Duane
Michals has felt free to avail himself of
even the most basic photographic tricks,
such as long and double exposures, sandwiching of negatives, and use of props to
construct an alternative reality. Far from
being troubled by the primitive look of
some of these devices, he revels in their
simplicity, in their surprising capacity to
astonish and in their frank admission of
his intervention and manipulation of the
evidence. There is never any doubt that
his photographs are the work of a person,
not the mere product of a machine. As with
a clumsily demonstrated conjuror’s trick,
there is not only humor, pathos, and an-alltoo human vulnerability in the self-evident
devices relied upon by Michals, but also
a good-natured collusion with an audience
willing to suspend its disbelief for the
pleasure of returning to a childlike state of
trust. The photographs in which Michals
addresses magic and illusion explicitly are
among his most playful and mysterious.
To be serious, as he says, one also has
to know how to be silly.5
Duane Michals and Michel Gondry
employ economy of means, sleight of
hand, imitation, misdirection, and a spirit of
sprezzatura in their work to engage a wide
audience with an immediately impactful
visual language and accessible message.
Their art constitutes an invitation to step
into another dimension that offers a release
from the banal reality of the everyday.
I offer a similar invitation in my own work,
informed by a history of magic that once
provided cathartic release during its era of
cultural relevance. Magic has the power to
transform its audiences, or at the very least
provide a brief release, a catharsis. How
can we design magic tricks for our time
that have this same power?
In my work Millennial, hyperlink blue
animations take place on-screen and are
mysteriously translated from two-dimensions to four dimensions. At one point, a
recording of blue smoke rises within the
screen of the phone only to extend beyond
the border of the device into physical space.

STAGE

A reverse translation then occurs when
water is poured “into” the interface
of the phone to extinguish the smoke that
is represented on-screen. This playful
movement of digital to physical is an unexpected and whimsical interpretation of the
way we move between digital and physical
spaces and how the two are increasingly
difficult to separate. The graphic sequencing of events between phone and figure
suggest the mutually impactful nature of
commonplace technology as well as the
translation between real and virtual.
Delight drives invention, and invention
strains vision and perception, allowing the
audience to be active in the work. My interest in sculptural approaches is informed
by my relationship to graphic design and
driven by an interest in tactility and the
tools of the profession. I think about the
frames of a film with the same material
logic that would be applied to the pages
of a book. The finite frame becomes sculptural and physical in a sense, ready to be
bent, folded, punctured, and collaged.
I attempt to carry on the legacy of magician
filmmakers who thoughtfully questioned the
material nature of their surroundings and
tools in order to create new modes
of visual experience.
Martin Venezky, a graphic designer
who champions hands-on material practice
states, “Design wants what people want.”5
To me, that means connection. This impulse
to create work that conveys a sense of
humanity has led me to question the value
of visible craft. What are the terms of
establishing empathetic vision? In my work,
efficiency is subordinate to efficacy. The
work itself might not be literally tangible in
that it is presented in two dimensions, but it
is architectural and sculptural in the sense
that each visual manipulation has been
physically constructed. As design becomes
increasingly dematerialized, I position
myself within a history of designers and
magician-inventors who respect materiality and visible craft. In my practice, I am
inspired by the principles and history of
magic that have informed my methodology.
I employ sleight of hand, mimicry, invention,
deception, misdirection, and deconstruction
as methods to filter content and generate
form: secular magic as process. What are
the terms of empathetic sight? These methods reveal more than ambition and versatility; they encourage us to reveal ourselves
and our own vulnerabilities.

INTRODUCTION

32
33

4 Baudrillard,
Jean. The System
of Objects. London:
Verso, 1996. Print.
(Pg. 118)
5 Michals, Duane,
and Marco Livingstone. The Essential
Duane Michals.
Boston, MA.: Little,
Brown, 1997. Print.
9 Venezky, Martin.
Martin Venezky’s
Appetite Engineers.
Martin Venezkys
Appetite Engineers.
N.p., 03 Apr. 2013.
Web. 07 Jan. 2017.
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I am captivated by work that suggests something
beyond words. William Wegman’s work has always
delighted me in its simplicity and ability to draw
out discernment in the blunt, and at times knowingly stupid logic puzzles he presents. Similarly,
Uta Eisenreich uses the logic of intelligence tests
to create environments that request the viewer to
bring a discerning eye to the work.
Erwin Wurm’s one minute sculpture highlight
something that is undeniably human. The prompts
he designed for his One Minute Sculptures draw
out pathos while communicating to an audience in
an evocative and primal way.
These works possess a sleight of hand that gently
jostles daily routine and expectation.

William Wegman, For a moment he forgot where he was and jumped into the ocean.
Uta Eisenreich, A not B, 2010.

Erwin Wurm, One Minute Sculpture.

Erwin Wurm, One Minute Sculpture.

William Wegman, One or Two Spoons, Two or Three Forks,
1978.

DOUBLE TAKES
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My thesis research has been an investigation pointed at determining the
terms of empathic vision, both in terms of how a work respects the humanity
of a viewer and how a surface can humanize itself. Through incongruous humor,
soft logic, and disruption of the smooth surface, I insert new metaphors into
my surroundings, weave between digital and analog worlds, and question
what objects and surfaces can and cannot do.

37

The work space of Martin Venezky.

Poster created through folding paper and then photographing it.
This sculptural way of working is central to Venezky’s work.

DOUBLE TAKES
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SECTION ONE

Sleight

“One of the works in the exhibition
is an early one called “Milk/Floor.” It
depicts Man Ray as a puppy drinking
a puddle of milk on the floor. Then I
rebuilt the floor under the milk and
dog and re-photographed it. It was
extremely difficult to rebuild the floor
without disturbing the milk and the
dog. Even as a puppy Man Ray had
a lot of patience.”

Andrea Pozzo, St. Ignatius Being Received Into Heaven, ceiling of
Sant’Ignazio di Loyola a Campo Marzio, Rome, 1685-1694. I love
this painting for the way it has implied upwards motion in it.
This was the first painting to use single point perspective in its
rendering—the same logic logic that orients photographic vision.

William Wegman

William Wegman, Milk/Floor, 1970

I live through verbs: cut, tear, bend, fold, conjoin. I like to hold things in my
hands, to know how something works and how it was made. My intuition is
snared when I enter the digital, like oil to water. There is no place for me to
gain material or emotional traction. I find no connection when experiencing
the slick and manufactured aesthetic of digital renderings. I come from the
land of hands-on making and apply this thinking to moving frames. Each
frame is a page to be bent, folded, punctured, and torn.
Material is often a starting point. I think with my hands. I was raised
this way. My early education was rooted in the notion that by building
and creating with their hands, children would feel a comfort in the world
generated by tactile confidence, knowing that they could then manipulate,
repair, and build. I’ve noticed that I have the tendency to materialize digital
gestures in analog ways and to make phenomenological realities visible.
While this is a way for me to process and digest my surroundings, it is also
my way of remaking reality by to invite a viewer to pause and look twice.
What are the various types of double takes, and what purpose do they
serve? When curiosity arises, we question how something is made.
It is my intention to work with mundane objects that are accessible and
often overlooked. By re-envisioning how these objects and materials might
live in the world, I hope to invite others to see their environments in new
ways. Sleight of hand allows me to both tinker with my surroundings and
subvert modes of cognition.

cccc
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PROJECTS

43
ATL AS

Apophenia
The Atlas Project requested that we execute particular tasks in
the Providence area. For example, we were asked to buy five items
from a local discount chain, The Ocean State Job Lot, to take
ten photographs of our home, to walk along a two mile ribbon of
green paint weaving through Providence, and so on. The challenge
was to create eight book spreads demonstrating the themes and
connections we found linking underpinning tasks. I became interested in the meta structure of the project and what was enabling
us all to go about creating lateral connections between unrelated
places and ideas. I looked into the psychological underpining for
this and came across the term Apophenia, defined as the human
tendency to perceive meaningful patterns in random data. I used
this term to guide my findings, gathering as much random data as
possible from various activities before observing their conceptual
and formal pattern relationships. Returning to the studio, I allowed
an intuitive sorting of patterns to organize these spreads.
The eight spreads are structured by a conversation with
classmate Drew Litowitz considering the way stories and language evolve. The spreads trace a relationship between extracting
narrative pattern from radom events in our lives and the ability
to percieve formal patterns in our environments. Storytelling and
form making are both personal ways of lifting from what is before
us in order to extract meaning.

facing page Visual similarities from different

environments in Providence. Inspired by Bruno
Munari’s Variations on the Human Face.

SLEIGHT

APOPHENIA
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Formal echos of various locations. Bringing the filmic language
of the match cut to image organization.

A conversation with Drew Litowitz meanders through match-cut
photos. The conversation tracks the lifespan of stories and
references a Neil Gaiman lecture which proposes that stories are
the longest living organism on Earth. Some stories have persisted
long enough to map geologic movement by extracting emotionally
relevant stories from landscape.

DOUBLE TAKES

SLEIGHT

APOPHENIA
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A pie graph charts the relative use of various price
stamps in the Ocean State Job Lot coupon broadside.

DOUBLE TAKES
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APOPHENIA
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“Pattern recognition reflects our
dynamic tendency to create order.”
György Kepes,
Language of Vision

above The first spread of the Atlas extracts only the moments of

laughter from a conversation, a piece of meaningful data. The last
spread of the Atlas extracts only the L’s and O’s appearing as a
binary code sequence. This binary pattern is used as points in
conditional pattern making exercise.
DOUBLE TAKES

SLEIGHT

APOPHENIA
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FILM EXPERIMENT

Haiku Series
“Gesture is the only speech which is natural to man, it may well be
called the tongue and general language of human nature, which,
without teaching, men in all regions of the habitable world do at
the first sight most easily understand.”
John Bulwer, Chirologia, 1644
“If language was given to people to conceal their thoughts, then
gesture’s purpose was to disclose them.”
John Napier, Hands

Along the right-hand side of this page, there is a set of films playing out
over page spreads: The Five Second Cinema. With these experiments,
I intend to prick sight. Inspired by the efficient and primal communication
of gesture, these short film pieces aim to metabolize and reinterpret experiences of daily life. They glint with the familiar but are mutated in some
way to slant our normal perception of reality. In between legerdemain and
a haiku, these provocations challenge the viewer by inverting expectations
through a revelation of trickery employed in their own making. The viewers
are rewarded with a heightened state of awareness of both the digital
and analog worlds around them by accepting the freedom to reimagine
or renegotiate the otherwise predictably familiar. A sense of delight is
achieved by letting the viewer in on the joke, thereby inviting them to
expand their own questioning.

facing page Self-Portrait. Entangled.

DOUBLE TAKE
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HAIKU SERIES
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FILM EXPERIMENTS / HAIKU SERIES I

Verb
Verb is a short film that performs a series of actions with the help
of an iPhone. An object is exhibited on the screen while a secondary
physical object is passed under the phone. The viewer learns through
repetition that there is a causal relationship between the image on
screen and the transformation of the object moving under it. Initially,
these relationships are easy to understand. A knife chops, scissors cut,
and so on. The framework starts with simple and familiar connotations,
but as the sequence goes on, the relationship between representational
and real become more personal and strange. This evolution speaks
to the ubiquity of iPhones as a mass-produced object but also to the
highly personalized and intimate roles they play in our daily lives as
an extension of self. Lo-fi optical illusions contrast the slickness of the
iPhone. Our tools might sell us an aspirational, flawless aesthetic,
but our lives remain messy and human.

00:00:02

00:00:10

facing page Stills demonstrating a carrot being

chopped by the interface. Four people outside of
the frame help to execute this in-camera effect.

DOUBLE TAKES
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VERB
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To chop a carrot.

00:00:02

To cut someone from
your heart.

00:01:20

To listen to your mother.

00:01:50

To play when life gives you
lemons.

00:02:10

DOUBLE TAKES
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VERB
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00:00:03

00:00:48

FILM EXPERIMENTS / HAIKU SERIES I

the clumsy pasting together of frames, I had multiple people ask me how
I fabricated this illusion. Did I use fishing wire and Velcro to suspend the
letters? Did I leave the letters up? I am fascinated with testing this space
of vision where a belief in what we are seeing overrides clear evidence
telling you otherwise.

Wisconsin, North Carolina,
& Florida 11. 08. 16
During election time, I kept hearing stories of voter suppression.
Different marginalized groups were being systematically disenfranchised
and faced with barriers to ballot boxes. This short piece holds in tension
two opposing messages: ‘Vote’ and ‘Do Not Enter.’ Offered as a message of empowerment, it also acknowledges the hurdles we must overcome before there is true democracy.
An important aspect of this work is paying attention to how it is received
and what people are interpreting. Although almost all of my work takes
place in-camera, this piece is one of the few that I edited together after
filming so that I could suspend letters in the air and in time. I was more
interested with the messaging than with clean editing, and I was happy
to be frank with an audience about my tinkering. Interestingly, despite

DOUBLE TAKES

facing page Stills taken from Downtown Providence.

SLEIGHT

WISCONSIN, NORTH CAROLINA, & FLORIDA
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DOUBLE TAKES

00:00:05

00:00:36

00:00:21

00:00:46

00:00:33

00:00:48

SLEIGHT

WISCONSIN, NORTH CAROLINA, & FLORIDA

cccc

60
61
FILM EXPERIMENTS / HAIKU SERIES I

Love Letter 11. 09. 16
Last year my mom gave me a pin she made that read, “It’s all about
love.” She told me it was the last thing my great-grandmother said
before passing away. I brought it with me to the east coast, enjoying
that this borderline hyperbole was grounded in my heritage. Love
allows for empathy and teaches us that behind every pair of eyes
is somebody like us. Lately I’ve been wearing this pin every day – it
is the inspiration for this short piece. A love letter to everyone who
felt heartbroken on 11/09/16, this film haiku is a reminder that our
actions don’t just affect those closest to us; they affect us all.
After posting this video I received several complaints that my
public intervention would lead to car accidents.

00:00:02

00:00:04
facing page Film

stills taken in downtown
Providence. How do we take up public
space? How do we break outside of
our echo chambers?
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Inside Out
I began reading about stages in child development so that I could
become more aware of my own thought processes that I take for
granted. I became interested in the ‘pre-operational’ stage, in which
children begin to understand symbolism and engage in the pretend
play of acting like people they are not. I began to imagine what would
happen if all objects and things went through the same stages of child
development that humans did. How would this change the nature of
my desktop environment? This exercise begins to imagine the phenomenological realities of objects and things.
In this piece I have strung wires through the leaves of a plant,
transforming it into a marionette that is able to mirror actions.

facing page Do

plants want to fly, too? A phenomenological
homage to my desk plant.
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A Lot to Digest
This seven-second moving picture uses a method of in-camera special effects to repeatedly move between film and static photography,
constantly capturing and truncating the freedom of movement into a
new backdrop and mimicking the way I stand in front of the constantly
accumulating documentation of my own life.
I wanted to create a space that was collapsing in on itself and
building a kind of density on a flat surface. Design studio Experimental Jetset talks about creating a hallway in book form by creating
multiple covers for a book. I was inspired by this idea of bringing
architectural elements to two-dimensional experience to highlight
the sensation of overwhelming and constant accumulation.
The short ends as I consume the piece of paper. A lot to digest.

00:00:03

00:00:06
facing page Moving frames turn to still frames, and still

frames suddenly become animated on paper surfaces.
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Photo Booth
“Humor is the witty spark across the poles
of apparent contradiction.”
Simon Critchley, (qtd. In Dillion 78)
The history of magic has prompted me to think about the relationship between surprise and shock and the very different qualitative
value of the two. This tension between delight and discomfort
led me to build a Photo booth that served as a research platform,
allowing me to observe participants entering and exiting through
this non-traditional yet familiar form.
The design of the booth utilized a working knowledge of
the ‘Five E’s' of experiential design: entice, enter, engage, exit,
extend. The form of the photo booth signals familiar culture
practice with the obvious reward of receiving a photo of oneself.
Brightly colored fabric and simple materials were used to entice
the viewer into entering the booth. Crop marks and a camera
set-up as well as a rectangle denoting where to stand prompted
further engagement upon entering the booth. After a participant was positioned on the floor mark, they heard a countdown,

facing page Inside of the Photo Booth, Marie Osuka

waiting to have her portrait taken.
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triggering the action of the camera and resulting in a flash. Upon exiting
the booth, participants received a photo to take with them and extend
the interaction. Rather than a typical portrait, users received a reverse
portrait, framing the back of their head.
Observing the laughter and amusement this experience inspired in
people, I began to reflect on what it was that made the experience funny.
There was something about the friction of the unexpected that resulted in
laughter and joy, and I wanted to know what that was.
I did some research and found that there are three main camps for
laughter. The first traces its roots back to Aristotle and Plato. It is called
the Superiority theory. This type of humor is played out in stage performances like the Three Stooges in which the audience is allowed to feel
superior through observing the moronic activities on stage. The second
theory is relief theory, which comes from Freud’s essay, “Jokes and
Their Relation to the Unconscious,” in which he suggests that humor is
a release of suppressed energy, temporarily lifting inhibitions which are
normally veiled by our consciousness. The final theory, is my favorite: the
incongruity theory. This is the type of humor sparked when logic is cast
against the absurd by the mismatch of the ideal and the actual. As New
York Times columnist Jim Holt describes, we laugh when “two things
normally kept in separate compartments in our minds are unexpectedly
yanked together.” The joke forces a perception of incongruity. Puns, surrealism, words that have one meaning but are supplanted with another—
this is the humor of incongruity. I love this type of humor. It is a form of
sleight of hand which tilts normal perception and tickles delight.

DOUBLE TAKE

SLEIGHT

PHOTO BOOTH

74
75

cccc

76
77

above Prints on 2 x 3” photo stock, printed

on the exterior of the booth.

DOUBLE TAKE

SLEIGHT

PHOTO BOOTH

cccc

INTERVIEW

Aaron Duffy is a creative director, thinker and maker. Acting primarily
through film, he creates work that warps our understanding of optical
space and inverts anticipated emotions. His interest in optical illusions
stems from their tension as both deceptive and honest manipulations of
vision. We may be tricked, but a truth is simultaneously revealed, illuminating how our eyes and brains perceive the world. Dedicated to inspiring
viewers, he creates work that respects his audience as autonomous and
capable rather than puppets to be manipulated. This dedication to the
creation of meaningful content is fueled by a desire to close the gap between the commercial and art worlds. He brings vigilance to his practice
by constantly questioning his own vantage point, point optically, politically, and socially; engaging with the nature of how we see the world; and
exploring what he can do to further both empathy and delight.

Aaron
Duffy

cccc

Lake Buckley
You’ve mentioned that one of your
favorite illusions is to look at how
something appears only when it’s
upside down. I’m wondering how
conscious you are about bringing a
different way of seeing to everyday
experience?
Aaron Duffy
Yeah. It’s a good question. I mean,
the upside down one is nice only because
it’s something you can try yourself pretty
quickly, whereas sometimes, in the world
of seeing things differently, it’s not so
easy to do with just your own eyeballs or
your own physical body.
At times, it requires a heat-sensitive
camera that picks up heat instead of
light, or altering something to be slow
motion. We’re not capable of everything
with our own eyes. You need a camera.
So, when it’s possible with our own
faculties, then that’s great. For everything else, I seek out the tools that help
show things differently. It becomes a tool
chest thing, which sometimes is technology but other times is other people. It
could be people who, you know, tend to
see things a different way or come from
a different background or different experience, making them capable of seeing
things in a way that you wouldn’t expect.
Some things—maybe to answer
your question—can be trained, and then
other things are just having the tools or
collab- orators to be able to do it. But no
matter what, I would say that in what I
do, the expectation is that clients come
to us for that bit of breakthrough or to
see things differently, so we become
their tool for doing that in some ways.
With the double vision glasses that you made (a part of the
overarching Stares Project), I was
wondering how often you’re able
to create those experiential interventions? What is your ideation
process?
Especially in the case of those glasses or
projects like that, the process for getting
there is first—just knowing what’s status
DOUBLE TAKES

quo or what’s normal and documenting that first and why it is status quo.
Especially for projects having to do with
the face and body and things that we
perceive to be natural or normal. Once
that is documented, the next step is
figuring out how to change that in a way
that feels like it means something or just
attracts the human eye in some way.
With the Double Vision glasses, the
fun discovery about that is even if you do
make it so that someone has two pairs
of eyes, it’s not actually as weird as you
would expect. I always find it’s not that
weird to see two pairs of eyes. Then I
start to wonder, is there something evolutionary where we are okay with that,
we’ve been made to be okay with that?

A.

Whereas other things you might do to the
face, like just put one eye here (gestures
to his jaw), is very crazy feeling. Some
things are more natural than other things,
and so I think part of the process is just
figuring out how to walk that line. It might
just look like a mess, and that’s not so
interesting, but if it somehow has this
sort of natural human visual to it, then
we’re drawn to it. It’s about playing with
symmetry, playing with number of eyes,
playing with compositing two different
people’s faces together or things like
that. I assume we’ll run out of those
things fairly soon. But the fun thing is
we just keep challenging ourselves to try
and find those moments. The one that we

did most recently for the Stares Project,
was essentially a basic periscope effect.
I created a pair of glasses that allowed
me to see the world from my partner
Catherine’s eye-level. It was one of my
favorite ones even though it’s a fairly
basic periscope. You really have to try it
to understand it.
It’s hard to describe, but just walking
around our apartment with that on made
me realize how high everything is in the
apartment and how annoying that must
be for her. It was a sad realization. She
had mentioned it once or twice when we
first moved in, and then it never came
up again. She became used to the way
things are, but there’s a cabinet that’s
just too high when I was seeing it. It
was very disturbing that that’s just the
way the house is built and experienced
by her. Additionally, we have a small
mirror that’s just for seeing if your hair is
messed up before you leave the house.
I realized that it’s positioned way above
her line of sight. But she just didn’t say
anything about it. Being able to see
things from someone else’s perspective
is a pretty special thing. It’s a trick, but
really eye-opening.
Yeah. I had a question about that
project. Those glasses are especially interesting because they
are pushing illusion past trick and
embedding empathy into the new
visual experience, which has a
great takeaway. I was wondering
if you are trying to build that into
more experiential devices and how
that fits into ‘illusions-for-a-better-society’ thinking?
Yeah. I think it does. I am skeptical about
how far I can go with this. I was speaking
to a class at NYU for a small lecture in
the neuroscience department. I really
wanted this professor to help me with
Illusions-for-a-Better-Society, and the
reason I say I’m skeptical is: just because
something is able to do that from a visual
illusion point of view, doesn’t mean that
we could use the same kind of filter in
the world of politics. I don’t know that
I could see the world entirely from a

Trump supporter's point of view or something like
that, but I like the idea that it's possible to build
towards that. This is where I feel that sometimes
my world as an artist and director can only go so
far before I really need to start collaborating with
political scientists, or neuroscientists, or psychologists, or something like that. Can the empathy
be embedded into these projects beyond just the
way that I see things or the way that we see the
world?
I just did another project this past week that
was all about trying to build empathy around
the refugee crisis and it was really interesting to
listen to one of the activists around this because
she was saying -especially for liberals- one of the
biggest problems is that they feel like they might
have empathy or feel like they want to somehow
help the cause, but as long as their idea of a refugee is a Syrian person or someone from the Middle East, there’s a sort of ‘othering’ that occurs,

A.
Double Vision Glasses.
Part of Stares project.
B. Stares Project.
Apparatus that allows the
wearer to see the world from
the other person’s eye level.
C. Photo from guest
lecturing at NYU Center for
Neuroscience. Photo taken in
Weiji Ma’s class about illusions.
D. Refugees welcome sign
found in Brooklyn NY.

C.

illusions could be really helpful and informative.
I’m curious: with the Stares Project, you
described it as ‘live-compositing.’ I really
like the idea of taking gestures that can
only be done digitally and then making
them in an analog way as a form of generative research or performance. I’m wondering if there’s a lineage of these live
digital gestures that you’ve been doing?
Does it relate to the empathy research?

B.

which makes it impossible for them to truly have
empathy because in the back of your mind you’re
always like, “It couldn’t happen to me.”
What’s interesting about this activist is that
she is a Caucasian Russian refugee. She came
here when she escaped Russia in the ‘90s, and
when people see her and she says she was a refugee, they don’t compute. They don’t understand
it because their idea of a refugee is the poster
that says ‘Refugees Welcome’ with a photo of
someone who looks like they are from the Middle
East. We get used to caricatures. Going through
this process, I realized the role these visuals play
and how important they are in shaping empathy
and understanding. I don’t know how to crack that
exactly. I’d love to figure that out at some point.
It’s possible, but I’ve been finding limits to just the
Illusions for a Better Society part of it. It’s a good
example, so far, but it doesn’t go far enough. The
periscopes were a good insight. Maybe there is a
way past that at some point.
Yeah. That’s super interesting. Building
out a library of all those false cultural
SLEIGHT

Yeah. That’s a good question. There’s these funny
filters in Instagram or in Photoshop or whatever
where you can just mirror an image and funny
things come out of it. You can totally do that live.
In this case, just using simple mirrors and stuff
like that. I don’t know that that was really the process for this necessarily, but I do like the idea of
looking at digital tools like that and backing out of
them and saying, “How could that digital tool be
done analog or be done live?” I think of Michel
Gondry as being an early reference and inspiration for stuff like that. I feel like he was coming
from this world where post-production was just

D.
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coming up, and he embraced it for the
most part, but also slightly rejected it
in favor of trying to see if you could do
those same things in-camera.
The effect feels more ... genuine
isn’t the right word. It just feels more
attractive somehow because you can
feel closer to it and you understand the
materials. Doing a live compositing kind
of thing is fun. You forgive a lot of the
mistakes because you know it’s being
done in real life, and that makes it more
enjoyable. I don’t know if that answers
your question exactly, but I like the
comparison of the digital tools versus
the in-real-life production design kind of
things. It’s a fun way to look at it.
Completely. The idea of being able
to forgive mistakes is interesting.
It starts to get at this slippery
concept of honest communication. It’s pretty hard to put words
around what that ‘honest’ texture
is. Have you determined for yourself what authentic communication is or what it means?
It’s a really great question. It’s like a
million-dollar question or a billion-dollar
question, especially for our industry.
Advertising in general is a form of
manipulation, but that doesn’t mean it’s
an evil manipulation. It is content that is
understanding that you think one way
and exists for the purpose of making you
think another way potentially. That can
be for good or bad things. If I’m going to
say that you should buy this toy because
it’s better for some reason, and I want
to have an honest approach to that, then
I won’t use a ton of post-production.
That’s my personal stance.
The viewer knows that there is
something inherently not genuine about
the media they’re looking at, and that’s
why a massive shift in the kind of things
that people watch from day-to-day has
gone too YouTubers and things like that.
The YouTubers have no means or capacity, for the most part, to do any kind of
post-production. There is this leveling of
what is genuine.
Now, that doesn’t mean that the
YouTubers are actually being honest
about what they’re talking about, but at
least the visual filter that’s being used is
an honest one. ‘It’s me and my webcam,
and I’m just talking to the Webcam, and
I’m showing this thing, and you know
my edits are there, you feel them, and
therefore, I’m not doing anything to try
and trick you.’ Yes, I’d probably cut out
a lot of the dumb things that I said or
maybe re-record saying something, but
I’m being honest about it. It’s there.
There’s a lot to say for that. I don’t
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know if the whole YouTuber phenomenon
will undermine how I think over time.
There’s all sorts of ways now to use that
- once it’s established as a visual trigger
- in not a genuine way. But sometimes
it still works. I love Chris Cunningham,
and I love post-produced things. A very
visual-effectsy, beautiful thing is fine, but
not for messaging, not for
communications.
Mm-hmm (affirmative).
That’s not totally fair to a lot of people
who do that really well. It’s just my personal feeling about it.
Yeah. I mean, it’s interesting. I
was looking at the history of film
and magic and Georges Méliès,
who is like the OG maker of so
many visual techniques. He was
so distraught when film started
concealing the tricks of editing. He felt like it was conning
the audience in a malicious and
deceptive way. Even though he
was a genius and such a natural,
he stopped making any films and
just sold candy from a vending
cart for the rest of his life. He felt
really strongly about the honesty
of editing. It’s interesting to try to
parse out what is feeling authentic
or raw or real about film.
Yeah. One other thing I’d say about it
is that I also just find it hard to rely that
much on post-production technology
and still remain differentiated. The first
person who does it figures out a novel
method - they establish something - but
after that, it becomes a plug-in in After-Effects right away. That’s not only not
genuine, it’s just not different or original.
However, doing something in-camera
and having it feel like something was
really captured doesn’t have as much of
a button-press-and-make-it-work sort of
feeling. You can still have it feel like your
own, basically.

E.

just how we work right now, whereas
if we were being a bit more strategic,
we would think about it first, and then
we would try making it. I didn’t train to
work that way. Going to art school didn’t
set me up for thinking linearly like that.
We’ll figure out what we’re doing when
we start to see what we’re making. I
wish I had more of a capacity to dive
into research like statistics and market
research to understand if what I’m doing
makes sense. I wish I could do that. I just
don’t really know how to. I think we need
to hire someone to do that.
There’s only so many hours in a
day.
Yeah. That’s true.
I really like the way that you work
with basic materials. They all feel
very accessible. Is that an intentional restriction that you put on
the work?
Yeah. I think so. Partly by necessity
sometimes and then partly because I
think that as artists, we sometimes get
a little bit caught up in our job being to
make beautiful things, which goes along
with using beautiful materials or the
right materials. I think that things can be
beautiful, but they can be good art first.
And then you can make it beautiful, potentially. I find beautiful things to be sort
of a distraction. Beautiful meaning, like,
appealing in a canon-of-proportion sense

Yeah, totally. Then I’m curious...
you mentioned the neuroscience
class at NYU. How do you balance
an awareness of cognitive bias
and psychology with an intuitive
way of making?
That’s a good question. I don’t know. We
were actually just having a conversation
about this earlier today, which is that so
far, Special Guest is without strategists
and planners and those kinds of roles.
We definitely will need someone like
that soon to balance this out. We really
just approach things as we’re thinking
about it and while we’re making it. That’s

can be done so well by some people, but you’ll
still get that animated line changing and morphing.
It’s hard to fake. Labor can’t be trimmed, really.
You just have to make every frame, and the labor
of that just produces a look. Some people may
not like that look, but if you want that look, you
have to get it through the labor somehow. There’s
a lot of time spent trying to figure out how technology can produce that for us sometimes, which
is fine too. I mean, someone who discovers that,
I think it’s great. But a great way to do it just to
do it.

F.

G.

or something like that. Finding materials that are a
little bit more basic and normal, you can still make
something beautiful with them, but the materials
themselves don’t need to be beautiful materials.
They can be more accessible, normal materials,
and still do something great with them. I like the
idea of pulling that out of the material.
We did the OKGO music video and then we
did the Apple commercial. I’m never really going
to like the Apple commercial that much because
the materials are just so inaccessible. The table
that we got - it’s Apple so of course it’s luxurious
and beautiful etc. - but the table was this beautiful, thousand-dollar marble table that we just got
for that shoot. I just don’t know that it is making
the piece better at all. I don’t think so.
That reminds me of your hand-crocheted
suit for the Special Guest short. I really
love that piece. It makes me super happy.
You crocheted that whole suit for your
brother to wear, right?
Yeah.
In line with the marble table, what do you
feel is the result of super visible craft or
visible labor in a piece? How do you think
that impacts the way that something is
read or experienced?
Yeah, it connects slightly to the honesty point that
we were talking about earlier when you see the
human hand. You can believe in it a little bit more.
It’s for the same reason that I think we would like
to own a handmade hat instead of a machined
hat from China. Both of them have their place in
the world, but it’s just what we value more. That’s
part of it. The other part, which maybe is not so
much about the visual side of it but could just be
a personal thing to some artists, is that there’s
something about processes that are a struggle
or that require a lot of labor. Work that is difficult
to make produces a certain look automatically.
Chrochete is a very repetitive and monotonous
process, and it shows in the work in its own way.
Animation, like cell animation, is the same way.
If you do it by hand, you can quickly see the difference between 2D and 2.5D animation and After Effects versus someone who’s solely animated
something. The ability between those things and
After Effects, it can be done really, really well. It
SLEIGHT

I think it’s just our ability to read labor or
a person behind something. I would love
to read more research about how our eye
picks those things up and what it’s sending off in our brains to create that sense
of value or empathetic read.
Yeah.
I guess you just spoke to this a bit, but
you have the ‘Make-It-Hard’ methodology.
Can you elaborate on that?
Yeah. One is that it’s a dangerous self-fulfilling
prophecy, I guess. It’s not a good thing to base
business on, for sure. It’s more of an internal
exciting thing than exciting for our clients or anything like that. It’s a good rallying cry around why
we do what we’re doing in some ways because it’s
a slippery slope towards creating a company that
cuts corners to grow, and for sure I don’t want us
to start off that way.
We’re kind of making things a little harder
for ourselves off the bat, but I think we will be
stronger for it as we grow. It’s important to look
at things this way. I would like clients to pick up on
it some point, but maybe by a different name than
‘Make It Hard’ because I think they’ll get better
value if they look at things that way, as well.
They’ll start projects earlier. They’ll maybe give
more creative freedom. I don’t know. It’s a tricky
one. It’s fun, but I don’t know that it’s the most
productive. It’s obviously not the more productive
way of looking at things. We’re trying to figure out
where to insert that mantra and where not to.
It seems like a generative way of thinking that would break you out of a typical
approach to something.
Definitely. At the very least, I think it’s a good
way of putting it. At the very least, it’s a great
way to check ourselves on whether we are leaving
every rock unturned from a creative perspective.
There’s a whole lot of rocks you don’t turn over
because you’re like ...
Not that rock!
Yeah, don’t turn that rock over. The scary thing
then is maybe something totally amazing is under
that rock. We’re making a video game right now.
We’ve never made video game before. We turned
that rock over, and now we’re in a total world of
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E.
Monkey Drummer.
A still from a 2.5-minute-long
music video created by British
music video director Chris
Cunningham in 2001.
F. Aaron wearing the body
suit he hand crocheted for his
film Special Guest.
G. Aaron testing his mirror
face apparatus with Timothy
Nordwind from OKGO.
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H.
Still frame from
Special Guest film.
A fuzzy man has an idea and
falls in love with it.
The SpecialGuest was featured
at the Cannes Creativity
Festival Saatchi & Saatchi New
Director’s showcase in 2009.
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I.
Special Guest.
Crocheted by Aaron.
J.

Special Guest.

K.
Mirror face in OKGO
music video The Writing’s on
the Wall.
L.

H.

M.

L.
The Writing’s On
the Wall.

N.
I.

K.

J.

O.
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O.
Birdstatic.
Conceived and directed and
performed by: Aaron Duffy
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really annoying things to deal with and
really difficult things. I’m really glad we’re
making something that is challenging us.
We were either going to make a video,
which we’ve already done, or this game.
We really advocated for the video game
because we had never had that challenge
before. But, at the same time, we didn’t
make it easy for ourselves because we
don’t know how to make video games.
It’s a challenge and I know that I’m
putting a lot of strain on the team. It’s
not entirely my decision. They’re with
me on it, but it puts a lot of strain on the
team to do things. We need to figure out
a balance.
On this subject, there’s a project I
don’t think I’ve shown you. It was one of
the first projects I did at Wash U where
I just solidified my hands and feet in
cement blocks for two days.
I haven’t seen it, but I’ve heard
you talk about it before.

the work: if someone told me to sculpt
a hand out of clay, it would be just a
horrible hand. It would be not good-looking, and I think in some ways, being
conceptual about things and finding other
ways of making stuff - maybe sometimes
making stuff in a hard way where you
can see how difficult it is - is like a crutch
that I use to get out of having to make
things beautiful and correct, and the fact
that I can’t do it, that I’m not capable of
doing it. You know Don Hertzfeldt?
Mm-hmm (affirmative).
It’s, like, he might be good at drawing,
I don’t really know. I’m not sure what
his other work is like, but none of his of
work really depends on great animation
or great drawing or anything. He is just
amazing at comedic timing, so he just
does his own little doodles and applies his
great timing to that.
Right.

For me, it’s like a good make-it-hard insight because it produced something that
surprised me. I like the idea of always
trying to get back to that place where it’s
like, “Whoa, that looks crazy. Why am
I drawn to that? Why is that exciting to
look at?” Part of it could just be that it
looks crazy and no one should be doing
that, but I think there’s something else
there, too and so I just hope that we can
always find that in the things that we’re
doing somehow.
With the cement block example,
was it intuitive curiosity that led
you there and then afterwards you
evaluated what was interesting
about it?
Yeah. I don’t think I knew. I think it
needed a post-mortem to really see what
was interesting about it. I didn’t expect
my hands to really curl in on themselves. They really got fucked up. The
feet were fine, actually, but the hands
had a really interesting look to them. It
also was just another form of sculpture
and performance. I didn’t know it was a
performance at first. I like documenting
things that are happening, but my teachers were like, “Have you heard of Chris
Burden? Did you know he shot himself?”
I’m like, “Okay, I’m not going to go down
that road. That seems like not the right
road to go down. There’s other ways to
do this.”
In the end, the video part of it was
the part that resonated with me most.
Documenting it and making a video out of
it. I ended up going more in that direction.
Another way of looking at it is if
you’re not a good sculptor. And maybe
this is something else that runs through
DOUBLE TAKES

that matter in relation to creating ‘culture-building’ art?

So, I think it’s, like, maybe an efficiency
thing, as well as a crutch to get away from
being incapable of some things.
In line with solidifying your hands
and feet in concrete, you’ve put
emphasis on the value of disruption on your work since college.
How do you feel like you’re being
disruptive with your work now?
That’s a great question. I would honestly
love for the work that we’re making now
to work itself to be more disruptive, but
I feel like I’m giving in on that a teeny bit
because I’m more interested in the business model we’re creating to be disruptive
in the industry that we’re in. I wouldn’t
say necessarily it’s like one or the other. It
should be both. But one is definitely more
on my mind these days than the other. I
want to make disruptive things, but I want
this company to birth a whole category of
new companies like us. There isn’t really
a category in what we do right now. We
don’t even really know what to call it. So,
people call it an ad agency. I guess that’s
really what we are right now. I would love
for there to be another category that isn’t
an ad agency, that is like a production
company mixed with an ad agency mixed
with, like, a creative consultancy. I want
that to disrupt things in the industry that
we’re in. So, maybe I look at disruption
more that way these days.
You talk about closing the gap
between art and advertising, and I
was wondering if that brings a political aspect to your work? Is your
position in advertising disruptive in
that way, as well?

K.

It’s not so much for the purpose of
disruptiveness, although I hope that it’s a
by-product. It’s more because the world
will just be a better place if we compress
these two things a little bit more. In some
cases fine arts and advertising need to
take different paths, but not always. I
think the Lego movie is a good example
as a 90-minute ad basically for Legos, but
it’s a great movie, and I’m really glad that
movie exists. I don’t really walk around
looking at most ads saying, “I’m glad that
ad exists.” Why shouldn’t most of the
things that we spend so much time and
money making be things that are made
better? It seems like a really tall order, but
that’s only because we’ve been trained to
think about it that way.
Then you also go to the museum
sometimes, and eighty percent of the
things, you don’t care if they exist. So
that need for meaningful work exists on
both sides. Maybe there would be more
of those things we’re glad exist if we just
overlap the two realms a bit more. I think
we’re in a time where people are realizing
that. I don’t know if it’s a massive trend,
but just the fact that the media channels
are breaking down so much is helpful. TV
isn’t such a big thing, things are becoming
shorter and experiential. Media structures
are breaking down more, but it’s not nearly enough. It should just be art. The dichotomy isn’t aiding anyone. People have
like a hard time stomaching advertisement
because there’s so much bad advertising
being made. There just shouldn’t be that
much bad stuff. There should be more
culture-building art.
Absolutely. I guess that just triggers me to think about discerning
between clients. It’s hard to imagine without some ethical framework involved. Is that difficult with
your work? Does that come into
play? If your patron is a company
that you’re not aligned with, does

Yeah. It’s really a good question. I was just talking
to a guy. He’s a videographer who is living in New
York now, but he was living in L.A. and wanted to
find a way to come to New York. He did work for
Philip Morris, made a bunch of money, and then
was able to come to New York. I don’t knock that.
We’ve turned down all cigarette requests and
U.S. Army and things like that. We don’t do those,
but I wouldn’t say it’s totally on ethical grounds for
me. It may seem a sort of ethical or right thing to
turn down any script that’s female body related or
‘sex sells’ inspired. It is part of it; I don’t think those
things should exist. The other part is that I’m just
really bad at that, and I wouldn’t make something
good.
It’s half and half. It’s half an ethical issue and
half not being able to do it. So, the goal maybe
of making a company like SpecialGuest versus
being a director of First Ave Machine is having a
bit more control over those choices for as long as
I can. As long as we’re a healthy business. Then,
maybe if anything, it's good to push ourselves to be
as healthy as possible so that we aren’t desperate
about the things that we choose to make or choose
to take.
Right, not aligned in multiple ways.
A lot of the time, include the frame with
your work. The edges of the set are really
visible. I’m wondering if that is an aesthetic critique of things that are super slick?
And/or what is liberating about imperfection?
It’s two things. In small part, it’s the lack of funds
to make it slick sometimes. Most of the time we
don’t have the money. The other part, is the viewer
just gets to feel closer to it and just experiences the content a little bit differently and so it is
normally pretty conscious. It’s not really that easy
to pull off actually. Even though it is a cheaper way
to do things. It can usually look pretty bad, and
the other problem is if you’re filming something,
it means you have to light those areas. Where,
normally, all you had to light was the tabletop, now
you have to light all the space. Then the producer
starts getting all upset with me.
It can be a little bit more difficult as well. It’s
actually not always the cheapest either. It can be
done too much as well. You know, it can be a little
bit unnecessary. If something cool isn’t happening,
then just don’t do that.
So, yeah. It depends on the communication
as well. The Chrome Speedtest is meant to be
somewhat of a reflection of the engineers at Google feeling like they’re making something in their
garage. They like to still think of themselves as
engineers who are getting it done on the ground,
and we wanted to reflect that in what we were
making, as well. Google at that time really felt like
they did not make ads at all. It was not true, they
did, but we wanted to reflect that attitude as much
as possible and so seeing off the set was a good
way to do that.
SLEIGHT

You just mentioned that it allows ‘people
to feel closer’ to the work. You mention
not treating your audience like a puppet.
Is it that you set up situations that kind
of require collusion with the audience?
How does this intentionality play out in
your work?
Yeah. I think collusion is a good way, actually a
really cool way to put it. When people say interactive video or interactive art or something like that,
they usually think of something they do online or
on the web or something like that. But there’s
another form of interactivity which is just something that plays out, and it’s the viewer’s job to
piece the puzzle pieces together. You don’t really
tell them what to think, but the communication
unravels by them piecing things together. I think
that’s a form of interactivity. Sometimes, seeing
off the set is like that. My favorite example is the
Moonwalking Bear. There was a Moonwalking
Bear. You know that piece?
No.
No? Okay. When you have some time, just look
up Moonwalking Bear. It’s one of my favorites.
I can’t remember who did it, but it’s very good.
That’s on the most basic level of interactive form
of video. What are some other examples? I think
that it really depends on your audience, and this
is something that we’re thinking about a lot these
days at SpecialGuest, where we’re trying to hone
in on who exactly is the audience for our work.
We’re not really good for staple communications
because we tend not to be so blunt with the messaging. We tend to want to make things where
the viewer wants to feel some responsibility for
understanding that communication. Whether it’s a
new piece of technology, a new phone, or something like that, they’re skeptical to start off, so if
you just tell them what to think, those skepticism
alarms are just going to go nuts.
But if you let them sort of piece things togeth-

K.

INTERVIEW

H.
Aaron sent this piece to
me that he made when he was
in school after I sent him some
of the work I had done.
It was really fun to see his early
experiments.
I. Giotto Chapel that inspires
Aaron to go into communication
design. He uses this church
as an example of a time when
people really considered
advertising artistry. Essentially,
these murals were advertising
religion. He is interested in
closing the gap between art
and advertising because he
believe it would make the world
a better place if the messages
we received constantly were
thoughtful and gave us more
than just a suggestion to buy
something.
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I do hope that I can go beyond that.
Maybe it’s just because of the election
that I think about it more than I used to.
It’s not anything new, but it’s as if we’re
just in an age of accepting illusion and
knowing it’s there. That’s fine for me to
say, but not everyone looks at it that
way. If I were going to sort of follow my
own path, so to speak, I would find a way
to see things from a Trump point of view.
This is maybe where there is a break in
the idea. It’s just not that easy. I want
Illusions for a Better Society to be able
to get there, but not to convince people
that it’s that simple.
How has your voice as a storyteller has evolved in the last ten
years?

K.

er, it’s more enjoyable and respectful.
They feel invested in it. They feel like
telling other people. We need to try and
always find those clients who need those
early adopters for their product or what
they do because those are really the
people I think we talk to best. Google
Chrome is a good example of that where
no one was using Chrome. Everyone
was using Safari or Firefox or Explorer or
whatever. Chrome just had to find a way
to get those people who are willing to try
a new browser to try it. At that time, other than Firefox, your browser came with
your ccomputer, and you never dowloaded another browser, and so this is the
browser you had to download. There was
no Chrome books or anything. So, we
had to find the early adopters who would
spread the word. We made something
that they would like.
You mentioned you have twenty-one favorite illusions you’ve
employed before. Do you keep an
index of these illusions? Do you
think about things that are not
visual as illusions, such as myth,
normative cultural practices of
de- ception, gender performance,
etc.?
On the index of illusions and sort of
bleeding over into non-visual things, I
need to pull it up. There’s a keynote I
have of all the illusions and stuff like
that. I don’t feel so much like it’s an index
as much as it’s frustrating to think that
that’s all of them. Like, really? That’s it?
I think that pushes us to want to create
and find more. The white and gold, and
blue and black dress was an anomaly
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and I actually met some people who
worked for a science magazine who said
it can be categorized as a new illusion in
the history of humanity, which is really
exciting.
Whoa! That’s amazing!
It was discovered at random. How many
things are like that that we don’t know
about? That you and I see differently
but we just don’t talk about it and so it
never comes up or we do talk about it
but it doesn’t go viral on the internet?
You know, they’re out there. You can go
hunting for them in a way and so I think
by indexing them maybe we can just be
aware and to try and find them. I think
for Stares Project i was hoping to start
poking at that and finding those undiscovered modes.
To get to the next part of the question, I hope that maybe the non-visual
things start to come into the index as
well. Like I said, that’s a whole other
discipline that I am not trained for. You
should meet this guy, Professor Wei Ji
Ma, at NYU because he teaches a class
on how the brain reacts to visual illusions
and deals with these visual illusions. He
has his students diagram how it actually
happens from a neuroscience point of
view, and I think partially that data and
that understanding can eventually be
used to teach machine learning - and AIs
(artificial intelligence) and things like that
- how to deal with those things.
So, there is really a substantive
reason to study visual illusions. Stereoscopic viewing as an illusion that
produced the whole industry of not-great
3D movies.

Yeah. I wish I was a better storyteller.
I think more in terms of communication
and messaging than storytelling, even
though there’s massive overlaps there.
I was just watching the Dave Chappelle
Netflix Special. He does really great
storytelling in that. It’s just a process of
telling stories. If I’m at a dinner table,
I’m not the one telling stories. I’ve never
really been that interested in creating a
narrative feature. I just feel more comfortable in the world of communication.
Then to try and give myself the
benefit of the doubt in that, I think I’m
just really interested in how storytelling
fits within communication and not the
other way around. We can tell stories,
but I think a lot of the directors just find
advertising and communications very
restricting. I just really think it’s the other
way around. At SpecialGuest, we can
make a feature film if we want to. We
just have to be able to get ourselves paid
by someone. It’s then up to us to make it
good despite the difficult client conversations and things like that, but we put that
on ourselves.

It’s really similar, I think, to what you’re
trying to achieve with the daily illusions.
Right now they’re creating a 10,000-Year
Clock. So, they’re creating these things
and interventions to try to help open up
how we think and imagine temporal horizons. I think the empathy part here is really strong, how can we extend our notion
of time so that we can be empathetic to
future generations? It could be relevant
to your thinking.

L.
The Blue and Gold
dress.
M. Walking Moon Bear.

It’s really cool. I’ll check it out. That’s awesome.
I’m excited to see anything, anything in that realm
because Illusions for a Better Society, overlaps
somewhat with what we’re doing at SpecialGuest,
not really for our clients but like for just why we
do what we’re doing. The Stewart Brand’s stuff,
I need to look more closely at, that’s for sure.
That’s cool.
Is there anything else you’d like to add?
Not right now, but we can keep it ongoing.
Thanks, Lake. Those are great questions.

M.

Well, I think that you’re really a
good storyteller, so that’s why I
was asking.
Oh, thanks.
Thinking about illusions getting to
the point where they are kind of
changing culture and impacting
culture for the better, I don’t
know if you’re aware of the
Long Now Foundation?
No.
Stewart Brand, founded it. Really
quickly, the concept is how do you
impact people’s thinking so that
you can orient thinking to be more
long-term rather than short-term.

K.
Aaron sent this piece
to me that he made when he
was in school after I sent him
some of the work I had done.
It was really fun to see his
early experiments.

L.
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SECTION TWO

Mimic
“A formalist act of creative deformation
restores sharpness to our perception,
giving “density” to the world around us.”
Erwin Wurm, Convertible Fat Car (Porsche). 2005. Addressing the
question of obesity, Wurm probes the link between power, wealth
and body weight. He also offers a sharp criticism of our current
value system, as the advertising world demands us to stay thin but
to consume more and more.

Uta Eisenreich, Time after Sometimes. 2012. Inspired by non-verbal IQ tests,
Eisenreich’s sets were constructed from a vast array of ubiquitous household
items – apples, teapots, hand-held mirrors, etc. – and displayed the artist’s
penchant for games, language and symbolism.

Audrey Watters

Imitation might be the highest form of flattery, but it is more likely the most
efficient way to hijack effective communication. I employ this formal strategy
as a playful inroad to creating social commentary and awakened perspective.
Through mimicry, I am able to call attention to the problematic systems and
design constraints shaping my surroundings.
My strategy is to work with familiar formats and shapes, injecting different embodied metaphors into these formats. By embedding alternative
metaphors, the surface and logics of these formats are transformed through
creative deformation. Analyzing affordances of the mundane object or experience is a generative form of looking. It allows me to recognize what I take
for granted.
By pinpointing a defining facet of an object or system, I am then able to
question the value of it and adjust it according to my own logic. Objects are
laden with stories and assumptions about how things should work; it is my
intention to play with their material nature and functionality, strengthening
the muscle of constant re-interpretation.
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These Days
Upon reflection, this series of experiments begins to function as
a type of journal. In thinking about how a majority of our actions
take place on interfaces, I wanted to communicate a reduction of
humanity and translation of person to futile machine. Whenever
manipulating the body, there is a fine line between creating a
monster and creating a new creature that is able to still cultivate
some sense of empathetic reaction.

00:00:05

00:00:10
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Reassemble
There was always a toaster in the kitchen when I was growing up.
Morning traffic jams were common. We would all eat our breakfast at
different times due to the single serving nature of the machine. This
limitation of the tool was my inspiration.
Reassemble is a toaster that is a 1:1 translation of a loaf of bread,
ready to toast end to end in one go. The inherent absurdity of this
mega toaster highlights the individualistic orientation of mass-produced
consumer goods. The toaster itself demands that at least two people
are present to use the appliance, making it an inherently anti-individualistic form. This toaster acts as a metaphor, rejoining the single slices
of bread into a whole loaf, symbolically rejoining individuals in a community via the communal meal. Many pieces become one whole.
This piece takes inspiration from the way embodied metaphors are
carried out in card tricks. A card rises from the middle of the deck to
the top, an act of overcoming oppression at all odds. A card vanishes
and reappears: a sign of death and return. With magic we are able
to experience the sleight elation from breaking free of our physical
restraints. With Reassemble, the embodied metaphor is absurd and
joyfully represented: what if our tools fostered community rather than
individualist consumerism?

“Design matters because of the why, not the what;
the sentiment, not the acquisition. Design matters
because people matter…[We must continually]
consider the conscience-driven rules of human
engagement within which design must operate.”

I bought a toaster from the local secondhand
store and analyzed its function for hours.
I took note of the various affordances and
signifiers on the surface of the toaster: it’s
material nature, how it functioned, how it
smelled etc. Eventually I realized its most
obvious trait. The single serving, which
reminded me of its partner in crime: sliced
bread. Sliced bread was a convenience
developed in the 1950s, a time that glorified
the self-contained, individualistic mindset.
I intended to upset the value system
embedded within this object to serve
my own aspirational ends.
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Affordance
& Signifier
The length and roundness of the
legs have been slightly exaggerated to give the toaster a more
absurd and playful effect, making
the object and subtle messaging
more approachable.

The average American loaf of bread
has twenty two slices, determining the
number of slots on this toaster. Every
country has a different standard, so if
this project was to continue it would
demonstrate a morphology of toasters
reflecting certain cultural habits.

The knobs on this toaster are large and
playful, emphasizing the toylike quality
of this object. The intention of making
this object seem toylike is to suggest
that the notion of community should
be a simple and foundational notion
to grasp.

It was essential that this object
could only properly function
through collaborative effort.
This informed the two knob
design that requires team effort
to lift the toast up and down.
The color scheme of this object points to the
visual language of Wonderbread Packaging.
It uses the visual language of an era when
the loaf was sliced into single-sized servings—selling an ideal of an independent,
individual, self-contained life—and suggesting
an alternative.

A speculative absurd and joyful mega-toaster requiring
the use of two people to make it functional.
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Playbour
The border between leisure time and work are increasingly
blurred in one never-ending tidal lull. This is demonstrated
through corporate work culture trends, forms of labor carried
out in or around computer games, and in popular culture at
large when leisure time for one translates to profit for another.
Joyce Goggin is a new media professor at the University of
Amsterdam and coined the term ‘Playbour’ to summarize the
lost division of play and labour.
Playbour is an activity of work that feels like play and leisure – attractive and pleasurable production. Examples of this
phenomenon are social networks such as Facebook, Tumblr,
fashion blogs, game modding etc., that function playfully but
generate profit to others.
In this large-scale poster, I wanted to illustrate the landscapes of Playbour as I experience them: inviting, whimsical,
and fun but all motivated by a capitalist growth ideology. I ask
myself whether I find this new landscape parasitic or symbiotic.

facing page 3’ x 5’7” poster scale is meant to

feel slightly immersive for a viewer, allowing
them to explore the intricacy and hidden
messages of this postersphere.
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above Play. Data. Keep Climbing. Cloud architecture

and storage and mega buses and dead ends.
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Proposition Six
Beauty is a concept that men have tried to define throughout history. I find these attempts to dominate and reduce the meaning of
such a culturally relative and subjective notion highly absurd. In the
Grammar of Ornament, Owen Jones outlines 37 Propositions that
propose to outline ‘all’ the principles that determine beauty. Taken
aback by the offensive nature of these propositions while being
inspired by the laborious craft of the book itself, I created a stop
motion animation based on Proposition Six from over four hundred
hand painted water color illustrations.
Proposition Six states: Beauty of form is produced by lines
growing out, one from the other, in gradual undulations. The arch
of the short is palindromic, and each form seamlessly morphs into
another. The playful and kitsch nature of illustration attempts to
undermine the assertions of Owen Jones.
This piece reflects an ongoing curiosity regarding the importance of craft and labor. Is it important that the labor is visible? How
does this impact an empathetic read of something. Does it matter?

above A sequence of still hand-painted

watercolors. All shapes growing from
the same starting point.
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Illustration shifts from vectors to hand-painted watercolors.
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Tantalum
Words and letters slide off the screen to appear fixed in real
space and time. Images are revealed to be actors in real space
rather than virtual representations. This short film Tantalum conveys the message to ‘Get Out of Your Screen’ via both text and
visual metaphor.
Winston Churchill said, “We shape our buildings, and then
they shape us.” Today, the equivalent might be that we shape our
technologies, and then they shape us. This short seeks to not
only identify the primary role our screens have in changing our
behavior, movement and day-to-day, but it also reconfigures the
phone to have new capabilities as a way of inserting agency into
the relationship we have with our devices.
Tantalum combines sleek tools with rough, human aesthetic
to question the primacy of smooth design.
The title of this short, Tantalum, refers to the precious element
that is used in most electronic devices and most abundantly in the
capacitors of cell phones. Most Tantalum is sourced from Rwanda
and is the contemporary equivalent of a blood diamond in its moral
and ethical implications. Despite awareness about its complex
sourcing dilemmas, cognitive dissonance thrives when it comes to
the consumption of Apple products and other electronic devices.
The word "tantalum" has an interesting history, coming from the
Greek anti-hero Tantalus. The gods punished Tantalus when he
sacrificed his own son for their enjoyment. His punishment was to
live in eternal temptation without satisfaction, which is where the
word "tantalize" comes from today. The fact that the primary and
most complicated element that enables our phones to function has
this fascinating history is incredibly apt for the contemporary condition many endure in relationship to their devices.

facing page A simple set of found and collected

materials making up the Tantalum set.
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Thank you to Olive Wicherski, Alex Magdelena, Miles Cornwall,
Will Laporte, and Eva Laporte for helping me complete this piece.
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facing page The final message reads, ‘Your world doesn’t

have to be so small. Get out of your screen.’
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IRL
“Apple’s patented finger routines risk unsettling the delicate
balance between managing the body and promising the user
unparalleled freedom and expressivity, between the unyielding
protocal that governs all these gestures and the communicative
horizons they herald. The interface should feel intuitive and
effectively shroud the underlying code, but should never
disappear entirely, lest users get the uncanny sensation
they’re being manipulated.”
Alexander Provan, Gestural Abstractions
Hyperlinked blue animations take place onscreen and are mysteriously translated from 2D to 4D. At one point, a recording of blue
smoke rises within the screen of the phone only to extend beyond
the border of the device and into physical space. Then a reverse
translation occurs when water is poured ‘into’ the interface of
the phone to extinguish the smoke that is represented on-screen.
This playful movement between digital and physical is a whimsical
interpretation of the way we move between digital and physical
spaces and how the two are increasingly difficult to separate.
The graphic sequencing of events between phone and figure suggests the mutually impactful nature of commonplace technology
as well as the translation between real and virtual. The divisions
between the digital and the analog mostly exist as Mauer im Kopf
– virtual walls in our minds, or memories that trace a previous era.
Our devices, which seem to partition the real and the unreal, are
more than objects; they are attitudes which impact our thoughts,
relationships, vision, and so on. Technology pushes us towards
efficiency, a mode of being debased from humanity. The machine
becomes a metaphor for the visible effects on society.
These works prod our perceptions about authenticity and falsity and reveal our own willingness to believe in technology while
questioning the limiting and at times de-humanizing nature of our
little pocket machines.
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Thank you to Drew Litowitz, Minryung Son,
Boyang Xia, and Guy Petite for helping me to
execute this piece.

DOUBLE TAKES

MIMIC

IRL

cccc

126
127
LUNA MAURER WORKSHOP

The Perfect Meal
The Perfect Meal is a work created in collaboration with classmates Mary Yang and Drew Litowitz. We were tasked to create
a conditional design work that utilized people, time, and—of
course—a set of rules. Given these parameters, Mary, Drew and
I designed a conditional design performance that played with the
communal setting of a meal as a metaphor for what we share in
common.
The ingredients to make a sandwich were arrayed across
three tables assembled in a ‘U’ shape. The positioning of ingredients was laid out in an exact, grid-like fashion. Participants
entered the room to the sound of melodic classical music interspersed with the din of silverware and plates moving about. An
omniscient voice invited participants to sit at the tables in a polite
British accent. Upon sitting, participants were instructed to put
on a glove. From there, the formal setting of a meal—and all the
assumed cultural conditions we enact when participating in a
formal meal—were disassembled.
The questions we asked participants sought to get at the
small moments of friction in daily life that we may all share but
rarely make visible to one another. Questions ranged from,
‘Do you wear headphones in the studio to avoid speaking with
others?’ to ‘Is social media the first and last thing you check in
the morning and night while in bed?’ We used the metaphor of
a meal to highlight our commonalities and the things we share.
At the end of the sequence of questions, participants had all
constructed strange sculptural food portraits of their daily lives and
preferences. They then were instructed to eat their sandwiches.
This piece was rooted in the intention for participants to
reflect on what we share with one another during a typical meal
and how we generally navigate shared space.

“Artistic practice can no longer revolve around
the construction of objects to be consumed
by a passive bystander. Instead, there must be
an art of action, interfacing with reality, taking
steps – however small – to repair the
social bond.”
Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells
The table is set. Each ingredient represents a specific question we
feel that we have in common with one another but refuse to share
openly because of social norms ranging from big to small.
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Our participants entered the room
to softly playing piano music and the
sounds of plates and silverware clinking.
Eventually the music slowly fades, and
guests are asked to take their seats.
Colorful and graphic table set-up,
welcoming our guests to this unique
meal experience. The table decoration
conveys formality.
The voice proceeded to read a succession
of questions to our audience. Each positive
response resulted in another ingredient
added to their meal.
The aerial portrait of this meal creates a
composition of shared experience.

The resulting sandwiches were portraits
externalizing private habits and actions.
You are what you eat.

DOUBLE TAKES

MIMIC

THE PERFECT MEAL

cccc

INTERVIEW

Uta Eisenreich works between photography and performance, using the
strategies for one medium and applying them to the other. She utilizes
generic household goods and products to arrange enigmatic still lifes
that are non-sensical or multi-sensical often playing on semiotics,
systems and word puzzles. Her focus is on the shortcomings of our
cognitive toolkit, and her work walks the line between common sense
and nonsense, often borrowing visual language reminiscent of pre-school
books, assessment tests and optical illusions. Uta sets up conceptual situations often based on meticulously contrived (though loosely executed)
human interaction, and then photographs the results.
Her projects include kidnapping a group of foreign business travelers
in a small bus with darkened windows, creating a spatial representation
of a computer desktop, directing incoming cars to park chromatically,
and participating in breakdancing duels where instead of breakdancing,
she and her opponent get in the circle and create towering arrangements
of ordinary objects, trying to outdo each other in height and beauty.
She is fascinated by the way we are hardwired to find order and logic
in our surroundings despite our incredibly biased and irrational abilities
of perception.

Uta
Eisenreich
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A. Uta Eisenreich, Network
(Teamwork), 2002
Here she creates physical
sociograms by asking kids
questions about each other
and mapping the connections.
Which three kids would you
invite to your birthday? Who
do you know least well in
your class? These and other
“schoolyard mandalas” the
kids created are an interesting
take on the visual language of
education and schools.
B. Time after Sometimes,
2012

Uta Eisenreich: I checked out your work
just now, and I totally see the connection to what you're up to.
Lake Buckley: Awesome! I’m so
glad you see the connection. It’s
taken me awhile to understand the
core of my own interests, and your
work has been helpful in clarifying
my own intention. I love it!
Yeah – you have to do stuff you don’t
really understand. I think it’s good to
trust your instinct on that, no?
Yeah, I completely agree. I would
love to hear in your words about
the different inspiration you draw
from for the self-contained worlds
you create and how you go about
setting up those puzzles for your
audience.
Maybe Julia mentioned this, but I come
with a lot of material; it’s like a mind
map. For A Not B, the starting point
was the Wechsler intelligence scale.
It’s used with people who can’t yet read
or write. There is a little box or suitcase
with props in it in front of the one who
should be assessed to see underlying
patterns. It looks at whether a child
at a certain stage is able to unravel
certain patterns. It was amusing to me
because it made me think: what is common sense? There is a really interesting
text by Deleuze about common sense
and the whole notion of it and how it
is just making sure that people understand the normal and standard way of
accomplishing something — the least
surprising and the least extravagant
way. For example: two, four, eight...
and you’re supposed to know what is
next. These assessment tests show
how our thinking works. This has been
fascinating to me, especially when we
find more amusing combinations than
the ones that are supposed to be right.
So I got into magic tricks and optical illusions and – how’s it called in English?
A set? Set theory.

DOUBLE TAKES

I’m not familiar with Set theory.
Do you mind elaborating on that?
In the '70s when I went to school, they
were trying to make math more visual
for children, so there would be one unit
of dogs and another unit of animals
that are black, and there would be a
Ven diagram, and there would be a
common field where all the dogs would
be. So it was a way to make mathematic principles really visible. Julia and I
both grew up with it. They were trying
to get away from going straight into abstraction. What I’m trying to say is that
from these intelligence tests I went into
multiple fields of research. I looked a
lot at still lifes and rebuses and even
abstract painting.
When you work with the intelligence tests for children as subject
matter, and you also work with
children for the Network Teamwork project, do you ever consider
them your audience, or is that
more a part of your research?
To me, it’s probably pretty much about
education and how thinking is formed.
It’s not so much that the children
interest me, but as we have all passed
through this education, we all grow up
with the notion that there is a right answer which is straightforward. We limit
the other possibilities. It’s more about
shortcomings of thinking and the order
systems we have. My point of interest
in children is psychological and philosophical. I’ve done some work that only
a small group of people can relate to,
but A Not B anyone can relate to who
went to school.
Would you consider the play something that was only accessible to
a smaller audience because its
interpretation relied more on its
academic references? Their intellectual sources?

Yeah, probably. There was a whole
body of work about the language of
things. I was interested in an alphabet of objects, connecting sound with
objects, connecting grammatical rules
to objects, and inventing a syntax
for it so it can be a modern set of
hieroglyphs. I looked at the legibility
of hieroglyphs as a symbol system. I
was trying to write with objects that
could be readable, but not reading as
in writing on a page; more in terms
of allegoric meaning. If you have a
17th century still life, every object has
allegoric meaning, so of course an art
historian would have a very different
reading then just naming the objects; of
course an apple stands for seduction,
and a fish represents Christ, and so
forth, and then the colors of it; so it all
had religious or metaphorical meaning.
So my interest became if you could
literally write with objects like a sentence, literally linearly. So I looked into
hieroglyphs and how they are made so
that they could have a proper grammar
— so they could indicate present, past,
and future tenses, or singular vs. plural
syntactic structures — how would that
work in an image. So I made an alphabet of sounds, and it was clear that this
was interesting to a much more narrow
audience – more for graphic designers
and people who are into semiotics.
Your work pricks vision in a way
that causes us to look once, and
then look deeper. What does the
action ‘double take’ mean to you?
Does it have inherent value?
Yes, it surely has inherent value. I
heard that what makes a video game
addictive is a certain ratio: many failures and then one win seems to stimulate your reward system more than
winning all the time. So I relax into that
half of the things that are not readable
and the half of them that are. I don't
plan it on purpose or anything, it just
so happens that some pictures turn out
more readable than others. Some don't
have a logic to them at all, but as the
book is establishing an undercurrent

This installation of sound, photography, and video works developed a writing system with
objects akin to a modern set
of hieroglyphs. Instructed by
a vocabulary drill on video and
guided by a voice leading them
around via Dolby surround, the
viewers gradually become able
to read the still lifes literally as
pieces of text.
B.

talk about all this nonsense. Imagine the viewer
knows the bomb is ticking, but you and I don't,
and we keep talking about all this nonsense,
taking our time." (That is in my words, you can
look up the original quote.) I am interested in
building up tension leading to the aha moment
more than the aha moment itself.
You work feels like an offering to the
viewer to step inside your world. How
do you think about audience?
I think of the readers as an audience to a live
show. I am doing a little magic show for them.
A book is a sequence of moments in time, as
well, only—as we are in a book—they are free
to browse back and forth.
At times you mimic the visual language
of IQ tests in your work but add irrational
story lines to their presentation. How are
you positioning yourself in relation
to these intelligence tests? Aesthetic
dissent? Mocking? Mimicking?
Commenting?

A.

of an assessment test, it stimulates people to
discern an underlying pattern; you look at it as
if you needed to understand something.
I have been thinking recently about the
adaptive value of surprise. Is the surprise
of the aha moment a conscious ingredient
in your work? What is your relationship
to the value of surprise?
In Truffaut's interview with Hitchcock, Hitchcock
explains the difference between suspense and
surprise. He says: "Imagine we are sitting here
and a bomb explodes. That is a surprise, but
no story at all. Now imagine a bomb is ticking
under this table while we are taking our time to
MIMIC

I think we covered that in the Skype talk, but I
don't really know how much was audible..
It's a bit of all. I mimic the form of assessment
tests in order to comment on them. As I said,
as an example, the Wechsler Intelligence Scale
is assessing whether a child can relate objects
in the most predictable way. In common sense,
the most straightforward option is appointed as
correct, and in this way excludes more exciting
or extravagant possibilities—a thought I found
later described well by Gilles Deleuze in Logic
of Sense.
As a very simple example of old-school
assessment tests:
‘2,4,8, __ continue the series.’
You are supposed to answer ‘16’, even though...
...why is ‘17’ not correct? There surely could
be a complex formula that would make '17' a
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Vocabulary 2005.

This installation consists of
tableaus of strictly arranged
clusters of objects. Each
object corresponds to a word.
The clusters are displayed
as still lifes, waiting to be
photographed. The collections
appear to be placed in an order
according to a predetermined
continuous logic. However,
upon closer inspection, irrational storylines begin to emerge
until the initial recognizable
ordering system is no longer
tangible.
D.

A Not B, 2010

C.

H.
E.

G.

F.

F. James Langdon, Uta Eisenreich
A Play, 2016
Unlike the experience of the stage
piece, in which elements appear in a
timeline, the book offers an excess of
elements – signs, colours, fragments,
and texts – to assemble and construct
meaning.

D.

G.

A Not B, 2010.

H.

A Not B, 2010.

I.

Time after Sometimes, 2012

I.

E.
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A Not B, 2010.
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correct answer. So we are trained to go for the
expected and most simple answer.
Your work provokes curiosity and requires
heightened discernment. How important
is resolution to you? How does this relate
to your respect for the value of interpretation?
It is important to me that the reader/viewer is
triggered to discern a supposed pattern—to engage the audience. Therefore, I try to establish
the atmosphere of an assessment test.
Whether the images get resolved in the way
that I had framed it in first instance is not so
important to me.
I have noticed you appreciate the work of
William Wegman. He is one of my heroes.
Can you talk about how he has influenced
you?
I like the lightheartedness of his early work.
It is stupid in a way that I can relate to, and
theatrical.
J.

What is the role of delight in your work?
Are delight and humor things you think
about?
I need to get excited/delighted about something
before starting.
K.

You often contend with the relationship
of language, meaning and imagery. When
it comes to the text that accompanies
your work, you seem to value quotations,
hints and short explanations rather than
expository writing. Can you talk about
this decision?
During the work on the book, I collect quotes,
jokes and short fragments of texts that inspire
me. I collect it as part of the research, and so
the fragments of text are directly connected to
the works and have informed them. I don’t feel I
need expository writing; it’s an artist's book. I’d
rather not explain it or have it interpreted by
a ‘specialist’.
I believe your background is in graphic
design...is that right? What is your relationship to graphic design?

I worked in photography first, and then used
graphic design as a way to add text to the image. I liked the department, the mentality
of people who value putting an order to existing
material over the need to create and promote
their own material.
My work is related to structures of order.
That is, of course, a key element in graphic
design.
I am attracted to magic and its history
because it has been such an influence on
cognitive psychology. How consciously do
you employ properties of cognition in your
work vs. an intuitive methodology?
It strikes me as I read this that the English word
'magic' entails two different concepts:
Zauberei, as in trickery / illusion you do for
entertainment.
Magie, the belief that everything in this cosmos
is part of a transcendent energy.
In German, there are entirely different words
for these concepts. I am interested in both. Your
question I think relates to illusions and trickery,
understanding the underlying principles of our
limited brains, the perceptual blindness, etc.
This is all interesting and part of the research.
In practice, I do alter known experiments and
play around, so yes, intuition comes into play.
How has your methodology developed
over the years?
After school I had a hard time deciding what
to study. I couldn’t decide between applied
theater-science and photography, eventually
choosing for the latter.
Funnily, nowadays I feel that these two
choices are still like two legs of my work.
You are working on a new book. What do
you hope that it accomplishes?
The book will be darker and more spiritual,
dealing with the disappearance of the object,
abstraction, shapes, phonemes, riddles, construction
of meaning.
My grandfather was a mathematician. My
brother used to be a magician when he was a
teenager; he had his own show. Somehow I feel
maybe there’s a shift from granddad to brother.
My sister is a vicar. So let’s see what’s next (-;.

L.
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J. A Not B. 2010
The book contains a series of
still lifes. The layout of these
tableaux is determined by an
underlying logic that the viewer
is triggered to discern.
K. Time after Sometimes.
(2012)
L.

Syntax Problems (2011)

With Michael Blass, Tatjana
Sarah Greiner and Csilla Klenyanszki performance.
“This is actually what we are
trying here: we are trying to
work out a language of things.
As words are nothing but symbols for objects, it shouldn’t be
too hard to abolish the symbol
altogether and re-replace it
by the original. The hard part,
of course, is to figure out a
grammar of things.”
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SECTION THREE

“If magical thinking has
survived, then it must
serve a purpose.”
Alfred Gel, Technology
and Magic

Deconstruct

1958 CE Wayne Wilson, an engineer from York, Pennsylvania,
walks across water in a plastic squirrel cage of his own design.
(Courtesy Charles Shopsin via Joshua Foer)

1475–1480 CE Leonardo da Vinci coins the phrase “water shoes”
to describe a pair of elongated, animal skin floats sketched in the
Codex Atlanticus.

1676 CE Publication in Japan of the Bansenshukai,
a multi-volume handbook of secret ninja knowledge.
A section of the handbook is devoted to the art of
skating across shallow water using a circular shoe
originally developed by rice farmers and known as
mizugumo. Ninjas are also trained to walk on water
by attaching small floating pots known as ukidaru
to their feet.

A physicist named Alex Stone—best known for his writing in Harper’s, The
Wall Street Journal, and The New York Times—lectured at Brown University
last fall. A few feet away from my well-worn auditorium seat, Stone spoke
about his most recent book, Fooling Houdini: Magicians, Mentalists, Math
Geeks and the Hidden Powers of Mind.
As a scientist and amateur magician, his lecture focused on the neuroscientific dimensions of magic that make deception possible. However,
to my delight, near the end of the talk he embarked on a more poetic
tangent, suggesting that magic was the physical manifestation of the
“dream self” because each trick carries an embodied metaphor through
which we accomplish the impossible.
A coin vanishes and reappears — a primal symbol of death and return.
A card rises to the top of a deck — a conquering of oppression and
physical constraints.
With sleight of hand gestures, we can come back from the dead, overcome oppression, resist gravity, and read another’s thoughts.
I left the lecture feeling curious about how magic, as the representation
of our dream selves, applies to design. Sketchbooks dating back to 1475 CE
are the breeding ground for pre-material dreams, showing illustrations of a
man flying, walking on water, time traveling, etc. Records of flying devices
and aquatic ambulatory apparati can be found in early manuscripts from
China to Colombia. Designs for aquatic ambulation, for example, have persisted for centuries and even today present themselves in absurd incarnations.
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1996 CE Harvard researchers Thomas McMahon and Jim
Glasheen explain the subtle biomechanics of the common
basilisk, or “Jesus Lizard,” the largest water-walker in the
animal kingdom. Based on their kinematic model of the
basilisk’s leg-slapping motion, the researchers estimate that
humans would need to achieve speeds on the order of thirty
meters per second, requiring more than fifteen times their
available muscle power, in order to run across water.
(Photo Joe McDonald)

1984 CE Artist Mark Tansey paints The Myth of Depth, in which Jackson Pollock walks on water while the art critic Clement Greenberg looks on approvingly
from a nearby boat painters Arshile Gorky, Robert Motherwell, Mark Rothko,
Helen Frankenthaler, and Kenneth Noland.

1885 CE British engineer Osborne Reynolds describes
the phenomenon of dilatancy, a property of non-Newtonian
fluids that have the curious property of hardening when
shaken. The best-known dilatant in use today is a suspension
of cornstarch in water known as "oobleck", after a fictional
green slime that appears in a 1949 Dr. Seuss book. Intrepid
water-walkers have been known to fill small swimming pools
with the fluid, which becomes solid under the pressure of
their feet.

1858 CE Henry Robert Rowlands of Boston files the first
American patent for “An Apparatus for Walking on the
Water.” There are more than a hundred US patents at last
count for water shoe technology.

ca. 1900 CE German chocolate company Hildebrands issues a series
of twelve whimsical trading cards envisioning life in the year 2000. In
addition to personal airships, weather control devices, and undersea
tourist boats, the chocolatiers imagine that in the distant future people will
be able to take casual strolls on the surface of the water. (Courtesy Bob
Coalbran/The Card Mine via Joshua Foer, Cabinet Magazine)

These dream inventions consistently defy physics. Somehow the material
constraints of our existence motivate dreams across generations and continue
to drive innovation, no matter how extravagant. As our history indicates, we
are essentially motivated to overcome our physical reality. Who (or what)
drives this? Is it an expression of our mind’s inherent immateriality?
As in dream visualizations, I deconstruct what is familiar and stable to
discover new visual metaphors, probe beneath the surface, and break down
systems into democratized forms, liberating them through expansion of a
compressed identity.
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Break Up
“Every era has its interface, and every interface determines how we
relate to the world.”
Alexander Provan, Gestural Abstractions
“Modern technology has become a total phenomenon for civilization,
the defining force of a new social order in which efficiency is no longer
an option but a necessity imposed on all human activity.”
Jacques Ellul, The Technological Society
00:00:01

00:00:03

Magic seems magical because one doesn’t understand how it’s done.
The lack of understanding fuels incessant curiosity: how did the magician do that? Magic happens at a point beyond comprehension. People
usually don’t understand how technology works, either. Technological
advancement is oftentimes described in terms of its relationship to
magic. It is the magical apotheosis of efficient and frictionless production that creates a striving towards increasingly smooth interfaces
within the digital landscape—the landscape my work actively opposes.
Magic sets an ideal standard that cannot be accomplished in real life
but which nonetheless orients technical action.
In this subset of the Haiku Series, I look specifically at magic and
its relationship to technology and how these tools and frames become
the filters through which we understand the world. Idealistic, orderly
and neat objects appear from an unblemished digital birth, designed
for efficiency. The perfection of the device highlights the imperfection
of the user. In this series, I find cracks in the flawless, smooth veneers
of digital objects and roughen their surfaces, humanizing them and
playing with the optics of their interfaces. Undercutting their utopic
presentation, I cast gestures of the physical and material landscapes
onto the digital one.
I remake these interfaces, playing with the ways in which they
dictate our vision of the world. Typically, magic offers the illusion of
seeing what is not there. This magic, then, is a reverse magic—a
Luddite magic wherein all you see is what is right in front of you.
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Open Windows

00:00:01

Screens are frames that ask the human body to be fixed in space.
Lev Manovich contended that the first “screens” were the frames
of paintings. Renaissance paintings were revolutionary in that they
offered single point perspective which allowed people to see depth.
In order to see this depth, though, you had to stand still in front of
the painting at the right angle. “The body,” Manovich describes,
“must be fixed in space if the viewer is to see the image at all.”
These were windows into another world that allowed one to travel,
but only at the cost of staying still. Eventually this transport was
effected through cinema, but this motion was the motion of images
and not that of the spectator. As Manovich describes, “The cost of
this mobility was a new, institutionalized immobility of the spectator.”Manovich describes this, “The cost of this mobility was a new
institutionalized immobility of the spectator.”
Open Windows is a framing device which counteracts a history
of frames engendering immobility. I created this tool hoping that it
would be a generative object of research and form making. I have
used it in various ways to further understand current modes of
seeing in addition to generating new ones.
After creating this framing device, I looked to a history of illusions to
see what parallels this desktop invention might have with previous
visual research. I discovered the Muller-Lyer illusion. This illusion
demonstrates that people living in western countries, who have been
conditioned by angular infrastructure with sharp corners, are conditioned to understand flat illustrations of cubes as portraying depth.
Conversely, people who have not grown up in western architectural
settings and have only experienced a vernacular of round buildings without sharp edges will perceive the drawn cubes as simple,
flat images. From a building’s window to a browser’s window, this
speculative lo-fi creation questions how our devices have conditioned
our eyes in ways that differ from the past. Would this optical illusion
work for someone who does not spend a majority of their time peering through virtual windows?

00:00:03
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3 Manovich, Lev. An Archeology of a Computer Screen.
Kunstforum International (1995): Germany. Web. April 24. 2017
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Too Much Time Thinking
about Virtual Reality
“The surface of the user interface is its depth.”
Volker Fishcher, The i-Cosmos

00:00:00

“The machine has enriched man as it has changed him. The machine’s
senses and organs have multiplied the powers of human senses and
organs, enabling man to penetrate a new milieu and revealing to him
unknown sights, liberties, and servitudes. He has been liberated little
by little from physical constraints, but he is all the more the slave of
abstract ones.”
Jacques Ellul, The Technological Society
An unapologetically naive recreation of the desktop. Here, white paint
floods the screen of the computer, creating an impossible disconnect
between the depth of the virtual and the limited nature of
material reality.
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Providence Interception
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Most of the time I am in the studio, and some of the time
I am in the library, but rarely do I engage with my broader
community. With this one week sprint, I knew I wanted to
get outside of the classroom and outside of the library.
Along with classmate Cara Buzzel, I went through town
asking various people to catch a football and state their
favorite football team. It was a simple and stupid way to
access many different micro-communities. Without a real
plan, this design exercise became a lesson in problem
solving after gathering design material. The solution was to
unite the various folks we met that day and place them on
the same team.
After having over thirty strangers catch the football
and participate in our strange, self-assigned design prompt,
we returned to the studio with our footage and separately
created two distinct pieces of work from the same source
material.
This piece deconstructs the screen in order to matchcut professional football players dropping a ball that is then
recovered by Providence community members. This film
was screened on a public wall in the downtown area as a
simple transmogrification of the participants’ efforts. Their
participation was, in essence, returned to them as a gift,
enabling them to occupy the impossible role of the
‘dream-self’ that magic tricks often offer.
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Christmas Truce

00:00:02

The Christmas Truce refers to a series of widespread but unofficial
ceasefires along the Western Front of World War I on Christmas Eve
1914. As a designer interested in both bridging community and in deciphering the terms of empathetic engagement, this story is a foundational
source of inspiration in its suggestion that unification is possible even in
the most dire of circumstances.
With the Christmas Truce, it is reported that language barriers
made it practically impossible for troops to communicate verbally to one
another. This was my inspiration for telling the narrative of this historic
moment through a language of sequenced color, symbolism and gesture.
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We The Future
Millennials have a huge stake in how the future unfolds, but they
do not necessarily have the right tools, access or skills to shape
a future that will work for them. You’ve probably heard the statistics: Americans owe over $1.3 trillion in student loan debt, spread
out among about 44 million borrowers. There are 7.7 million young
adults ages 19-34 who don’t have health insurance. Millennials
want to have impact and be engaged but aren’t sure how. The
Women’s March was considered the largest march in history, but
unfortunately this passion is not being translated into results. For
example, on March 7th, 2017, the LA unified school district election
received an eight percent voter turnout for an election that will
affect 700,000 kids in public schools. Desires, needs, and potential
change are not being realized through the systems currently
in place.
This context led Radha Agrawal and me to conceive of a platform that would help bridge intention and impact. We the Future is
a membership club aimed at changing cultural conceptions of the
importance of voting in local elections.
The identity for We The Future was designed in collaboration
with Radha and Boyang Xia. The concept centers around the idea
of breaking down our labels and assumptions in order to build a
stronger, more unified future together. The logomark is created
by deconstructing the symbol for International Human Rights and
encourages those who encounter it to get back to the basic building blocks of respectful understanding and rebuild a functioning
democracy together.
The identity system allows for different groups to rearrange the
pieces in order to create a symbol of their own. Within this system
the individual and the whole is celebrated at once.

Facing page WTF logomark and source inspiration.
Softened but blocky letter forms are powerful but
not intimidating.
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left The color pallette for WTF.

above A modular system of geometric
forms that can be recombined to speak
to the different issues of our time.
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WTF offers a membership club card that is a badge, indicating that you care and that you
are interested in making a difference. The card also enables you to receive benefits and
discounts on relevant millennial brands. Card holders receive text notifications about local
voting and learn what the candidates stand for. The card enables the user to have a seat at
the table—to negotiate health insurance, discuss student loans, and talk about what matters.
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If there was a manifesto, perhaps it would be full of only blank pages to echo
an interest in reverting to basics and building meaning together—starting on
the blank page together. Images above were mocked up by Boyang Xia.
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Speculative billboard series for WTF
broadcasting what we stand for.

A modular system of parts allows for
creation of a shared language while also
forming icons of our own. Composed by
Boyang Xia.
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INTERVIEW

Keetra Dean Dixon boldly experiments with process and form
across a variety of media and through interactive design installations. Her work defies categories but is consistently rich with
aesthetic delight and conceptual depth. She fearlessly takes on
new challenges of emergent technologies, while also re-shaping
the shortcomings of ubiquitous creative tools, to incite wonder
and thoughtful contemplation. Words don’t do her work justice.
A confluence of formal and conceptual inventiveness is the result
of a tireless inventor practice and an infinitely creative mind that
never, ever settles.
I’ve had the honor of knowing Keetra since 2015, when I took
a visiting designer workshop with her at CCA. Since then, I’ve
continued to learn from her, constantly in awe of her unparalleled
endurance, integrity, and imagination. I have found Keetra to be
the most generous person I have ever met, a disposition echoed in
her work, teaching, and presence.
I approached Keetra for an interview because of the way her
work is able to engage anyone from a critical cultural theorist to a
child. Her work is undeniably brilliant, which makes it accessible
and impactful on all levels. I am interested in the material investigation of her practice and her ability to span media while keeping the
messaging and tone of her work consistently empathetic and curiosity-provoking. She brings a combination of structure and play, restriction and discovery, and consistent questioning to her work. Her
practice is oriented towards social connection, human experience,
inventiveness, and the fallibility of communication.

Keetra
Dean Dixon

cccc

process, and you just have to calibrate based
on intuition.

Lake Buckley
You often contend with the fallibility of language in your practice.
What has been inspiring you recently as far as language goes?
Keetra Dean Dixon
I’ve been thinking recently about taking
the time to learn a new language. Because language shapes vision, it would
give me another layer of interpretation
of the world. Learning a known language would relate to cultural vision,
whereas learning a fictitious language
could be really interesting, as well.
With a fictitious language, the original
intent of the linguist who structured
it is a little bit more clear. The ideologies that are inherent in the language
structure are maintained, which would
make for a really interesting study. It
would allow me to think in this mode
that is so pure to someone else’s idea.
But it takes years. People dedicate
their lives to it, and most sci-fi shows
that have a fictitious language spoken
in them will have a consultant fleshing
out or advising how the layman’s use of
this language would be use versus how
an admiral in the military would use the
language.
I feel like what is lost from having something that is so pure and
outside of traditional linguistic
history is that you lose the creative input from so many people
using it and changing its meaning
over time. It feels really intimate
to learn a language that someone
else creates. You would have to
go meet that person.
Theoretically, it helps understand the
structure of their thought process. It is
one of the ultimate forms of empathy
that’s close to thinking like someone
if you can learn to speak the language
that they invented.
I love how Japanese has onomatopoeias for things that can't otherwise be verbalized. Do you know if
there are any languages that have
DOUBLE TAKES

been constructed that have unique
auditory or visual quirks to them?
I have no idea, but it seems like there
has to be. And I am working on a series
of cards that are verbal translations of
laughter. It didn’t even occur to me to
look at fiction. Like how does a Klingon
write it? Well, they wouldn’t laugh. I’m
interested in how they write laughter
down. Do they ever transcribe laughter? Is that something that’s worthy of
recording?
You mention that exposure to gestalt psychology and the general
principles of perception are things
that excited you about graphic design. How do principles of perception play into your work now?
The language structuring thing is one
that I’ve been thinking about, but I
haven’t been focusing a lot on that. I
have been thinking more about education. Initially, getting into graphic
design was a quest for understanding,
both having other people understand
me, but—more importantly—for me to
understand other people and how to
connect with them. I think it’s eternally
frustrating how futile language is in
conveying true emotion. So I think the
gestalt psychology allowed me to halfway understand how people see things,
not necessarily hear, translate, et cetera. I think semiotics was the next thing
that I was like, “Oh that’s helpful, okay
cool,” and now I’m thinking more about
those things, but from an education
perspective. The framing has always
been there, like leading people into a
new understanding or going through a
process to understand them.
So it turns out that the method that
I’ve been using in both experiential design and education is called experiential
learning, not surprisingly. I have yet to
do really in-depth research, but it’s basically this idea of letting people try the
process first through experiencing it
and then introducing theory afterwards
so they can see how it actually applies
in these two intuitive processes.

And is that framework new? Or
has it applied to pieces like the
hugging wall?
I have to say that the Hugging Wall
was developed totally without method,
or seemingly so. Obviously it was, in
the sense that it was the product of
accumulative life experience. It was before I was super analytic of the process
of developing work. I think I make work
best totally intuitively, which is just
reactionary. And so I have a really clear
division between thinking about theory
and then actually making.
With the Hugging Wall, I just came
up with the idea. It was very clearly in
response to moving from rural spaces
into hyper-condensed urban spaces,
and this crazy isolation and loneliness
that you feel in both, and just wanting
to reach out. So it’s an absurd embodiment of that desperation.
I envisioned it in the way that I
think was its best iteration, which was
for a single user to be inhabiting the
wall, and then for it to be wide enough–
24 x 8 feet – so that it looked like a big
barrier optically compared to human
scale. Really big, and something that
you didn’t want to go around to make
a connection. If you didn’t know what
was on the other side, it wouldn’t be
worth it. And I think that’s the strongest iteration that I’ve ever done.
Looking back now with experiential design in mind and how to entice,
engage and all those principles, there’s
almost nothing that I would critique or
tweak in the final iteration.
I’ve been asked to redesign it in
specific contexts, and then I’m always
trying to replicate the first wall and
the responses it had. So a barrier that
seems problematic to get around, confrontational in some way, and a little bit
perverse and scary, but also ridiculous,
fun, and relatable. Like clearly someone in desperation, but almost an alien
being that’s a little bit threatening but
innocent enough that you want to help
them in some way, because it looks
a little pathetic. So orchestrating all
those things, I think, is such an intuitive

A. The Anonymous Hugging
Wall. Ongoing series. First
installation appeared in Alaska,
2008.

I was surprised and excited to learn that
we have overlapping inspiration, the work
of Charlie Kaufman and Spike Jonze.
You’ve mentioned that you appreciate
that they are demonstrating how the
world feels rather than how it appears,
and a lot of your work does that. That
seems like such an intuitive process. But I
know that you do tremendous amounts of
research, so I’m curious how that matches up with intuition in your work?
I call it just feeding my eyes. I think of it all,
even the reading, as feeding my eyes. Now I
need to make more categories, but there was
just time set aside where I wasn’t working, I
wasn’t thinking about work, but I was really
careful about what I was exposing myself to. If
I was reading, it was always happenstance. It
wasn’t in specific alignment with a project that
I was doing, and I find that I’m super influenced
by my surroundings. I just can’t help it. If I
look at something enough, or hear something

A.

enough, or read enough theory, it eventually
kind of comes out whether I want it to or not,
which is great and also horribly problematic.
That’s where I have to bring discipline – like
a diet – to what I feed my eyes. I give them a
higher quantity of what I actually want to put
back into the world and trust my brain to sort
it out and make sense of it and filter it through
a first-person perspective. Only now that I’m
in academia have I been doing really specific
research in direct correlation with work that
I’ve done or work that I’m interested in leading
students to do. It actually is linear thinking, and
because of that, I don’t get those surprising
DECONSTRUCT

B. Aloud Allowed. Lettering
for the New York Times Sunday Review article “Learning
to Love Criticism” by Tara
Mohr. Art Directed by Alexandra Zsigmond.

B.

lateral outtakes. I think the creative process
of matching two things together that wouldn’t
have been there before doesn’t happen as
often. I think it really is because it is this very
logical affiliation where I get stuck, because I’m
so influenced by my context and I’m researching narrowly, in logical sequence to what I’m
working on or what I’m teaching, so there are
not these surprising vantage points.
It used to be that I would just be careful of
what I was researching. I would not spend too
much time looking at things that I deemed to be
a negative influence in some way, and instead
would spend more time feeding my eyes things
that I wish I could embody. I guess I could call it
visually training myself. Then randomly reading
things that I happened to be curious about, and
expanding my knowledge through daily experience. Usually, it’s just over eavesdropping. It
really is circumstantial; whoever I happen to
be talking to, then I’d follow up an interesting
conversation with some reading. I’d make notes
to myself to say, “Oh, research this guy that
you’ve never heard of.” Then I’d go home and
skim. Never exhaustively. I read it so I’d get
half information, and that’s not totally intentional; it was just how much time I had.
The work kind of filtered itself out, and I
didn’t think too much about it. Now when I look
back at the work, I very clearly have methods
and theories reinforcing the overarching body
of work, but I’m worried because now that I’m
more directed, it’s not as surprising but my
ideas are really well-argued.
I think a lot about design education and
how different forms of thinking are supported more than others. The history of
magic has made me think a lot about our
faith in rational thought. So hearing about
how research and linear thought processes impact your work is really relevant.
When you were planning on teaching the
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C.
Layered Wax Type:
Become; in orange.
Collaborative work with JK
Keller. Commissioned work
for the 2009 US Presidential
Inauguration.
D. COLORS: Retooling
Crayons. Custom crayons in
packs of 5. Each set is unique,
varying in color & pattern.
Each crayon is 3″ x .75″ x .75.
E. Digital Design Theory.
Published by Princeton
Architectural Press, Fall 2015.
Edited by Helen Armstrong.
Foreword by Keetra Dean
Dixon.
The book features a collection
of texts that traces the history
of computation and graphic
design beginning in the 1960s
and moving to present.
F. Excerpts from the
Objects of Codependency;
“Just between you and me…”

G.

G. Detail image of Layered
Wax Type: Become.
H. Article: “How Men Can
Succeed in the Boardroom and
the Bedroom” by Adam Grant
and Sheryl Sandberg. Art
Directed by Aviva Michaelov
C.

I. Duality Knot. 2015

D.

H.
I.

F.

E.
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J.

XD course here last fall, you did
a lot of research on magic. What
brought you to that research, and
what interested you in that research at the time?
I think magic is showmanship, really.
I do think understanding perception
is a giant part of magic, and creating
immersion and captivation. Those are
all inherent in magic, but they’re also
inherent in really good showmanship.
The top level is captivating showmanship, and the narrowing end on the
magician is the human mind and how to
manipulate that. I always cringe a little
bit when I say manipulate, but all of
the social experimentation would also
cross into that. The magician takes a
couple of different vantage points, all
attempting to mess with and inspire
awe of human perception. Charlie
Kaufman does that, as well, and Michel
Gondry does that, as well.
I actually wonder if magicians build
emotional connection? They get the
seduction, captivation, enamorment
kind of thing. It blends nonfictions and
fictions together. It suspends time. You
forget yourself; you’re just mesmerized.
I do think they’re great at prompting
the ‘how?’ and ‘what if?’ I think as a
teaching tool, magic’s principles are
interesting. All of my work, I feel like,
is oriented around getting people to
learn, open up, and be curious. It allows
for vulnerability and connection. But
the magician doesn’t follow through on
allowing the community to actually bond
afterwards, to actually create those
DOUBLE TAKES

touch points. It doesn’t allow for people
to acknowledge, “Yeah, I get why we
had this experience together, and I have
a new vantage point because of it.” The
magician is great at that first part. “Hey,
you. Pay attention to me.” And the
“what if?” I don’t think they consistently
add the closure and the ongoing extension of continued investment.
Researching magic was me trying
to analyze how to think about the
things that I was intuitively doing, and
the methods that actually made those
things possible. All the theories behind
magic parallel that.
When I think about your practice
and your work, I think of you as an
inventor. You’ve mentioned that
you create a research element to
your practice that frees you to do
intuitive and explorative making.
Do you feel like there is enough
of a lexicon now to talk about
intuitive methodology?
Oh, God, there’s not enough. I think
that’s the hard part about it. I’m not
sure of actually having the theory, or
the language to talk about it. I think the
things I’m interested in—working with
the things that actually make anything
I’ve done appealing—are the things
that transcend verbal explanation. It’s
the same way that a good way to ruin
humor is to explain why it’s working.
I think I’ll borrow the exploitation of
psychological perception to get people
to engage with things in the way that a
magician does, similarly.

I only use those methods exploitatively to get people to pay attention.
I don’t think there is a lexicon around
intuitive making. I don’t know. I think
there’s probably an ebb and flow,
depending on the context of the times
we’re living in and how much intuitive
making is embraced or rejected. Then
again, that happens within different
institutions. It’s approved of or rejected
at different levels to different degrees.
We don’t have a ton of language
about intuitive methodology, and I think
that’s why we have mythology around
it. How do you explain the muse? And
why are there terms like, “And without
method ... “ It’s because I think that
there’s some sort of what I could call
magic, but things that we don’t understand yet and haven’t put a vocabulary
around. That is part of the creative
process that you just have to trust, and
that is totally embedded in a specific
individual’s synapses and the way that
they’ve lived their life—the sequence
of events and what they’ve been feeding their eyes.
I think that what I become really
aware of is my own making habits and
how to give myself the right conditions
to let those without-method moments
happen. I try to facilitate them, but
there really is no way to actually make
it happen. Because otherwise we
would all be awesome makers. The
best stuff feels like it always transcends formula in some way. I think
that leads to a reward for both my
audience and myself.
I think because it’s not a formula,
it’s really hard to talk about. Some of
this whole “thinking through making”
kind of method – people talk about it
and know how to set up conditions for
it—but as far as theory, that goes back
to supporting it in a light that elevates
it equally to making through thinking,
and the theory that there is to support that. It’s never going to be on par.
That’s just the nature of the beast.
Yeah. I was looking at a deeper
history of magic to try to figure
out why that disparity might exist,
and it was interesting looking at
a lot of enlightenment thought
around magic and how if you believed in magic, you were seen as
primitive.
You often use words inherited from
a magic lexicon when describing
your work – wonder, fantastic, unexpected. Do you feel like design
discourse has developed appropriate language and discourse to discus the value and impact of these
design characteristics?

K.

You can also parallel it to research around play
and the same benefits of creative thinking and
problem solving and social relationship, and
innovation, as well. Magic deals with mature
factors of perception. Play is an ingrained
developmental habit. I’ve done more research
into play than I have magic, for sure. But also,
it is affiliated with children a majority of the
time. There’s a lot of argument around why it’s
important for innovation and how to bring play
workshopping into corporate structures, and
blah-blah-blah, but it is always an outlier. It’s
always something that’s a little bit disregarded.
It might have to do with the unpredictable
factor. You can’t assign a timeline to those
things. It’s very problematic, and it doesn’t
promise results. You’re not assured of something surprising and innovating if you enter into
that process. It might be completely self-contained and what people would call ... the whole
trend of talking about embracing failure is
touching on those things. It’s encouraging
exploration and discovery, and a little bit of play.
Those are things that I think creative innovators
always embraced, but the terminology around it
became a buzzword. It’s the control factor. You
can’t plan for it, and so how do you work that
into a commerce structure that insures returns?
It’s always like, “Yes, but how does this actually benefit anyone? How can we apply this in
a larger context? Where’s the deeper thought
behind it?” Its worth is directly related to the
argument that I can foster in response to it,
which I’m not interested in doing.

they couldn’t have taken the program. They’d
be working to help support their families.
I loved that model.
Then, you’d pass on whatever those results
were to the next group of participants. The
artists would have feedback on those curricular structures before they were passed on.
That was actually my thesis writing. Then, I did
writing around the photo booth, and that was
before experiential design was a term. I didn’t
have The Five E’s yet. I didn’t know what mental
models were. I had zero background, but I was
talking about intuitive processes and how to
communicate and connect through surprise and
delight. I did write a little bit about play in there,
and vulnerability and social connection and
learning, but it was very top-level, just to explain like, “Okay, here’s why it’s worth a thesis
project,” and that was it. The real girth was in
the educational structure.
The proof is in them using it. All the dialogue that was going on in that event was ridiculous. It was 2006, and I was hiding in the back
half the time, or someone else. It was automated when I wasn’t there, but it was much less
surprising because you’d see them do something, and you could respond specifically. It was
before machine intelligence or facial detection
or a data survey lens that could feed it. Now, I
feel like the bar has raised greatly.
At that time, there was a myth spreading
about the girl who created it: her brother’s in
the CIA. Ridiculous things. Did I tell you about
the little kid? Nobody thought to look around
the back of the booth. The back of the booth
was just backed up to the wall and it just had
a red curtain over it. You could very easily tell

You thesis work resulted in custom
souvenirs of the unexpected. What was
your process like for the creation of your
photo booth?
There were two parts to my thesis. The first
was that I taught inner city at-risk youth in San
Francisco through the Yerba Buena Center
for the Arts, and I created a seedling program
for alternate education methods for creative
authorship. The idea was you would go in, there
was an inaugural pamphlet that offered you the
foundational structures, and then each teacher rewrote the curriculum with that skeletal
structure—muscled it essentially, depending on
the students they were working with. They were
paid, which was really important. Otherwise,
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K.
Article: “Speaking
While Female” by Adam
Grant and Sheryl Sandberg.
Art Directed by Alexandra
Zsigmond.
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J.

L.
“Mishearings” by
Oliver Sacks. Art Directed
by Nathan Huang.
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Yeah. That’s awesome.
Yeah, and that you should really be
viewing the entire world that way.

M.

someone was in there. When I was
inside the back of the booth, I heard
a soft knocking, and without thinking,
knocked back. Then, on the outside
of the booth ... he didn’t even come
around the side. I heard hands go up.
I was sitting low, so I knew the person
was short, because I heard the hands
touch the wall at knee height. It was a
little kid who said, “I love you.”
Aw. That’s such incredible
confirmation.
That was the only person who ever
thought, “Someone’s in there.” Yeah.
That’s the proof, right? Yeah, it was
awesome. Then Elliot Earls came to
check out the booth, and he got in it,
and posed. Jonathan was hiding in the
back, and I was talking to Elliot, and he
was waiting for the photos to process.
Then, he started yammering uncomfortably when his photos printed out.
He had been making these portraits
of himself that are essentially monster
busts. When I handed him the photos,
they were augmented with the work
he was making in his studio. He was
so surprised. He stammered so long
that I was like, “This is worth it. This is
worth all the nights I didn’t sleep. This
is worth just the shock and befuddlement.” He was like, “I don’t even know.
What you did was so new, I don’t even
know what to say.” I was like, “That,
yep, okay, cool. That’s enough.”

Do you think there is inherent value in surprise then?
Yes. If it’s the right type of surprise, in
the right context, it changes what you
think is possible.
Depending on who you’re actually
speaking to, that makes a different
amount of impact, like...the child is
always curious. That was more important to me than it was to him, probably.
That was really great. I don’t know
if everybody learned that there was
a person hiding in the back making
those things, but I love the idea of this
absurd mythology going around, all
these different interpretations of what
was happening. But at least within the
student population, within two or three
days they knew it was me actually
writing things, or somebody else actually writing things. That was through a
process of testing, because they would
go back and get more photos, and they
could recognize if the messages were
handwritten. So they figured out the
system, and that is what I wanted.

N. The Great Slumber; aka
Blood Puddle Pillow
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average size: 16″ x 16″
materials: silk velvet &
batting.
O. Me We. Article: “Madam C.E.O., Get Me a Coffee”
by Adam Grant and Sheryl
Sandberg. Art Directed by
Alexandra Zsigmond.
P. Tiny Public Plaques
2006. This grouping of
plaques recontextualizes
interpersonal phrases.
Wonder Found
– Instilling wonder in the daily
routine.
– Encouraging an attentive
community.
– Bringing surprise & delight
to those that find them.

O.

Q.
No Your Bias. 2015.
Article: “When Talking
About Bias Backfires” by
Adam Grant and Sheryl
Sandberg. Art Directed by
Alexandra Zsigmond.

P.
Q.

That’s awesome. When you talk
about inciting joy, curiosity, but
also criticality, is that the criticality where someone’s like 'how?'
and 'why?'...
And 'what if?' Hopefully, eventually,
“What if we did this?” It leads to the
dissemination of that inventor ideology.
That’s my ultimate hope.
N.
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Ongoing series initiated
in 2004. Inspired by those
suspenseful moments when
a sleeping loved one is a little
too still for a little too long.
Project goal: taking ownership
of morbidly intrusive thoughts
through humor & play.

Right. When you think about play
and criticality, is it that the criticality in terms of the narrative
arc of your pieces is always at the
back end?
Yeah. Usually when I say I’m hoping to
prompt criticality, it is a very broad effort, the 'why?' and 'what if?' I do hope
that people come into the narrative arc
of my exact piece. I think that for some
audiences, it’s maybe a little bit too
much to ask. For example, in the case
of the Swing Hall, I was there. Nobody knew I made the piece, so I was
there hearing people talk about it. It’s
horrible and awesome at the same time.
A lot of people were like, “Why would
you do this?” Which I was like, “Yes!”
But also the conversation would stop
right there. That was usually in line
waiting to board.
The first time I heard that, I was like,
“Oh my god. It worked!” My hope ws
that it was about to trigger a conversation, but unfortunately it ended there.
Hopefully, that person went on and
exited and was like, “I get it.” A lot of
people did ... Again, it was the children
that I think are just naïve enough to say
whatever is in their brain, like, “I have
to work really hard not to bonk into
you.” I’m like, “Yeah. Obvious, right?
Just say it out loud. That’s fantastic.”
Then, of course there were art critics
there. Andrew Blauvelt rode the thing,

Dividends, 2010.
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and I overheard people talking about
my objectives of social navigation and
playing in public spaces, and obstructing a pathway that was a sanctuary of
some sort, all the things I’d been thinking of, but those people were educated
in theory and used to having conversations around those things. I don’t know
if people outside of that world had that
conversation. But I do know there are
people who became really aware how
comfortable they are with their public
space. Like how much room they need
around themselves might be really different than other people’s. I think that,
almost, is enough, too.
So part of the reason I made that
swinging hall is because I have social
anxiety, and I get a little agoraphobic or
claustrophobic or whatever. I wish that
I was better at navigating large groups
and social crowds and orchestrating
play without freaking out and activating
my fight-or-flight kind of thing. There
were people who would get off the
swings and run out while it was still in
action, which is actually a really fun
experience if you can stay calm, but
one of the people I actually knew personally, and he was like, “I didn’t know
I had that problem, and everybody else
was cool with it.” Hopefully it changed
how he was perceiving the intent of
other people. You know, when you feel
violated, a lot of times your response—
if you can keep your wits about you—is
to get angry at that other person, as
if there’s malicious action there, when
really they might just not have that
awareness. Hopefully he’s able to
forgive people in those circumstances
a little bit more easily.
Looking forward, do you have
an interest in creating work that
externalizes participation or work
that emphasizes self-reflection?
The things that I’m working on right
now are objects that embody learning
experience. So, like, the crayons in
fabrication process and leading people
to, “Ooh, how is this fabricated?”

ing dialogue, being curious about how
things are fabricated, is going on for
my audience.
Now I’m interested in embodying
the lineage of influence. So, for example, I really want to do this piece that’s
an automated drawing machine, that’s
a sequence of maybe a dozen different
mechanical drawings going on at the
same time. The output of the drawings
is dictated by the length of observation
and presence of the viewer in front of
works throughout the museum. So if I
stand in front of Josef Albers’s piece,
it would reflect the color and grid
structure there. Then you move over
to a Moholy-Nagy piece—let’s say it’s
a Bauhaus exhibit or something. So
Moholy-Nagy, and then that starts to
be a little bit more like a photogram in
the drawing. And now the degree of
whatever those rule sets I’ve affiliated with those works start to combine
and get emphasized in one drawing
that’s tracking a certain person’s habit
throughout the space, et cetera.
How do you understand the
relationship between interactive
mechanisms like the ones you just
described and dynamics of play,
such as curiosity and competition?
I do a parallel piece that was for two
different audiences, like the thinkers
and the players. That first iteration is
the thinkers, and then there’d also be
some kind of crazy tug-of-war that was
feeding the same information to all the
machines in one space, and then you
can physically mess it up.
For all of it, I want there to be a
little bit of vulnerability and openness
and loss of self-awareness—to get
the hell out of your head. The crayons I don’t think have that. They have
an initial, “Oh, my God, I want those
things,” and then I don’t know if there’s
more than that for most people. So the
balance between actually getting that
deep narrative arc in the work versus
the, “Oh, my God, I want that,” is really
hard. Not many people are going to
follow that entire thing through.

I still haven’t used mine.
Oh, really?
Yeah, because they are too
pretty. I’m in that camp.
You’re in that camp. I think they worked,
arguably, but I don’t know how much
they worked outside of a design audience. It’s super important to me that
I’m speaking both to designers and
people way outside of design, which is
hard to do. I don’t know if that ongoDOUBLE TAKES

Making a museum activated would
get rid of that static, enclosed
energy and would be a much more
activated experience, as well as
delightfully playful. When the
crayon is linked to that experience,
then it conveys a whole different
memory.
I have to elevate the part of the
participant and make them even more
self-aware of the observation being the
input and the value in that, actually, as

participation. There you go. Nicholas
Bourriaud for you. Maybe I can make
them vulnerable a little bit, like if they
have to wear a ball cap that has a flag
that sticks right out of the top of it, and
that means they’re looking at the art.
That could be for the kids.
It’s so rooted in semiotics, which I
never talk about, but it’s also really
intuitive. Those are all the things where
it’s like, “Oh I knew that my whole life
and had no idea what the theory was.”

R. Wonder Kept:
Souvenirs of the Unexpected;
aka Tricky Photobooth. 2006.
S. Treatment for 40 Days of
Dating, 2013.
T. Swing Hall, Swing All
Commission for Northern
Spark 2012, MCAD, Minneapolis, Minnesota.
U. COLORS: Retooling
Crayons. Custom crayons in
packs of 5. Each set is unique,
varying in color & pattern.
Each crayon is 3″ x .75″ x .75.

Yeah, totally. Sometimes I enter
backwards into things, so I’ll follow my intuition and then evaluate
what it lead me to.
And that’s exactly how I describe it to
most people, like, “I do it backwards.”

R.

You mentioned once that you saw
a young girl mimicking the way
you built one of your layered wax
sculptures. Was that a rewarding
experience for you to see someone
imagining the fabrication process
while viewing the work?
That was a proof. I didn’t realize it with
the layered wax pieces that I was interested in figuring out fabrication, but I
was. This idea of figuring out the world
around you, the asking 'why?', that level of criticality, really practical building
skills. That’s something I’ve always
thought was invaluable. When I first
started teaching the seedling program
for inner city youth in San Francisco, it
was aimed at questioning consumerism.
Many of them felt pressured to spend
money they didn’t have to buy new
things. The program wanted to provide
them with a critical view of the world
that enabled them to understand at
what point they had the power to take
on a task themselves and at what point
they needed to outsource or purchase
something new. For example, they might
rip their jeans, and instead of needing to
buy new ones, I could teach them how
to darn them. Simple fabrication abilities are so accessible and completely
change your relationship to possessions.
The process made me realize that I
grew up in a space where I learned how
to weld with my dad and build things.
That was a really important moment for
me. By learning how to weld something
that seemed impervious, I suddenly
understood my ability to alter my surroundings.
My mom was a seamstress/hobbyist seamstress for most of her life. She
taught me a lot. I would sew clothes,
and that wasn’t that big of a deal. But
I combed my dog a lot and kept all his
hair and made yarn with it. Then when
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V. Amazing Mistakes. A
collaboration with JK Keller.
The word “M I S T A K E” is
used to make “A M A Z I N
G” commission for GOOD
magazine, curated by Jennifer
Daniel, 2010.
W. Excerpts from the
Objects of Codependency;
“Just between you and me…”
X. Boom & Buzz. Lettering
for Matter, News of the Word:
The Making of the Buzz Boom
Art Directed by Devin Washburn.
Y. Yes & Know. Edition of
200, signed and numbered on
verso. Printed in Baltimore
on a vintage 60s Heidelberg
windmill press.

Fabrication is also an element in your
lettering pieces. You create pieces that
would be impossible to build outside of
the page. As a designer, these elicit the
same response in me of, "How did she do
that?" Do you think they also function
that way for a non-designer audience?

V.

You are really generous with your audience. Where does this come from?
I’m so thankful, as a grown-up, for how I was
raised and the generosity of the community that
was around me. I’m in debt to humanity. That
seems really hyperbolic. People have taught me
so much. In every context of my life growing
up, I had a great teacher. Those people weren’t
thinking of it as a burden; it was just part of
who you are. You help by passing on knowledge.
I think that’s how you should be as a human,
and that’s how community works, and that’s
how you change the world. I think it’s partly my
responsibility. It’s how I get rewarded in different modes. Sometimes it doesn’t actually pay
it back in a direct kind of way, but also I’m incredibly thankful for the people who have done
that for me. I want to say thank you and that’s,
I think, what they would want. That’s the best
way to thank those people—to keep doing it.
What do you want your legacy to be?
Just tons of curious minds. More openness
with knowledge, hopefully more innovation in
knowledge and ideally a more accepting balance between intuitive methodology and
rational thought. Just curiosity and room for
play, which I think comes directly from that
learning mindset.

I don’t know if I’ve asked enough people who
aren’t graphic designers about the printed pieces to know the answer to that.
I’m not sure. There’s always people outside
of design looking at the work and being like,
“Oh, I could do that,” which is the opposite of a
critic. It’s not what I’m seeking, but rather respect for the process as well as empowerment;
understanding that if they tried, they could do
it. I think in the way that my dad would look at
a Jackson Pollock and be like, “I can do that.”
Like, “No, you don’t quite understand the whole
thing and in that context.”
One of my objectives with a majority of
the works that I do is to make it feel easy, as
unfettered and unlabored and effortless and
confident in some way. Very much the opposite
of who I am. I think because of that, people
outside of design might look at it and be like,
“I don’t know. It’s easy. I can tell how she did it.”
They don’t know enough about the tools.
I think right now the dialogue is with
designers for the 2D stuff. I do think that the
physical pieces are more accessible to a general audience. I think a lot of the 2D starts to be
about art or translating in the two-dimensional
space for people outside of design.

W.

X.

DOUBLE TAKES

I could knit and actually make fabric that then
became a scarf and kept me warm, that’s when
I saw the full circle happen. I created something
from its origin, and then used it to take care of
myself. I was like, “I can do anything! I can build
my whole life if I really had to.”
Obviously, that was part of living in Alaska
and seeing that in a multitude of ways. In San
Francisco, realizing that this kid who I was
talking to had never seen a plant grow from
planting to harvest, never seen fabric made
from its origin source transformed to the piece
of clothing. Of course the idea of sewing something wasn’t an option to him. That seemed like
an incomprehensible, undoable task. I was like,
“Oh, my God.” Just practical fabrication skills
are so empowering.
I wanted them to be able to wonder if they
could do it by themselves. That was it. That
part of the seedling program was important,
and so the same thing in the wax piece is
important, for a kid to be like, “Can I do that,
too?” Especially in the gallery space. If they can
start asking that right away in an elitist kind of
context, that breaks those walls down for the
rest of that child’s life. I was just like, "Yeah,
that’s great."

Y.
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Flow

“We must unlearn the constellations
to see the stars.”
Jack Gilbert, The Great Fires:
Poems 1982–1992

DOUBLE TAKE

Much to my surprise, graph paper—a tool for precisely ordering informationwithin a rectilinear coordinate grid—was invented by a meteorologist
to study cloud variation. By painting amorphous clouds onto precise gridded paper, he was able to notice variations, allowing him to rationalize
pieces of the sky. Before this moment, clouds were outside of language,
but a simple graphic instrument permanently altered the perception and
understanding of them.
I am interested in how simple graphic gestures can reframe what we
are familiar with or present themselves as non-verbal statements. What
does it mean to make a surface empathetic? What is the value of labor?
How can a line become a myth or tell a story? How do principles of magic
and embodied metaphor act on two-dimensional surfaces? What is the
result of applying the logic of the ‘dream self’ in graphic form? How do
manual and mechanized labor co-mingle? How does ‘soft-rationality’ present itself formally. In this chapter, I engage in exercises of speaking through
formal gesture, building a vocabulary in two-dimensional form from my
graphic design practice.
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PROJECTS

195

Starting with a line and building into a myth. An exercise of employing sleight of
hand on a two-dimensional surface, warping a three-dimensional object into a flat
reincarnation. A visual puzzle that invites wordplay.

Deconstruct a line. Using three-dimensional rendering and illustration. Drawing
out the moment where machine becomes human hand. Through creating impossible
transitions between machines and the handmade, I attempt to locate where the
empathetic surface begins and ends.
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Material is a starting point. Working with mundane objects I unfold their compressed
identities in graphic forms. Q-tips become a neat and delicate typeface, while
Pringles become an uncontrolled and gluttonous form.

DOUBLE TAKES
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A soft ax folds in on itself. This exploration looks at what happens to an object's
graphic form when new metaphors are applied to its surface. Replacing
aggressiveness with softness. Incongruous humor in form.

At the top: scissors, knife, gun, spear. The last row: defensiveness, love,
defensiveness, friends.
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Using absurd logic and mimicry to create a fictitious history of the ying-yang. Imagining how
the zeitgeist of various times would impact the formal expressiveness of this iconic shape.
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Create a surface, build on it, and deconstruct it. This series played with building
a surface on a two-dimensional graphic surface and then deleting it as a means
of considering how our eyes are able to trace the illusion of the volumetric space
that remains.
DOUBLE TAKES
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Deformations of a skull, heart, and gender symbol.
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“Since man cannot live without miracles, he will provide
himself with miracles of his own making. He will believe in
witchcraft and sorcery, even though he may otherwise be
a heretic, an atheist, and a rebel.”
Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov
Part of magic is a relationship to the occult, the darker and more mysterious world of myth and symbolism. While enjoying the history ofsecular magic, I also find the stories and ideas for mystic magic
to be interesting and powerful. I appreciate how secular magic’s twin informs contemporary culture
in so many ways: daily horoscopes, a fear of the number 13, black cats and walking under ladders.
I am interested in this desire to uncover reasoning in the world while also not being able to live without a sense of mystery.
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Objects of superstition and symbol language.
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In conversation with Uta Eisenreich, we discussed the addictive quality of video games, which sets
the player up with a certain ratio of wins to losses. Many losses and one win creates a more addictive engagement, which stimulates your reward system more than winning all the time. This poster
considers a system of reward and deception. It sets up the central type, which either is difficult to
read or perhaps says nothing at all. Can you figure it out?
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Contingency is a topic of magic. Time is not linear. This construction acted as a
tool for creating non-linear video experiments and collages, expanding the virtual
space between screens through timing and editing or compression.
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An illustration showing a woman
executed by hanging, for the practice
of witchcraft, 1692. Published in 'A
Pictorial History of the United States',
1845. TIME.

2
Eyeball logic & Labor.
From Discovery of
Witchcraft, 1584 by
Reginald Scot.

Secular magic has profoundly impacted sight as well as
a rational understanding of it. My interests in surrealism1,
visual psychology2, and fiction3 allowed me to stumble
into learning about this history almost by accident. Unraveling the complex history of magic4 provided me with
a more holistic understanding of my own context as a
visual designer. This history frames how design fiction and
surprise5 have moved in and out of cultural importance
because of their connection to persecuted magic. Likely
because of this history, modern culture was slow to develop a lexicon for describing or affirming the power and
attraction of fictions or illusions6, resulting in the delayed
recognition of their cultural centrality.
Magic7 has suffered over 200 years of witchcraft
trials8 and systematic persecution from religious and academic groups, seen for the most part as a pseudo mystic9
practice. It threatened the church by suggesting that the
supernatural could exist outside of religion, and it was
criticized by enlightenment academics10 who valued rational thinking over so-called “primitive” forms of thought
and storytelling.
Magic in a more secular form didn’t move into an
acceptable social realm until 1584. Witnessing the persecution of magicians for their suspect practices, a trained
lawyer Reginald Scot intended to stop what he felt was
unfair treatment.11 In order to do so, he spent time with
magicians, observing them and learning how their tricks
functioned in order to demonstrate that there were no supernatural forces at work.12 His efforts shifted cultural tides
of acceptance. Suddenly, this highly taboo cultural practice
began to be seen as light-hearted social entertainment.
While the cultural acceptance of secular magic was
increasing, it was still considered to be primitive. Because

*
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* “We must unlearn the constellations
to see the stars.”
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magic performed impossible feats, it challenged rational
thought and left belief hanging in limbo between two
opposing inclinations: the rational and fictional. Fortunately for the proliferation of secular magic, conceptions
of belief were restructured in 1816 when poet and aesthetic philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge coined the
term “willing suspension of disbelief,” which allowed one
to paradoxically believe and not believe in something at
the same time.
Interestingly, as magic gained momentum as a
popular form of entertainment, it also triggered excitement in the scientific community. There were frequent
partnerships between magician-inventors and scientists
attempting to uncover the neural basis that enables the
success of various tricks. Magic combines multiple principles of attention, awareness, trust and perception to
both overtly and covertly misdirect the audience. These
intuitive manipulative devices have been of interest to
neuroscientists pursuing the neural underpinnings of
cognition, memory, sensation, social attachment, causal
inference and awareness since they gained visibility in
popular culture. As recently as 2008, a neuroscientific journal published an article stating, “Insofar as the
understanding of behavior and perception goes, there
are specific cases in which the magician’s intuitive knowledge is superior to that of the neuroscientist.”13
Over the course of my research, I found the work
of Simon During14, an academic who completed his
PhD at the University of Cambridge and published
Modern Enchantments: The Cultural Power of Secular Magic
while teaching at Johns Hopkins University. During’s
book dives into the myriad ways that magic informs
contemporary culture, and it is the first academic record
of its kind. During asserts that “magic that doesn’t

11

9

14

Hieronymous Bosch, The
Conjurer, ca. 1475-1480.
Art historians disagree as to
whether this is a faithful copy
of a lost Bosch original, or
by Bosch himself. Note the
pickpocket stealing the purse
of the man enthralled by the
Cups and Balls game.
If turned counter-clockwise
90 degrees, the arrangement
of the props on the table
mirrors the surprised
expression of the dupe.
Attention and Awareness in
Stage Magic: Turning Tricks into
Research Stephen L. Macknik
Nature Reviews Neuroscience
9, 871-879

'Popular magic' is a term used by
Sir Keith Vivian Thomas, a British
historian of the early modern
world based at Oxford University.
He is best known as the author of
Religion and the Decline of Magic
and Man and the Natural World.

7
4
DOUBLE TAKES

Discovery of Witchcraft.
1651 by Reginald Scot.
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Modern Magic (1876), by British
magician Professor Hoffmann
(Angelo Lewis). The publication
of this popular how-to book
caused an outcry among magicians, who believed it jeopardized
their livelihood. Hoffmann gifted
this copy to his wife, with the
dedication, “To my Queen of
Hearts from her own peculiar
Wizard.” Courtesy The Magic
Circle Library, London.

Publicity poster for US magician
Germain the Wizard (Charles
Mattmueller, 1878-1959). A witch
looks on as Germain conjures a
female spirit from the fire.

claim to be supernatural but has a relationship with
the fictional and emergence of show business – has
had a greater effect on culture and society than we
usually grant.” Unfortunately, we’ve neglected this
history because it never held much cultural weight.15
It has usually been considered something rather trivial,
without ethics and often intermingled with crime.16
Perhaps its trivial nature is what has allowed it to persist
across centuries and travel over borders and language
barriers. Secular magic17 offers creative fodder that
has established contemporary film languages and an
understanding of psychological manipulation18 in visual
mediums.19 It has also been the origin point for many
words that we use to contend with unfamiliar and
delightful experiences, such as “fantastic,” “wonderful,”
and “spectacular.”
During’s framework provided an awareness of
splinters of magic history that have continued to produce meaning and fictions toggling between the trivial
and the profound. The central pillar of magic is defined
by a human curiosity to make sense of things and an
ability to project ourselves into the alluring impossibilities that magical narratives offer. Entertainment magic
mimes the work of dreams,20 creating a weightless
interior or “other space” in which distinctions between
real and the unreal, truth and fiction, sacred and profane, and even life and death, flow dreamlike into one
another.
The history of secular magic has been relevant to
me in the following ways: it deepened my understanding of how we view fiction and rationality in art and
design, provided me with a vocabulary of non-verbal
gestures and metaphors to learn from, informed my
judgement and understanding of contemporary technology that uses secular magic principles, and provided me
with a set of ideas and approaches that I have applied
to my own work.

19
Anamorphic advertising postcard for
“Maskelyne’s Mysteries”at St. George’s Hall, London,
ca. 1926. Courtesy Paul Kieve.

13

15

18
Watercolor by Jean-Eugène Robert-Houdin,
depicting the magician’s own cataractous eye,
probably in the 1860s. Robert-Houdin was
fascinated by the mechanics of the eye, the
organ he had to learn to fool during
his career. While in retirement, he invented
an instrument called the iridiscope,
which enables him to look into his
own eye and sketch his iris’s neural
structure. Courtesy Robert-Houdin
Collection, Maison de la Magie,
Blois, France.
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18

Dust jacket of David Devant’s Secrets of
My Magic (1936). Courtesy the Dawes
Collection.

J. Randall Brown, one of the most
important mindreaders of his time,
photographed during a performance,
circa 1875. Courtesy the Princeton
Magic Collection.
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Suspension
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The term “suspension of disbelief” (or “willing
suspension of disbelief”) has been defined as a
willingness to suspend one’s critical faculties and
believe the unbelievable; the sacrifice of realism and
logic for the sake of enjoyment. The term was coined
in 1817 by the poet and aesthetic philosopher Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, who suggested that if a writer could
infuse a “human interest and a semblance of truth”
into a fantastic tale, the reader would suspend
judgment concerning the implausibility of the
narrative.
Coleridge coined the phrase in his Biographia
Literaria, published in 1817, in the context of the
creation and reading of poetry.1 Poetry and fiction
involving the supernatural had gone out of fashion to
a large extent in the 18th century, in part due to the
declining belief in witches and other supernatural
agents among the educated classes, who embraced the
rational approach to the world offered by the new
science. Coleridge wished to revive the use of fantastic
elements in poetry. The concept of “willing suspension
of disbelief” explained how a modern, enlightened
audience might continue to enjoy such types of story.
This term allows us to suspend our reliance on logic in
exchange for poetic faith.
The suspension of disbelief enables us to engage
with a more richly imaginative world than the one in
which we live under rational thought. The history of
secular magic has forced society to develop words and
terms that contend with how we metabolize the world
and complex experience. This development demonstrates why the word “belief” is spoken about in such
polarizing terms, as if it were an on or off switch. The
history of magic has contributed to our linguistic
capacity for talking about belief and experience—in all
their depth and complexity—as they relate to modern
forms of truth, fiction, and ideology.
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Just a century ago,
laughter was considered plebeian and
vulgar.

Calvino advocates for
“thoughtful lightness”
in Six Memos for
a New Millennium.

!

Incongruous
Humor

Similarly to magic, laughter has long been trivialized. In
the Oxford Companion to Philosophy (1995), for example,
the entry under “Humour” opens, “Although laughter, like
language, is often cited as one of the distinguishing features
of human beings, philosophers have spent only a small proportion of their time and pages on it and on the allied topic
of amusement when compared with the volumes devoted
to the philosophy of language.” There are countless forms
of humor. I am interested less in “ha-ha” humor than in
humor that gives rise to what Daniel Eatock calls an
‘internal smile.’ There is something about the friction of the
unexpected that results in laughter and joy. I was interested
in what it is about inverted expectation that is so pleasing.
Through my research, I found that there are three
main camps for laughter. The first traces its roots back to
Aristotle and Plato. It is called the superiority theory. This
type of humor is played out in stage performances like
the Three Stooges in which the audience is allowed to feel
superior through observing the moronic activities on stage.
The second theory is relief theory, which comes from
Freud’s essay, “Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious,”
in which he suggests that humor is a release of suppressed
energy, temporarily lifting inhibitions which are normally
veiled by our consciousness. Freud observed that in both
jokes and dreams, things are represented indirectly or
by their opposites; jokes and dreams give into fallacious
reasoning, which overrides logic. The final theory though,
is my favorite: the incongruity theory.
This is the type of humor sparked when the logical is
cast against the absurd in a mismatch of ideal and actual.
As New York Times writer Jim Holt describes, we laugh
when “two things normally kept in separate compartments
in our minds are unexpectedly yanked together.” The joke
forces a perception of incongruity. Puns, surrealism, words
that have one meaning but we supplant with another, this

is the humor of incongruity. I love this type of humor.
It presents itself effortlessly and efficiently so as to entice
a response. Effective humor is an enjoyable splinter
demanding attention. You can laugh and move on. Or
you decide to sit with the joke a bit longer, interrogating it
to see if it has more to say. It can be an inroad to a larger
conversation, or it can offer an out. You are free to walk
away if you don’t find the humor inviting. I won’t trap
you in a conversation you don’t want to have.
If emotions have different weights and physical
presence, then perhaps humor has materiality. Despite its
lightness, humor possesses depth and offers the possibility
of expanded conversation. In his drama courses at Yale,
Christopher Bayes speaks about the clown as the physical manifestation of the un-socialized self. He believes
that “It’s the essence of the playful spirit before you were
defeated by society, by the world. But the clown is shy to
come out, because it’s been betrayed. We betray it in high
school, generally. We betray our enthusiasm and, by doing
so, betray the clown.” In this way, humor is not always just
a result but also a spirit of making; humor is method.
I value humor as a quality in work because it allows for
an exchange; a synapse of thoughts that would normally
stay disconnected; and a recognition of the maker, of a
spirit, of the human.

“Would they even have
a writing system for
laughter? Is it important
to them?”
-KDK

Self-Portrait, Fall 2015.

Self-Portrait, Spring 2017.

“The interesting thing about the structure of
laughter is that you’re opened up in the laugh
and that’s when you can be hit. … it’s only when
you’ve opened yourself up through humor that
you can be wounded.”
Philosopher Simon Critchley, (qtd in Dillion 81)
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The subject of the brain cross-sections
on the left is silently laughing along
with audio recordings of other people’s
laughter, while the one on the right
is reading a joke book. Courtesy Dean
Shibata, MD, University of Washington.

231

From Itzak Fried et al, ‘Electric Current
Stimulates Laughter’, Nature, 1998
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Thank you for visiting the Five-Second Cinema.
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James, it has been such a pleasure working with you this year.
Thank you for your generosity and incredible ability to connect
the dots.
Tim, thank you for your curiosity and generosity. Afternoons
spent chating if your office have been a treat. You are
awesome!! I hope to continue learning from you.
Alicia, thank you for being the ultimate team leader. I always
look forward to our meetings and to learning from your
perspective. Maybe you know this, but you are the coolest.

Bethany, thank you for your unwavering positive energy and
support. I so appreciate your dedication, endurance, and
countless moments of going above and beyond.
Doug, what a force. Your dedication to education is astonishing.
Thank you for taking your weekends to visit us in the studio.
You are an incredible teacher, and I feel so fortunate to have
learned from you. I promise to only underline when necessary.
Eva, Thank you for being my Rhode Island mom and
fabulous friend. The wonderful studio vibes are fully dependent
on your fabulous being. Thank you to the Laporte family.
Junie, sharing the kweendom with you this year has been
essential. Thank you for being the sass master but also knowing
the right moments for the perfect words. I would not have
survived this year without you. You are a teacher, a friend and
an inspiration to me. Here’s to a whole life of seeing in color
together. <3
Droobis, you’ve been such a good friend and a source of so
much laughter and happiness. I truly cherish our friendship and
cannot thank you enough for your tremendous support and
warmth. Do you wanna know why? 3
Boyang, your friendship and honesty have grounded me and
been such a source of joy over the past two years. I could not
be more grateful that our paths crossed, and I can't wait to
keep them crossed for many years to come.
Min, you are a magic. Thank you for your sincerity, constant
positivity, and creative rigor. Your friendship has been an
ultimate source of warmth and happiness over these past
two years.
Mary, thank you for being the best neighbor ever and the sprinkles queen. All the late nights would have been horrible without
you drooling by my side. You are such an inspiration, I don’t know
how you do it. Your creative and curious mind motivates me to
question every surface and to think more freely. Thank you for
your authenticity.
Cemini, thank you for being a teacher and a friend.
Lulu, you are a nurturing and wonderful friend to all. Thank you.
Lauren, you’re a badass and my nugget. I'm so grateful to have
met you.
Tatiana, you are sunshine. Thank you.
Cara, for your fabulous humor and always making work
that tickles my brain. Thank you for footballs, staying afloat
dances, past collaboration and for future ones still to come.
Nick, thank you for your positivity, social grace, and
generosity.
Olive and Alex, where do I begin? You’ve showered me with endless patience and generosity over these past two years. Finding
friends like you both is a rare gift. Thank you for the homecooked meals, bad TV, reminding me there is life outside of grad
school, and for living beautifully through example every day. You
are wholesome and beautiful freaks, and you inspire me always.
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