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Actors 

 
Actors is a project borne out of an assignment for a module I am doing with the 
Open College of the Arts. I aim to investigate the terms ‘self’ and ‘other’. Will Self 
(excuse the many unintentional puns) recently wrote in an article about our imagined 
digitally enhanced futures, “in an important sense, there are no others.” (2016) 
Although he seemed to be decrying the younger generation’s extreme embrace 
with all things digital and their intense commitment to screen time, the words he 
used might be interpreted in many ways. He may be right; an increasingly digitized 
world might indeed be leading to a more narcissistic society where individuals fail to 
see anything but themselves reflected in otherness; but in another sense there are 
only others. Perhaps we are forever separate and alone, and despite efforts can 
never truly understand the other. Artists, critical theorists, and historians discuss 
others in terms of anyone who is isn’t part of the group perceived as alpha capitalist 
leaders, perhaps couched in phrases such as ‘the west and the rest’1 (Foster, 1996). 
My project aims to deconstruct categorisation, as well as look at the nebulous line 
between self and other. We use language, signs and signifiers (nowadays often self-
curated signs as individuals construct an online persona by the things they choose to 
upload) to construct ideas about others, about their place in the world, our 
relationship with them. We fill in any gaps using our imaginations and pre-verbal 
communication.  
 
If we were to strip symbolic language away, however, what would we be left? Does 
categorisation only provide an illusion of separateness? Has all our reliance on 
symbols allowed us to imagine ‘I’ is real? If I were only an illusion, what would that 
say about other? As reality evolves in relation to the digital revolution, the line 
between public and private is being re-configured. How do these changes affect our 
concept of self and other, of individuality, and in relation to our innate commitment 
to groupishness?  What bubbles beneath and within the constructs of language? 
What impact will attempting to deconstruct the categories we use to self-identify 
have on individuals?  
 
In order to explore these questions and themes, I posted a survey on the Internet. 
The anonymous answers that came back are effectively character descriptions. I 
would like to work with a group of up to 10 ten actors2 who are as different in terms 
of shape, ethnicity, gender and size as possible. Each actor would randomly be 
given a character survey to work with for the duration of the workshop.  

                                                
1 This is certainly not aimed negatively at Hal Foster who used the phrase to criticise the 
paradigm in The Return of the Real (1996) 
2 At the time of writing I have yet to decide if I should stick to professional actors, 
performers, or a variety of people – we are all actors is the point. Creatives will be used to 
the sort of work we might do, but I like the idea of un-honed input from non-performers and 
their presence may be more positive than not 
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A collaborative approach, although facilitated by me, is a key element, perhaps 
rejecting the idea of a master narrator, but also echoing Barthes, “The text is a 
tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture.” (1968). The 
whole process, from creating characters using descriptions taken from surveys to 
inviting others to take part in the creation of images leads to a project that is more 
of a conversation than a statement.  
 

Exercises that need to be achieved: 
 

1. Consent and agreement forms signed 
2. Actors photographed prior to character work 
3. Actors photographed ‘in’ character 
4. Character’s photographed against backdrops that have been drawn or 

painted on by the ensemble to create character’s landscapes. 
 
The images may be deliberately un-commodified to show the workings of the 
constructions, emulating a Brechtian style, but perhaps utilising signs of the theatre 
such as lighting, black curtains etc., dependant on venue 
 
Powerful gestures such as those seen in the work of Robert Wilson’s are something 
to be explored 
 

Possible workshop outl ine 
 

• First Photographs (to be presented alongside character description, a bit like 
a casting sheet) 

• Introduction 
• Warm up – each individual present would need to lead an exercise 
• Improvisation sessions with the characters together and alone, developing a 

relationship with props and costume 
• In smaller groups, but working together, thinking about the landscape as 

described in the character descriptions, and creating crude drawings on 
photography backdrops. These can be abstract or literal. Think Robert 
Lepage working on the floor with drawing equipment to elicit unconscious 
connections with objects and signs. 

• Photographing characters alone; and characters in landscapes 
• Landscapes may be private rather than literal (Baker & Moran, 2016) 
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Finally….. 
 

This is the most complex image making I have done so far and as such should be 
seen is a work in progress. The final outcome is not the point of the process. The 
exploration is. I will have my camera and may join in or may step out to document 
some of the work. I may ask people to redo things in order to capture something 
striking. I am happy for others to do the same on their phones from time to time but 
would stress that becoming distracted by social media will be unhelpful. However, 
we may decide to Tweet moments from the workshop. This is something to discuss 
during the introduction when boundaries are established.  
 

Inf luences 
 
William Kentridge 
Berthold Brecht 
Roger Ballen 
Diane Arbus 
Robert Wilson 
Robert Le Page 
Richard Prince – Hippy Portraits 
Tim Walker 
Eikoh Hosoe/Simmon – A private Landscape 
Paul Nadar 
Yves Klein 
 

Issues to consider:  
• Each character has a description of what they are wearing, and a description 

of their ideal self. It might be useful for several reasons to give the actors 
characters several days beforehand, allowing them an opportunity to gather 
as close an approximation of costume as possible – something to ponder. (It 
also helps me, as I’m tackling quite a chunk of work on my own, but in doing 
so re-enforces a sense of group-ownership to the work, which I want to 
achieve. I do have a link to a Design Tutor who may be able to get her 
students involved in gathering costume, but they would need to know sizes 
in advance and they’d have a super-miniscule budget). 

• There may be an artist I can ask who is very good at sketching who could 
help with the drawings, but I don’t want them to be too good  - a naive 
aesthetic (see Richard Prince Hippy Drawings and High Times 1998) 

• Access to some basic props such as tables and chairs might be useful.  
• An initial exploration may be doable in one day, however, two or even three 

will deliver richer work – depends on space and availability, and long term 
potential at which point, future work 

• For headshot type images of characters see Tim Walker’s portrait of 
Alexander McQueen 

• Ideally I would like to complete this by the end of June.  
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