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Positional statement
My work expresses humanities subjective epistemology in relationship with objective truth.

Since studying in Japan and researching linguistic theory for my dissertation, I became aware of the intrinsic tie between semiotics 
and epistemology. While post modernism saw this and attempted to eliminate the absolute, my work seeks to inspire the humility required to 

engage an absolute through our subjective conventions.

Accordingly, I want my work to be sublime: that is, to create a sense of insufficiency within the viewer. To overwhelm andhumble them as they seek 
and engage an absolute.

For my constructed and potentially controversial approach to the arts, the construction of a manifesto has been an important device in the 
validation and explanation of my practice. Research into artist manifestoes and their underpinning philosophies has been of great significance in 
the establishment of my own. In particular, my aesthetic system is developed in response to the evolution of modernism and its understanding of 

representing the subjective and objective. The manifestoes of the Suprematists and the De Stijlian ideas of the sublime were of considerable 
interest. That is, their philosophy behind the use of the abstract and ‘pure image’ to signify an absolute. Consequentially, using the geometric 

abstracted form as a symbol for the absolute has become a valuable asset.

Through developing this, the foreign word has emerged as a pivotal medium in my work. Due to its alien nature as an image striped of 
understood conventions, it allows us to see the visual form of the word without socially attributed meaning. I believe this can elucidate the sublime 
(a transcendent absolute). It does this by intriguing us with its expanse of incomprehensible knowledge, the seen, not seen. It reveals our limitation 

but sparks imagination. The juxtaposition of inability with potential creates the sublime. It can humble you or frustrate you. Lead you in 
or push you away.

For the foreign languages revealing and concealing, I have found great wealth in its dynamism. It has consequentially become to me the strongest 
metaphor of our interaction with truth. It begs the question at the heart of all semiotics: how do signs represent the real? Influential artists to me, 

such as Xu Bing and John Lathan, have also realised this power in foreign languages, however, they have not classified it as a medium of the sublime.

I create the sublime with foreign language through tention and juxtaposition. My work manipulates the foreign symbol into forms signifying subjectivity 
or objectivity. Using expressive techniques and natural forms to represent the subjective; and contrasting abstract geometry to represent the 

absolute, I create this juxtaposition. This is of great importance in creating strong narrative within the work. It presents subjectivity in 
harmony to objectivity, but also the acute relationship between them. The point at which the objective is engaged through subjectivity is what I call 

sublime convention. This is explored in more depth within my manifesto.



The Proposed Exhibition



Manifesto of sublime convention

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMdtBNoQT9o

(Please use the link to view the video). Before entering the 
exhibition space, the viewer can watch the manifesto on the 
screen. Above the door will be written 'The essence for the 
expression and revelation of truth' stated in the manifesto. (All 
content within the video including the music was created by 
myself except the cited works)

❖ Understanding of convention
❖ Awareness of limitation.
❖ Humility to yield.
❖ Faith to Engage.

'The essence for the expression and 

revelation of truth'

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMdtBNoQT9o


After the manifesto, I would like the first 
experience of my curated space to be 

the humbling nature of the entrance. A 
canvas on the wall will decrease the 
entrance size to force the viewer to 

bow.
Furthermore, the room will have 

reduced lighting with a provided torch. 
This experience will not only be 

humbling but will provide a sense of 
searching. Two more things are enabled 
through this set up. As exampled in the 
following slides, the torch enhances the 

reflective materiality of the works. 
Furthermore, the entrance places the 

viewer in the position of the first image 
of the continuum ( see key research 

source: image theory ) This is the most 
subjective image type, thus highlighting 
the subjective approach of the viewer.

Entrance





Entrance



From pure form to conventional 
'natural' image, reading: 'The 
blind will see' john 9:39

Embossed characters saying: 
'the word became flesh' 
(John 1:14)

This exhibition represents the 
absolute entering 
subjective convention by using 
the continuum of image type 
form 'natural' to 'pure 
form'. Pure form representing 
the absolute. Natural image the 
subjective state.

Translation: "The blind will see" 
John 9:39



Practical Portfolio



John Lathan (2005), God is 
great - this helped me see 
how language can operate 
as sublime.

This represents my experiments into the experience of viewing foreign word/image.

These juxtapositions of English and foreign word reveal how loaded the arbitrary form 
of the alphabet can be. When convention is removed from 'The Word' by viewing a 
foreign language, its form becomes unadulterated. In this I have seen how an image 
with the least signification could be viewed as less subjective.

Ink on paper, 400mm x 
150mm



When the convention of the mother tongue is removed, we start interpreting through our convention systems of 
viewing image. By controlling signification, the image can again be made more subjective or objective

Iconic: image which signifies its object through perceived 
resemblance (Chandler referencing Peirce 2017)

Dictionary: Indexical: a sign of cause and effect relationship; in this 
case the writing symbolizes its author (Chandler 
referencing Peirce 2017)

Allographic: completely replicable with every attempt (Goodman (1969)

Phonogram for 'Word'Character for 'Word'

(Dictionary below)



Allographic: (Objective) completely replicable with every attempt (Goodman (1969)
abstract, standard, unchanging, objective

As it signifies the author, reproducing the same symbol indexically constantly produces a unique version and can therefore 
be considered a subjective image

Primary colors are chosen 
based upon De Stijl
philosophies. The purest 
primary colour is the 
strongest abstraction of 
natural colour.

Ink on paper 3 x 200 mm x 200 mm



Experimenting with the contrast between the indexical and allographic image. I think it is a very strong 
visual representation of subjective vs the absolute. However, with no given context, meaning is 

difficult to obtain.

隠
to be hidden

言
The word

Ink and acrylic 
on paper
150 mm x 
100 mm



Combining the objective 
and the subjective within 

the same word. The 
consequential signification 

is that the word can be 
simultaneously objective 

yet subjective

Ink and acrylic on paper 150 mm x 100 mm

義 morality 

(left)

実 reality 

(right



Experimenting with medium to increase emotive, subjective qualities of the 
image.

Applying glaze when the paint is still wet exaggerates the indexical quality of 
the calligraphy. It also makes the surface reflect the viewer. This is an 
important quality as it suggests that what is seen cannot be seen without the 
influence of the reflection ( the viewer).

理
解

Calagraphic version 
of character

These were the 
original words written 
which then evolved. 
Their meaning is: 
Comprehension

spectrum of image by 
convention.

Pure form Phonogram リカイ Chinese character
'Natural' 
image'



This image is beginning to 
look sublime; I'm pleased 
with the alien nature of the 
abstracted form and its 
colour. It is resolute and 
has a transcendent quality.

The reflection is also quite 
striking. Representing the 
subjective viewing, it 
strongly contrasts the matt 
surface of the primary 
form which doesn’t reflect. 
It is absolute

有るI AM

Oil on board with 
Daymar vanish 
600mm x 600 
mm



The fluidity is powerful. 
Representing the 
subjective, the feeling of 
ever changing is 
unavoidable. I still feel 
like the calligraphy is 
moving.

Comparing this to the 
opposing immovable 
form (The absolute) in 
the center creates a 
strong dynamic

隠Hidden

Oil on board with Daymar 
vanish 600mm x 600 mm

Why still foreign language ?

The collapse between the 
imagination and 
the intellect produces a certain 
disturbing negative pleasure 
which causes us 
to sense the magnitude of our 
subjectivity' (Eco 2004, P.294)

Needs more 
negative space



Black initially was a subconscious decision to induce the sublime. It produces a sense of 
mystery and incomprehensibility. It is an immeasurable expanse.Experiments with black

Creating black from primary colour has many connotations. If 
primary represents an absolute, its mixture is subjective, hard 
to see, overwhelming. There is, none the less, a foundation of 
the primary (absolute).



The square is a living regal infant. The first step of pure creation in art. (Kasmir Malevich: Danchev 2011, p. 122)



The subtle inclusion 
of foreign language 
within the 
black, creates an 
added layer of 
mystery.
It looks engraved like 
an ancient artifact

I wanted to experiment by including the 'natural' image. It helps the 
viewer engage on a different level by appealing to better understood 
conventions on the spectrum. This balance with the foreign word speaks 
of our limitations more.



Due to lock down I 
could no longer continue 
using the resin.
I further developed 
my manifesto and 
started combining 
metaphor and simile ( the 
invisible made visible) with 
foreign language.

Translation of embossed 
characters:

"The kingdom of heaven is 
like treasure hidden in a 
field. When a man found it, 
he hid it again, and then in 
his joy went and sold all he 
had and bought that field".

Oil on canvas 1200mm x 
900mm



Manifesto development



Curation ideas
With no space big enough or safe enough to use the resin, my progress with the 
large single character paintings was halted. I had thought of creating a series. 
They would have had a fascinating dynamic together and a sense of 
transcendent sublime. I would have made one with overwhelming scale but 
incorporating more negative space accompanied by three smaller tryptic.

▪ tunnel like space.
▪ 5ft x 5ft , darken it to make it very 

uncomfortable like the process of humility.
▪ such a small space, reflective qualities would 

be very stong and the viewer would be 
drawn to the non-reflective geometry.

This idea highlights the viewer as the 
destination of the absolute. The pure 
form, the cube, transforms along the 
continuum of convention to reach the 
viewers understanding.



contextual research sources



The Holy Bible
The centre of my work being epistemological was initiated by my faith, in particular, the Holy Bible's fascinating descriptions of 

comprehension. The source of this journey started with the following verse:

' "... the blind will see and those who see will become blind.”...

“If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin; but now that you claim you can see, your guilt remains." ' ( John. 9:39-41)

A Christian address of the absolute is well known, but its awareness of the subjective less so.

Studying in Japan allowed me to experience a practical use of semiotics through a new culture's language and symbols. The 

realisation of its innate tie to epistemology and its reflection of the previous biblical standpoint was gripping - how convention 

can affect, enhance or warp, our vision - how pre-learning can blind or enlighten us to what we think we understand.

This is presented in the contemporary arts with the dispelling of an absolute.

However, my works desire is to reflect this concept of comprehension through the convention of semiotics, whilst readdressing our 

interaction with an absolute.

The following sources reflect epistemology in the arts and its semiotic theory.

These culminate in the necessity of humility as a doorway to engage with the sublimity of truth.



Semiotics/Image Theory

The very nature of Semiotics, and thus all art, is intertwined with 
epistemology. How does the signifier represent reality?

Goodman 1969, p.5 states ‘Every picture is a symbol because 
resemblance is not sufficient for representation’. 

Goodman concludes ‘realistic representation depends not upon 
imitation or illusion or information but 

upon inculcation’ (1969,p.38).

Therefore, as Walter Lippmann (1922/1997, p.54-5) declares 'for 
the most part, we do not first see, and then define, we define first 

and then see'.

Contemporary semiotic theory reflects the previous biblical 
description of comprehension. With these theories the signifying 

qualities of art become highly subjective. The question of 
representing a truth becomes difficult. It is in the knowledge of 

these theories that my work operates. By using sign and symbols 
which play with our convention, I hope to express our dependence 

on it, yet retain a truth and signify its sublime quality.



semiotic/Image theory 
continued

Gombrich also explains Goodman's (1969) 
inculcation as the defining factor of the natural 

image.

'The traditional opposition between ‘nature’ 
and ‘convention’ seems to be misleading. What 
we observe is rather a continuum between skills 

which come naturally to us and others which 
may be next to impossible’ (Mitchel quoting 

Gombritch 1987,p.84)

This continuum has been very important to me 
in presenting our dependence on 

constructed convention. In my work I have 
presented this spectrum from total abstraction, 
passing through Chinese characters, to 'natural' 
image. It expresses two things. 1: Our reliance 
on convention. 2: Removing convention also 

removes understanding. What can't be 
understood must move into our convention for 
understanding. This features as a defining point 

in my manifesto.

I have used both ends of the continuum to 
create juxtaposition and a 

strong narrative within my work



De 
Stijl

The development of the absolute in the modern and 
contemporary fine arts has been my main contextualising 
framework. The pursuit of representing the absolute is most 
profound in early modernism, particularly De Stijl. The aesthetic 
conclusion is pure abstraction.

The following two quotes clearly present the necessity of 
abstraction in separating art from a subjective perspective

'We may call those neutral which do not evoke individual feelings or ideas. 
Geometrical forms, being so profound an abstraction 
of form, may be regarded as neutral' (Herbert quoting Mondrian 
1964,p.116)

The artist will expose universal cosmic relationships and values, not empathy 
for the condition of the object (expression of self) but mainly by abstracting 
all the chance singularities of the object' ( Van Doesburg 1966, p. 21).

Therefore De Stijls
theorizing of 
the abstraction 
was a crucial 
starting point in my 
work. I 
merged this with 
Gombrichs' 
continuum, so the 
image most void of 
convention can 
represent the 
absolute.



De Stijl Continued

• However I became aware of two 
limitations in the use of abstraction.

• 1. As soon as the 'pure image' is used it 
enters our convention and becomes a 
symbol for the absolute. It is thus no 
longer pure, or void of signification. It is 
impossible for humans to 
engage visually without attributing 
meaning through pre-learnt convention.

• 2. The pure image that is void of the 
signification is, by definition, incompreh
ensible. This irony essentially resulted in 
the eradication of visual art by the 
reduction of image to pure form.

• My work, then, uses 'abstract' 
image as a symbol for the absolute. 
It uses image on the continuum of 
convention to reveal it.

• For me, the abstract 
image juxtaposed with the 'natural' 
has become a powerful plastic 
representation of the 
steadfastness of an absolute. The 
firm rigidity of the square and its 
abstract colour cut through the 
fluidity of the background in a 
striking way.



The Sublime
• The sublime has often come hand in hand with the absolute; the accessing of the transcendent. As Eudo (2019) explains, 

Platonic Christian thought states the divine is the absolute and the absolute is the divine. Consequently, Hegel described 
sublimity as ' the way the divine manifests itself in the natural world ' (Morley 2010, P. 16). Consequently, my work should be
sublime as I present the absolute entering our convention.

• However, the past has often sought to do this in establishing an uncompromising rhetoric, traditionally confining art to the 
perfection of form within the object ( Eco 2004 ). More recently, Barnette Newman's manifesto, The Sublime is Now,
(Danchev 2011) explains how De Stijlian and Suprematist thought simply transferred this rhetoric of the sublime into 
simplified geometric form.

• Instead of visual rules, I believe the key principle to truth in art and the conception of the sublime, is the works ability to 
inspire humility. As seen in the starting bible verse, 'the blind will see' , an admittance and awareness of insufficiency is what 
enables understanding.

• Emanuel Kant's theory of the sublime describes this process:

'what we see goes far beyond our sensibilities and we are thus induced to imagine more than we see (my foreign word). 
Our reason induces us to postulate an infinity that is not only beyond the grasp of our senses but also beyond the reach of 
our imagination. The collapse between the imagination and the intellect produces a certain disturbing negative pleasure 
which causes us to sense the magnitude of our subjectivity' ( Eco 2004, p. 294).

• I believe my artwork must help us to sense the magnitude of our subjectivity which can only produce humility in which truth 
may be revealed.

• The most effective way I found to do this is the foreign word because it produces this collapse between imagination and 
intellect whilst revealing convention ( see next slide ).



The Japanese Language 

• The Japanese language is for me the perfect culmination of all the previous research sources.

• When we look at the Japanese language with virgin eyes, we realise its meaning is completely dependent upon convention 
and subjective understanding. Whilst its complexity intrigues us, our awareness of its concealed meaning dominates, 'the collapse between 
imagination and intellect' results. I can use it to create the sublime.

• Furthermore, since Japanese is the only language in the world to use both phonetic and morphemic writing systems, with an additional more-
abstracted looking script for foreign words (Sampson1987), it lends itself perfectly to present Gombrich's spectrum of convention. From their 
ancient pictograms, to iconograms, to phonograms, abstraction of form evolved and, along with it, depth of convention. Just as Mondrian 
evolved the natural to geometry, so can this spectrum be reflected in Japanese writing.

• The relevance of language within epistemology is unavoidable 
and of course, as Zacharias (2018) explains, language philosophy 
was the major contributor to postmodern thought. Linguist 
Jaques Derrida (1976) was interested in the way characters link 
meaning through combination of different graphs. In this way 
they better explain the human condition of reality as we 
construct our environment. Therefore I can the use the 
characters to signify subjectivity and phonograms the absolute.



XU BING
Bings work has informed my practice in his 
manipulation of language's convention and 
its socially infused value. For me, his work 

captures the most important aspects of my 
own. The sublime, understanding, humility, 

and engagement with truth.

Bings most celebrated work, Book from the 
Sky, presents thousands of characters which 
look like authentic Chinese, but are actually 

pseudo symbols.

.Xu Bing has noted, the false characters 
“seem to upset intellectuals, inspiring doubt 

in perceived systems of knowledge” (Bing 
2020)

Bing's work forces the viewer to grapple 
with their cultural systems of 

comprehension as they realise their 
dependence on a constructed system...

Book from the sky, hand printed book with 'false characters' (1988)



For me, Bings work is a perfect case study 
of the sublime and the challenging of 
a persons character. My work uses the 

foreign word in the same way. The 
manifesting of the sublime in the tention 
between imagination and the intellectual 

limit. I love the responses documented 
within the viewer...

'You feel like you are surrounded by ancient 
knowledge...(but) you realise you don’t see 

anything at all' 'every character suggests 
something, but not' (bloomberg 2015)

'A sense of disorientation in truth and 
ability to access truth'. (bloomberg 2015)

I am using foreign work to create this 
awareness of limitation, but also the 

awareness of a greater unknown potential 
suggested in the language. The potential of 

a truth transcendent of our intelligence.

XU BING
continued

Book from the sky, hand printed book with 'false characters' (1988)
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