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Karen Di Franco and Anna Barham in conversation, 17 July 2021.

KDF Would you like to talk about the commission, 
your research for it, and its preparation.

AB I wanted to approach the window as something 
with physical and spatial depth as opposed to just applying 
something to the outside surface. The Chelsea Space window is 
quite a thick double glazed unit and it made me think of the framed 
works I’ve been making from pages from Poisonous Oysters, with 
images printed or etched on to the perspex glazing, or with objects 
inside the frame. I wanted to activate the window as a site in a similar 
way with one of my score works.

I decided to use a score called Knives that I made 
in 2017 from several Live production reading groups in which we’d 
read a passage from Vilém Flusser’s Vampyroteuthis Infernalis. 
Each line of the score is a version of the original, generated between 
the readers and speech2text software. I lay all the versions out in an 
InDesign document, one to each line, and comb through the letters, 
spreading them apart to see how each sound from the original 
passage has changed across the different versions. It becomes 
a very large grid of letters which is really hard to read on a screen 

— you can only ever read a small section at once — and so I began 
printing them out as these large scale works and pasting them to 
walls. They’re long, sometimes wrapping around a whole gallery 
or room, around corners, behind pipes or over a door or hinges or 
light switches that intervene in the text. The architecture becomes 
a graphical structuring of the text, splitting it into sections and 
punctuating it, and the viewer’s movement through the space 
creates another ordering and interpretation.

For this commission, I pasted the score to the 
glass from the inside and it’s interrupted by the deep steel ribs that 
separate the five panels of glass. It wraps around them and columns 
of the text become hidden. I also stuck a range of objects — cables, 
headphones, a shell, a microphone — in between the paper and 
the glass. The paper buckles and folds around these objects too, 
so that words disappear or line up in ways that they hadn't before. 
I was really excited about the idea of these objects being pressed 
against the glass and held in place by the paper — by the sculptural 
qualities of the paste, paper and window as support, as well as by 
the objects’ physical interaction with the words. I also cut three 
holes in the paper so that the inside space is not completely closed 
off or sealed.
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KDF In the experimental art and poetry emerging from the 1960s, 
the material relationship between type (as set, and printed) is bound 
to our current understanding of what the words on the page mean 

— the literal weight of language on the page. In conceptualism this 
extends into processes of commercial printing — a dematerialisation 
away from the technologies of hand crafted or produced publications.

In some respects contemporary engagements with 
software relate strongly to Charles Olson’s description of 'intervals 
of recognition' in relation to the mechanical typewriter, spacing and 
breath in the essay, Projective Verse.4 I see this correlation between 
the absences denoted by oblique spacing in poetry and experimental 
writing to the processes reproduced through voice recognition 
software. How does it understand breath for example� That led me 
to consider Talk Poems by David Antin, originally a live performance, 
unscripted, that he then transcribed as a piece of continuous text.5

This text, and the project itself was contentious at 
the time, but what resonated for me was the process of transcription 
and eventual publishing of the text and the complications that ensued. 
Antin incorporated the transcriber’s errors, along with their typo-
graphical arrangement on the page. He explained that he came 
to see this as a generative part of the compositional process. 

For Antin, correcting the transcript was not only a 
way to ensure his talk performance was accurately represented, it 
became an occasion to invent new thoughts and utterances and 
insert them seamlessly into the record of his past performance. 
Antin understood his primary medium to be neither text nor talk, but 
the active process of thinking. From this perspective, text was not 
to be seen as an assertive mediation of his talk performance, but as 
a minimally intrusive means to document and circulate what he was 
thinking on that occasion.

AB That’s so interesting. Speech is so often considered 
as primary and writing secondary, a kind of impoverished transcription. 
But the friction in between the two is so productive. I really like your 
description of Antin’s process and the sense that neither performance 
nor score has priority, that they’re co-constitutive.

KDF Let’s talk about your performance As felt as if, that took place in 
the gallery.6 I was really surprised when you sent me the script as it 
was only three pages of text. Somehow the readings extended 
beyond that, changing with each performance.
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KDF The exceptional circumstances of the pandemic forced the gallery 
team to consider the gallery architecture and our working practices 
differently. The proposition of the commission was to do something 
visual that people could view externally in a safe manner. In terms of 
curating, the gallery window provides a portal for people to see what's 
going on inside the gallery, and it's also a distraction to the work 
inside the space. When Irene [Revell] and I curated ORGASMIC 
STREAMING   ORGANIC GARDENING   ELECTROCULTURE (2018), 
we coated the window with yogurt from the inside which created 
a barrier between the inside and the outside, and it transformed the 
interior space.1 When you and I started talking about the commission 
we thought about the theatrical nature of distance and depth from 
the perspective of looking through the window into the gallery 

— treating it like a vitrine.
At first we discussed hanging paper inside the 

space to create different visual distances, but the process evolved 
from considering the entire depth of the gallery to pasting the 
score directly to the window, which instead produced all these 
micro spaces between the text and the glass. This connects with 
the ways in which you compose and format text on the page and 
the boundaries those spaces produce. The score arranged as a 
continuous entity builds a textual space which collides with space 
in general in the visual field of the window. The surface of which 
has all these other types of considerations like the steel frames 
and the reflections of the surrounding buildings. So there's all 
these kinds of stoppages that occur with the installation of the 
work that pushes you to consider meaning. But it's very much 
about the perspective of the viewer standing in front of the work 
as well — looking and reading in relation to your height, your 
position and your perspective completely shapes your experience 
of the work itself.

AB Yes, quite early on I wondered how it would operate 
from different distances, how it would be viewed from across the 
parade ground. What is the work when you can't possibly read 
the letters� I really like the way that when you view it from a larger 
distance you're more aware of the reflections and so the surroundings 
of the space get sucked in and implicated in it, and then as you get 
nearer you're more able to read the words. As you say, my pre-
occupation with these scores is their spatial installation — in a gallery 
or now on a window — and how a viewer then re-interprets them 
through their bodily movement in front of, or around, the text.
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AB I wrote the script from the score in the window. 
I worked from it directly — with sections organised and realigned by 
the wrapping around the window bars, or obscured by the objects or 
the buckling and folding. I read down columns or in clusters, zigzag 
routes meandering across the window, and I combined that with 
reading from the PDF document of the score where I can see 
everything laid out flat, but again darting across the surface. 
So I gradually accumulated words and phrases which I then edited 
and reordered into the script. All of this process in constructing 
the script is done by reading out loud.

I leave the script unpunctuated, so that it’s as open 
to the live moment of a performance as possible. Because of the 
COVID restrictions and the small number of people we could have 
inside the gallery space I read it 5 times throughout the day. I was 
really interested how differently the text coalesced each time. Some 
of the phrasing solidified across the five readings, whereas lots of 
other parts of the text were more fluid and words became detached 
from one idea and began another or used for different parts of 
speech. It was quite slippery.

KDF Slippery script.
I remember in the second reading, there was a moment where 
the word 'event' really popped out when I was listening. Something 
that happens when you are present for a reading over a number 
of sessions is that you find yourself tuning in at different moments, 
and because of the repetition, certain phrases pull you back into 
the process of active listening. It felt like a slightly different text was 
being read through the different ways that I listened across the day.

When I searched in the document the word 'event' 
only appeared once, yet it felt to me that it appeared more frequently. 
It was in a cluster of words that ran 'wood fell as if the ruins of 
objects what events has felt flight’s jackdaw that's without the 
minds of objects, what even has but without the aim of the mind...'

AB I was very keen on flight’s — with apostrophe 's' 
— jackdaw. On the idea of the jackdaw belonging to flight: flight being 
the subject rather than the jackdaw flying. I think that was one of the 
combinations of words that I always read in the same way.

KDF Under the restrictive circumstances we found ourselves in it felt 
really good to do something within the unintentional interior space 
produced from the commission itself. 
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KDF Yes, absolutely, it became a relationship between the embodied 
process of reading and viewing within the processes of the 
commission itself. I guess I shouldn't be surprised as there are
many correlations of our own interests that are really present 
in this work, but in some respects, it was unconscious in a way.

AB I'm really glad that we had that kind of process 
together. It’s so rare to have such a long time to develop a project in situ. 

KDF In February 2021 the campus felt abandoned and empty, and 
even though the site became busier as the project progressed, 
there was something quite private about what we were doing, 
despite being on view for a lot of the time. When curating, you 
rarely get the opportunity to spend such an extended period of 
time producing and installing a work with an artist, and certainly 
if we were running a regular programme we wouldn't have had 
such a long lead in. So the circumstances allowed for a particular 
type of process that really complemented the project itself, I think, 
and it made me think more about what a window commission is, 
which is far more complicated than I thought.

AB That elongated process also felt like a natural 
extension of our existing friendship and previous projects. One 
of the reasons why I chose that particular score was because 
I’d read a text I’d developed from it for the performance program 
of ORGASMIC STREAMING... I was quite aware of the link to you 
and to the space over quite a period of time, and it felt really 
appropriate and interesting to reiterate, or unfold some of that.

KDF We have a shared friendship group which reflects these amor-
phous interests around reading, writing and performance that we 
intersect with. I think Bridget [Crone] pointed out the connection 
with Nancy Holt and the holes in the work. How they punctuate or 
are portals into visual perspectives that your eyes are immediately 
drawn to and you realize that you've been looking at that tree forever 
because it's outside the window but you've never seen it framed in 
this particular way. I mean it sounds so basic, but that has a lot in 
common with the way you work, when you approach a text a number 
of times. This process of iteration is really embedded in the scores 
you produce that have been so frequently reproduced through 
software or readings, or in any of those processes that you re-enact. 
Although these processes are not necessarily present or readable 
in the score as a visual document.
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As listeners we were enveloped by 
the score inside the gallery, it created a very particular 
type of space for you to perform in.

AB I hope that the words, the sound, also had this 
enveloping quality. Catherine [Wood] said she felt listening to it was 
like swimming in the sea, where you have to move in response to 
the power of the waves. I really liked that connection with the affect 
of the reading, but also in relation to what the original text is about 

— the vampire squid that lives deep underwater and, at the time that 
Flusser wrote the book, very little was known about. He's completely 
speculating about what this squid is. 

The passage that I've used for the work is about 
how humans think like knives — that the first tools we made were 
knives and we made them because we think like knives, and in turn 
using them as tools reinforces our way of thinking like them, cutting 
the world up and abstracting objects and ideas.7 In the subsequent 
passage he talks about how the squid sends light out into the world 
in order to apprehend things, to bring them into being. It’s a very 
different operation on the external, on the other. I was very 
interested in his idea that human thought cuts the world up. 

It seems to me that that's what language does, 
defining something as one thing and not another thing, as distinct 
from its context. The digital is also based on cutting things up, 
on sampling. An analog sound chopped up at regular intervals 
to digitise it. The software that I'm using chops up the stream 
of sound that is speech into tiny, tiny bits and then tries to work
out how they coalesce back into words.
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Notes 

1. We were following the instruction to the artwork, 
Colour Hides the Canvas, Moulding Hides the Frame, (2013) 
by Ghislaine Leung. For more about the exhibition go to 
chelseaspace.org.

2. They are all of them themselves and they repeat 
it and I hear it — a reading aloud group organised by 
Anna Barham and Irene Revell.

3. Over New Year’s Eve of 1974/5 in NYC, Fluxus artist 
Alison Knowles, composer Annea Lockwood and Jean Rigg, 
manager of the Merce Cunningham Dance Company, 
organised a fifty-hour ‘marathon reading’ of The Making 
of Americans. Initially hosted by Artists Space, it was to 
become an annual tradition, continuing into the 1980s at 
Paula Cooper Gallery: 'increasingly large groups of well-
known artists, unknown artists, Stein fans, SoHo residents, 
and passersby [would] come together to pass the New Year 
by listening to and reading this 925 page book.'

4. Charles Olson’s text was first published as a pamphlet 
in 1950. His work and this text particularly was influential 
over poets and artists alike: from Robert Creeley and Ed Dorn 
to Carolee Schneemann.

5. David Antin’s Talk Poems emerged as a hybrid 
of criticism, poetry, and storytelling produced in front of 
an audience, with the first, Talking (1972). As described 
by Marjorie Perloff, the 'talk pieces' uncannily anticipate 
the hybrid texts of conceptual writing.

6. 5 performances of a 15 minute reading As felt 
as if presented throughout the day on Friday 9 July 2021 
in collaboration with Performance Exchange and Arcade.

7. ‘The first tool produced by man at the very instant of 
becoming man was the stone knife. Human reason produces 
knives because it works like a knife, and it works like a knife 
because it produces knives. Man feels the outline of objects 
that appear in order to control with his hands what has 
appeared in front of his eyes. He does not trust his eyes. 
Afterwards man peels off the outlines that were felt, as if 
they were the rinds of objects. What he then has in his hands 
are 'empty concepts' These concepts, 'models' man stores 
in his memory to use them as traps in which he will grasp 
new objects, as yet unfelt.’ Vilém Flusser, Vampyroteuthis 
Infernalis translated by Rodrigo Maltez Novaes
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I wonder if you want to talk about 
the reading group that you run with Irene��2

AB We set it up to read Gertrude Stein’s The Making 
of Americans. I had tried to read it, silently to myself, but struggled 
to disentangle the syntax and because it's so repetitive I felt like I'd 
constantly just re-read a line and slipped on the page like you do 
sometimes when you're distracted. I thought the only way to actually 
be able to read it would be to read it aloud. And of course the book 
has a history of being read aloud in a marathon format which ties in 
with Irene’s research.3 We wanted to slow down that marathon format 
— it typically takes around 52 hours — and see what it would be like 
to read it over a whole year.

So, we read the book, taking a page each in turns. 
It was an amazing process, hearing it through so many people's 
voices. At the start we met monthly, in person, but when the first 
lockdown happened we went online, and met every 2 weeks for the 
rest of 2020. Reading it slowly like that, it really permeated our lived 
experience, and it became a bit of a lifeline during the pandemic, 
a way to do something together online. 

We’ve decided to continue the group with texts 
that demand to be read aloud. This year we’ve read another Stein 

— How To Write — and Charges by Elfrida Jellinek. I'm very interested 
in processes of embodying and vocalizing a text to understand it. 
That’s what’s at the heart of the work that I've been doing with the 
speech2text software where new language is produced by the 
computer from the specific voice that reads, with all its particularities 
of tone, cadence, intonation, accent, gesture, mistakes. 

The software isn’t hearing language as such, it’s 
hearing sound produced by a body. And then it tries to flip that back 
into written language which creates difference. And this process gets 
repeated over and over. And subsequently I work with all the raw 
versions that are produced by these multiple voices to understand 
what's there. I do that by reading aloud again. The software that I use 
doesn't punctuate the output which offers lots of different ways to 
approach the text. 

On the most basic level you have to decide where 
you're going to pause for breath, whether a word is still part of the idea 
behind it or whether it is the start of a new thought. There’s a continual 
process of interpreting through speech, through vocalisation.


