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The D.N.A of Space 

 

Contextualisation 

 

 Within contemporary arts practice my work sits within the context of identity.  

Not so much in how our individual identities are formulated but more in how we 

identify with spaces, and specifically how we identify with spaces that exist as a 

consequence of society. 

 

 During this MA I have observed that a spaces identity is formulated by a 

combination of time and events, which consequently suggest a narrative.  This 

narrative then becomes the basis upon which we create our perceptions of a space.  

For the purpose of this paper I will contextualise my practice by looking at artists 

whose work deals with the notion of time, events and narratives. 

 

 Vera Lutter (apen: 1) uses the concept of time as a tool to create her work.  

She practices photography in its most elementary form and in an extremely artificial 

manner.  She works with the original principles of the light drawn image; she sets up 

large boxes to capture the light often using entire rooms as her cameras.  She covers 

the windows in black plastic, makes a small hole in the centre of this and thus exposes 

the photo paper hung on the opposite wall sometimes for periods of up to a week. 

 The pictures become originals created without a negative. There are no tricks, no 

retouching, her work simply documents the fall of light that inscribes itself in the 

pictures as areas of darkness.   

 



 Lutter’s subject matter has relevance to my own practice.  Her photos depict a 

phantom counter-world of city views, airports, docks and factories.  It is an uneasy, 

silent world, without people, leaving the impression of condensed, suspended time.  

Lutter’s utilises the process of time to create her work.  By using time and light in this 

way her photos show the manifestation of time and of the events that shaped it. 

 

 Another artist whose work shows the evidence of time within objects is the 

Mexican Gabriel Orozco.  His work makes use of salvaged everyday objects, but for 

Orozco the significance lies not in the objects themselves but in his encounter with 

them and their subsequent transformation.  In Black Kites (1997) (apen: 2), a human 

skull is graphed out with a chessboard grid turning it into a densely allusive entity that 

contrasts the ideas of intellect, modernist history and Mexican symbolism with death. 

  

 Orozco is interested in how he affects the objects, how his fingers change its 

form, and this concept runs true in a wider sense of his sculptural and photographic 

practice that constantly returns to the material collision of culture and nature, man and 

his environment.  He articulates this in the most intimate of terms in fragile 

improvisational objects chracterised by an ephemeral, modest beauty.  One work in 

particular that I feel a connection towards is ‘Lintels’ (2001) (apen: 3) which is a 

collection of flimsy lint mats saved from Laundromat tumble dryers after a years 

worth of clothes washing.  Like a spaces identity that is shaped over time and through 

our encounter with it, this work shows in quite a poignant manner the passing of time 

within an object, and the intertwining of a body and its surroundings. 

 

 With regards to specifically locating a narrative within spaces that are relevant 

to my current practice, I’d like to bring to attention the work of Iain Sinclair and Chris 

Petit, and their video collaboration ‘London Orbital’.  In this documentary Iain 

Sinclair re-counts his experience of being a pedestrian on the M25 (inspired by his 

book also titled ‘London Orbital’ which was written prior to this collaboration) 

whereas Chris Petit chose to circumnavigate this ring road by car.  Both individuals 

seek to discover the true identity of this non-space and locate something personal 

within it.  



 Most interestingly with this work is how the sense of narrative develops for 

Sinclair, yet deteriorates for Petit.  Sinclair’s pedestrian experience allows for a 

narrative to develop at a memorable rate, the process of walking makes Sinclair’s 

account vivid yet personal; he pulls out the history as he slowly passes through it, but 

most importantly he had the company of several people who accompanied him on 

various stretches of the journey, and these people punctuate the experience with there 

own idiosyncrasies that become part of the personal, part of the experience and part of 

the journey.  

 

 In contrast Petit’s narrative is manipulated by constant speed and  

repetition. He found that when in a car, which is a sealed, stable, weightless  

environment coupled with the continuous blur of the landscape slowly  

perpetuated him into a dream like state.  This experience eventually blurs Petit’s 

narrative into something un-identifiable.  The M25 sends Petit into a state of narcosis 

and this eventually breaks any personal connection with the landscape that he 

attempts to find. 

 

  

 My practice situates itself around similar notions that the artists I have chosen to 

highlight use as the basis for their own contemporary practice.  It is about how we 

affect space, how we formulate our perception of a space and also how these spaces 

affect us.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Project Report 

 

 I have always been fascinated by the human race, the society we have created, 

and how we position ourselves within this man made world. The concept of identity 

has always been important within my work, and my practice throughout this MA has 

focused on how we identify, or fail to identify with spaces that exist as a consequence 

of society, the urban space.  I began to research what contributes to our understanding 

and identifying of a place, and discovered its antithesis, the non-place.  The writings 

of French anthropologist Marc Augé on the relationship between place and space 

acted as the foundation from which to base my research upon.  According to Augé: 

 

‘If a place can be defined as relational, historical and concerned with identity, then a 

space which can not be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity 

will be a non-place’ 

 

 Augé observed that spaces such as motorways, hotels, airports and 

supermarkets all embodied a new transience perpetuated by the onset of 

supermodernity. Augé argued that these spaces affected us in ways previously un-

experienced, placing new demands on the individual and our levels of observation.  

He writes:  

 

The plurality of places, the demands it makes on the powers of observation and 

description (the impossibility of seeing everything or saying everything), and the 

resulting feeling of ‘disorientation’ causes a break or discontinuity between the 

spectator-traveller and the space of the landscape he is contemplating or rushing 

through.  This prevents him from perceiving it as a place, from being fully present in 

it.’ 

 I based my proposal upon these observations.  The challenge then become to 

locate the personal within these non-spaces, to find the landscapes true identity, to 

question conventional attitudes towards them and to understand how they affect us, 

and also how we affect them. 



 One of my objectives was to look at a selection of non-places that had the 

most relevance to me (these being the motorway, underground and the supermarket) 

with the intention eventually focusing on just one.  Through a process my project 

eventually focused solely on the motorway as a space. 

 

 With regards to how this particular non-space affects the individual; I found 

that the speed in which we travel through the motorway contributes greatly towards 

the conventional attitude that many of us have towards it, which is one of boredom 

and repetition.  On the motorway our senses are fragmented, where the sights, tastes, 

smells and sounds are reduced to a two-dimensional view through a car windscreen.  

As we accelerate through the space means we are always in a state of distraction, 

having to deal with a barrage of visual stimuli.  Augé supports this when he wrote: 

 

‘Space, as a frequentation of places rather than place stem in effect from the double 

movement; the traveller’s movement, of course, but also a parallel movement of the 

landscape which he catches only in partial glimpses, as a series of ‘snapshots’ piled 

hurriedly into his memory and, literally, recomposed in the account he gives to them.’ 

 

 In many ways the motorway exemplifies how we experience our modern 

world, which is as one of accelerated movement buffeted by a constant flow of people 

and information where everyday experience is increasingly about a fast-paced flow of 

imagery.  This led me to question that because of this accelerated experience, we have 

we learned to overlook the subtlety and detail of the landscape? And what 

consequences does this have on how we may identify with the space? 

 

 Our relationship with the motorway is transient and temporary, and like our 

experience of it, many examples of identity within this space also appear to be 

transient.  Examples could be as fleeting as a bag that blows through and away from 

the trees that stand on the roadside, or the last dregs of a coffee cup emptied out of a 

car window temporarily staining the asphalt.  No matter how slight, our movement 



through this space creates events, and these events all contribute to the landscapes 

complex identity. 

 

 The next contributing factor is time.  Like all spaces, the motorway is shaped 

by the time we spend within it, every event that occurs within this landscape 

originates from an individuals act of journey through it, as this process is repeated, the 

space becomes shaped by the accumulation of events we advertently, or inadvertently 

impact upon it.  Whether it be the cracks and marks within the white lines that 

segregate the flow of traffic, or the exhaust fumes from our cars slowly staining the 

undersides of the bypasses, we still affect it, and these events all manifest themselves 

within the space constantly reshaping its identity. 

 

 Finally, the combination of time plus events allows for a narrative to develop.  

Michel de Certeau (whose writings Augé draws upon for the basis of his own 

argument) highlights the importance of narratives that ceaselessly ‘transforms places 

into spaces and spaces into places’ 

 

‘There follows, naturally a distinction between ‘doing’ and ‘seeing’, observable in 

everyday language which by turn suggests a picture (‘there is…’) and organises 

movements (‘you go in, you cross, you turn…’) 

 

 This results in the authorisation of a journey narrative, which is compatible 

with the double necessity of ‘doing’ and ‘seeing’‘….histories of journeys and actions 

are punctuated by the mention of the places resulting from them or authorising them’  

Through this process spaces become authorised as places, this makes it possible for us 

to identify with them as we attempt to relate to the narratives that define them 

historically, or as places of memory 

  

 Narratives are an important element for the comprehension a space yet I have 

found that the narratives non-places generate does not conform to this conventional 

process as defined by Certeau.  The non-place creates a new type of narrative, an 



almost silent narrative, one that is ephemeral and like our experience of it, is in a 

sense, a transient one.  The identity of this space can be found within the 

accumulation of subtle changes resulting from our collective presence within it.  It 

may be that because of how we conventionally experience the motorway, in 

continuous transience as we travel at speed in our vehicles, we, as Augé observed, are 

never truly within it, physically and also mentally.  We fail to relate to the space 

because it is not on our agenda to do so, we have little intention to recollect our 

experience of it and therefore fail to see the changes that are the result of our own 

actions, and because of this the spaces true identity becomes lost, it is not 

acknowledged by us, therefore not authorised and consequently never exists. 

 

 Maybe that why I am writing now, as an artist, to bring my observations to the 

attention of others, for there is an identity within this space that is comprehendible, 

it’s just that it defies conventional understanding of how we relate to space.  I can see 

why people chose to visit places that have been shaped by history and are rich in 

literal narratives, for there is something to relate too, events to comprehend that 

happened there once in time, but for me there is something more poignant about 

discovering something within a space that would have otherwise been lost.  It 

becomes more personal to you, something you can keep just for you, and for that I 

find these anonymous zones more challenging and compelling than spaces that have 

been previously defined by guidebooks and journey narratives now ready for our 

consumption. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Plan for Further Development 

 

 

 The methodology that this MA has afforded me the time to develop, which is 

the process of breaking down a space into its component parts, or deciphering the 

‘D.N.A’ of a space can be applied to all spaces.  I plan to continue to apply this 

process to other spaces and let my future work act as a catalyst for the formulation of 

new ideas and methodologies. 

 

 I am currently involved in a new project conceptualised by Adriano Cassanova 

(a student I have met whilst studying at Camberwell) that will continue to evolve 

beyond this MA.  This project is titled ‘Connecting Urban Spaces’ and it involves the 

collaboration of nine artists situated in different areas of the world working together 

within a ‘virtual gallery’, a website setup for us to exchange ideas, post photographs 

and for general collaboration.  The projects intention is to create artwork that reveals 

new ways of perceiving our urban environment.  The idea is that we continue to 

collaborate with each other through this virtual space, affecting and changing the 

work with the intention of having a physical show at a gallery in Berlin in November 

exhibiting the results of this process.  It is an exciting new way of working, a new 

way of collaborating and one that is now only possible because of the advances in 

digital technology. 

 

 Finally, during my B.A I created a foundation from which my M.A could stand 

upon.  I feel that during my M.A I have built a small town on top of this foundation, 

now I want to continue with my ideas and turn that town into a preverbal city.  The 

M.A has acted perfectly, maturing my practice, and most importantly, I have really 

enjoyed it.           
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Appendices 

 
Appendix 1: 

‘155 West 66 Street, New York City, VIII: August 25 2005’ (2005) Vera Lutter 



 

 
‘Berlin, Holzmarkstrasse: August 31, 2003’ (2003) Vera Lutter  

 



 
Appendix 2: 

‘Black Kites’ (1997) Gabriel Orozco 

 



 
 

Appendix 3: 

‘Lintels’ (2001) Gabriel Orozco 


