FERMYNWOODS CONTEMPORARY ART PODCAST
EPISODE 13 - SIMON FAITHFULL

Jessica Harby: Hello and welcome to the Fermynwoods Contemporary Art Podcast. I’m your host
and Assistant Director at Fermynwoods, Jessica Harby.
Simon Faithfull is an English artist based in Berlin. His practice combines video, digital drawing, writing
and performance and has been described as an attempt to understand, to test and to explore the planet
as a sculptural object. His film Going Nowhere 1.5 features in our newest group exhibition Where to
Stand in the Wind at East Carlton Countryside Park.
In this episode, Simon is in discussion with Yasmin Canvin, the freelance curator responsible for this
exhibition, as well as exhibitions in galleries and public spaces across England.
Where to Stand in the Wind consists of art made in collaboration with nature. When working with and
not against the elements, artists surrender a portion of creative control to the living, organic, or
unobserved forces within their environment. The collected artworks depict the destructive crashing,
flooding, and subsuming of nature as well as the more lyrical soaring and undulating.
We're all currently experiencing destructive natural forces in the form of the COVID-19 pandemic and
the increasingly dramatic effects of climate change. The title of this exhibition takes its inspiration
from a rhetorical question raised by Chris Watson when discussing the challenges of documenting live
sound. The wind itself is present, undeniable; it is our actions that determine the final outcome.
Here are Simon Faithfull and Yasmin Canvin...
————————————————————————————————————————
Yasmin Canvin: Perhaps you could describe the work that you’re exhibiting for those who are not able
to visit the exhibition.
Simon Faithfull: Sure. Going Nowhere 1.5 is a simple proposition. There’s a figure who is seen from
the distance walking around the perimeter of a small sand island. And as the work continues, this figure
continues to circle, but the sandbank island is gradually being eaten away by the North Sea as the tide
rises. So in effect, this figure that we first see as a tiny little, ant-like figure, but gradually you move
closer as he continues to circle and the island gets smaller. So in effect, he’s doing a sort of spiral, until
he’s almost turning on the spot and the island disappears and the figure has disappeared.
Y: Thank you, that was very evocative. So the lone figure who you described walking in the landscape is
a regular motif in your work. Would you like to talk a little bit about the role of this protagonist?
S: A lot of my work has this solitary figure within it and literally that’s me. But that’s mostly out of, I’m
cheaper than paying other people to do it. But I guess it’s also the work I call an expanding atlas of
subjectivity. So quite often it is about measuring big scales against myself. So sometimes it’s against the
scale of the planet or almost like this figure is attempting to map or report back from moments within

that planet. It’s sort of an every-person I guess, or it tends to be, but obviously it can’t be totally
because it’s a middle-aged white guy walking around an island. But it’s intentionally blank, I guess
maybe that’s the point. We never see the person’s face, mostly. It’s a sort of unexplained, who is that
guy and why are they doing this often absurd thing? But also often dogged. There’s a sort of a quest,
continuing, persevering with something even though it seems futile.
Y: On your website, you refer to the myth of Sisyphus, a person who is doomed to do this action
repeatedly. We really can sympathise with the effort of that. Also the enormity of the challenge that he
faced and that sense of enormity in scale was very clear in your work when we look at the protagonist.
You’d mentioned before something that instigated that sense of difference in scale when you were
talking about that very famous image of the Earth that most of us are familiar with.
S: Yeah, Sisyphus was an image that stuck in my head when I was a kid, I think. This guy doomed to
roll a boulder up a hill and every time, just as he’s about to get to the top, the boulder slips and rolls
back down again. And he’s doomed to do this for eternity. There’s something of this vision of futility
and the repetition that all of our lives has. And then the thing about the image that I think influenced
me a lot was Earthrise, the photo from the Apollo mission of the blue earth rising above the grey
moon. I grew up eating my breakfast under a big poster of this and I think something of that seeped
into me, this idea of this planet being almost like an oasis, the only thing of colour in this black
universe. This sphere, sort of like a sculptural object, and in a way that’s become my self-appointed
mission is the exploring and measuring and reporting back and feeling, maybe, that blue object.
Y: So one of the phrases that you’ve used to talk about your work is around the absurdity of the
human condition. That can lead us into exploring some of the other cultural inspirations for your work,
previously you’ve mentioned the silent film era such as the films of Buster Keaton, and the writings of
Samuel Beckett. Would you like to talk about the elements of Keaton’s and Beckett’s work that really
resonate with your practice?
S: Yeah, I’m a huge fan of Buster Keaton, to begin with. But I guess I kind of see him more as an
artist. At the time he was making those films, he wrote them, he built the sets, he directed them, he was
also the protagonist, but it was only later he got robbed of all of those other roles. But to begin with he
was really an artist with a vision making, particularly the shorts, films such as One Week are just
amazing performative sculptures in a way. I suppose there’s also something contemporary art-like in the
protagonist’s blankness. He was called Stoneface. And there’s a way that through that, rather than the
emotive Chaplin, these actions become very sculptural. He’s like a cipher, a placeholder for everyone in
the way that we constantly try to do things and the universe wrecks them. There’s this battle with
entropy. Sisyphus also belongs to that. The human condition of being trapped in a situation where you
try again and again to build something up and it’s constantly wrecked. The beauty of the human
condition is that we keep trying and we do wonderful things even though they will be wrecked. Samuel
Beckett is sort of similar, for example Winnie stuck up to her chest in this hill and yet saying Happy
Days. There’s a kind of humour, but it’s quite a disturbing humour, and it’s the sort of cosmic joke of
our existence. The possibility meaninglessness of our existence. That sounds really black but I really,
with both of those, it’s also very funny. Quite touching and human.
Y: And your films also tend to be silent, without even any ambient noise, which creates a lovely sense
of space I think for a very open engagement with your work.
S: The films are primarily made for gallery spaces so there are conventions that build up around film
and one of them is that it’s supposed to have sound. But there’s nothing to say, I mean we don’t expect
a painting to have sound. I guess it’s not a default setting. Some of my films I decide, No, that really
needs sound. Going Nowhere 1.5 I did record sound, so there was the sound of the waves lapping, but
I didn’t really feel that it added anything. It made it more literal and less of a mythological island. It
brought it much more into the mundane. There is another reason why it’s very handy having some films
without sound. I’ve got a show in Miami later this year and it enables me to have one film that sets a
soundtrack for the whole space and then show a number of other silent films, and then it’s almost like

you can create this meta film installation, which is being driven by one soundtrack but has other work
sitting within it.
Y: And you have a very considered approach equally, the way you’ve just described the way you think
about sound and its effect in a broader sense, to the way that you use new technology. You’ve always
been very interested in what’s possible, but analysed how it can be used in the best way to present the
ideas that you want to. Would you like to talk more about your use of technology?
S: I think I’ve got a strange relationship with technology. In some ways I think I’m quite a luddite
actually. It’s not that I’m excited or intoxicated by the promises of amazing technology, everything
being faster and smoother and quicker, it’s almost like I’m attracted to the opposite. So the drawing
practice for the last twenty years, I’ve been drawing with a very pixellated line on a basic digital drawing
device. I’m most happy with that sort of very clunky way of doing things because I’m sort of - I’m the
author of the line rather than a super slick, smooth line that is actually being coauthored by the
software. So it may be a jaggedy pixel line, but every pixel is the pixel laid down when my hand made
that. And the same with video, not this film but other films have been a sort of live transmission. So
there was an early work where a chair went into the edge of space underneath a weather balloon and all
of what we see is broadcast back by a microwave downlink, and therefore it’s completely crackly and
coming in and out. A more recent one was I deliberately sank a boat to make an artificial reef and there
were five cameras transmitting, and again it’s got this sort of through a glass darkly. There’s a
communication coming through but it’s a faint morse code that’s just about making it through the ether.
I think I enjoy the materiality of that technology. Its glitchiness, its crunchiness, rather than this
promise of this wonderful 4K smoothness.
Y: And you referred to a piece of work, quite an amazing work, where a boat is buried into the sea and
that relationship between the land and the sea something that you’ve been exploring in Going Nowhere
1.5. You’ve mentioned a piece of land that is no longer visible. Would you like to explain what that is
and its significance?
S: I think the sea has slowly become a theme or like an arena that often seems to come back into my
work. I think it started, I grew up in the middle of England so everywhere in England is not that far
from the sea, but still. I think the ocean got into my veins when I went to Antarctica and I was two
months on an icebreaker and later I made a journey by container ship across the Atlantic. It’s a really
dumb thing to say, but when you’re seven days into an ocean crossing, it just becomes very apparent the
enormousness of the oceans and the insignificance of the little bits of dry land in between. We live on
a liquid planet. I noticed, or read about somehow, the idea of Doggerland. In fact, sorry, a student
pointed me in the direction of it. And I just got completely interested. Doggerland is the land that used
to connect England to Holland, Denmark. The kind of Northeast coast of Norfolk, it’s sandbanks,
sort of boggy, and that carried on all the way across and linked up with the very similar landscape in
Holland. Then as the ocean levels rose, first Doggerland became a big island unto itself, still inhabited,
still farmed. And then there was a landslide, an underwater landslide in Norway, that sent an enormous
tsunami that swept the last bit of Doggerland away and cut off Britain from the continent. There’s just
something, I guess it’s a kind of Atlantis myth except it’s real. The Crown Estate when they’ve been
doing work because they own the seashore, they very often dig up, or dredge up rather, stone axes and
mammoth tusks and all kind of residue from this lost land. That resonated with me somehow. The
coast of Norfolk is not literally where Doggerland would have been, the sort of centre of it, but it
would have been part of that land bridge that went towards it. So that’s what the genesis of this film
came from.
Y: And of course since you’ve made the work back in 2016, our world has changed quite significantly.
We can think politically, in terms of our exit from Europe, and also environmentally with the coastal
erosion around the UK, particularly visible in Norfolk. This is obviously effected the way that the work
is then read and understood by others. What are your thoughts on these changes?
S: I suppose in some ways I think we suffer from this delusion of permanence. We’re used to thinking
that what we build is going to be there forever, or the landscape stays the same. I think that’s one of the

things that Buster Keaton underlines, a meta theme through Buster Keaton is that all of the things that
we think are certain, and we have this kind of hubris about our dominating of our environment and
our control, and actually that’s the nature of slapstick. Just when you think you’ve got it organised,
everything collapses. So yeah, coastal erosion? Coasts are always eroding or building up somewhere
else. I guess it’s sort of different scales of time, so from a geological point of view, deep time, there are
many things like Doggerland that appear and disappear and the oasis in the middle of the desert, the
water that’s coming out is from rainfall from 200,000 years ago. Or the sand is the bottom of the sea
that used to be the whole of Sahal area. So we live in dynamic planetary processes, so yes we’ve had a
huge waking up moment where we have to understand that we’re not transcending nature. We shifted
like Earthrise and that sort of green awakening then, it was sort of phrased as Save the Planet, as
though it was nothing to do with us but it would be morally good for us to do something for this poor,
poor planet. I think the realisation is more that actually, no, we’re deeply embedded in this system and
it’s fluid. We can’t presume that things are going to carry on stably. I think all of those thoughts, not
specifically or I don’t work in a way that there is something that I want to, a sort of manifesto that I
want to push or one particular idea, it’s much more hopefully tapping into a collective consciousness of
ideas and feelings and maybe anxieties as well.
Y: The film that you’ve produced features a tidal island, which you describe as being completely
covered twice a day. And that sense of something or someone being lost features regularly in your
work. You talked about REEF, which you sunk the boat off the coast and is now forming an artificial
reef in the water. But the idea of lost in your work seems to refer to something that is more out of
sight than something that is completely gone. Would you like to talk about how you perceive that sense
of being lost or hidden?
S: You’re right, lost is definitely a theme that’s come into a lot of my work. There’s a book work that I
made that’s literally called Lost. I wrote all the stories that I could remember of the objects that I’d lost
in my life. I got to about 55 objects, I think. And then we made 500 of these books, each one
individually numbered, and then we deliberately lost them if that’s possible. And when people
discovered them, on a park bench or on a barstool in a pub or in the deep freeze cheese section from
Somerfield, they were encouraged to take them with them, register them online, and then re-lose them
somewhere else. So these books started to make journeys around the planet. I think lost, it’s something
that we fear being lost, but it’s also something delicious. It’s something like this possibility of being lost
is actually something that we strive for as well and is becoming less and less possible because we’re
always geolocated but never actually having the freedom to be here and now in that moment without
worrying about where we are geolocated. But I guess the other thing about lost - sorry I’ve got a lot to
say about lost I think - is the first Going Nowhere, Going Nowhere 1, this really old work, and all it was
that I left my videocamera on a tripod and walked through drifting snow over a hill. I just wanted to see
what the world was like when I wasn’t there. Does the world exist when I’m not there? That’s sort of a
different side of lost, it’s like we’re constantly in a relationship of things appearing and disappearing to
us. We have this trust that things are still there but there’s a kind of philosophical conundrum that
seems really interesting about the state of being lost.
Y: The film is part of a series of three films, which you refer to as an accidental trilogy. Would you like
to talk about the other film in the series as well and the the interconnections between them?
S: I just strayed into the first film, that was such a long time ago that was ’95 I think when I was doing
my MFA at Reading. Again, it was a kind of experiment I was making, it only occurred to me
afterwards to call it Going Nowhere. Often my work is quite opportunistic, I respond to a situation and
it was a wonderful snowy day in Oxfordshire and it just offered this fantastic arena to make a black
silhouette disappear into a dot in the distance. So that was that. And then 2009 maybe, I had a different
opportunity. Someone invited me to go to Croatia specifically a residency to facilitate artists making
work underwater. So I had to learn how to scuba dive. I did a four-day crash course and then went to
Croatia. The thing I worked out that I wanted to do was to walk through a landscape at the bottom of
the sea, which is something you can do in your dreams but you can’t literally do. But for some reason
with me, it would make much more sense to use After Effects, post-production, to simulate somebody
walking through a landscape at the bottom of the sea. But I sewed velcro straps with the lead weights

that are normally around your waist so that I could have the lead weights around my ankles that then
allowed me to walk. And I had the air tank rigged the other way around, on my front rather than on my
back. And I took the strap off the goggles and had fishing line and I had a big white shirt to cover all
of the straps. There’s a kind of sleight of hand, but still I’m reporting back from really subjectively
there walking through a landscape at the bottom of the sea. And it was only when I made that I looked
at it and thought, “This figure walking off into the distance, albeit now under water, is more or less this
same guy in that film ages ago.” And so that became Going Nowhere 2, retrospectively. I decided that
was an accidental sequel to Going Nowhere.
Then in 2016, again I had this premise for this person walking around this island shot from a drone.
And it was only afterwards when I looked at it, I thought “Ah, wait, this is the same guy again walking.”
Disappearing in a different way, no longer going in a straight line away from the camera, but the island
is forcing that straight line into the spiral. So this is clearly Going Nowhere but it doesn’t make sense for
this to be Going Nowhere 3 because the water is rising, so I had to call it Going Nowhere 1.5 so I could
insert it between 1 and 2. Kind of using the Star Wars chronology naming system.
The frightening thing as an artist that has been doing things for a while, you think you’re making
discoveries and progress and then you look at something and oh, ok, that’s actually the idea that I
started in ’95.
Y: That leads me onto the very interesting way that you develop your work in response to commissions
and new spaces. Would you like to expand on that a little bit?
S: Actually can you expand a little bit?
<both laughing>
S: Sorry, the question, I’m not quite sure…
Y: When we spoke before we were talking about how ideas will come to your mind that you weren’t
necessarily aware that you were thinking around at the time and make connections with new places.
s There’s almost like a spooky sort of serendipity that happens with me. I guess, I’m not esoteric in any
way really, but I guess when you’re responding to circumstances they have a habit of chiming with
something that you’re thinking about. It’s really strange. So I, for instance, Doggerland, I’d been
chewing on that as an idea and then somebody invited me to do something with the Norfolk coast. It
just falls perfectly into this thing that I’ve been thinking about. So in one way, it’s a totally opportunistic,
making work to respond to that circumstance, but nearly always it actually fulfils something that I’ve
been thinking about somehow. In some ways the work is very premeditated but my subconscious is
premeditating it. So I sort of chew on things and they slowly ferment and then the right moment
comes out for that to be realised in a work. But they’re often sort of dreamlike images that have to stay
somehow open, not closed, a little bit ambiguous, because that’s what dreams are like. They lack
resolution. They’ve more like a mesmerising, haunting image, hopefully.
Y: I was reading about the Japanese concept of ma, and feel that there’s a resonance there with what
you’ve just been describing. This is a term for the space between the edges, the kind of silence between
sounds. It’s talked about an emptiness that’s full of possibilities and is around balance between object
and space, action and inaction, sound and silence, movement and rest. I felt that that really resonated
with the work that you make. Would you like to explore that as an idea and any connection to that?
S: I love that as an idea. I didn’t actually know that concept of ma. It sort of makes perfect sense, I
know John Cage 4:33 is influenced by Zen and ideas of nothing being a potent space or a potent force.
I guess I’m also very influenced by, in a completely layperson’s way, reading about science and quantum
mechanics and relativity. So it’s like literal nothingness in classical physics, sort of the vacuum of space,
used to be seen as this totally inert, empty space. But now that emptiness is a boiling cauldron of things
popping in and out of existence. Yeah, that’s nothing that I can directly attest to but yeah. Emptiness

and lostness seems to be very fertile spaces. And they definitely play in our imagination. We’re sort of
disturbed by them in fruitful ways.
Y: Taking a different perspective on your work Going Nowhere, although your work of course is not
created as a direct response to some of the challenges that we’re facing today, such as the movements
for change around social justice, the effects of colonialism, we’ve been talking a little bit about climate
change, can being in the presence of your work cause us to consider our individual responses to some
of those issues? I know that you have also thought about how your approach perhaps touches on some
of those issues. Would you like to talk a little bit about that?
S: I guess one of the artists that lots of people point out my work being in a lineage with is Richard
Long. And I think the work that he started making is very much leave no trace. It’s a kind of
collaboration with a landscape and it’s got a very light touch. But later, there was a letter that I found
Rasheed Arean wrote to Art Monthly very angry about Long’s work where he’s walking through Africa
and also South America and he says that it demonstrates the white man’s right to be anywhere in the
world. And that sort of really hit home. So I made a work where I walk exactly along the 0° meridian,
the Greenwich Meridian, which is what the British imposed upon the whole planet. It’s where time and
space are measured for the whole planet. There were many other meridians but ultimately it was the
British Meridian that won out. So I was very, very aware. First that was crossing the landmass of
England, but then there was an internal logic within that film that said OK, well, I should really do the
rest of the line, but this is a very different proposition. So I went south from France, Spain and then
Algeria, Burkina Faso, Togo, and Ghana. So it’s this same figure but going through former colonial
countries. And I think being lost, and being a deluded fool, was really important to that work not to be
doing again what Rasheed Arean was angry about. So there’s a way that I’m a sort of ghost of this line
of Empire, but I’m also completely an absurd and irrelevant figure to the landscape that I’m moving
through. So yeah. Those kind of things are in my mind, but also the universalist thing about the homo
sapien on planet Earth, that has a hubris in it, a kind of confidence and a dominance. So I try to make
work where the humour and the slapstick and the futility undermine some of that hubris, or that’s the
intention.
Y: Also you talk about something that is intangible and echoes of lost things, reverberations no longer
here. And I think that allows us to go deeper and think beyond structures that might have been put
upon the way that we may view and map the earth. And have a deeper engagement with the planet
itself.
S: This is maybe a strange way to answer this. I grew up in a little village in Oxfordshire. And I think,
yeah, we’re animals, we respond to the world around us. The way it reverberates and plays in our…we
sort of make ourselves in collaboration with the world and so you have that landscape reverberating in
your head. I think quite a lot of my work is trying to make images that chime with those reverberations,
I guess. That’s a new answer, but hopefully that made some sort of sense.
Y: I think that was perfect and that would be a really nice place to finish this conversation. So, thank
you so much, Simon Faithfull. I hope that everybody listening has had a really insightful experience and
can see the depth behind your thinking and your work. Thank you for your time.
S: Thank you, I really enjoyed it.
Y: Well, good.
————————————————————————————————————————
Jessica Harby: Thank you for listening to the Fermynwoods Contemporary Art Podcast. If you enjoy
our podcast, make sure to positively rate, review and subscribe on your podcatcher. It helps other
people find us, and it makes us feel good about ourselves.

This episode of the Fermynwoods Podcast is supported by Arts Council England and a grant from
Localgiving and Postcode Places Trust, a grant-giving charity funded by players of People’s Postcode
Lottery.
Follow the link in our show notes to see many of the works discussed in this podcast. Find more on
Simon Faithfull at his website simonfaithfull.org.
For anyone counting at home, Where to Stand in the Wind is our fourth in-person exhibition this
summer, with venues across North Northamptonshire. There is a lot to discover. Visit
fermynwoods.org for more on our programme and to sign up for our monthly email newsletter. Follow
us at Fermynwoods on Twitter, Instagram and Facebook.
Thanks for listening. Hope to see you back here soon.

