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Contemporary Art 

Project 2 | Time and time-based media 
 

Exercise 1: The fourth dimension 

Make notes on your own thoughts about time 

 Our perception of time alters; it rushes by when we are busy and crawls when 

we are waiting for a train. As we get older time seems to speed up and we 

find ourselves expressing astonishment that the year is already half way 

through.  

 Time is measured by analogue clocks and digital devices. International time is 

measured from Greenwich in London. Time is different in different zones. 

 Time passes faster at the top of a mountain but I can’t explain why. 

 Time bends in space and that’s about all I can say about Einstein and 

relativity. 

 Our lives are punctuated by intervals of time. In a sense we are imprisoned by 

it. It rules us. 

 Our bodies, women’s in particular, have an innate measure of time. Babies 

are born after nine months’ gestation, a menstrual cycle typically takes 28 

days. 

 We are all born and we all die and time measures our lifespan in between. 

 People age with time and become very frail in extreme old age.  

 Rocks erode with a combination of time and wind and water. 

 Dead things rot and decay with time. 

 All things gradually become more unstable as time passes and revert to their 

component parts or break down to molecular level and are transformed into 

other things. 

 However much time passes the molecules we are made of do not die… they 

return to the earth or atmosphere and get recycled. They last forever. 

 We are forever fighting the ravages of time… trying to cover the signs of aging  

 We measure time by geological periods, millenniums, centuries, decades, 

seasons, years, weeks 

 Women have monthly cycles and so does the moon and the moon influences 

the tides which come and go at times we can predict. 

 Our system of measuring time is directly related to the passage of our planet 

around the sun. 

 We have night time and day time, dawn and dusk, midday and midnight 
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 We speculate and wonder about the beginning of time and the end of time in 

a cosmological sense.  

 We celebrate milestones in the passage of time… birthdays, anniversaries. 

 We sometimes respect our elders, people who have lived a long time and 

value their experience and wisdom. And sometimes we don’t. 

 Time goes forwards but never backwards… but we look backwards through 

time with nostalgia and consider history, how we got to here to be important. 

 Does time go backwards for people with Alzheimers? 

 Landscapes look different at different times of the day and through different 

seasons. 

 Abandoned cars, ruins, broken windows – these things speak of a time in the 

past when they were different, more whole. 

 

 

Have you thought about time in relation to artwork before? 

Yes, I’ve thought about time when looking at Vanitas paintings with their skulls and 

time pieces but I now realise that the theme underpins many pieces of work I’ve 

studied but I haven’t picked up the more subtle messages. I can see that considering 

time when interpreting paintings will help me to see more. 

Have you already come across pieces that explore what time is? Write a little bit 

about these pieces in your learning log? 

Jonathan Yeo’s surgery paintings 

When seeking inspiration during Painting 1,  I briefly studied the work of Jonathan 

Yeo, particularly his paintings of women pre and post cosmetic surgery. The 

paintings focus on skin marked up for the surgeon’s knife. Initially I thought these 

paintings were about the marks and their parallel with the artists own marks. Now I 

can see that there is also a contextual story about the possibility that these women 

have subjected themselves to radical surgery (due to societal pressures?) in an 

attempt to hold back time or cover up its signs in order to create a more youthful 

version of themselves. There are examples of these works on Yeo’s website here: 

http://jonathanyeo.com/work/surgery/ 

And a couple from my earlier studies of still life: 

Caravaggio’s Basket of Fruit, 1599 

Caravaggio’s famous basket of fruit still life painting 

references time with dead and insect nibbled leaves 

and worm holes. All life and death is represented in 

http://jonathanyeo.com/work/surgery/
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the detail. The composition in which the fruit basket is placed precariously at the very 

edge of a table or ledge speaks to me of how easily this arrangement could topple 

over or collapse. It’s a fragile as life itself. 

 

Ori Gersht's Pomegranate (2006) 
In this video the artist has recreated a scene that is reminiscent of Juan Sánchez 

Cotán’s 17th Century larder painting and then shot the pomegranate so that it 

explodes violently scattering seeds and the flesh in all directions. With time in mind I 

can read several different meanings into this: 

 The bullet and explosion has speeded up the process of decay and 

destruction that inevitably awaits the pomegranate.  

 Just as a bullet can destroy a pomegranate, it can kill a human being and end 

their life.  

 The pomegranate is packed full of blood red seeds so while the fruit itself is 

destroyed, the pomegranate may defy time and renew itself. 

 Then of course 17th Century and 21st Century still life paintings have been 

linked together creating an artistic bridge across the centuries. 

 

Case study interpreting sound – Longplayer 

In a few words, what is your initial reaction to the idea of this piece? 

I haven’t yet experienced Longplayer but I’m interested in how a member of a Celtic 

punk band would approach this. The concept of Longplayer, an artwork comprising a 

musical composition / performance / installation lasting 1000 years fascinates 

because of its originality. 

What do you think about the sounds in the piece? 

The sounds of the singing cups are piercing… they seem to enter my body. There is 

something physical, visceral about them. The range is wide from deep bass to a high 

treble that is painful to my ears. These sounds are both beautiful and disconcerting. 

Ancient and yet modern.  Of this world and also other worldly. 

At times they remind me of temple bells and the Sanctus bells rung during Catholic 

masses. These sounds are lingering, taking their time to span the generations. There 

is tension too; not the kind that builds with, say, the changing tempo of an Indian 

raga, but more like a vibrating violin string that might snap at any moment. 

This is definitely not background music; it has a disconcerting tension. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ci2AA_5Yg7E
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Why do you think Finer has chosen these particular sounds? 

They are basic primeval sounds with a spiritual quality that might be associated with 

many different cultures and religions and may therefore resonate across the 

generations with many different peoples… and perhaps even creatures from other 

planets… who knows? They are sounds that should stand the test of time and 

changing tastes and fashions. Importantly they can be created digitally and 

mechanically as well as by people playing the singing bowls, which will contribute to 

the piece’s survival in the long term. 

What does site specific art mean? 

Site specific art is designed to exist in a particular place. The artist creates the piece 

with the location in mind and may sometimes construct it in the location from 

materials immediately available. Examples include the land art created by Andy 

Goldsworthy often using impermanent, natural materials such as snow or ice and 

Maggie Hambling’s Scallop Shell memorial to Benjamin Britten on the beach at 

Aldeburgh. 

Analyse the performance piece, looking at how it is presented to the audience. Think 

about: 

The quality of the sound used 

 Piercing, crystal clear, haunting, it needs no interpretation 

The choice of singing bowls 

 A simple but ancient way of making music that has already stood the test of 

time; the singing bowls can be played mechanically and digitally helping to 

support the survival of the artwork. 

The positioning of the bowls 

 In six concentric circles to match the six separate pieces that are being played 

at any moment in time. The smaller the circle the shorter the piece of music. 

Circles and bowls may represent the planets – like a two dimensional orrery. 

The positioning of the spectator 

The performance is in the round… spectators wander in and wander out, they stand 

or sit on the ground, some engage deeply others less so. 

The time length of the piece 
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The 2009 performance lasts 1000 minutes; 1000 minutes of 1000 years. It’s on a 

kind of millennial loop. 

How is the piece is performed 

There are at least two bowl players in each concentric circle. Longplayer involves 

carefully calculated transpositions of six short pieces varying in pitch and duration. 

No combination will be repeated until exactly 1000 years has passed.  

 

Write a short interpretation of Longplayer (around 250 words) 

Longplayer is artist Gem Finer’s response to the year 2000 Millennium and his way 

of focusing on time as a longer and slower process than the frenetic pace of the late 

20th Century. It’s a 1,000 year musical composition involving 234 Tibetan singing 

bowls arranged in six concentric circles as if part of a solar system. They represent 

the orbit of planets around the sun and the passage of day and night. 

In choosing the instruments the artist considered sustainability as well as the cultural 

and technical changes likely throughout the duration of the piece. The bowls can be 

played mechanically, digitally and manually. These ancient instruments have already 

stood the test of time and their lingering, piercing tones continue to span the 

generations.  

In occasional live performances, such as that in London’s Roundhouse in 2009, six 

players move within the circles becoming an integral part of the installation for 1000 

minutes of 1000 years. The choice of venue is significant as Longplayer is performed 

in the round with members of the audience engaging in their own way; sometimes for 

long periods, sometimes momentarily. They too become a part of the piece. 

The theme of time is at the very heart of the composition which involves precisely 

timed and calculated transpositions of six short pieces varying in pitch and duration. 

Longplayer began playing at midnight on December 1999. No combination will be 

repeated until exactly 1000 years has passed; it is on a kind of millennial loop. 

[247 words] 
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Exercise 2: Interpreting video art 

 

Rough notes on Still Life 2001; Sam Taylor Wood married name Taylor-Johnson, 

born London 1967; shortlisted for Turner Prize 1998; OBE; Young British Artist 

It is as if we are looking initially at a classic, timeless still life. But it is not timeless as 

there is a blue plastic biro in front of the board. 

Initially during the three-minute video not much is happening / changing. We have to 

stop, wait and watch. Gradually the pile of fruit (apples, pears and grapes) on a 

wooden chopping board start to droop and shift as they lose their structure; then they 

puff up into mounds of cloud like mould, like a slow motion explosion. The fresh fruit 

is decaying; disintegrating as we watch the accelerated video.  

The blue biro is completely unchanged throughout; the plastic is ‘immortal’ 

untouched by the process of decay.  

After puffing up the mound of fruit shrinks down, it collapses into a messy splodge of 

putrefaction. I find my nose twitching; my lips are sealed shut. I can almost smell the 

rot. A fly visits, perhaps lays eggs in the rotting pile. After a while tiny fruit flies swarm 

around; the decaying fruit has given life to them. 

As the fruit rots, it seems to move and pulsate almost like a living creature. The 

mould it has spawned is living as are the flies. 

After three mins and 17 seconds all we see is a small mound of decayed matter. It’s 

how all organic matter and creatures, including ourselves, end up. 

 

Rough notes: A little death 2002 

This video is of a dead hare or rabbit upturned in pose similar to 17th Century larder 

paintings. There is fresh looking peach or apple placed to the left. This remains 

unchanged throughout the 4 minute video (is it plastic?)  while the hare is gradually 

consumed by maggots which swarm across the body devouring the flesh. The dead 

body appears to be writhing and moving as if it is living again. What remains at the 

end of the video is a changed form, blackened bone and scattered bits of fur. Now 

more like a tree stump or statue than living creature. I am reminded of Damien 

Hirst’s rotting horse head with flies. 
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Still Life 2001 

By Sam Taylor Wood, OBE, born London 1967; shortlisted for 

Turner Prize 1998, member of the Young British Artists (YBA) group 

 

In 250 words describe your understanding of this piece. What do you think Taylor 

Wood wants us to experience from watching this? 

Sam Taylor Wood’s short, accelerated video features an arrangement of apples, 

pears and grapes displayed as a classic still life. I might think it was from an earlier 

age of painting (17th Century, Dutch Golden age perhaps) if it wasn’t for the blue 

plastic biro in the foreground. At first nothing appears to be happening but then the 

structure of the fruit starts breaking down. A cloud of mould puffs up and then 

disintegrates. The rotting fruit pulsates like a living creature – this still life is moving. 

A fly visits; fruit flies swarm and eventually all that is left is a deflated pile of 

putrefaction. My lips tighten, my nostrils narrow; I feel disgust. 

The artist is reminding us of the inevitability of death. We are all destined to grow old, 

to lose our youth and the elasticity of our skin, and eventually die.  Life and death is 

an ever repeating cycle; our decayed body matter will give life to mould and maggots 

and flies whether we like it or not. There is a secondary message that some of our 

creations, such as the cheap blue biro, may out last us. 

A similar theme is developed in Taylor White’s 2002 video A Little Death in which a 

dead hare is upended in a way that is reminiscent of 17th Century larder paintings. 

The hare becomes consumed by maggots and writhes like a living creature. 

Eventually all that is left is fur and bone and what must be a plastic peach. 

[250 words] 

 


