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HP

Having read through your blog it seems that the opportunity to work at NIROX is highly appropriate at this 
point in your line of enquiry?

MC

Yes. In a way it feels like the work that I have been making over the past years has been leading up to being 
in this place.  I am interested in the phenomenology of perception, how as a species we gather information 
from the world within which we are embedded and transform it in order to make sense of it

My language has evolved through a close observation of the natural world that goes back to when I was a 
child.  I suppose that when you look at something with such intensity, it’s inevitable that you will start to see 
the patterns which underly material formation.  By extension, we are part of that natural world, and the way 
we think and engage with reality is governed by the same systems.  I’ve always been interested in the idea 
of what it means to think, and how the act of making something is a form of thinking out into the world 
through engagement with materiality

A year and a half ago I was invited to be the inaugural artist at a new residency program in Athens. Whilst I 
was there I was also developing a proposal for a commission for the new Mathematical Institute at Oxford 
University.  I remember feeling slightly surprised that I was making sculpture for the Institute, and at the 
same time was working on one piece particularly that was riffing on Athens place in the evolution of geomet-
rical thinking, as I genuinely don’t see my work as being about maths or geometry.  However, I do know that 
in order to explore the nature of what it is to be human then geometry will inevitably crop up and the work 
that I am making in South Africa has deepened that understanding

The way I see it, being here at NIROX is an opportunity to position myself in the landscape that was an im-
portant location for the evolution of our species from our early hominin ancestors to anatomically modern 
Homo sapiens.  South Africa has yielded some of the oldest known examples of human mark making that 
have ever been discovered.  These artefacts are comprised of series of lines incised into stone to form geo-
metric patterns.  They could be said to stand as signifiers for the moment when our species attained modern 
consciousness.  My work at NIROX is focused at this moment in evolutionary time - on what it is to be a 
thinking animal and how making (‘art’) is intrinsic to that cognitive process.  In a way, I feel that as a result of 
following my process I have brought myself back to the source

HP

I was especially interested in your statement that humans are the only animals that make straight lines. It of 
course makes perfect sense and links to the first artwork that we have both seen in the excellent Origins Mu-
seum at Wits University. I’m working on a Henry Moore show just now at Yorkshire Sculpture Park and one 
of the works, Head: Cross Hatch (1961) has surface marks that are eerily similar to those etched so many 
thousands of years ago. I talked to Moore's daughter, Mary, about it and she suggested it wasn't beyond the 
realms of possibility that, despite having never seen the first artwork, her father might have subconscious 
access to a universal vocabulary of forms that are common to peoples throughout time and place. Certainly 
Moore's friend and supporter Sir Herbert Read believed in such a Jungian theory and, although Moore him-
self resisted a psychoanalytical reading of his work, it was through a concern that if he understood how his 
mind worked it might hamper his creativity, not because he didn't subscribe to the ideas. What do you think, 
that it might just be coincidence or that there might indeed be an inherited genetic visual vocabulary?



MC

My sense is that the answer to this is probably on the one hand much more prosaic, and on the other poten-
tially very significant in terms of how it raises questions around what we understand about the roots of visual 
consciousness

As I sit here now at Nirox, in the corner of the room is a small collection of African sculptural and utilitarian 
artefacts which I guess come from various cultures because of their divergent styles.  Five out of seven of 
these objects are worked somewhere on their forms with cross hatched markings. In the time that Henry 
Moore was working, there was a clearly documented interest in the art of traditional cultures.  The abstrac-
tion of form that was and still is, being practised by these cultures is widely recognised as having had a ma-
jor influence on artists such as Picasso, Braque, Arp and Giacometti.  It is known that Moore spent time with 
these artists on his frequent trips to Paris.  Personally I believe that he couldn’t have helped but be exposed 
either directly or indirectly to these powerful objects then, even if he hadn’t encountered them before through 
visits to public ethnological collections like those at the Pitt Rivers museum in Oxford 

I think that this goes some way to provide evidence of how Moore might have encountered these marks, but 
I personally feel more interested to understand why these marks resonated so much for him that they were 
appropriated into his visual repertoire

Last year I made an installation work called ‘Eye’s Mind’ in conversation with Dr Dominic ffytche, a senior 
clinical psychiatrist based at Kings College London.  Dr ffytche is a leading authority on Charles Bonnet Syn-
drome, a perceptual condition experienced by people with partial or total loss of sight in which the subject 
experiences complex and vivid geometric visual hallucinations.  These hallucinations are known as entoptic 
phenomena, from the Greek ‘ent’ - within, and ‘optic’ - seen, - ‘seen within’.  Research shows that there may 
be a direct relationship between specific physical structures in the brain and the form of the hallucinations 
experienced - the architecture of the brain literally seeing itself

In the work that I am making in South Africa I am attempting to explore some of the potential correlations 
between early human mark making and the current developments in our understanding of the nature of con-
sciousness.  It is proposed that ritualised dance and vocalisation would probably have existed before any 
mark making occurred in our prehistorical development.  Studies of the traditional cultures extant in the world 
today, such as the San of Southern Africa, show that the shamanic inducement of trance in the context of 
these rituals forms a major social function.  Extended periods of extreme physical exertion and hyperventila-
tion caused by movement to repetitive rhythms results in the participant entering a trance state, in the early 
stages of which the dancer experiences geometric visual hallucinations, entoptic figures known as ‘form con-
stants’.  Some researchers are proposing that there may be a relationship between the physical experience 
of these form constants and the evidence of geometric mark making in South Africa, which constitute some 
of the oldest forms of human mark making that we are currently aware of



This understanding seems very close to the proposal that there might be an inherited genetic visual vocabu-
lary.  Regardless of culture we all share the physiological capacity to experience these form constants.  
Maybe these form constants are as close to what Jung would have called archetypes as it is possible to get? 
Maybe Moore did resist a psychoanalytical reading of his work but he was probably very aware that the 
geometric grid that is created by a cross hatch of lines has a deep resonance on some level for all humans

HP

I imagine you've probably also passed some very happy hours exploring the extraordinary landscape of 
NIROX. I was fascinated by how visible the traces of prehistory still are there. Perhaps because the UK is 
such a small and populated island I've grown up familiar with a landscape micro-managed by human inter-
vention, where usually only the most recent traces are evident, although I am getting better at recognising 
how the shape of certain land suggest prehistoric hill forts and the like. But at NIROX it felt to me as though 
millions of years of human life were tangibly in reach. What impact has the site had on you?

MC

I know what you mean about the experience of growing up in the British Isles where it is almost impossible to 
get away from any form of intervention in the landscape.  Growing up on the edge of a small town in Somer-
set I remember that it used to really frustrate me that it was so difficult to experience what I thought was wild 
nature.  But thinking back now, in contrast to you, I do feel that the traces of the early human inhabitants of 
our now overpopulated and manicured land were actually way more present than they are on the land at 
NIROX.  I’ve been asking myself what it is about the land here that makes us feel that we are witness to this 
unfurling evolution of our own species?  Maybe it is simply knowing that some of the strongest evidence in 
the world for our transition from bipedal primate to anatomically modern human was found here?  I can’t real-
ly put my finger on it because I know that we only really know of the early hominin inhabitants through the 
discovery of their fossilised remains in breccia deposits in caves exposed by miners around one hundred 
years ago.  My personal experience is that on the surface of the ground there is very little actual physical 
evidence of early human habitation, yet there is such a powerful sense of that unbroken timeline that 
stretches back for millions of years

In my time here I have spent many hours every day walking in the bush.  I’ve always done this when I travel, 
because my way of getting a sense of a new culture is first to get to know the land.  After graduating from my 
art degree I spent over two years living in a tent in southern Europe and Morocco that culminated in a hitch-
hike journey overland to India where I spent eight months living and working in the Himalaya.  The moun-
tains there feel so young, they are still growing, and you can feel that they are a landscape that is still invent-
ing itself.  It took me a while to get used to the idea that the high veldt plateau where NIROX is situated is 
1,400 metres above sea level, already higher than any mountain in the British Isles.  It’s difficult not to slip 
into cliche when talking about the enormity of the land here but I suppose that cliche is cliche for a reason.  
In Africa the land feels so expansive and very old.  The obdurate dolomitic limestone that makes up the ma-
jority of the geology is ravaged by sun, wind and rain into undulating hills that roll as far as the eye can see.  
Even harder stones like chert and ironstone protrude through the ground like bones through the skin of a 
desiccated carcass. 

I can’t quite explain it, but being here seems somehow familiar.  A lot of things have made more sense to me 
since being in Africa - it’s a strange thing to say but take jazz for example. I’ve always enjoyed jazz for sure, 
but listening to it outside at night with the strident sounds of the thronging insect and animal life, it just seems 
to fit, whereas in England it seems somehow at odds with the landscape.  I am aware that jazz wasn’t ‘in-
vented’ in Africa but the potent memory of Africa that it has in it, is so right in this place.  My frequent work 
related trips into Johannesburg, only an hour away from NIROX, have given me a sense of the rawness of 
the social and political moment that South Africa is in right now.  The relationship between modern South 
Africa working to re-invent itself, in counterpoint to millions of years of human evolutionary history in the Cra-
dle of Humankind is just extraordinary.  Africa doesn’t seem so hamstrung by its history in the way that 
somewhere like Europe does.  Interestingly, one of the most powerful realisations that I have had here is that 
despite, or maybe because of, this epic timeline stretching way back, I can’t really think of another continent 
on the planet that could make a difference in the way that Africa could.  The sense of potentiality and a future 
unfolding is immense



HP
Is the experience any thing like you anticipated? Did you already have in mind a body of work that you want-
ed to develop or did you try to arrive free of preconceptions?

MC

I suppose that I tried to not preempt what I would feel when arriving at NIROX.  The place is and isn’t what I 
expected and the work that I am making has of course got it’s roots in works that have come before but I feel 
that there is a very strong site-specific feel to it that goes deeper than anything I’ve made before.  I wanted to 
spend some time on the land before I started to work but the ideas have come quickly and I have started to 
work sooner than I expected.  It all comes back to what I was saying before, at this moment in time in terms 
of my line of enquiry, I couldn’t really be in a better place, so I have been quite ambitious about what I can 
achieve in the time that I am here

I am developing four new works out here. Altered States is the collective title for both the exhibition that I am 
working towards and for twenty five works on paper including photo polymer and copper plate etchings, 
mono prints and sheets of paper manufactured from grasses and soil collected from the Cradle of Hu-
mankind that explore the nature of geometric mark making.  The conceptual leitmotiv running through all of 
these works is the reoccurrence of overlapping parallel lines tuned to the dimensions of the image, resulting 
in varying degree's of incidence in order to induce perceptual sensations in the viewer that relate to the ex-
perience of geometric hallucination

The most ambitious work in the series is Changing My Mind, a large scale sculpture made using a natural 
five tonne boulder harvested in the area of the Cradle of Humankind which bears the exquisite traces of 
three billion years of formation and erosion.  Continuing this process of erosion artificially, I have carved two 
perfectly flat intersecting planes into the stone by hand, resulting in what feels like quite a paradoxical object, 
part raw geology, part human intervention.  The planes will be covered in a constellation of punched chisel 
marks that act as a memory of the hand carved process with which the work has been made and at the 
same time allude to the geometric dot marks that are one of the form constants that are a common feature of 
early human rock engraving

In the closely related installation Human Nature, I have collected forty naturally eroded stones found lying on 
the surface of the ground in the vicinity of Plovers Lake cave.  Plovers Lake cave is an important archeologi-
cal site on the land at NIROX that has been occupied by hominin’s for hundreds of thousands of years.  
Three flat faces have been selected on each stone and the process of reduction has been continued by hand 
to form intersecting planes.  Operating as a portrait of the geology that provided shelter for our early ances-
tors, the different stone types in the work are present in quantities proportional to their occurrence in the 
Cradle of Humankind

At the centre of the group is another object that is composed entirely of interconnected triangles.  I was given 
access to the University of Witwatersrand's collection of fossilised human remains discovered at Plovers 
Lake.  I selected a fragment of cranial material less than one centimetre square that originates from an 
anatomically modern Homo sapiens dated at seventy-six thousand years old.  I had this fragment digitally 
scanned then took the polygonal mesh that describes the virtual form and subjected it to a dramatic reduc-
tion from over one million triangles to just seventeen.  This virtual data was then CNC milled at a scale that is 
proportionally equivalent to the stones, then cast in iron.  All forty one objects are arranged in a geometric 
grid, arrayed on a support structure made of twenty five tessellating steel tiles contained within a low frame.  
The edges and facets that thread through the installation allude to the geometry of form constants projected 
into three dimensions.  ‘Human Nature’ attempts to extend the idea of what it is to be human by locating as-
pects of the evolution of consciousness beyond the body and into the geology that supported it, simultane-
ously alluding to the deep geological past and the present moment as part of this continuum

In the fourth work Bassline, I am working with young Johannesburg based performers Mada Sthembiso and 
Manthe Ribane to develop and perform movement material that explores the notion of the body as a drawing 
device.  Thinking out into the world through physical engagement with material, the performers reference a 
trance like state in their movement.  Lit solely by stroboscopic light which supports the sense of relocation 
into an altered state of consciousness, the performers use their bodies to generate rhythmic sound that 
threads throughout the performance, they simultaneously make marks in the the expanse of red earth con-
tained within a five by five metre metal frame, revealing the black surface beneath as the line of the drawing. 
The physical traces of the movement will remain as a performance relic for the duration of the exhibition



HP

That is a very impressive and considered body of work developed in a relatively short time frame, I hope that 
there are plans to share it?

MC

Things are gearing up now for the opening of Altered States in mid-March.  When I was into the flow of mak-
ing, we started to think that it would make sense to show the work at the end of the residency.  This wasn’t 
necessarily a given, after all a residency is often a space to be open-ended, but the way that I was ready to 
engage with the nature of the place has meant that the evolution of the work has been quite fluid and pro-
ductive.  The idea of showing in a pre-existing gallery space didn’t seem right to me as I want to situate the 
work, that is very much about the non-urban origins of humanity, in counterppoint to a contemporary urban 
African environment, so we started to look at un-occupied spaces in the central business district in downtown 
Johannesburg

This area went through a huge population shift during the last decades of the twentieth century when the 
wealthier residents of the city and their businesses migrated to a new purpose built city called Sandton due 
to the high levels of crime and upheaval associated with the economic poverty that accompanied the events 
that ultimately led to the dissolution of apartheid and the period of of transition that followed.  The vacated 
properties were occupied largely by squatters and migrant workers and the area fell into a state of disrepair.  
Although it clearly poses a whole set of ethical and political concerns that are echoed the world over in simi-
lar regeneration projects, a group of entrepreneurs and visionaries have now started developments that aim 
to transform the central business district into a community that supports the vibrant creative scene that has 
always been a defining feature of Johannesburg life and will most likely be key to its reinvention 

Looking at various spaces around the city, we were shown into the first floor space of a building known as 
Hallmark Towers.  The minute I saw it, I knew that it was right.  The space has a dilapidated almost post-
apocalyptic feel, with ceiling tiles caving in and a patina of decay and past industrial activity on the concrete 
walls.  It is dark and cavernous, with a floor to ceiling window that runs the length of the exterior wall, cov-
ered with a thick layer of grime which filters the light down into an ambient glow.  Outside, cars stream by on 
an overpass illuminated by the crystalline African glare

We then learnt that the building is about to be redeveloped by international architect David Adjaye.  We con-
tacted the developers and Adjaye’s office with a proposal for the exhibition and were delighted when they 
decided that it echoed the ethos of the project perfectly.  We are now working in collaboration to launch the 
exhibition as the first cultural event in the new life of this iconic building

HP

That all sounds really exciting. It might be too early to say, but how do you think that the experience of 
NIROX will stay with you and your work?

MC

Of course it is difficult to predict how exactly, but I believe that the experience of my residency will undoubt-
edly affect what I go on to do in a positive way.  The extraordinary possibility offered by the well thought-out 
set up at NIROX, where it seems everything is considered and catered for to facilitate focus on research of 
this particular place, has allowed me to go deep into my subject and as a result I have strengthened my dia-
logue with the diverse spectrum of disciplines exploring the nature of consciousness, and at the same time, 
and most importantly for me, my experience of making here has set in motion a whole new set of ideas that 
are taking me deeper into my process.  I definitely feel that my conversation with Africa has just started and I 
look forward to seeing how it unfolds in the future


