


Gavin Let’s just start out by talking about the exhibition title.

Tom Does your contemplation of the situation fuck with the low of circulation.

Joanne Sometimes our titles go on to deine bodies of work bigger than the thing they 

were originally set up to refer to. This title might do that, it might create its own 

series. The titles establish a taxonomy; they are an ongoing device or strategy and 

this doesn’t always become apparent until slightly later on, so this is the irst move 

if you like with this particular kind of phrase. This phrase, it feels like it identiies 

a sort of shift … I suppose it feels timely. When we started making this show in 

late 2008 it felt like one of those pivotal points and we wanted to demonstrate an 

attitude that was an acknowledgement of this. 

Gavin I’d forgotten how it felt when you irst sent the title over. I read it in relation to 

the economic crisis. The word ‘circulation’ was about economics and the low of 

money and about who’s in charge of that. 

Tom The title was adapted from a sentence in a Jan Verwoert text. He sees himself as 

a circulating agent within this network or system of the artworld and that, he 

says, is what artists and curators all do. We were interested in that idea but then 

we took the phrase and worked with it so that maybe it was a riddle or slogan. 

We wanted to make it sound like a challenge, a political kind of challenge, because 

we wanted to highlight our own concerns about the political purpose of the art 

we make in the world we live in. It’s not that these things weren’t of concern to us 

before the economic shift, it’s just that it feels that these concerns might now have 

the possibility of an increased audibility.  

Gavin If frieze started getting thinner and thinner we could see that as an interruption in 

the low of circulation and see that as a point where economics changed the 

physical nature of the magazine and … [A phone rings] I’m going to ignore that. 

[The phone keeps ringing]

Joanne Answer that if you need to … [The phone stops ringing]

Gavin I’ve lost the thread of what I was …

Joanne Something about frieze …

Gavin Actually I wanted to ask you about working in relation to this space here at 

 Eastside Projects. 

Tom I think there’s something about the context of Eastside, both the physical as 

well as the conceptual structure that you’ve set up that has allowed us to re-

think the ways our work operates. We’ve been thinking about how previously 

we’ve used motifs in ways that were much more spectacular or seductive, both as 

an iconic statement as well as something to hide behind. The Eastside context is 

an experimental space; it isn’t predictable in its requirements. It isn’t the sort of 

space that says, “We want one of those” [He points emphatically] and this made it 

necessary to come up with a new strategy to deal with the situation. 

Gavin The projection piece is the biggest new work … the biggest change in approach.

Tom We irst started taking black and white photographs of Glasgow street scenes 

because we were interested in what it meant to position these images alongside the 

grammar, the language that we’ve established in our practice. Could we position 

that grammar in relation to a wider reality? 

Joanne It sounds really basic when you say it like that, as if we think we’re engaging 

directly with other people’s reality by taking photographs on Argyle Street. 

However there was something about the way we felt our work was expected to 

circulate that made it feel that the simple act of taking that photograph on the 

street in Glasgow actually was something that mattered and actually could have 

some sort of impact. It does seem crazy to say that. We’d built up this grammar, 

this system of motifs as a strategy to both survive and communicate. We did some 

shows a couple of years ago and it did feel like that grammar was working in a 

way that perhaps when we irst started doing it, we couldn’t really have hoped for. 

And there are a lot of reasons why having a grammar that can circulate easily 

internationally is useful …

Gavin People feel like they can translate it and it’s understandable. The patterns and 

structures have a universal aspect to them; a worldliness, in a way. It’s like HK. The 

two words ‘heroin’ and ‘kills’ have the capacity to talk about actual lived realities …

Joanne [Interrupting] But then we took those words and repeated them, turned them into 

a motif if you like. There’s something about the wrongness of that as a strategy 

that always fascinates me. 

Gavin The images in the projection piece seem to have a relationship to HK. I always read 

it as a work made in response to Glasgow but then you are unsure what you are 

meant to do with that after that point. The text says, “Is this how … ?”

Joanne Is this what brings things into focus.

Tom It seems to be a good phrase for directly putting a viewer on the spot. It’s a useful 

phrase and we decided to re-use it: to keep repeating the question. We previously 

used it as an exhibition title, but in the projection, the question is repeated within 

the actual work. 

Gavin Is it your intention to make the relationship between the viewer and the object, 

or the viewer and the situation visible, more tangible? The text seems to be 

prompting you, telling you to consider the space you are in. 

Tom I think our work has always been about the experience of the viewer. Some of the 

 phrases we use have become useful as ways of representing or articulating that.

Joanne Does your contemplation of the situation fuck with the low of circulation.

Gavin  The work actually takes something that’s invisible — an experience or a reaction 

 and makes you aware of it as something actually present. 

Tom This is what happens when you walk through the tunnel, you become a viewer of 

 your experience. You are aware of your participation as a physical occurrence. 

Gavin You made a speech bubble for one of your pyramids. It’s like you’re trying 

to allow it to articulate its own mute status. It’s similar to using iction to get out 



of a particular loop … you create ictive spaces through drawings and writing for 

some of the objects you make and this seems to change their rules of conduct … 

Joanne The drawings feature a couple of characters who in a way stand in for us and 

despite, or because of, their status as illustrations they seem to have the potential 

to point directly at the viewer and ask them a question about …

Tom [Interrupting] What do you represent?

Joanne … about their role and about what they think they are doing there. The speech 

bubble was another way of thinking about that object / audience relationship. 

The titles of the work talk to you as well of course and then you’ve got the 

objects themselves, dumb and mute. A few years ago we arrived at a system for 

understanding and categorising the diferent function of the various devices 

within our practice … Some things had the status of props, or were stand-ins for 

sculptures; other elements were there to provide a chorus or a commentary. At the 

moment I don’t think I feel so certain of any of these categories … [She pushes 

back her chair, stands up and walks over to the window]

Tom We’re interested in constructing a model of practice that we can draw from and 

re-use and that rather than just meaning here and now, it might be possible to 

work with objects, images and situations over time as a more complex way of 

making knowledge. 

Gavin I was thinking that the way that we understand the objects is something to do 

with how we, or you, think of the collaboration. You’ve mentioned the idea before 

of the practice as a separate entity — as a construct that you can both look at 

from outside. The collaboration is a framework within which objects occur and are 

repeated over time. The works are never individual incidents are they?

Joanne [Turning back from the window] No, I don’t think they are. We make works that 

are situations, not objects, although it’s incredible how often the object remains 

the default position. We spend a lot of time attempting to categorise our work in 

diferent ways for the diferent systems we work within. The commercial galleries 

we work with assign a stock code for each piece. It’s a very diferent system to the 

way we would choose to understand a work. 

Gavin Do you think museum and galleries should be responsive to the ways in which 

 artists categorise their work? 

Joanne This seems incredibly important. It sounds ridiculous but we spend a huge amount 

of time correcting the details of our titles and controlling the way that works exist 

in their afterlife, whether it be through photography or drawing or something else. 

I’m surprised how much we have to do this and it seems very much at odds with 

the context we were working in in the early days of our practice, where we were 

just trying to make something interesting happen. 

Tom Obviously no one beyond a small circle of people was seeing this work and 

nobody was coming in saying, “Well this is all very well but if we were to re-show 

this then what exactly is the work?” This may seem like a naive idealism but there 

was a lightness and directness to producing works in this way at this time. 

Gavin For somebody coming into the space here, the title is their way into the work … If 

they’re looking for titles of individual pieces, then I think the fact that it’s just one 

title for everything is a really useful guide for thinking about your work. 

Joanne I see the title as an absurd instruction for some sort of performance. People could 

come in and get handed a title and as they walk through the tunnel and walk along 

the line of posters they have to address their minds speciically as to whether their 

contemplation of the situation is fucking with the low of circulation. 

Gavin Do you think of the people that visit the space as performers in your work? 

Tom There’s a potential for it to be a theatre for people’s thinking. To think about it as 

a physical performance would be a misunderstanding. You can walk through the 

tunnel, but that’s such an everyday activity that the interaction is in your head 

instead. It’s a mental event, it’s about how you are thinking. [He pushes back his 

chair, stands up and walks over to the window]

Joanne  I was thinking before about why … I was thinking about the way we use a certain 

formal system. There’s a way we arrange things in a space that produces a certain 

kind of balance or harmony. One of the things that does is to make the viewer 

aware of their position in a space; it makes them an element within a scene, rather 

than a visitor to a gallery looking at some objects.

Gavin With other works you’ve made it’s like coming face to face with some other 

 consciousness, but with the tunnel, you’re inside the consciousness … 

Tom [Turning back from the window] There’s something almost corny about going into 

the tunnel for an experience, all you’re doing is going into a patterned zigzag 

construction. 

Gavin Its not lacking in humour, it’s something …

Joanne [Interrupting] I think if you don’t believe that art can have a sense of humour 

then you’ll struggle with our work. Our work has been criticised as pompous, and I 

think you might think that if you didn’t credit art with a capacity for humour. It’s 

not a laugh-out-loud joke; it’s about possessing wit and good-timing.

Gavin You’ve spoken about the tunnel having some relationship to a fogou … this is a 

 word I hadn’t heard before. 

Tom It was never about making a piece about a fogou. We’re interested in the narrative 

 possibilities of …

Joanne [Interrupting] … we might have just made it up though! It’s …

Tom [Interrupting] … it’s one of a number of pre-modern motifs we use. A fogou is a 

 tunnel. It’s a Cornish word. 

Joanne Nobody knows the function of the fogous. They might have been for storage or 

 shelter …

Tom [Interrupting] … or for symbolic or ritual purposes. 



Gavin I think it might enrich the experience of the tunnel here when you know that you 

as artists are thinking about those things. It’s not that you’re trying to make or 

represent a fogou. 

Joanne We’re interested in structures or objects that represent a certain kind of creative 

endeavour. The green wall painting is from an 18th Century National Trust 

property in Devon. Two sisters, the Parminters designed the entire house and its 

contents. The billboard is a photograph of Stonehead, a collapsed stone circle in 

Aberdeenshire. 

Gavin They’re all vernacular … 

Joanne They are. They can all be seen as part of that tradition. It’s important that the 

practice takes things from diferent historical moments in time. It might seem that 

there’ve been a lot of references to pre-modern forms in our work — and there 

are reasons for that — but we’re also interested in working with forms from very 

recent history. Deadzone used gabba music that at the time was maybe four years 

old. The Ecstasy Kills poster is another example. We found the poster in 2003 and 

started working with it last year. 

Tom Traditions such as pantomime are really quite sophisticated forms. They bring 

together diferent themes, ideas, and historical moments and create something 

that engages in a very direct way with an audience. I think there’s a way of using 

objects in a theatrical mode that creates a space, which because it’s staged actually 

allows things to function with some extra sort of clarity …

Gavin That’s what happens here when I walk through the tunnel with the title in my head 

 … It’s a theatre for thinking.

 

Tom Yes, that’s it. At Newhailes we worked alongside three hundred years of furniture, 

paintings and books and we felt that the objects we presented became conversation 

pieces. You could almost imagine some of these objects coming out after dinner in 

the 1790s and people have a discussion about what they are for or what they … 

[A phone rings]

Gavin I’m going to ignore that. [The phone keeps ringing]

Joanne Answer that if you need to … [The phone stops ringing]

Tom I’ve lost the thread of what I was … 

Joanne This idea of the art object as a conversation piece …

Gavin Actually we should inish by talking about the elements that will remain after 

 your exhibition. There will deinitely be a sense of narrative, from show to show.  

Joanne The other day was the irst time you mentioned more speciically what would 

happen in the next show. We instinctively always felt ine about the tunnel being 

re-used and it’s interesting for us that it’ll be used in a way that treats it as part of 

the evolving architectural structure of Eastside.

Gavin The interior will be used as a white cube gallery space. It was one of the surprises 

 for me how much it is a white cube in there …

Joanne When the event of our exhibition is over we feel comfortable with the physical 

 structures being used for other purposes. It’s no longer our work in a way. 

Tom It’s scenery that’s being used for the next pantomime, that’s something … 

 [The doorbell buzzes]

Gavin [Interrupting] I should answer that. Sorry. [He leaves the oice and can be heard 

having a conversation with someone at the door, Joanne and Tom push back their 

chairs, stand up and walk over to the window. Gavin returns to the oice]

Joanne [Turning back from the window] I’ve lost the thread …

Tom [Turning back from the window] Something about pantomime …

Gavin Actually, I was thinking about the footnotes you made to Polly’s text in your book 

and whether that would be something interesting to do here, you know, we can 

point out the fogou and explain what that is and provide more narrative. I like this 

idea of a viewer who explores and reads, and they can then pick up all these things 

and have a very in depth relationship with the work. 

Tom I think we should do that.

Gavin I like the blur between what you’ve constructed and what’s a readymade. 

 Footnoting this conversation is a way of talking about those things. 

Joanne It will make this interview a manual for the exhibition, for the work. 

Tom It’s a way of providing a back-story for the elements that make up the show.

Joanne We could use the footnotes to tie this in with some of the ictional spaces we 

 make, like The Slapstick Mystics with Sticks book. 

Tom Maybe this conversation itself would start to be an object, something …

Gavin [Interrupting] … something that functions whilst the exhibition is on. 

Tom I think usually we let our work present itself, we send it out there on its own and 

let it function. We don’t normally have a voice in this way, and we felt that Eastside 

was quite an interesting …
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