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Transposition I – Unmake

‘Transposition I’ addressesthe unmakingof previouspracticesasI crossdisciplinaryboundaries,

transferideasand‘things’from oneplaceto another,andtentativelytestout how documentation of

personalexperiencemight becomematerialfor artisticpracticeandresearch.

Drawing onwrittenandphotographic notesI explorethisunmakingof practice,andthe inherentrisks

of personal exposurethroughthe performance,production,and presentation ofwork(s) suchas

Intimacy Unguarded , A Grand Deception , andtheTesting Testing project.
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Intimacy Unguarded
2016

IntimacyUnguardedrespondsto materialdiscussedin the ‘RolandBarthes
ReadingGroup’,facilitatedbyartist-writerSharonKivland.1 In March2016,
readingBarthes’sThePreparationoftheNovel,Sessionof December9, 1979,
weareeachaskedto make anaffectiveresponseto a ‘punctum’momentin
the form of an abstractfor a paper. I respondto the ideaof ‘codeand
fantasy’which,Barthessuggests,is ‘animportant problem.’2

The title of the work is borrowedfrom the ‘IntimacyUnguarded’project
andsymposium hosted byprofessorJoanneMorraand artistEmma Talbot.
Thisaddressesthesubjectof how the personalbecomesmaterialfor artistic
practice– articulatedthrough ‘sometypeof production(of words,images,
gestures etc.) whetherconscious or unconscious’– andtherisks involved.3

Exploring the fantasy of moving aspectsof my practice from art
(psycho)therapyto art academia andthe tensions inherentin exchanging the
codesand conventionsof one for the other,I respondto the task on
impulserather thanwith anythingparticular inmind.
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INTIMACY UNGUARDED

Tissue paper, Brusho, PVA, on white card, 59.4 × 84.1, typed and handwritten documentation



On 11 May 2016I presentboth material andtextualworks to the
RolandBarthes ReadingGroup performingareadingalongside it.
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The once white paper – tissue – creased – fragile – lies on

the clean virgin white – pure untouched – background,

stained irretrievably – unrecoverable in its original state

– pinned – stuck down at four corners as if fixed in time

and space – suspended – exposed to view.

The maker looks on from a distance – looks down from above –

looks back inside to a place in the past that returns to the

present. She touches the once white paper which gives way

beneath the fingers. No longer stained, but washed clean.

She is reminded – taken back to a place in time – a place in

mind and body that could not be held - obliterated –

submerged – only to re-emerge again.

The once white paper – tissue – creased – fragile – lies on

the clean virgin white – pure untouched – background,

stained irretrievably – unrecoverable in its original state

– holding the imprint of greens and reds – stained by

colours that colour the memory that can be held in body and

mind – finally.

07

INTIMACY UNGUARDED, 2016
Text from performative reading
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A Grand Deception
2017

An experimentalwriting, A GrandDeceptionemergesfrom a seriesof
workshops on the‘Writing Art’ moduleat SheffieldHallamUniversity, led
by Dr SharonKivland. Drawingon an examination ofself asmaterialfor
artisticproduction, the workshopsinvite participantsto considernarratives
that weavebetweeninternaland externallandscapes,working againstthe
linearandreplicatingthewanderingsof the unconscious.

Basedon thedreamsof participants, thecollectedtextsentitledTheDreamers,
is published byMA BIBLIOTHÈQUE, with short introductoryessaysby
RebeccaJagoe,SharonKivland, John McDowall, and dreamtexts by
MA/MFA and Ph.D. studentsAmeera Al-Aji, Andrea Berry,Emma
Bolland,Luke Chapman,Helen Clarke,LouiseFinney,Debbie Michaels,
AmeenaNaushahi,RachelSmith,RachelTaylor, andLunzhaoWu.

Further details of The Dreamers can be found at
https://www.debbiemichaels.co.uk/publications.php

09

https://www.debbiemichaels.co.uk/nothing-much


For A GrandDeceptionI mergewakingmemorieswith dreams,andsubjective
reflection with imagination– fictionalisingthe personalas I shift the
pronounfrom ‘I’ to ‘she’,andthe narrative awayfrom logic,grammar, and
punctuationto the randomness of the unconscious.

A short reading from the text can be heard at 
https://www.debbiemichaels.co.uk/dreamers.php
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https://www.debbiemichaels.co.uk/dreamers.php
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A GRAND DECEPTION

in The Dreamers, ed. by Sharon Kivland, London: MA BIBIOTHÈQUE, 2017, 105–114



12



The Testing Testingproject involved a group of eleven doctoral
researchersbasedin the FineArts at SheffieldHallamUniversity,and
took the formof anexhibitionat SIA Gallery,asymposiumevent,and
two publications. InitiatedbyJoRay andMichaelDaytheaim wasto

‘extend a discussion about research in art practice 
by showing the evolving stages of practice- based 

research.’ 4

Testing Testing
Making as Research

2016

Further details of the exhibition, symposium, and publications can be found at 
http://testingtesting.org.uk

13

http://testingtesting.org.uk/


Testingout theideaof movingaspectsof myart (psycho)therapypractice
from oneplaceto anotherI exploreanddocument thereflexive dialogues
that emergein the spaces betweenunmaking,re-making,andexhibitingan
‘art therapyobject’(not madefor publicview)within a fine art research
context.5

The followingpagesdrawon processnotesandother documentationasI
record the object’sunmakingand its exposureto the gazeof the art
academy.

14

Document the unmaking of an Object
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‘…almost like an object you would hang on your door to ward off evil spirits – like a dream-catcher…
something quite profound about the piece – ritualistic wrapping – as if it could have had a function many years ago.’ 6

16



I’m roughly circular and measure about 190mm in diameter
and about 30mm thick, so I’m not very large. I’m made up
of various materials wrapped and layered around a central
circular core, and I have a hole in the middle. Some
layers, the top ones, are brightly coloured. The layers
beneath seem duller, but are made from more natural
materials and form a complex weave. I’m quite soft I
suppose, but also a bit fragile. It wouldn’t do to handle
me too much and it wouldn’t take much to unravel me and
then where would I be – naked! If I fell apart I expect
I’d just be thrown in the bin – wouldn’t be much use . The
materials I’m made of aren’t valuable in themselves. They
are quite ordinary things, some more practical like string
and scrim and others are more decorative, childlike and
playful – like the ribbon, pipe-cleaners, and feathers.
But all the different materials are somehow bound together.
Some of them may seem a bit trivial, but without them I
wouldn’t be me. Oh, I forgot, there is also some black
plastic twine. I don’t like that part much. I feel it could
choke the life out of me if it was tightened up. How
strange. I’ve lived with it for so long and never thought
of it like that before?! And the core material – it’s
quite resilient I think . It’s a long time since I’ve really
thought about it, but I guess it must be. At least I hope
it is, as it forms my core structure and therefore is a
critical part of what holds me together!
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I dream abouttheobject– aboutunmakingit. Butas
I unmake,it isasif thematerialturns intostuffing–
choppeduppiecesofstocking,stuffedinto anotherto
formthemiddle. It’s all breakingup– disintegrating
and I can’t find the originalpieces.Theyhave
disappeared. I lookfor them– tryingto findthem
underall this‘stuff.’
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I am awareof the cameraswatchingme […] it is justmy handsand
arms andthematerialsin the frame. Icanseemy handsandthe close
up of what I am doing in the videoscreen whichis helpful, butalso
makesmeawareof keepingtheobjectin thepicture,soI amconscious
of this particular viewpoint. As I ‘unmake’or ‘unwrap’the object,one
material ata timeI haveasenseof undressing it, particularlywhenI get
to the layersof scrim– or takingoff bandages,carefully. With earlier
layers– surfacelayers– I look for anendto begin with. Often theyare
tuckedin behind somethingelse. Someare easyto find, otherstake
longer[…] As each piece comesfree it joins the gatheringcollection
beneathmy hands. When I reachthe final layerof scrim I sort the
materials andmovethemto onesideto createsomespaceto complete
the unwrapping[…] I feelI amunwrappingandlayingsomethingbare
– uncoveringthevulnerableinnercoreof theobject.
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A circularshapewitha gap–
a space[…] I amleft witha
memorypromptedonly by
photographs andthe sensory
memory– asenseoftheobject,
as if therehas beena death
[…] Theexposedendslookas
if theymighthavebeentorn –
stumpsof limbscometo mind,
passing through almost
unnoticed.
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I laythestraightenedpipecleanersout inarow on thecard. Theypresent
differentlyfrom thosecurledup asa resultof beingwound aroundthe
object for so manyyears. Continuinga similarprocess withthe other
materialsI lay themout on thecard,putting the measuredown nextto
them. The blacktwine which seemsthe most incongruousis the most
difficult to control. I stretchthethreelengthsout betweenmyfingersand
lay them out on thecardbut theyhavea life of their own, curling up
againbeforemy eyesas they retreatto a more familiar configuration.
EventuallyI tapethemdown,asif the onlywayI can measurethemis to
control thelife in them.

Photographingeachin turn I makeakind of inventory, noticingthat they
bearlittle relationto theoriginalobject. They seemalmostunrecognisable
ashavingcontributedto its form, asif stripped ofanymeaning beyond
the purpose forwhich they were designed.
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Stage an Encounter 

How exposed do I want it to feel?
24
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Multi-media installation 340 x 150 x 150, duration: 50 + 10 minutes (loop), 2016

26

An excerpt from the video can be found at

https://www.debbiemichaels.co.uk/between.php

https://www.debbiemichaels.co.uk/between.php
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TESTING TESTING, 2016

Exhibitionviews,includingworksby: DebbieMichaels,RachelEmilyTaylor,EmmaBolland,RoseButler,Susannah Gent,JoRay, andEmmaO’Connor
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TESTING TESTING Symposium

2September 2016

30

Discuss

‘Each artistinvites critical discussionfrom the
symposiumattendeeson their project, withafocus
on how she or he approachesdialogue in hisor
her work: howcan artpractice enable,obscureand
facilitate it?The artists’alsohavethe opportunity
to asktheaudiencespecific questions in relationto
their practicein thecontextof dialogue.’7



‘It’s really seldom that you sit in front of a piece of art and want to touch it.
That was my initial impulse was to touch it and rearrange it’ .

‘I just sort of felt like I should do something […] I think it was because I was facing the other chair that
I thought maybe – I don’t know really – I just felt that there was something I was supposed to do but I
didn’t know what it was .’

‘I couldn’t bringmyselftosit inthechair. It feltdestructive– theunravelling– Icouldn’t bringmyselftodo that.’
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‘The object exists only because of, and in response to, the object it once was’

Sharon Kivland, 2016
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Notes

1. ‘The RolandBarthes ReadingGroup’,whichI joinedin 2015, sustainedfor oversixyearsunder thetutelageof Dr SharonKivlandandservednot onlyas
anenvironmentin whicha text is discussed– Barthes’sThePreparationofTheNovel,(translatedby KateBriggs)– but also asa communityanda spaceto
think about the process ofreading andits relationto writing.

2. RolandBarthes,ThePreparationoftheNovel: LectureCoursesandSeminarsat theCollegeDeFrance(1978-1979and1979-1980). trans. KateBriggs. ed. by Nathalie
Léger, NYC: ColumbiaUniversityPress,2010, 10–16. In CameraLucida:ReflectionsonPhotography, Barthesdescribesthe ‘punctum’ momentasthe ‘element
whichrisesfrom thescene,shoots out ofit likeanarrow,andpiercesme...’,p. 26.

3. Morra,Joanne,andEmmaTalbot, 'IntimacyUnguarded: How thePersonalBecomesMaterial',JournalofVisualArt Practice,16, 3,2017, 159–62. Seealso
'IntimacyUnguarded: Gender,the Unconscious,andContemporaryArt’, Symposium, London,FreudMuseum,27February2016.

4. MichaelDay andJoRay,Testing Testing: Prologue(Vol. 1), Sheffield: SheffieldHallamUniversity,Art andDesignResearchUnit, 2016, p. 5.

5. The ‘object’was madein the contextof a CommunityArts project,‘A Casefor Art’, whichcelebratedarts, health andemotionalwellbeingfor World
Mental Health Day2006. Thecentralaim wasto makepublic,artworkbeing producedin manydifferentsettingsin Sheffieldbypeoplewith wideranging
experiencesof art in relationshipto mentalhealth andwellbeing. I wasrecruitedalongwith anotherart (psycho)therapist,to facilitatea workshop for
mentalhealthservice-userswithin agalleryspace. Endowedwith layersof meaning bymeandothers,the ‘art therapyobject’ remainedon thewallof my
art (psycho)therapy room for overten yearsuntil it wasremovedand ‘unmade’for Testing Testing.

6. Personal communication,26May2016.Meetingwith artistandformerart (psycho)therapist,CleeClaireLee,I exploretheideaof unmakingthe‘art therapy
object’.

7. Extractfrom Testing Testingsymposium programme.
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