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Contaminating Science with Art

HUMANCRAFT

Gina Czarnecki



The Bluecoat has developed a robust history of working with contem-
porary artists at particularly crucial moments in their careers, from 
nurturing new talent to supporting established artists who want to 
develop in new directions. Our commissions and exhibition projects 
are driven by artists’ ideas, and the ambition to present our audiences 
with challenging and transformative experiences.

Such is our commitment to Gina Czarnecki, who over the last two 
decades has pioneered creative ways of using new technologies 
to make innovative art. Her films and installations are informed by 
human relationships - - with one another, ourselves and the image 
of self - - and the keystones of evolution and disease. It is not simply 
enough to say Gina is a filmmaker or digital media artist; she is also 
a teacher, humanist and social scientist, and her works consistently 
raise significant questions about biology and the process of living, 
systems of knowledge and ethics. 

When I first met Gina in 2008 I knew very little about the ways in which 
contemporary artists were working with scientists in regard to the 
human body. I understood the discourse around what had become 
known as BioArt in the 1990s through somewhat sensational objects 
like Marc Quinn’s Self, a sculpture made with the artist’s own blood, 
Stelarc’s Ear on Arm, or the plastic surgery activities of Orlan. But the 
pragmatist in me was always looking to ground such works in a more 
practical relation to daily life. I saw the danger that it could be con-
strued purely as art that was part sci-fi with a hint of Mary Shelley.

Introduction
Sara-Jayne Parsons

Exhibitions Curator at the Bluecoat

November 2011
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Meeting Gina reversed my thinking and as I got to grips with her 
work I began to see the incredibly rich territory that is exposed 
when artists and scientists collaborate. It was from this position of 
discovery and sharing that we decided to make an exhibition. Over 
the following years, as I shared Gina’s plans and introduced her to 
colleagues, I could see other people were similarly inspired by her 
curiosity and infectious engagement with the human body. 

This is certainly the case with Palaces, her new commissioned 
sculpture constructed around the participatory action of donating 
milk teeth. It ensnares your imagination and is perhaps the most 
accessible manifestation of Gina’s efforts to highlight the intersection 
of art and science to date. Aesthetics and altruism collide in resin as 
Palaces sensitively embodies the possibilities of stem cell research 
and points the way to potential life-saving cures for diseases. Expe-
rience of the sculpture is a contemplation on birth, death, and 
the glorious bit in between.

And like life, which generally is never predictable or prescriptive, 
this publication charts the development of Gina’s career to date in 
an intuitive manner. It does not purport to be an exhibition catalogue 
in any traditional sense, but rather a place to connect ideas and 
provoke discussion. It functions as repository and document that 
reveals an artistic process of thinking, collaboration and making.
I’d like to thank Gina and everyone involved in this endeavour, espe-
cially our designer Neringa Plange, for creating such a thoughtful and 
elegant book.  
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Foreword
Bronac Ferran

November 2011

In a context of collapsing certainties about Europe’s economic and political 
system, with resurgence of actions towards collective responsibility-making, the 
timing of this book is perfect. With a distilled brilliance, Czarnecki springs open 
trapdoors back into our childhood imaginations (to places where goblins and 
other spectral creatures dwell on thresholds between fantasy and horror) and 
causes us  to look again at how we address issues of human responsibility to 
each other and to the world which we hold in common. This is art that responds 
to the often white-coated ‘cleanliness’ of scientific research. 

As a child she experienced directly the narrative of unforgiveable human to 
human cruelty - The Holocaust.  In so doing she became imbued as an artist with 
the impetus to move beyond observation to embodiment and into sensory stimu-
lation. Taking on the scientific rhetorics of control and experiment, she reasserts 
new possibilities, or remembering, of effective strategies that lie dormant within 
ourselves.  Two decades of development of her techniques in audio-visual areas 
– from animation through movement and sound to installative sculptures and
public art works – with mastery of digital effects along the way – have enabled
her to thread together strands from diverse and divergent areas to create new
and compelling affects.

Through active and successful collaborative probings her work allows inacces-
sible areas of research (like stem-cell or genetics) to be experienced, felt, sensed 
and questioned. She gives us the wherewithal to gaze in new light at the swollen 
fingers of plasterers and fish-mongers and to dream aloud about possibilities of 
re-enchantment.

.
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Humancraft is a selection of milestones in the 
evolution of my artwork – a way to join the dots, 
and dream new trajectories in the process. It 
starts with the most recent works and travels 
back. In the Liverpool works I’ve developed 
more into the public realm and started working 
sculpturally with human tissue, ethics and 
mediation. My background prior to this was first 
in painting, then in animation film and video 
installation. The book ends with my first large-
scale installation, which was where this train 
of thought began, and begins with the current 
Wasted artworks. Palaces has just begun to 
grow and will be growing far into the future. It 
began with my daughter Saskia coming home 
from school and demanding, ‘Just tell me the 
truth – is the tooth fairy real?’ 

When my second child Lola was six months 
old, and Saskia just two, we moved to Australia 
from Scotland. Perhaps it’s the lack of control 
in life that made me want to control tightly 
each fragment of each frame in the Nascent 
series of artworks. In a work made simultane-
ously, Contagion, I combined this with drawing 
parallels between the bacterial and societal 
levels – the effect of newcomers into systems, 
be this on the national, community or viral level. 
In making these works I was occupied with 
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how, given sufficient distraction, images that 
exist in the shadows can enter into our uncon-
sciousness without our having the opportunity 
to rationally process or decode them, just as 
micro-organisms can enter into our  bodies.

In Scotland I started my collaborations with 
bioscientists on Silvers Alter, and I have been 
working in collaboration ever since on many 
levels. This can be an ongoing process fun-
damental to the artwork (as with my current 
collaborations with Professor Sara Rankin at 
Imperial College London, Dr Rod Dillon at the 
University of Lancaster, and Sam Meech, my 
assistant over the past two years); but it can 
also include momentary exchanges that have 
altered my understanding and changed the 
resulting artworks. For example, the engineer 
working on submarines in the Gulf sat opposite 
me on the train back from Loughborough and 
said ‘Of course I kill people, but they are little 
green dots on the screen and I go zap zap 

My father was a concentration camp survivor. 
At seven years old, I visited the Majdanek con-
centration camp and learned how many bodies 
filled the ovens, about the soap made from 
collected fat and the socks for train guards 
made from human hair. Perhaps this is where 

About Humancraft
Gina Czarnecki

zap…’.



page 9 Image: Mapped projects illustrated
by Gina Czarnecki

my interests began to evolve. My dad died in 1995. 
In early January 2000 I woke in an isolation unit 
in a Dundee hospital two weeks after returning 
from Ghana suspected of having the deadly Ebola 
virus. I learnt that Ebola was an unsuccessful virus 
because it kills its host before it can find another, 
whereas measles can lie dormant for 50 years. 
November 2011: my mum has been diagnosed 
with stress-induced psychosis. She sees dead 
people: my dad and gypsies.

The evolution of ideas through the influence of 
others always changes the journey, mutates form 
and focuses thinking. But, as biologists would say, 
without mutation there would be no evolution.  Thank 
you to all who have helped co-evolve these works. 
And special thanks to the Welcome Trust and Forma.
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LIVERPOOL
       2007–
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page 12 Image: Letters from the teeth donors 
for Palaces project

Project: Wasted

WASTED
(WITH CONSENT)
2009 - 2011

Wasted is a body of inter-related artworks 
exploring the life-giving potential of ‘discarded’ 
body parts and their relationship to myth, history, 
cutting-edge stem cell research, economies, 
ownership and notions of what constitutes 
informed consent.

The histories of science, medicine, magic and 
religion are as entwined as the knowledge of 
superstition and enlightenment. The body’s power 
to heal itself is encapsulated in the Greek myth 
of Prometheus chained to the rocks, having his 
liver devoured daily by an eagle. Did the ancient 
Greeks know that the liver was the only human 
organ capable of regeneration? And if so, why 
has it taken over two millennia to reacquaint 
ourselves with this knowledge as we progress 
in stem cell research? How do we learn what is
real and what is not?

Historically, parts of the human body have been 
used as medical treatments (for example in 
organ transplants), as amulets in battle, and as 

gifts to gods. We symbolise the body (of Jesus) in 
ritualistic ceremonies and devour it. But why are 
we so reluctant to recycle human matter? And 
why is there such a taboo, recent in human terms, 
about using body parts? Perhaps this is related to 
our notion of ‘self’ and a reluctance to allow parts 
of ourselves to be absorbed into ‘others’. We are 
now entering a new era of clinical practice with 
the development of regenerative medicine that 
harnesses the previously undiscovered potential 
of our bodies to repair themselves. Body parts 
such as bones from joint replacements, umbilical 
cords, infant teeth (allegedly) and fat from liposuc-
tion, have proven to be unexpectedly rich sources 
of stem cells that have the capacity to become 
new tissues. Scientists are currently investigating 
ways to use these stem cells to boost the healing 
process. These potent and valuable materials, 
which could be obtained with full and informed 
consent, are sources that are currently wasted. 
Why, if cord blood is so valuable, are there not 
more well publicised opportunities available for
its donation?

We are both enthralled and repulsed 
by human tissue, living or dead.
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Palaces is fundamentally about systems of belief and began with my 
daughter Saskia, then seven years old, coming home from school 
and demanding, ‘Just tell me the truth – is the tooth fairy real?’ 
Meanwhile she was learning about evolution and Adam and Eve, 
and a teacher had, without parental consent or warning, informed 
the class that we all die eventually.

Palaces is constructed from crystal resin in which are embedded 
thousands of milk teeth, donated by the public. Milk teeth have a 
particular significance as a symbol of transition, of progress. Stem 
cells can, allegedly, be extracted from these teeth and may in the 
future be used to repair or remake damaged organs. As more teeth 
are donated, the palace will grow like coral.

“Just tel l  me the truth - is the tooth fairy real?”
Saskia, aged seven.

Images: In the making

PALACES
2011



page 15 Images: Drawing of palace front
and back, Gina Czarnecki 2009

Project: Wasted-Palaces
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page 17 Image: Palaces crystal resin structureProject: Wasted-Palaces



page 18 Images: Palaces animation for
www.palaces.org.uk by DESIGN BY DAY

Project: Wasted-Palaces



page 19 Image: The making Of Palaces
Gina Czarnecki & MDM 

Project: Wasted-Palaces
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1. St ir salt into boil ing water unti l  no more salt

wil l  dissolve (crystals start to form at the bottom

of the container). Be sure that the water is as

close to boil ing as possible. This gives you a su-

persaturated salt solut ion.

2. To grow large crystals you wil l  need to start by

growing a seed crystal. Pour a bit  of the super-

saturated salt solut ion into a clean glass container.

Don’t let any of the undisclosed salt in. Hang a

p iece o f  cot ton in  the middle  o f  the conta iner ;

seed crystals wil l  form on this. Cover the container

with a coffee f i l ter to prevent dust gett ing in, and

put i t  somewhere dry where i t  won’t be disturbed.

The crystals wil l  form on the seed crystal. The

darker and cooler the environment, the more l ikely

you are to get one perfect large crystal rather than

a mass of crystals.

RECIPE:
How to grow salt crystals

Images: R&D conducting studio experiments 
to determine corrosive and preservative 
qualities of salt and sugar on bone

Project: Wasted-Trophies
of empire 2

Salt and sugar are
both preservatives
and corrosives.
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of empire 2

Image: R&D salt crystal growth for 
bone preservation by Sam Meech



page 22 Images: Donated hip 
bones after autoclaving
(next page) Production 
process

Project: Wasted-Trophies
of empire 2

TROPHIES OF EMPIRE 2
2009

Blood stem cells harvested from adult bone marrow are 
used routinely for bone marrow transplants to treat patients 
with leukaemia. In recent years, other distinct populations of 
stem cells have been identified in bone marrow that can be 
turned into bone, cartilage and blood vessels and have been 
shown to promote wound healing. These stem cells may be 
used in the future to treat patients with, for example, arthritis 
or heart disease.





page 24 Image: ‘Save them sell them’, Domestic 
Savings Committee/National Savings Council/
Ministry of Munitions. Designer unknown,
we have this poster on our kitchen wall

Project: Wasted-Trophies
of empire 2

Will you donate and recycle?

Human tissue obtained with 
consent is wasted.

When the consenting donors are 
living, and the purpose is purely 
for ‘public display’, it requires
no ethical approval, only informed 
consent.

The sticking point is that without 
ethical approval no progress could
be made.

But if there is not an ethics 
committee established to consider 
human tissue from living donors 
for art, where is the cultural input 
into bioethics?

There are no legal or ethical 
requirements needed to establish 
an ethics committee. Should we 
create one?

Ultimately should the fear of bad 
press be allowed to determine or 
prevent progress?

If you are willing to donate your 
body to medical research, then
why not donate the waste from
this process to art or ‘public
engagement’?



page 25 Image: Hanging bone graphic Pernille SpenceProject: Wasted-Trophies
of empire 2

WOULD YOU BE
WILLING TO DONATE 

YOUR TISSUE TO ART? 



page 26 Image: The first Consent formProject: Wasted-Trophies
of empire 2
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We have adhered to all bio-medical 
ethical rigours with the exception 
of the context in which the outcome 
is displayed. Can we ever be fully in 
control of the context?

Project: Wasted-Trophies of empire 2
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Rendering is the process of melt ing the fat to 

separate i t  out from the meat, grist le and other 

impurit ies. Put the cut-up fat into a big stewpot 

with just enough water to cover i t .  Add about 1 tbs 

of salt for every pound of fat. Bring to the boil , 

then reduce to a gentle simmer. The oil 

Image: r&d studio experiments. rendering 
fat and testing optimum density of latex 
for Canapè

Project: Wasted-Canapè

will  start to be released out of the fat and the 

meat wil l  cook. Simmer for 30 mins. Sieve, cover, 

then rest in a cool place. the fat wil l  separate from 

the water and a sol id layer of fat wil l  form. This 

wil l  keep in a freezer for up to a year.

RECIPE:
How to render fat 
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DNA identification replaces dental
identification of the deceased.
A change in legislation in 2011 defined 
dental casts as unsuitable for land-fill.

Dental casts made from calcium sulphate are marked 
with the full name of the patient. For their use in the 
building of a summerhouse, all identification has been 
removed. No consent required.

2000 dental bricks piled ready for building a 4-metre 
diameter summerhouse. From a distance it appears 
like fine lace; from inside, patterns of sunlight stream 
through the gaps, each brick hand-made, unique.

Project: Wasted-Summerhouse Image: Diagram for a Summerhouse, detail
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Pixiedust is the name given to powder made from ground extracel-
lular matrix. Extracellular matrix is the armature that provides the 
structure that shapes all parts of our body. Stem cells grow on this 
matrix to take on shape and function – as a bladder, for example. 
It was once alleged in the journal Nature that sprinkling this powder 
onto a severed finger prevented scarification and enabled the finger to 
regrow entirely. It transpired that the subject whose finger magically 
regrew was the brother of the ‘inventor’ of the powder.

This work was made specifically for BBC Big Screens city-centre 
contexts. On a Saturday afternoon the power of magic white powder 
invites different associations. The BBC requested a disclaimer to 
make it clear that this was not factual information. Disclaimer: 
All views expressed are entirely personal.

PIXIEDUST
2009-2010
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YOU TOO MAY BECOME A BELIEVER 
IN THE POWER OF MAGIC DUST



page 34 Project: Pixiedust (video)

1  Start to make pixiedust. Cut open pig’s bladder and flatten out.

2  Identi fy a solut ion and apply i t .

3  Scrape away and clean by shaking i t  in acid.

4  Other people reject the notion of being ‘f ixed’.

5  Dry out and grind into dust.

Recipe: Pixiedust

Images: Stills from Pixiedust
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6  Moving through a world – a world that you can move through.

7  Regularly sprinkle dust on stump of severed leg.

8  You might become a believer in the power of magic dust.

9  I t  grows back to normal.

10  I t ’s not about disabil i ty but about potential future super-abil i ty.



page 36 Image: Compiled stillsProject: Quarantine

The word ‘quarantine’ comes form the Italian 
‘quaranta giorni’, meaning ‘forty days’. It seems 
that this timeframe for the period of compulsory 
isolation was not based on the biological under-

QUARANTINE
2011

standing of the spread of disease but was purely 
an ancient method of measuring and metering out 
each passing solar year. This is why the forty-day 
period crops up in so many belief systems and 
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cultural practices. While this calendar system
died out, there was lasting superstitious regard 
for this particular span of time. generally this is 
the time needed for the preparation of the

believer, for repentance, to attain purity, for trans-
formation,  enlightenment, or the period it takes 
for the spirit to leave the body and move on. How 
to recreate this transition for the audience?



page 38 Image: Production documentation,
Gina Czarnecki, Sam Meech

Project: Quarantine
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Quarantine focuses on the beauty and physicality of pure movement. 
Through repeated movement, the performer’s physicality and 
musculature contorts and twists both her body and her psyche into 
extremes, and challenges our reading of pain, pleasure, endurance, torture.

The sound score by Chris Watson is composed from sounds sourced 
from Iona’s body through an electronic stethoscope. These are mixed 
with the guttural sounds of physical exertion, the body impacting on 
itself and the surface. Breaths, heartbeats and tendons provide a 
rich tapestry, drawing us deeper into motion, rhythm, time, space.

We lose ourselves in pure intimacy and connection with our own 
and others’ bodies, rhythm and movement. We enjoy watching 
these moments of loss of self-consciousness, moments of sublime 
ecstasy, witnessing or experiencing the trance state achieved 
through physical exertion.

Iona repeats motion until the ordinary becomes extra-ordinary. it 
takes on abstract qualities. This is an exploration of screen time 
and space, motion and surface – an immersion into shifting image 
textures, bouncing sub-bass and Iona’s psyche. The work takes you 
on a journey from the physical surface to the psychological depths.

Project: Quarantine

About Quarantine
Quarantine: 40 min video

Sound: Chris Watson

Performer: Iona Kewney





page 41 Project: Endangered Trades Images: Jewish Fishballs,
(previous page) Stewart, 4th generation fishmonger

“Hake has a certain texture and f ishiness about 

i t .  I t ’s often mixed with haddock, onion, and 

a few other bits: salt, pepper, egg. The older 

generation make it  with 100% hake. The younger 

generation mix i t  half and half with haddock. 

The haddock is a bit  f irmer and the combination 

of the two textures makes a good textured f ish 

ball .  I t ’s delicious fresh and hot out of the pan 

but i t  is often eaten cold the next day. I t ’s often 

prepared before the Sabbath, done on the Friday 

and then there is no cooking required when the 

Sabbath comes in. I t ’s one of those excellent 

meals prepared the day before.

Depending on the origins of where you come 

from – eastern Russia or western Russia, 

eastern Poland – they have all  got their own 

l i t t le bits that they wil l  add. Some people have 

mackerel in i t  – a l i t t le bit  of oi ly f ish to add 

Chopped and Fried
(Jewish Fishballs)

to i t , a l i t t le bit  of cooking oil  over i t , ground 

almonds. All  l i t t le secret things that you wouldn’t 

know unless you were famil iar with the produce. 

I t ’s a recipe l ike we have for black pudding or 

scouse – it  varies according to what you add to 

i t  and no two people can make exactly the same 

f ish balls. You’ve all  got your own l i t t le propor-

t ions or addit ives. 

This hake came in from Aberdeen. Aberdeen is 

quite a big port for hake. These are only babies 

– 1–2 lbs in weight. In the summer we get much

bigger hake. I  had a 25-pounder.”

From an interview with Stewart L Hanna.
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Trudy Gerrard, lingeriste for 53 
years, Madame Foner’s, Liverpool

Steven Adams, bespoke plaster 
moulding, fourth generation
(120 years), Heald Street, Garston

Stewart L. Hanna, fishmonger and poulterer, 
fourth generation, Rose Lane. One of three 
remaining fish mongers in the city

Jonathan Warren, gardener (tropical 
plant handler) for 45 years, Liverpool 
Parks and Gardens, Calderstones Park

Project: Endangered Trades

ENDANGERED TRADES
2010



page 43 Project: 2.5m x 0.4m. The artwork was created 
by working with local traders with generations 
of accumulated knowledge.

Wilsons Baker, Bakers since 
1870, St Mary’s Road Garston

Graham Chambers. 
Butcher for 46 years.
St Mary’s Road, Garston

Bob Lucas, picture framer for 25 years, 
Dingle Picture Framers, Mill Street, Dingle





page 45 Project: Garston Pump Image: Garston Pump (without glass), 2010

The Garston Hospital (the Sir Alfred Jones Memorial Hospital) was 
the site of the first tropical diseases unit in the developed world.

The study of tropical medicine was born in Liverpool, and shares its 
history with that of colonialism, international travel and economies 
of exploration and exploitation.

With warming climates the mosquito subspecies that can carry the 
malaria parasite are already here in the UK. Notions of ‘tropical’ or 
‘otherness’ change when the disease is on our doorstep.

This garden is based on the rich history of the hospital, and of 
Garston. Gardening is one of the most ancient examples of human 
cultivation of ‘nature’. It is one way to lift the spirit, reduce anxiety 
and engage the mind. This garden was designed to provide social 
and private places to play, think or just sit. All plants are medicinal 
or edible.

Garston Pump. A sculpture based on the mosquito proboscis set 
into the ground of the garden like a time-capsule. It points directly 
to the last surviving vestige of the old building – the portico – and 
contains references to both organic life (whether plant, human, 
or microscopic) and the mechanical. A panoramic soundscape by 
Chris Watson, composed from archive sound footage of rainforests 
around the world, surrounds the central sculpture .

GARSTON PUMP
2011
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Background image: Rod Dillon’s sand flies

Project: Garston Pump



Project:Project: Garston Pumppage 47 Images: A sketch, Gina Czarnecki
(next page) Production images
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AFRICA 
2002 & 2007
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page 52 Project: Precious Image: Title still, 1905

PRECIOUS
2009

Begun in Banff, Canada, completed in Liverpool 
Precious compares the histories between 1900 
and 2008 of inventions, biomedical discoveries, 
world events and the development of medical 
ethics. There are many conflicting versions of 

these histories. Information was taken from the 
top listed website only for the history of inven-
tions, etc., and people contributed their own 
content, eventually producing a hybrid history.
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The time and journey between inventions
and their social applications is fascinating. 
On permanent display, Biomedical Research 
Centre, Royal Liverpool Hospital. 24-minute loop.

Making a work for ‘The Waiting Project’, for 
hospitals’ and GPs’ waiting rooms, I felt like I had 
lost most of my tools – sound, scale, darkness.
I resorted to text.

Project: Precious Image: Title still, 1936
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SPINTEX
2008

Filmed at an open-air nightclub and other loca-
tions in the Ashanti region of Ghana, where Ulf 
lived. Spintex is based on a real-time transition 
from day to night. In Accra, on the equator, the 
transformation from bright sunlight into red, into 
blue, into the deepest black night lasts only fifteen 
minutes all year round. On Spintex Road, the air is 
dusty and humid, loaded with scent and stench. 
As night falls, the ambient sound shifts. The 
incessant calls of cicadas and the drone of mos-
quitoes join the wall of noise created by millions 
of insects and amphibians, the constant rumble 
of generators and distant traffic. Rival Christian 
churches broadcast hymns at competing volumes 
from speaker systems on their roofs, and female 
voices sing deeply in the Twi-Fante language. At 
the dance in an old roofless shell by the beach, 
throbbing masses are engulfed in trance. The 
pulsing crowd forms one motion, one being; 

a rhythmic, sexual and elemental force as 
brutal as the cycles of the natural world 
around it. The imagery vibrates with move-
ment and extreme details: a face, a look,
a gesture… the joy and release. 

Spintex attempts to encapsulate the multiple, 
interconnected daily rhythms of physicality and 
mortality that resonate in the environment and 
the dance. Ulf and I use processes of electronic 
recording, reproduction and disintegration to 
give the film rich digital surfaces. The images 
appear to dissolve within the noise and pixels 
of these surfaces, but emerge to striking effect 
before becoming highly textured again. The 
flickering pulse underlying these transforma-
tions is resounding, deep, immersive and total.



Project: Spintex Images: Assembled stills. Czarnecki/
Langheinrich
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Throbbing masses are engulfed in trance. The pulsing crowd forms 

one motion, one being. A rhythmic, sexual and elemental force as 

brutal  as the cycles of the natural  world around i t .  The imagery 

vibrates with movement and extreme detai ls: a face, that look, the 

gesture… the joy and release.
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page 58 Project: Spintex Image: A film made in Spintex, Ghana. 
Made with Ulf Langheinrich

I t ’s been a week Ulf, had t ime to chew over Spintex and 

have been up and down, but now it  makes sense again. 

I ’ve worked the transit ions and taken clouds in from 

slow aftereffect opacity map and it  works far better 

than banging in immediately, sometimes nice… did a 

blend of the cloud dark to girl  face so that the two dark 

clouds become the top of the boys’ heads that keep in 

the foreground, face emerges (2 seconds) into night 

sky. I  think i t ’s good. I  have changed the cut of the f irst 

LETTER WITH ULF
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dance sequence into boy dance (this cross platform 

shit is frustrat ing). I ’ve changed the dissolve into 

the last raw dance to your girls – he dips quickly and 

now goes out to darkness l ike the sea. Another thing 

entirely – I chose the slower sound track, cut about 

30 seconds and changed the speed and reversed 

and melted together repeated cl ips – it ’s perfect 

for Precious – the piece for hospital wait ing rooms 

– generally they just turn the sound off but this is

a really calming deep abdominal comfort ing sound, 

heart-l ike rhythm, soft, quickly becoming integrated into 

the sound landscape around you so you accept and don’t 

notice i t  – i t  may even get left on! The Spintex sound 

fantast ic and can’t wait to hear where you have taken it 

in terms of working with the visual rhythm. If  you can 

get the bass up high in the blue men dance sequence 

– if you think this would work. The sound for the girl

dance just perfect perfect…

Image: Assembled stills from Spintex. 
Czarnecki/Langheinrich
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AUSTRALIA
2003  -  2007
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NASCENT
2005



page 63 1 Detail from Spine, 2006
2 Spine in Melbourne Laneways, 2007
3 Spine in Newcastle, UK, AVO6, 2006

Project: Nascent

The Nascent series includes:
Nascent, 8-minute film, Spine and Cellmass,
18-minute installations, and Devolution,an adaptation
of Spine/Nascent for ADT with new material.



page 64 Project: Image:page 64 Project: Spine Image: Print from the Spine series, 
Spine Rectangle, 18 min Installations

SPINE
2006
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page 66 Project: Image:page 66 Project: Devolution Image: Composition surface print from 
the Spine series, Cell Mass Grid, 2006, 
over still from Devolution, ADT, 2007
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From a dialogue with Crumb (2006)
Gina Czarnecki

Works of this scale and nature are very 
hard to rehearse and make weather-
resistant (a blizzard at -5 in Newcastle 
that froze the projector, which Forma 
had to then nurse with hot-air blowers 
for 4 hours before projection kick-off 
each night); additionally, people would 
be reluctant to hang around for the full 
20-minute cycle in these conditions.

In a previous piece I had been single-
frame cutting, rendering and re-map-
ping onto existing layers. From this 
process for Spine, together with Stibb
I developed numerous bespoke expres-
sions, or programming of bespoke 
filters that saved labour on the single-
frame cutting and allowed me to spend 
the time taking this much further. 

These filters/expressions/programmes 
have included string vibration and field 
flickering. String works the image 
like the pinging of a guitar string, with 
variation in anchor points and frequency, 
and field flicker makes it possible to 
see 50 fields of image  - twice that 
which our PAL eye is accustomed to 
seeing in video/television. Rather than 
seeing two images cut together as we 
would see with single frames edited in 
1/2/1/2/1/2/1 method, we see two con-
tinuous streams of real-time, apparently 
uncut, motion blending together.

The image of two dancers is repeated by 
another set of two dancers performing 
an identical phrase and these are then 
mapped onto one another, rescaled, 
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shaped, masked from the background, rotated, 
and then spread in 3D space to form the first 
grid structure; hundreds of layers of uncom-
pressed footage. All of this was then reworked 
and colour-sculpted with Damien for optimum 
display on various screen types. For Devolution, 
we tested the colour-sculpting for projection 
onto black scrim on a trampoline at night in his 
garden in Fitzroy.

The images were never intended to directly 
reference people falling in fear or panic. That 
said, since 9/11, we see the world and all around 
us with new associations. Yes, bodies falling, or 
descending through space, may be associated 
with suicidal bodies, and the falling figures were 
made to work to the proportions of the building 
so that they appear ‘real’. However, the heavily 
manipulated nature of the images functions to 
move these figures away from associations of 
‘real’ movement into the realm of abstraction 
and the symbolic.

The repetition of bodies is not the rewind-replay 
of the media event, but rather a technique of 
amplification that translates two singular bodies 
into a sense of collective ‘bodiness’. The human 
spine, the support structure for the entire archi-
tecture of the human body, is constructed from 
ascending and descending figures that together 
form a superstructure, or super-organism. 
Unification. Ourselves – not as one individual but 
as a united whole. Seen from a distance we are 
all the same and our behaviour can be mapped 
into patterns. Primo Levi wrote of the view of 
the world from another planet – patterns of dark 
shapes around central nodes that disperse and 
retract at specific points of movement into and 
out of the city on a regular cycle – clusters and 
patterns of movement where individual identity 
is lost or irrelevant (Primo Levi, On the Sixth 
Day). It takes approximately three minutes for 
the images to merge into what from a distance 
may appear to be a spine structure. At a point 
near the end I use multiple bodies falling in three 
dimensions and the camera appears to move 
through these tiny bodies such that they appear, 
to me, like rain.
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page 69 Project: Spine Images: Prints from the Spine series, 2006. 
From left to right:
1 Spines / Ghost
2 Spines /Flesh Mesh
3 Spines / Fish
4-7 Spines / Bodies to Bones
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CONTAGION
2006



page 71 Image: Camera above Federation squareProject: Contagion

With sufficient distraction, images that exist in the shadows can enter 
into our unconsciousness without our having the opportunity to rationally 
process or decode them, just as micro-organisms can enter into our bodies.

“The fear of the pandemic is far morelethal 
than the pandemic itself.”
Stephen Corbett, Head of Public Health, Sydney, Australia

In Contagion the tiniest movements of visitors in the installation space are 
tracked and made visible as coloured smoke projected on screen. New 
colours and sounds are created as visitors’ paths coincide. Deep in the 
shadows lies a threat – a highly infectious agent. Contagion models the 
spread of this agent amongst present, past and future visitors, using rules 
and behaviours based on the epidemiology of SARS and Highly Pathogenic 
Avian Influenza. This data is processed to form the basis of the projected 
imagery, creating a rich, complex and constantly evolving visual system.



page 72 Project: Contagion Image stills from image resources, 2004
ROW 1: Guantanamo KKK, Camera over 
Federation Square, Finding Insurgents, 
Newsreader, 4D Ultrasound 1
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page 73 Image ROW 3:
4D Ultrasound 3, Planet-Wax-Foetus-
Head, Dead Saddam, Hanging Saddam, 
Foetus Scream

Image ROW 2:
Laptop Ghost, BP Pickled, 4D 
Ultrasound 2, Twin Towers Dead 
Priest, Guantanamo Humiliation
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The paradoxes raised by Australia’s geographical 
location, its cultural attachment to the West, and 
the composition of its population also contrib-
uted to the development of my ideas. The Greek, 
Macedonian, Serbian, and Italian families in our 
street all considered ‘home’ to be their country
of origin. These continental emigrés were delib-
erately targeted by the Australian government 
for the their suitability to work in the Victorian 
climate. Non-Indigenous Australians were people 
who moved, got out or were displaced for some 
reason or another. Perhaps they eloped from 
Ireland in an illegitimate affair, were refugees 
from World War II trying to find a new life, were 
attracted by new opportunities such as the gold 
rush or were incarcerated when Australia was 
a prison. Until more recently, most migrants to 
Australia were people who wanted or needed to 
move away from their roots for economic, social 
or political reasons. Currently, the population of 
Melbourne is purported to be 50% Asian.

The successful containment of public health 
risks depends on the laboratory capacities and 
epidemiological surveillance systems of the 
affected country. It also depends on the ability to 
contain the virus geographically. Today’s efficient 
air travel means that a virus that can be carried 
by humans can spread to all parts of the globe 

within days. If we removed the ability to travel out 
of Australia – perhaps as a result of a breakdown 
in electronic systems – then Australia, as an 
island continent, would be easily quarantinable.

The two pandemics that have affected the ‘First 
World’ countries recently are SARS and human 
variant avian flu (bird flu). Both of these have 
been evidenced as having originated in Asia. The 
epidemiological studies undertaken in response 
to the 2002 outbreak of SARS showed that there 
were three schools of thought on how the virus 
had spread: through the air, through water trans-
portation, and by vermin. The visualisation of a 
theory of airborne infection provided scientists, 
and those generally interested, with the tools to 
understand very complex data patterns. As an 
artist I had experimented with graphic inter-
faces that aestheticise scientific concepts in the 
previous works Silvers Alters and Infected, both 
of which consider the contexts in which images 
are presented and how they are further authenti-
cated by practice and institution.

Epidemiologists tracing patterns of infection 
necessarily also investigate human behav-
iour, human movement, individual, mass, and 
swarm behaviours. They look at a broad and 
complex set of interrelationships among disease, 

About Contagion 
Gina Czarnecki
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food supply, human densities, habit patterns, 
number and distribution of hosts, the life-cycle
of the virus, immunity, susceptibility, evolution 
and mutation of viral strains. We attempted to 
translate these considerations for the program-
ming of Contagion in terms of biological spread.

The scientists I worked with agreed that the fear 
of pandemic is greater than the pandemic itself. 
Human fear through the mediation of information 
causes mass hysteria and panic. What may have 
been effective quarantine measures in the 1918 
outbreak – isolation until the virus has no more 
hosts and subsequently dies out – now pose a 
different problem. Questions of border control 
could not be overlooked, especially in Australia, 
where passengers on civil planes are tradition-
ally sprayed with insecticide and where citizen-
ship testing was first tested. How do you isolate 
communities such as Australia? What are the 
ethical complications surrounding border control, 
the denial of visas and electronic funds to travel? 
Would isolation in a totally electronically depend-
ent migration system be simple? Who would be 
vaccinated (with a vaccine already out of date 
due to the speed of mutation of the virus)? Who 
would be permitted to travel out? Or would the 
virus spread before awareness grew sufficiently 
to prevent international travel? If we don’t know 

about the pandemic, we cannot react, and mass 
behaviour cannot be controlled. We are controlled 
by the mediation of information. Discrete systems 
of production, each with its own aesthetic and 
mode of delivery, signify ‘truth’ and ‘authenticity’, 
and the main players quickly adopt the methods of 
communication thought to be the most ‘authentic’ 
– as for instance in viral marketing, or the use of
an ostensible women’s rights agenda to support
the invasion of Afghanistan, perhaps. We collude
in all of this.

I met a Gulf War engineer on a train from Lough-
borough. He said, ‘Yes, I kill people, but they are 
little green dots on the screen and I go zap zap 
zap…’ Imaging technology is being developed 
to see more and more and increasingly used as 
evidence and ‘proof’ in surveillance and biomedi-
cine. But let’s not forget that it is also developed 
to provide smokescreens to disguise realities. 
Complex graphic visualisations are simultaneous-
ly part of the process of abstraction and rendering 
the world in new ways. We accept and decode, 
based on our predisposition and knowledge, the 
images that live in the grey area between.

I looked at the wallpaper of images on ten 
monitors spread across the wall of the gym, 
watching people biking nowhere and running on 
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Image: Compilation of filmstrips from 
video sequences

the spot. Porn on MTV, images from Guantan-
amo, newsreaders. I first saw the live footage of 
9/11 on a TV in Toys’R’Us, in Dundee, amongst a 
group of 11-year-old boys playing video games.
I saw the report of the death of Princess Diana in 
Dens Road Market, a fleamarket in a dark, damp 
basement, on a early 1980s’ telly. It didn’t seem 
real. Seven years old, I visited Majdanek death 
camp and saw piles of bones, ovens and a list of 
how many and what sized human beings made 
how many bars of soap.

The imagery for Contagion could not be used 
as a surface seduction. I wanted it to trigger 
meaning, for the audience to travel outwards 
from the visual signifiers. The process of 
montage and our physiology and innate predis-
positions would determine what we saw, how 
we experienced the journeys through images 
that exist only on the borders of perception. Am-
biguity and getting the viewer to work at reading 
images was important: was this still image of a 
mass orgy, a dance or a pile of dead bodies? One 
becomes seamlessly the other depending on our 
perspective and the temporality of images. One 
reading finally contaminates the other just as 
the participants, drawn into the game of mixing 
pure colour, infect one another. A database of 
imagery: the face of a woman near death, terror 
in her eyes, night-vision gunsights target Iraqis 
on the run, hand-held camera running from the 

Twin Towers crash, Saddam Hussein in a noose, 
Saddam dead, Guantanamo Bay. All we are fed 
on daytime TV, or on the web, at a time when 
the aesthetic of web imagery was becoming the 
aesthetic of the real, the ‘authentic’ mixed into 
a crisp high-resolution smoke palette. Images 
spreading the pandemic of fear, existing on the 
edges of perception. If we aren’t aware we are 
seeing, then how can we choose not to look or to 
look away?

We developed an interface intended to bypass the 
conscious mind and encourage random muta-
tions – a technological interface, but one that had 
more in common with kids mixing colours in 
large round palettes. A game of easy rules, and 
with unknown consequences for an audience that 
would be encouraged to move away from passive 
viewership to a more active participation.

This journey had started within my own body, 
under attack from an undiagnosed, life-threat-
ening viral invasion that I survived and recovered 
from fully. This process of massive change, phys-
iological and cultural, led to a fundamental shift 
in thinking and a sustained period of learning. 
Changes to our environment, and the experience 
of threat, often accelerate evolution and lead to 
surprising outcomes.





page 78 Image: Contagion installed Brisbane
internationa festival 2006

Project: Contagion
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Moiré Sinister
Sean Cubitt

The figures in the darkened room move round 
looking up at the screens where their smoky 
images move with them. When they touch, colours 
and sounds intersect. There is a virus in the room. 

A virus cannot replicate itself: it needs a host. 
When William Burroughs described language 
as ‘a virus from outer space’ he implied that 
language needs a human host to reproduce, just 
like any other virus. From the point of view of 
language, we are just warm meat where it can 
find the missing sequences that allow its RNA to 
replicate. Communication needs us in the same 
way we need air. It doesn’t care about us. Stories 
don’t care who tells them, so long as they are told 
again, infecting the next generation. Religions 
infect generation upon generation. Ideas of 
science and beauty are passed along like colds. 
Media are the vectors of viruses, and meaning is 
their symptom. Meaning and emotion.

Out here in the cold of interstellar space there 
spins this fragile ball of warmth and wet. It is the 
most intricate thing we know. On this planet there 
is a huge biomass, millions of tons of it, called 
humanity. There is a law of ecological science: 
for a given area, there is an optimum number of 
species. You can observe this closely on islands. 
The human biomass is an island. There are not 

enough species to populate it. In a crowded world, 
lots of species would like to live in our nice island 
environment. many species have been there for 
millennia, parasites that help us digest and take 
their percentage off the top, others that clean our 
teeth. Some are nastier, and kill us if we don’t keep 
feeding them. And many have no care for us.

These are the viruses that are most like people. 
They come into an environment – me for example 
– thrive, reproduce, devastate the place they
are in, and move on. This could be the history of
SARS, or the history of Australian colonisation.
Colonists care no more for the land than digital
signals care about cables.

This metaphor breaks down only if you believe, as 
we have trained ourselves to believe, that cables 
don’t care about signals either. But the truth is 
that signals and cables cannot be distinguished 
from each other, any more than storytellers can 
be separated from stories, the religious from their 
religions, and media from what they mediate. And 
since societies are so entirely composed of medi-
ations that it is impossible to conceive of a society 
without media, we must begin to recognise that 
infection with the virus of communication is not 
an option we could refuse.  It is not an option we 
could refuse because the infection brings us 



great delight. Our media of communication – stories 
and sex, clothing and cooking, songs and art – have 
as their symptoms pleasures and meanings we 
would not forgo. We love our disease.

But there are media we do not love so much. 
Weapons are media. They have simple, stupid, 
ugly messages: mostly, they say ‘Die’. Many of our 
symbols speak about weapons, and other media we 
do not love so well, like money and its lack. That is 
a medium no-one wants to be entirely deprived of, 
now, in this economic world. Symbols of poverty and 
pain are mixed with the symbols of love, warmth, 
comfort and well-being, in unexpected shapes, 
shapes we call stories, poems, songs, works of art. 
Or television. Or the Internet.

In this darkened room of Contagion, images from 
television swim up in response to movements and 
interactions. This is a curiosity. As a species, we 
are used to making images and symbols. Now 
they come to find us, in endless streams, seeking 
out the warm, wet interiors where they can nestle, 
breed and find new hosts. We think they are ‘our’ 
media, but the truth is that we are theirs: we are the 
medium they pass through on their way to the next 
warm host.

To this extent, humans are like television sets. 
Nobody cares about the inner life of a television or 
a computer. Stuff comes in, stuff goes out. There 
is one difference, however. Humans are unusual 
because what comes in to us stays in us long 
enough to affect the next thing that comes in. We 
mutate the messages we get by making them 
interact with older messages. This makes us 
translating machines, machines which routinely 
produce misunderstanding. We also have the 

special quality of keeping things for years, even 
decades at a time, before we pass them on. 
Secrets, or things we have forgotten, or things we 
know so surely we have forgotten that once upon 
a time we had to learn them. Sometimes those 
things emerge, years later, in some utterly new 
form, magically transformed or horribly disfigured. 
Into this darkened room we bring all our previous 
contagions: all the pictures, sounds, touches, tastes 
and scents we have ever sensed. We introduce 
them to the flux of other images. One shows these 
smoky figures that are in some electronic mirror 
‘us’, pictures moving on a wall. But other pictures 
nudge at the edges of perception, images of great 
fragility and great violence. Gathered from the 
low-resolution environs of the web, they are not 
clear. They too bear the scars of their histories, the 
trails of distribution, compression, decompression, 
formats they have passed through from camera to 
projection. They too remember how they got here, 
though like us they have no recollection of where 
they came from.

Some recall iconic moments: napalm in a Vi-
etnamese rice field; nuclear tests. Some might 
be anywhere or any time: ultrasound embryos 
suspended before gravity; the microscopic 
replications of germs. Some are fearful. All are 
anxious; even the innocuous picture of a street 
corner seems to hide an ominous potential. Once 
it might have seemed that horror simply took 
place, untidily, in a corner of a field while the rest of 
the world got on with ploughing and suckling the 
children. But now every contact, every turn of the 
road seems to hide a nameless threat.

What are we to do? The world has begun to notice 
the vast unpopulated pampas of the human 
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biomass, and has begun to hurl at us retrovi-
ruses from SARS to Ebola. 

There is the religious defence. God strikes 
down his foes, the godless fornicators, with the 
vengeance of his immuno-deficiency syndrome. 
The god of the righteous is an unrighteous god. 
Ignorance is a great defence: there can be no 
transfer of avian flu to humans because there is 
no such thing as evolution. To stockpile antigens 
is blasphemy. Someone should tell George Bush.

Ignorance is deliberate isolation. People make 
themselves ignorant in an effort to protect them-
selves from the unwelcome. Their solution is to 
stop communicating: to allow nothing new into 
their translation machines, and to repeat forever 
the mantras of the past, as if the mantra would 
not mutate and evolve itself into something un-
recognisably other than itself. Ignorance and the 
killing of communication mean that the beautiful 
colours and sounds of human interaction, the 
unforeseen excellence of acquaintance with a 
new mind, a new body, should be sacrificed. It
is a kind of biosecurity, but it is also a kind of 
anti-immigration law, a Patriot Act of the mind.

It is an irony that so many of our symbols now 
are made to make us feel insecure, nervous, 
afraid. This has given rise to what is called 
biopolitics: the management of populations. 
Scared of what might happen, we surrender 
to governments and corporations, experts and 
civil servants, the task of arranging matters so 
that we only risk what we must, only gamble 
on sure-fire winners, or at least ring-fence the 
stubborn percentage of criminals, psychotics 
and sick people. From life insurance to epide-

miology, we have given away our roll of the dice, 
our openness to chance, in favour of a planned 
and authorised regime of the good enough.

Some remnant of our old condition still remains. 
Mass management of populations has its limits. It 
can describe and plan for aberrations of the larger 
kind: crimes, illnesses. But the constant micro-
scopic deviations of a body moving in a darkened 
room looking upwards at the screen, this is not 
controllable. If the biopolitical mind that manages 
populations is a database, the near-involuntary 
jostlings of people in this room are the database’s 
unconscious, the material reality of gesture which 
escapes its plan.

Gina Czarnecki invites us to dive into the gene 
pool without washing our feet. To splash in the 
fluids. To take the risks, and to abide by the 
consequences. From initial exploration and play, 
the experience of the work gradually reveals 
its latent causalities, the interactions between 
people which make a difference. There is a risk 
of glamorising the terrible pictures, but only if we 
do not understand the theatre of responsibility in 
which we are invited to perform. The degraded 
image, smoky, grainy, dusty, foggy, pixellated, 
its colours drained or displaced, is a token of our 
place in these chains of connection, the grammar 
of images, articulated in our eyes as the virus 
of language is expressed in our voices. We do 
not chose which language we speak, but we can 
choose what things we say, and to whom.
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SCOTLAND
1997-2003
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“There are from five to fifty genes 
thought to be associated with what 
is described as intelligence. Many of 
these genes have ‘enormous effect’ 
– therefore any ‘abnormality’ will 
result in mental illness or disability. 
Particular genetic markers may give 
a person the predisposition to have a 
1–2 point higher I.Q., but as DNA tests 
don’t know the I.Q. of the individual/
potential individual to start with, this 
is an arbitrary figure. Also, just as in 
consumer surveys, the statistics are 
for populations and not for individuals. 
The results from tests on anonymous 
control models are amplified to 
represent entire populations.”

SILVERS ALTER
2003

Project: Silvers Alter Image: Composition of 22 people on black
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page 86 Images: 1 Einars Head hair cross section 1277X, 
Einars Urine 40X, Bettini earwax 160X,
Bettinin earwax 20343

Silvers Alter is a large-scale interactive artwork.
It presents a stage for artificial evolution where 
human ‘control models’ and their offspring, 
generated in the course of the game, are subjects 
for the players to manipulate and mate. Players, 
working together, determine who lives and who dies, 
thereby directing the evolutionary course.

The 22 life-sized naked figures are selected by the 
audience’s presence and movement. The interface 
enables multi-user interaction that is controlled 
by players working together or mass consensus 
on selection. The people seen on screen have all 
provided specimens for analysis, both images for 
visual reference and buccal swabs for DNA analysis. 
Working with the Human Genome Mapping Project 
in Cambridge we found that four of these 22 people 
have congenital mutations of various types. Only two 
were aware of any ‘defect’. Will the evolution of this 
population depend on appearances, on spoken 
and shared intimacies, or will the audience actively 
breed in or out congenital defects? Will what they 
say, shared knowledge or intimacies of some sort, 
influence their ability to survive? Or will people select 
on the basis of knowledge of genetic condition?

Project: Silvers Alter



page 87 Images: Earwax 478X, Collins Hair with 
conditioner 242X, Eearnesto Earwax 3659X, 
Franko Urine 2737X

There is a distance at which humans are rec-
ognised as individuals rather than a crowd, and 
there is a near distance at which we all appear the 
same again, as similar organisms constructed of 
the same stuff. How near or far do you have to be 
to recognise difference? How close in can you get 
before the visual ceases to become relevant infor-
mation for you? When does data become informa-
tion become knowledge? What value is knowledge 
without cure? Could germ line engineering and 
techno-eugenics driven by the global market-
place transform health, appearance, personality, 
cognitive ability, sensory capacity, life-span into 
artefacts? To what extent are we prepared to par-
ticipate in all that we have made possible and that 
we aspire to make possible for ourselves?

Dr Alan Prescot of the Wellcome Trust Image 
Analysis Lab and I were surprised to find how 
different the individual body samples appeared 
under a microscope. For example, people’s urine 
dries in different, grid-like patterns depending on 
the chemical composition of each sample.
A common head hair holds information specific 
to that individual, just as earwax shows unique 
individual patterning. But who would fund this 
research when it is of no economic value to anyone 
– who leaves their earwax at the scene of a crime?

Project: Silvers Alter



page 88 Images: Documentation of installation, 
Natural History Museum, London, 2003

Project: Silvers Alter
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Infection implies that the infected is initially pure 
and that the infector is external and impure. 
The ‘pure’ in this sense is the new body, born as 
fluttering fragments into a surrealistic world of 
changing environments. The body’s adaptation 
to real and virtual climatic and environmental 
stimuli reflects a process of mutual infection. 

The mutant body reforming to its pure, unaffect-
ed state – apparently natural, apparently whole – 
becomes an icon of nostalgia. The new notion of 
the physical body is still a sexual, stark, brutal, 
organic, pounding bloody system with ripping 
tendons. It is beautiful and repulsive, indulgent, 

INFECTED
2001

curious, emotional, un/controlled, breeding, 
changing… Images form a complex and dense 
rhythmic structure, stretching, smearing and 
distorting time. Infected marries the raw with 
the re-animated. Movements appear unreal or 
impossible. Embryonic, amorphous shapes, 
colour and light gradually become recognis-
able as a human form. A few frames of image 
blast, almost subliminally, like a strobe out of the 
darkness, pulsing, throbbing, raw, visceral and 
beautiful. The body image tunes-in momentar-
ily, then becomes unplugged: turbulent, mutated 
fragments form and reform.

page 90 Images: from the installation of Infected, 
ACMI, Melbourne, 2003

Project: Infected
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page 92 Image: Installation, Ferens Gallery, HullProject: Versifier,
Stages Elements Humans

STAGES ELEMENTS HUMANS/
VERSIFIER
1998

These people live behind the screen in a con-
stricted cycle – displayed, subtly manipulated, 
changing specimens becoming aware of their 
surroundings and of their entrapment. When 
we can isolate and alter the individual building 
blocks of construction, be this the pixel or the 

gene, the ability to alter, reconstruct and represent 
what appears to be ‘truth’ is limitless. What 
could this mean when genetic alterations/correc-
tions/mutilations can be purchased as easily as 
cosmetic ‘enhancement’?



page 93 Project: Versifier,
Stages Elements Humans

Image: Still, ‘Line-Up’, ars electronica

In a sense we are all encased in this space.
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Rather overexcited by the invention of
photography, the great French novelist Honoré 
de Balzac developed a theory that things gave 
off images of themselves all the time. Houses 
shed pictures of themselves and always had. 
Only cameras allowed people to catch and keep 
these shedding skins, these projections. It had 
something to do with ghosts. Balzac, being 
obsessed – along with everyone else in the 
nineteenth century – with the return of the dead 
from the other side was happy to find this quasi-
scientific device appearing to demonstrate that 
the pictures of the past could stick around into 
the present – like ghosts. Weird enough if you 
think of it in terms of ectoplasm. But really not 
so bizarre if you drop the idea that this might be 
science, and instead think about it as sociology. 
Or psychology.

Things probably don’t project outwards but 
people surely do. What we wear, how we carry 
ourselves, personal grooming, choice of scents, 
the way we use our voices and gestures are 
all ways of projecting out into the world some 
inner essence. We talk about actors projecting, 
about politicians oozing charisma, sports stars 
exuding charm. Projecting is part of what we do 
when we are being human.

Science tells us that vision – and photography 
– are possible because light bounces off things. 
Shine a light on something and some of the 
light will reflect back, while some of it will be 
absorbed. It is a spooky thought: when you light 
someone to take a picture or to record them 
on video, some of the light never comes back, 
It enters their skin and never comes out again. 
As you walk into a video installation and some 
of the light scatters over you, some of it is going 
into you, making subtle metabolic changes. 
Remember looking round in the cinema at all the 
faces raised to the screen? How they were all lit 
up with reflected light? Whenever we go near a 
projector, something is always projected onto us.

Light that bounces around a room where there’s 
projection going on bounces from face to face, 
from screen to skin and from skin to skin again. 
Cameras catch light from the biggest projector 
of them all, the sun. They store it on strips of 
plastic made from oil, which comes from fossils, 
which come from plants and animals which 
come from the sun.

Ancient sunlight trapped in chemical ooze under 
the bedrock for millennia. Sunlight with nowhere 
to bounce to anymore. Does it feel the release, 
when it’s been turned into magnetic tape or 

About Gina Czarnecki
Sean Cubitt
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optical discs? Maybe it thinks: here I am, trapped 
for millennia, and they want to use me to trap 
more light, store it away, bring it out from time to 
time when the kids are fractious or they want to 
remember a holiday.

One of the titles Marcel Duchamp used for The 
Bride Stripped Bare was Delay in Glass. He 
talked about glass that would slow the light down 
as it came in, so that it would come out on the 
other side days, weeks, years later. Which is, 
when you think of it, a perfectly good description 
of glass plate photography.

Somehow projection seems to delay things. 
Perhaps, when they slow down, things do begin 
to project themselves out into the cosmos, like 
little cold suns. Perhaps, when you take away 
their clothes and their scents, people slow down 
enough to project something more indefinitely 
themselves than the personalities we normally – 
more artificially – project.

* You would think it would be the simplest thing 
in the world, to have, to be, to live in, with, 
through the or a body. And then it isn’t. And you 
would think that pictures of bodies would be 
about as straightforward as pictures could be. 
And then they aren’t.

Not just because bodies get cold, pained, hurt, 
tense, but because even when stripped and 
numbed a body can’t help projecting, and pro-
jecting things that not only escape awareness 
but escape personality altogether, as the smell 
of burning hair is never the smell of your hair 
but just human hair. Naked as they are in Gina 
Czarnecki’s work, these people are both people 

and examples – samples of a species. Strange, 
because we always think that when we give 
ourselves to someone wholly, totally, give them 
everything, we do it naked. But a picture can as 
readily remove that intimacy as it can intimate it. 
A pin-up or a portrait as often as not seems to be 
an invitation to some personal relationship, but 
what then?

William Carlos Williams, the doctor poet, wrote 
once of a tense temptation to adultery, ‘Take off 
your clothes. I didn’t ask you to take off your skin.’

But which tender portrait includes an electron 
microscope scan of a sample of mucus and a 
DNA profile charted from it? A nude is always 
a potential sexual partner, but nudity is also the 
terrain of medicine, of the clinical gaze, where 
the objective and the abject rub shoulders, where 
the sick and injured surrender to the institutional 
eye, feeling like a broken toy. You put your self to 
one side when you submit to a medical examina-
tion, and your body speaks in a language that the 
doctor has to retranslate back to you, a language 
of blood pressure and pulse, temperature and 
blood sugar. It is not you. It is an animal, at the 
kind of threshold that Czarnecki once examined 
in an abattoir between flesh and meat.

So when in Silvers Alter and Versifier Czarnecki 
involves you in genetic selection, the projec-
tions mix and bounce around the room like light 
in a projection booth. From the ancient past the 
human genome projects onto the assembling 
cells its map. It has been shining this light, 
beaming this message, for a million years. Large 
tracts of the human genome are not only the 
same as the genome of chimpanzees, they are 
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damn near the same as that of mice. As starfish. 
Not much more distinguishes human DNA from 
an amoeba’s. After all, much of the work (‘build 
me a cell for converting sunlight into vitamins’) is 
pretty much the same for pretty much everything 
that slithers. Genes shine down the long aeons 
of time into the present, and where they shine 
their light, molecules assemble themselves into 
the shape of that projection. And from the tiny 
thing, so small that a copy curls up in every one 
of the trillion cells in these bodies of ours, a light 
radiates that builds the epidermis in its image.
Of course, there is mutation. Every now and then 
some trick of fate flips a switch, and brings a 
useful trait like immunity to malaria. Or a less 
useful one, like sickle-cell anaemia, which, cruelly 
enough, is the same mutation as that of resistance 
to malaria. Without the mutation, you might not 
live long enough to breed. With it you might live 
long enough to suffer its unkind sibling.

No-one said life was kind.

And so Czarnecki brings us into the room full 
of projections, naked patients waiting for their 
treatment who are also lovers waiting for our 
response, and asks us to mutate them. And 
for what? Isn’t the landscape of a human hair 
enough, projected to the size of a wall? Isn’t the 
sight of platelets of blood? There’s something 
here about congenital defects in eyesight, but 
who would risk messing with genes that might 
turn out to be the ones that are resistant to some 
vile disease or that correct the eyes but at the 
same time disable some crucial gland? After all, 
now the genome is mapped, there’s the even 
vaster task of mapping the human brain, and 
no-one has much of an idea how that works at 

all. Messing with eyes is, anyway, like messing 
with the brain – so close together, and hardwired. 
Two of the participants didn’t even know they had 
the defect, so how useful is it to fix it anyway?

Because it is important to know what we are 
doing. Genes are very conservative. They don’t 
like change, and usually change has to be forced 
on them by cosmic radiation or something 
equally unanswerable. But we change. Whether 
we want to or not we make history day by day. 
We project ourselves willy nilly onto everyone 
else. We select partners, have their kids, change 
the fate of the world hour by hour, year on year. 
All the unborn lie numbly round our feet, cluster 
like dumb ghosts in the dark that surrounds the 
long project of DNA.

* As if to have a body, be a body, were easy, or as 
if to see a body were in any way any more natural. 
Rotoscoping, a kind of tracing, ties Czarnecki’s 
imagery to drawing: a kind of digital tracing, 
painstaking, frame by frame, that separates the 
body from its ground, makes it more naked by 
erasing the world. As if, to get the penny to drop, 
you had to remove the floor. Each sequence, 
sometimes each frame, goes through anything up 
to sixty digital iterations through industrial image-
processing software, Photoshop, AfterEffects, 
Apple’s Shake and the ominously titled FinalCut.

But everyone knows that in the digital arena there 
is no final cut. There is no definitive moment 
when you stand back from the canvas and say, 
there, that’s it, that’s perfect. As Mallarmé said of 
poems, these works are not finished – they are 
abandoned. But that act of abandonment is what 
finishes the artist’s work, and doubly. The first 
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time, these naked souls, bare below the flesh, 
are abandoned by their maker, thrust out like 
fledglings from the nest. The second time round, 
they are abandoned to the tender mercies of their 
audiences, who in interactions, or in the visceral 
and mental reactions the work evokes, remake 
the work. Are these bodies tortured, anorexic, 
brutalised, laid out on the operating table to in-
criminate everyone who looks? Or are they undis-
covered beauties, like the tales the first microsco-
pists left of the unparalleled beauty of fleas?

Traced, retraced, reimaged, divorced from their 
origins, blended, colourised, a drive simultane-
ously into increasingly embodied embodiment 
and increasingly virtual vitality, the figures 
and their own taut disciplines of muscle and 
motion – are they ripped apart by contradiction 
or resolved in the mystical rebellion of the flesh 
and the machine? Even the doctor accused of the 
institutional control of looking has to acquaint 
himself over and over again with the frailty and 
the unbearable resilience of bodies, bodies in 
pain, bodies that, no matter how thin the thread 
that hooks them onto life, refuse to die. Like the 
stretched figures of petroglyphs, these stylised, 
elongated and compressed frames, curled to a 
foetus or laid out like a deposition at the foot of
the cross of the Son of Man, require our tender-
ness, our pity.

A circle then, for Infected, the ancient cycle, and 
in its braided coil surrounded, lifted out of gravity, 
the bodies vibrate suspended between unutter-
able age and unendurable futurity, a timelessness 
ravaged by eternal return. In Luminary, a project 
with Mike Stubbs, Czarnecki beamed vast images 
from a lighthouse, and sounds invisibly to nearby 

car radios tuned to secret frequencies. Not 
landscape format, but the landscape as recipient, 
for miles around, of a projection it alone was big 
enough to encompass, perhaps even to see.

Digital artists cannot and do not get away with 
shoddy work. Czarnecki’s craft is as intense 
as tapestry. Each phase and frame is carefully 
polished, reframed, filtered, flared, and each 
element of installation worked on in hands and 
mind, like Stages Elements and its twin 9 x 2m 
screens, its band of one-way mirrors, audience 
as spectacle in a frame whose dimensions owe 
nothing to the cinema, the TV or the beaux arts. 
Few artists have made projection truly their 
medium, interrogated its possibilities, tuned 
image to canvas as Czarnecki has. The space
of projection is a zone of sculptural, architectural, 
public space in which we confront images of 
power, grace and terror – images that speak
of the necessity of being bodies, of the loneliness 
of existing inside an epidermis, of the ecstasy of 
pores and exhalations, the agonies of escape.
A record of impossibilities in a space made other. 
Irrational times in a space of movement. Projec-
tions into time of spaces that make these times 
in the gallery other, confronting them with their 
own alienation. An empathy printed on the world 
and its retinas. A project, a projectile, a projective 
geometry (where points and lines are inter-
changeable). As though my body was projected 
onto me.

Projections of furious compassion for the 
condition of being us. Projections of compassion-
ate fury for the condition of not being us.
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Camera: Sam Meech, Gina Czarnecki. Photography: Tim Brunsden. Graphic 

elements: Sam Meech. Narrator: Terry Dickman. Funded by DADAFEST 

2010 and the Wellcome Trust. Made for BBC BigScreens. Thanks to Imperial 

College London, Bren O’Callaghan, Mike, Saskia and Lola.

THE GARSTON WORKS

Sir Alfred Jones Memorial Garden 2011 

Gina Czarnecki. Assisted by: Sam Meech, Dr Rod Dillon of the Liverpool 

School of Tropical Medicine, Chris Watson, and FACT’s community 

programme tenantspin. Commissioned by FACT (Foundation for Art and 

Creative Technology) and Liverpool City Council in partnership with Liverpool 

and Sefton Health Partnership and Liverpool PCT. Supported by Small Arts 

Award for R&D from the Wellcome Trust, Rod Dillon, Liverpool School of 

Tropical Medicine, LabC (Liverpool Arts and Biosciences Collective). Garston 

Pump Gina Czarnecki with Darren Longthorne and Davey Jones.

The Amber Forest Chris Watson. Surrounding the sculpture you can hear 

the layered sounds recorded in various tropical locations mixed to create an 

ambience, transporting you to a remote tropical rainforest.

Liverpool Botanical Collection The planting in the garden uses sub-tropical 

species. Liverpool Botanical Collection, one of the oldest plant collections in the 

country, and one of the largest in municipal ownership, has kindly donated some 

of the plants. Liverpool City Council manages the collection, which dates back over 

two hundred years, and this is the first time these plants have been on permanent 

display for 30 years due to the Botanical Gardens’ closures over the years. These 

plants can also be seen inside the atrium within the large planters.

ENDANGERED TRADES Lightbox artwork, 2.5m x 0.4m. The artwork was 

created by working with local traders with generations of accumulated 

knowledge. Commissioned by FACT (Foundation for Art and Creative Technol-

ogy) and Liverpool City Council in partnership with Liverpool and Sefton Health 

Partnership and Liverpool PCT. Supported by a Small Arts Award for R&D 

from the Wellcome Trust and LabC (Liverpool Arts and Biosciences Collective).

QUARANTINE 

With Iona Kewney. Funded by Arts Council England North West. Produced 

by Sam Meech. Co-produced by Forma. Sound: Chris Watson. DOP: Terry 

Flaxton. Camera assistant: Alex Bynge. Dolly/grip: Eyelights Ltd. Runner: 

HUMANCRAFT

Editors: Boo Chapple and Sara-Jayne Parsons. Funded by the Wellcome Trust.

Design: Neringa Plange. Copy-editor: Helen Tookey. Advisors: Bronac Ferran 

and Mike Stubbs. Assisted by Sam Meech. 

WASTED (with consent)

In collaboration with Sara Rankin. Assisted by Sam Meech and the

Liverpool Art and Biosciences Collective (LabC).

Medical and ethical advisors: Professor Justin Cobb, Professor Paul

McArthur, Dr Rod Dillon, The Human Tissue Authority, The Kennedy Institute, 

The Natural History Museum London, Imperial College London, Maurice 

Davies, Head of Policy and Communication, Museums Association, Office 

for Research Ethics Committees Northern Ireland, Office for Research 

Ethics Committees United Kingdom, David Simpkin, University of Liverpool, 

BAPRAS, Carol Ebenezer, Research Ethics Committee Co-ordinator North 

West England, Andy Miah, Professor in Ethics and Emerging Technologies, 

Professor Françoise Shenfield, surgeon and ethicist UCLH, The Liverpool 

School of Tropical Medicine.

WASTED Palaces

Commissioned by the Bluecoat, Liverpool and Imperial College London. 

Supported by the Wellcome Trust, the Science Museum London, and all

the donors of milk teeth. Fabrication with MDM Props ltd. 

WASTED www.palaces.org.uk 

Co-producer: Bren O Callaghan. Website: Jean O Brien. Animation: Design By 

Day. Voiceover: Marie Louise Cookson. Composer: Michael Doherty. Voiceover 

production: Weareboy.co.uk. 

WASTED Trophies of Empire 2 and Canapé 

with Sara Rankin, Sam Meech and Rod Dillon. Carpenter: Mike Kerslake. 

Technical advisor: Daz Longi. Initial r&d: Pernille Spence. Supported by 

METAL. Funded by the Wellcome Trust.

WASTED Diagram for a Summerhouse. Thanks to all the staff at the Trident 

Dental Laboratory, Rose Lane, Liverpool.

.



Rachel Tracey. Thanks to Kamal Ackerie and Forma, the People Show, Four 

Corners, Roland Denning. Funded by Arts Council England North West.

PRECIOUS, 2009 video 24 min. Commissioned through Chaturangan and 

Liverpool Primary Care Trust. Assisted by Bisakha Sarker, Ali Harwood, Chris 

Davies, Julie Hanna. Initiated at the Banff Centre, Canada, as part of a Fleck 

Fellowship Award 2004. Funded by Liverpool Capital of Culture. On permanent 

exhibition, Biomedical Research Centre, Royal Liverpool Hospital.

SPINTEX, 2008 HD Blu-ray, 10 min. Made with Ulf Langheinrich. Funded by 

Capture and Arts Council England. Produced by Forma.

NASCENT 2005 8min video

With Australian Dance Theatre (ADT). Choreographer: Garry Stewart. 

Composer (Nascent): Christian Fennesz. Effects programmer: Stephen 

Dixon. Assistant: Damian Blythe. Installation technicians: Kamal Ackerie, 

Rob Salvatore. Performers: Ross McCormack, Larissa McGowan, Xiao-Xuan 

Yang, Paul Zivkovich, Daniel Sedgwick. Director of photography: Tony Clark 

ACS. Steadicam operator: Andy Stankovich. Gaffer: Chris Herzfeld. Key grip: 

Marcus Bosisto. Camera assistant: Jake Peterson. With special thanks to Mike 

Stubbs, Damian Blythe, Steve Dixon. Co-produced by Forma/Australian Dance 

Theatre. Funded by Arts Council England. Supported by Adelaide Film Festival 

2005. Winner of Australian Dance Awards Best Dance Film 2005. Winner of 

Reeldance Best Australian/New Zealand Dance Film 2005. Delegates award 

Dance screen IMZ Brighton UK 2005.

SPINE/CELLMASS 18 min video installations. In addition to the above. 

Composers: Gina Czarnecki, Darrin VerHargen, Christian Fennesz. Commis-

sioned by AVO6. Supported by Arts Council England. Additionally Spine Union 

for Melbourne Laneways supported by City of Melbourne Collections. 131 

Gallery New York.

CONTAGION interactive installation

Programming: Tim Kreger. Sound: Christian Fennesz. Evaluation, participation 

and interaction research: Lizzie Muller. Programming stage 1: Rob Stewart 

(intern, the Victorian College of Art), Brandon Tay (intern, RMIT). Technical 

assistance: Damien Blythe. Image research: Damien Pierce. Consultant epide-

miologists: Dr James Fielding, Dr Stephen Corbett, Dr Keith Skeen, Professor 

Nick Crofts. Facilitation of collaborators’ meetings: Julianne Pierce. Created in 

three stages. Stage 1, State Library Victoria, thanks to Indra Kurzanine. Stage 2, 

Beta Space, The Powerhouse, Sydney, with Creativity and Cognition Studios at 

University of Technology Sydney. Stage 3, The Victorian College of Art, Roger 

Alsop and his students, Erin Brannighan, writer, and Queensland University 

of Technology with Brisbane International Festival. Thanks to QUT staff, Ernest 

Edmonds and Linda Candy and Andrea Kelist. Website: Smiling Wolf. Funded 

by the Large Arts Awards, the Wellcome Trust, with additional funding from 

Arts Victoria art and innovation award and Melbourne City Council Arts 

Awards. Produced by Gina Czarnecki with Forma Art and Media.

SILVERS ALTER funded with a Creative Scotland Award 2002 Scottish Arts 

Council, and Arts Council of England National Touring Scheme. 

Sponsors: Reflecmedia – provision of ‘retro-reflective’ technology with the 

donation of ChromatteTM fabric and LiteRing for blue screen requirements, 

QIAGEN Ltd – providing QIAamp DNA Mini kits for the DNA extraction stage 

for analysis. Made in association with the Human Genome Mapping Project 

Research Centre (HGMP RC), Cambridge. DNA analysis: Dr Roos Eisma 

(main programmer). Dr Keith Skeene, Life Sciences, University of Dundee. Dr 

Alan Prescott, Microimagery. Wellcome Trust. University of Dundee. Costart. 

Computer Sciences, Loughborough University. Project management and 

exhibition: The Arts Catalyst. Camera: Roland Denning. Thank you to Rob, 

Gillean and Nicola and all the people filmed.

VERSIFIER: Stages Elements Humans, 1998

Remembering lost friends. Nik Houghton and Sandra Lahire. Camera: 

George Saxon. Assistant: John Briscoe. Thanks to Anna Thew and Martin 

Lugg, Dierdre Makenna, Steve Partridge, Carol Hill, Marcus Czarnecki and all 

participants. Collections ACMI, Melbourne, Australia, 2002. Funded by Year of 

Photography 1998. Commissioned through Hull Time Based Arts. Supported 

by the University of Dundee.

INFECTED

Gina Czarnecki in collaboration with improvising dancer Iona Kewney. 

Sound: Christian Fennesz. Camera DOP: Roland Denning. Camera 

assistant: Mike Stubbs. Funded by Capture, Arts Council England, 2002. 

Produced by David Metcalfe.

With thanks to Forma.
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