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Paul Hobson: Good evening, everyone. I’m Paul Hobson, I’m the director of Modern Art 
Oxford, I don’t actually direct this gallery but I have my own gallery that 
some of you will know just in Pembroke Street, and I’m really delighted to 
be in conversation with Joanna Vestey about some of the ideas arising from 
these bodies of work here, and it’s my great pleasure and privilege to have 
been invited to do so. 

 I think we’re quite keen for it to be relatively informal, so I’m going to ask Jo 
to talk a bit about each body of work, and I think we’d also be happy if 
people had questions, although actually I’m realising there are quite a lot of 
you. So, we might need to ration that a little bit, otherwise it could be a bit of 
a free for all, but we’ll be talking for, I think, about 40, 45 minutes, and we’ll 
certainly make sure that there’s an opportunity for you to ask Jo any 
questions at the end, and of course we’re not going to be hijacking her and 
taking her away. 

 So, I guess we should begin by talking about this body of work here, in the 
first instance. Now, I know what these objects are, but will you tell us a little 
bit about where this body of work came from and what it is people are 
looking at? (Support Series) 

Joanna Vestey: Okay, thanks Paul. So, I guess backtracking a little bit just to set the scene, 
the work that I made before was very much about the, sort of, physical spaces 
where knowledge was shared and held. So, libraries, lecture theatres, and the 
more time I spent in them the more and more I was interested in the heritage 
and conservation and the stewardship of them, and then I started going into 
the newer buildings, newer lecture spaces in Oxford. I was really struck by a 
detachment, there weren’t the same traces that there used to be at some of the 
old buildings, just these great big modern buildings. 



 Somehow I began to have an idea of rootlessness and places without the 
same clues beginning to creep into them. So, I became interested in thinking 
about articles or objects that spoke about physical objects. In this case, the 
book, to begin to think about things that are shifting and how knowledge is 
now accessed online and digitisation of it. So, I was sitting in the Bodleian 
one day, thinking and writing, and I just saw this stack of these objects, they 
were unassembled at the time in the window, and then as I looked around 
there were more and more of these were assembled on desks.  

 They are used by the readers when they take the books out and they 
obviously choose the correct amount of support for the size and weight of the 
book.  So I was asking about them and found out they were designed 
specifically for the Bodleian by a conservator called Christopher Clarkson. 
That was in the 1980s, and his design got picked up globally and now you 
see these in all the museums and libraries worldwide. I think he’d struck a 
balance of a functional object and something that would sit discreetly in the 
library.  

Paul Hobson: So, I just wonder, actually, how legible these objects were for all the viewers, 
book supports. Did you all think that they were book supports?  

Female: Yes.  

Female: Absolutely.  

Paul Hobson: I wonder, I bet if we weren’t here in this scholarly environment of Oxford 
that they may not be so legible, actually, as book supports, because of course 
they also do a number of things, but one of the things they do is generate an 
architectural idea, as well. Which, as you say, connects into your interest in 
interior spaces. Which you’ve been documenting, well, more than 
documenting in the previous series, about the custodians and that relationship 
to space.  

 I think that these would be quite ambiguous objects for quite a number of 
different people, and reading about this body of work I was really struck by 
the quote that you referenced, Jo. About Paul Valery talking about the active 
presence of things that are absent, and I wonder if you could elaborate on 
what’s interesting in relation to this body of work for you. What do you see 
as being absent here, and how does it connect in to your interest in the 
dematerialisation of knowledge, for example?  



Joanna Vestey: I think that firstly it’s about the architectural form. Actually, one of the things 
I was thinking about, I was reminded of, was the brutalism and concrete and 
many of the architectural structures of the 1960s and just seeing all these 
shades recurring with that reference of minimalism as well. Yes, I do think 
there was something really powerful about, they’re obviously about a book 
but the book isn’t there. So, somehow finding a way of making work, for me 
it was a bit of a journey out of a more traditional, perhaps more realist, way 
of making work into something much more abstract. Suggestive of something 
lost, yet something still so incredibly physical present.   Suggestive also of 
these forensic clues that would be there from the leather, and even from the 
readers, but actually, yes, that object itself referring to something that has 
somehow become detached from its support structure.  

Paul Hobson: I know that one of the things that you’re really interested in with this body of 
work is about what’s happening to forms of knowledge, the structures of 
knowledge, in a world that’s becoming increasingly digitised, and this, sort 
of, alludes to a situation where that is no longer physical but that knowledge 
has gone to some other domain, in a sense, but then you were talking just 
then about the traces. The idea of the trace is a recurring idea in a number of 
your different bodies of work.  

Joanna Vestey: It seems to be, yes.  

Paul Hobson: Here it’s combined with almost a forensic interest in the traces that are left on 
these supports. As you say, like leather or fibres.  

Joanna Vestey: Or even skin, I mean, it’s gross, but from a reader.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, but is it because you’re negotiating this interest that is between the 
things that are very tangible and physical, and then their dematerialisation 
that you’re so interested in these physical traces on objects like these?  

Joanna Vestey: I think so, and I think, you know, what the digitising enables is a kind of 
access, 24/7, from anybody anywhere in the world. Rather than, obviously, 
being in a closed library, and you get permission, all those sort of things. So, 
there is an incredible excitement to it, I’m not lamenting the loss of the book, 
as such, within the work, but no, you’re right. All those sensory things, when 
you get an old book and how it smells and the weight of it, and those very 
tactile experiences, and then conversely thinking about rtjust how different 
that is when you then access something on a screen.  



 The convenience, but maybe you’re sitting in a café or sitting on a train or 
somewhere completely different to where you’re sat with a reference for this 
object. Just acknowledging it really. Not really trying to understand what it 
means, as such, but just that, sort of, passing.  

Paul Hobson: The way that you’ve formatted this series, to me, is really interesting, 
because you say, apart from minimalism, as a photographer there are really 
clear associations for me around the Bechers and the Dusseldorf school and 
this objective documentation of a certain kind of cultural moment where 
there is this shift that’s happening. So, they resonate with a cultural moment 
that’s quite significant, it seems to me, from that point of view, but they’re 
also incredibly mysterious objects, I think. 

 Do people have any questions? We’ll take a couple of questions, if any of you 
have any on this series, before we move on, then we can take questions at the 
end.  

Female: I was asking about the colour. Are the colours real?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, the colours are exactly as they were. So, there’s a sort of pile in the 
Bodleian that you can construct as you like, and I don’t think the colours 
have any significance as such, maybe some are a bit denser, but they’re 
absolutely as they were, yes. They’re all shot minimally under one light.  

Female: I was just interested in whether you were actually allowed to remove them 
from the Bodleian in order to take them, or did you shoot them in the library?  

Joanna Vestey: I shot them in another room.  

Female: Did you, because they don’t like you to take anything out.  

Joanna Vestey: No, and the click on my camera was actually too noisy to be in the library as 
well. So, I was politely asked to work in the room next door. Which actually 
was great, so then I had this little setup of a white studio on a table top, and it 
was ideal. So, I shuffled out with each one that I had found left behind on the 
desk, I photographed it, and took it back in again. Much to the security 
guard’s curiosity.  



Paul Hobson: These are analogue photographs, there’s no digital?  

Joanna Vestey: These ones are in fact digital. Actually, as we go around, some are analogue 
and there seems to be a hybridity and transformation recurring throughout the 
whole series.  

Paul Hobson: Well, we might talk about that, because there’s a lot at stake in that shift, isn’t 
there?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes.  

Female: One more question, is there a story in terms of how you put them together 
here? I’m looking at it, and I’m reading it, and I’m thinking that they’ve got a 
life of their own now, and I’m just wondering.  

Joanna Vestey: Would you like to write a story to go with them?  

Female: I’m thinking about, I guess, the interaction of the human with it, and maybe 
there was a story about how they put that together, and how one is missing 
something.  

Joanna Vestey: It could well be, yes, absolutely. I think it was dependent on the scale of the 
book or the manuscript that they had.  

Female: Yes, so, when you put it together curating it, did you think about which order 
they should be in specifically?  

Joanna Vestey:  Not really, no. I had literally just picked them off the desk as they were and 
went out to my little studio, and then just purely visually just laid out the 
selection you see on the wall to see how they would best complement each 
other.  

Paul Hobson: That’s quite an interesting question, because sometimes with your work the 
thing that you leave absent is actually that content, precisely. Yes, we’ll talk 
about that when we come onto things, but you are interested, these could also 



be looking out into books that you’re interested in, or where the titles of 
individual works and the reference within them as well. So, yes, I think 
they’re a very compelling and interesting piece, they’re also so mysterious. 

 So, let’s talk about this body of work here, which is really very different.  

 (Move to Lecture Series work)  

Paul Hobson: Are you prepared to explain to people the process behind the work, or would 
you rather keep that separate?  

Joanna Vestey: No, no, I’m happy to talk about it, and actually James, who helped me with 
the very technical end of it is here too, so if I get stuck I might invite hime to 
talk a little about the process behind it with me.  

Paul Hobson: There’s no making it up, basically. So, perhaps we can begin by your talking, 
explaining what it is that we’re looking at, these really stunning, abstract 
images, but how are they made? What are they from, what is their source 
material and how are they made?  

Joanna Vestey: So, again, I was interested in carrying on this theme of the slight dislocation 
of knowledge, so these are all made from audio recordings of lectures in 
Oxford. My idea was to try and visualise something of the academic 
curriculum, and actually thinking how to do that, you know, going back into 
the lecture space and taking another picture of a lecturer, I felt I’d been there. 
I just wanted to try and do something a bit more playful. So, my idea was to 
audio record them and then try and convert sound into sight, and then along 
the way having a series of different questions to resolve.  

 One of them was how to link them back into the physicality of the space 
itself, so, once I had the actual audio, I took colour from these little pictures 
on the side, (points to two chair pictures) the two chair ones. So, when I was 
in the space making the audio recording, I took a quick snapshot. So, this 
one, for example, which was made in Pitt Rivers, that’s one of the red chairs 
from the auditorium bit. So, when we played out this sound on a monitor, we 
took three colours, three key colours, from the space itself and then assigned 
them to various channels.  

 So, as the sound played, almost like heartbeat lines across the monitor, these 
three different colours all sort of melted along. Then while it’s playing along, 
I sit in a dark room with a 10x8 camera and make a 4-minute exposure. So, 
literally the colour was painting itself onto the emulsion of the film, but the 



actual process of how to get colour embedded into the audio file is something 
that James can explain really well, 

Paul Hobson: Yes, James, come on, tell us all about this.  

James: Hi there. I’m James, I help Jo with software stuff, but, yes, so, essentially 
what you see is we took the audio files that Jo had recorded and put them 
through a digital filter, that’s basically what it is. The digital filter converted 
the audio into, basically, moving graphics on the screen, which we took long 
exposure photographs of, and to do that we used what’s called a Fast Fourier 
Transform, which takes audio and breaks it down into its various frequencies. 
So, high frequencies ended up on this side and low frequencies would end up 
on that side.  

 Then the more a frequency is represented, the more colour it got, the more it 
moved, all that sort of stuff, and then Jo just sat in the dark for a while taking 
long photos. 

Joanna Vestey: Those long days, yes.  

James: Those days and days. Is that an appropriate description?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes.  

Paul Hobson: Well expressed, and so the content of these different talks, I know, was over 
the course of what, as I understand, one academic year? They were, like, 36 
lectures, and they were a range of different topics in different parts of the 
university. Universities, in fact.  

Joanna Vestey: Yes but all from the University of Oxford 

Paul Hobson: So, where did this idea come from, and what were your intentions in creating 
these abstract images?  

Joanna Vestey: Lots of different things, obviously, I was thinking about at the same time. So, 
synesthesia, and people who see colour when they’re listening to sound was 



one of the things that I was aware of. I’m quite interested in abstract painting 
and colour field paintings, and just beginning to think how far could you get 
away from photography and still say something? Actually, quite quickly I 
realised you couldn’t say anything at all, it relied heavily on the caption to 
know what it was.  

 So, at one point I wondered whether, like a trivial pursuit game the colours 
might represent something but quite quickly I moved away from the 
representative idea and hoped to make something that was more poetic, and 
actually I think really they just exist as they are. It’s a sound that’s become a 
sight, but in a very abstract way. I don’t have any big claims that they tell you 
anything, as such.  

Paul Hobson: They represent, again, another theme in your work, which is this interest in 
the digitisation of knowledge, because they’re a digitised image that 
originally comes from a lecture. A conventional imparting of knowledge, and 
obviously dialogue with the history of abstraction. So, they’re doing, again, 
lots of things quite economically, and again, in your writing about this series 
of work you talk about William Henry Fox Talbot talking about words of 
light.  

Joanna Vestey: Words of light.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, which is a really wonderful idea.  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, and a lot of photography’s origin being about capturing the fleeting. The 
shadow, we’re trying to fix, that impermanence, fixing something. So, in a 
way, a circular reference to the origins of photography.  

Paul Hobson: One of the connecting ideas amongst this body of work is this interest in 
structures of knowledge and where they’re made available in the 
environments of knowledge. What is it that you’re so interested in about that 
arena, and knowledge itself and its particular qualities? Initially you’re 
thinking about this show, especially the title of this show, the conditions of 
knowledge, which, of course, Kant famously wrote about, and he 
characterised knowledge as having three constituent parts, and I thought, 
“Oh, maybe this is a Kantian show about subjectivity and the subjectivity of 
knowledge.”  

 It’s also very much concerned with the structures and environments where 
knowledge is made available, and the dematerialisation of those things at the 
same time. Something that one is probably acutely aware of in a city like 



Oxford, with its architecture and its original structures. Do you think that this 
is an interest that’s specifically stimulated by living in Oxford and being 
close to those environments?  

Joanna Vestey: I think absolutely. There is a certain degree of osmosis about it, that’s drawn 
me to look more and more into the buildings, and I think, as you say, for me 
there’s very much an interest in the shift in material presence. So, the 
detachment, and again, these mostly are available online as podcasts. So, just 
beginning to understand that you could be listening to it on your headset 
running around the park, rather than sitting in a traditional space. Just 
beginning to think about, again, that’s revisiting some of the themes.  

Paul Hobson: As a photographer, you’re clearly interested in this, but how concerned are 
you that many of the trajectories that are, say, for example, in the case of the 
increasing dematerialisation of books as a form of knowledge, are you 
concerned with that also being photography’s trajectory, because that’s also 
happening to photography, right?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, absolutely, and I was reading something the other day, actually, it was 
really interesting, about how in the old days, the glass plates, and the 
dageurreotypes, as with negatives actually have the image embedded, stuck 
to the surface. Now, that attachment from the image of its original support 
structure, the means in which it was created, has become detached.  So 
thinking about the shift that’s happened and what that potentially means is 
really interesting.  

Paul Hobson: It’s interesting to me that you were dealing with, again, this mediation 
between images that were recorded and then were available on a monitor, 
were digitised, and then you’re using a very old form of long exposure 
photography to create these images. So, as you said earlier, Jo, this, sort of, 
hybridity, I guess tracing the history of the development of the media itself, 
and really juxtaposing that to make these images. Which is something that 
you’ve been doing in your work to date as well.  

 You’re obviously very aware of the history of photography and the different 
opportunities that it opens up, and it’d be interesting, I think, for us to hear 
how you decide, and how significant those moments and choices are within 
your practice, that reference photography’s own development as a media.  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, I think that’s something I’ve become more and more aware of, actually, 
and I think it has been quite subconscious, reaching for different tools, but I 
guess it’s a series of resolutions that I’m always interested in whenever I start 



an entirely new series. Of what the best tool for the job is, whether it’s digital 
or film, or how best to go about it. I think it’s a fairly subconscious thing, 
actually, and I think becoming more and more aware of reading around 
traditional photography, just beginning to, again, incorporate that, but not in a 
very planned way or with any great certainty about how it’s going to pan out, 
necessarily. 

 Some of it is quite experimental, I’ll try on digital and then just can’t get the 
effect that I want so I’ll go back to film, and vice versa. Actually, even the 
10x8 film, ultimately, goes and gets scanned and it’s a digital print. So, 
there’s this constant, just when you think you’ve settled on something you’re 
back to a different medium again.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, and can you talk a bit about how these different bodies of work 
originate? I imagine there’s a lot of research, but also experimentation. How 
distinctly do you work? Were these running alongside each other, these 
different enquiries? Yes, where does research sit within the origination of 
these different bodies of work?  

Joanna Vestey: I think the work that’s here has all been made under the umbrella of my PhD. 
So, for me, it’s all been a series of different enquiries, but they’ve all very 
much been linked in. Whereas potentially if I hadn’t had that umbrella then 
there might have been a more crazy approach to them, but I think this has 
very much followed a series of questions, and one thing has led to the next 
and then the next idea, and just sticking, remaining tight to the question. 

Paul Hobson: It probably also explains why there’s such a lot of connecting, conceptual 
fibre between the different works that we all see. It’s just, I don’t want to say 
its curated itself, but you can see the clear synergies between these different 
series. Do people have any questions?  

Male: What lectures are we looking at here? 

Female: Yes.  

Joanna Vestey: Well, in very small, grey text underneath. This one was a completely 
wonderful lecture, it was at the Said business school, and it was about 
Monet’s waterlilies and his gift to the nation, that was his wartime effort.  To 
go and create these beautiful paintings, but it was Caroline Holmes talking, 
and the colours were taken from the lecture hall, it’s a very contemporary, 



wooden space. So, they were from there. Each one has got a title under them. 
Shall I go along? 

Female: Yes, definitely.  

Paul Hobson: Yes.  

Joanna Vestey: Actually, what I didn’t resolve but I was still thinking about is actually, to me, 
in a way, the title is almost 50% of the work, because of that relationship with 
the text. Being Oxford, I think these titles are wonderful, and I haven’t 
figured out whether to write on, or in some way whether to attach the two 
together. So, this one is digitalising the Korean cosmos, representing human 
and non-human continuity and filialities through digital photography in South 
Korea. So, I think it’s really important. So, in a way, somehow as a 
photographer you want to talk about the lectures, and it’s really hard to say 
that in a photograph.  

 I can show you the building, but I can’t do this. So, somehow I wanted an 
excuse to deliver that title in some format. So, I’m not sure that side of it is 
quite resolved. If anyone’s got ideas how to put the two together.  

Paul Hobson: This one?  

Joanna Vestey: You’re intrigued now.  

Paul Hobson: Well, I read these, and, yes, I think they have a space of speculation between 
the viewer and the image which is really regenerative.  

Joanna Vestey: This one is the Hippocratic paradox, when is resuscitating a patient doing 
them harm? A brilliant question.  

Paul Hobson: These are important questions, yes.  

Joanna Vestey: So, I felt, I didn’t want to mock, and I don’t want people to think I’m 
laughing and mocking, but there is a slight degree of humour about the 



absurdity of those blue streaks next to this important question. Which, I 
guess, was also that gap, potentially.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, and also the environment and that somehow the lecture could have 
created this is quite interesting, yes.  

Joanna Vestey: That was the space that I took the colours from for this one. So, in a way, 
again, it’s a very calm space, and then there’s a wild picture that’s come out 
of the dark based on that.  

Paul Hobson: Again, you talk about people like Kandinsky as being influential in your 
thinking through about people that hear things and then see things, 
synesthesia, and this being a really influential idea, clearly, in the origination 
of these works, and within the history of painting, actually. Is there anything 
you want to talk about that? Or, you talked about colour for your painting 
earlier, which is also quite an interesting synergy.  

Joanna Vestey: Again, theres Barnett Newman, those great big Cathedral works of his that I 
can see these relate to in someway, I’m quite new to really knowing much 
about that sort of art, I think it’s fabulous, but the minute I started seeing 
these and going back to those paintings, it was quite excited.  

Paul Hobson: Yes. I hope the university acquires these works, because they would be 
stunning in the spaces where they were given as these hermetic, codified, 
abstract images, knowing what their originating source was. I think it would 
be amazing. So, are there any other questions?  

Female: Can you go back to the original recording from the picture?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, and actually quite a few of them are online.  

Female: No, I mean, not online, but if, I don’t know, you devised a device to scan this 
picture, and reverse the process?  

Joanna Vestey: Oh, to go back the other way. James? Something to think about later?  



James: The short answer would be probably not. The long answer would be that the 
world of computer science has breakthroughs every day, and you never know 
what’s possible in five years. So, yes, that’s what I would say.  

Female: Well, also, if you pick up Paul’s point about how wonderful it would be if the 
university bought them, for the Pitt Rivers to have that and the audio 
recording would be just so consistant with what the Pitt Rivers does. Sorry, 
my uncle is a social anthropologist, so this would be so up his street.  

Joanna Vestey: Actually what they do have, which I’m quite interested in, in the Pitt Rivers 
is lots of old ethnographic sound recordings on wax, which they’ve just 
digitised. So, actually, maybe making a series of these from some of their old 
1920s, 1930s field studies would be really nice.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, that would be great. Watch this space, guys. That sounds like a great 
idea, yes, but we can touch on the idea of layering, and the relationship 
between space and time. Which, I know that’s an incredibly broad topic, but 
it’s something that you talk a lot about when you’re referring to your work. 
Which is clearly here, in that we have this trace of an event that’s then been 
through its exposure, it’s gone through a series of temporal translations in 
order to then be fixed in this way. You’ve got this ongoing interest in the 
mechanism of photography to fix things that are fleeting, we talked about this 
earlier. 

 That leads us, really nicely, into this final body of work. About the 
encyclopaedia, and the idea of the layering which is particularly evident, of 
course, in these works, and also here. Again, can you explain to us what 
we’re looking at? (Diderot Encyclopaedia series) 

Joanna Vestey: So, the starting point for these ones was these four here, and one of the things 
I was really interested in was Diderot’s encyclopaedia from the 18th century, 
and it was a monumental work from the enlightenment. Lots of reasons why I 
was interested, but anyway, the physical thing itself was just, when you see 
them, amazing, and there’s a sort of density to them. I started out by thinking 
it would be really interesting to  go and X ray them and see what you get, and 
would each volume have something different, would it show up on an X ray 
machine?  

 So, a friend of mine, I’m not sure, Bella’s here, Bella’s husband, Titus, 
managed to get me into Reading hospital, into the X ray department, and a 
friend of his started X raying and then CT scanning and MRI scanning these 
encyclopaedias, and it was incredibly fun but incredibly disappointing. 



Nothing happened. There were these grey, rectangular cubes came through, 
and we were like, “Oh.” We thought it would be really interesting, there 
would be lead traces, but none of those traces were visible. 

 So, I slightly went back to the drawing board and was thinking, well, how to 
do it? How to somehow build up that layering and dig in a bit, and then it 
turned out that Stanford had done a project called the Artfl project, and they 
digitised each of these volumes, and that’s no mean feat. There are about 
1,000 pages in each, and so, actually, again, James, managed to help me 
access, so we found our way into an online environment where we were able 
to access this incredible project. 

 So, we managed to download each volume, and then James found a way of 
very quickly getting each 1,000 pages in the right sequence to appear on a 
monitor while I stood in a dark room, again, with my big camera. So, these 
ones here are each volume, and each 800, 900 pages, within one image shows 
all of those pages. Then while I was standing in the dark, what struck me was 
that the really beautiful bit of the encyclopaedia was the illustrated bits. So, 
you have in this next group some work made from the plances, which are 
these.  

 So, just as I was standing there, holding my camera shutter open for a five-
minute exposure, I was watching these amazing studies of anatomy and 
studies of drawing all flashing up. So, actually, then we separated those out, 
and I did this A to Z series based on a selection that we made of certain 
categories. So, this is anatomy, and then the barber’s wigs, and then the 
surgeon’s tools, and then some drawing, fencing, and artificial flowers. So, 
slightly obscure, but they were just too charming to leave back in the books, 
and they were lovely.  

Paul Hobson: So, I want to ask you about this interest in layering, and you’ve been very 
drawn to ideas around what you’ve referred to as the chronotope, this idea of 
this relationship between time and space, and the fact that we experience time 
spatially. I’d really like to hear you elaborate on your interest in that, because 
it’s such a connecting idea. Maybe it’s inevitable, well, I don’t think it’s 
inevitable necessarily with photography, but there’s such an acute opportunity 
around creating these layers of tracing. I’d just like to hear you talk about, 
yes, your interest. 

 People may not understand what this idea of the chronotope is, I hadn’t.  

Joanna Vestey: So the chronotope is something that  Russian critical thinker called Mickael 
Bahktin proposed, and his whole idea was if you’re going to write a novel 
one of the techniques you have is the chronotope, to position time and place 
and then away you go. So, you can say the town square in 1982, and so now 
you’ve got a setting and a way everybody can go and they’ve got somewhere 



to come back to. So, that was very much the chronotope, I think, if I’ve 
understood it right.  

Paul Hobson: This is your paper, I’m relying on you.  

Joanna Vestey: I’m in Oxford, though, someone’s bound to correct me. So, that was that 
idea, but I think a lot of this digital stuff that I’ve been interested in is about 
the collapsing of all of that and the rootlessness that comes with it. So, 
actually, where before, you know, when I was ringing around various 
libraries in Oxford to go and see their copies of it, before there was a very 
physical, and you’d go down to the stacks down in the basement or you’d go 
up to the reading room, now it was there online. It exists, and it doesn’t 
matter what day of the week or what town square or what, wherever. It’s just 
in a new space of time, well its in neither space or time in other ways. 

 So, I was really interested in, I don’t know, somehow playing around with 
that a bit.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, because I guess, like, in the literary tradition, say if we were reading 
Thomas Hardy or Émile Zola, someone writing in a certain moment, the 
opportunity of the road, walking down the road, or walking down the lane, 
would be a place for meeting people, it would be a place of exchange. Of 
course, now, that idea, in the 21st century, I’m nearly 40, God forbid, it’s not 
interesting, it’s disinteresting. So, the opportunities and the situations that 
might arise for characters in one place or another at a certain historic time is 
really radically different. 

 So, do you see this condition of rootlessness as being really specific to a 
digital culture that’s now primary in the 21st century?  

Joanna Vestey: I think, as you were saying, if you went into the library before, well, now still 
as well, but when you’re actually in the library you’ve got a brilliant librarian 
who would be able to shape what you need and supply things and suggest. 
Whereas when you’re sat in your room researching stuff online, you lose all 
of that. So, I think, yes, it is something that I’m quite interested in, in the 
balance of what you gain and potentially what you’re drifting away from. 
Some of that knowledge, which is really hard, you do need it, I don’t know, 
delivered by people and guiding you through it sometimes.  

Paul Hobson: In your custodian series you have very much a desire to map spaces in the 
university where lots of different activities, again around knowledge, are 
made available, but you have them with these custodians, these people who 



somehow connect us into a real relationship with the world, and these suggest 
very disembodied ideas of knowledge, that I think is probably quite troubling 
for a lot of us, and also we think about the way that data’s being kept. We just 
came back from Manifesto in Palermo, and we were looking at one artwork 
that had these large simulations of these big databanks.  

 That we think of the internet as being really up in the cloud somewhere and 
not really physical at all, but actually all this data and knowledge, in a very 
randomised way, is kept in these huge data processing plants in, like Iowa. In 
really remote bits of the world, and I think for many of us it’s like having this 
cultural dementia or Alzheimer’s, it’s the idea that we might lose our 
essential subjectivity, because where are we kept? Where are all our 
photographs now, where are all of the things that we know? 

 Do we even know our parents’ new telephone number? It’s just autodialled 
now. So, I think, yes, the things that might define us actually become really 
elusive in a world where knowledge and our subjectivity, precisely, is no 
longer rooted in a sense of a person. So, the custodian series that Jo did very 
much connects into, reassures us, if you like, of a slightly older world where 
that’s still the case. Do you feel like that in Oxford, when Oxford is 
populated by brilliant people, but actually has knowledge available at the 
same time?  

Joanna Vestey: I do, and I wonder whether it’s a generational thing, as well, that we’re very 
much a foot in each, in the analogue and the digital. Whereas I look at my 
kids, one of them is here tonight, but I know the minute we go to a gallery or 
an exhibition they’re drawn to the thing on the screen rather than the painting 
on the wall. So, their relationship, or their affinity, is immediately with the 
moving and with the screen. So, the idea of a vintage print or something 
won’t necessarily hold the same kind of joy. So, I feel almost like we’re just 
that last funny little time, where we haven’t quite gone to the future. We’re 
still slightly holding on to something.  

Paul Hobson: Let’s talk about these ones here.  

Joanna Vestey: So, this is the last series, and these are very much the physical. So, within the 
physical encyclopaedias themselves, at the front and the back, are these 
beautiful marbled pages, and these are the traces where maybe a library, or 
there would have been a donor name, and then when they were sold they 
would have been cut out and covered up with another bit of marbling to 
closely match to sell them on. These, again, they ended up being kind of a 
hybrid, so they were shot on colour digital and then I turned them black and 
white and then made negatives, and then these are actual traditional black and 
white hand prints. 



 So, it’s a reversal that’s gone back the other way, but they kind of were. They 
were that little human trace, again, that’s missing with all the digital stuff 
here.  

Paul Hobson: Yes, and is this one work, for example, or is this a series of work? I’m 
conscious that this is also a selling exhibition, not that I’m taking commission 
for my part, but these, are they individual works, or how do you think of 
them?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, yes.  

Paul Hobson: They’re all separate? 

Joanna Vestey: So, I think, within this I see three bodies of work, and then this actually I 
break down further to a further three bodies of work, but yes, everything is a 
unique ___.  

Paul Hobson: So, they’re unique prints, they’re not in editions?  

Joanna Vestey: Oh, no, I mean as in you don’t have to buy all 18 of them.  

Paul Hobson: Although you can buy all 18, they’re sufficiently fused. So, yes, we want to 
sell, actually. Are there any questions for Jo about this body of work, 
actually?  

Male: Jo, when you’re working on the images, is there a sense that you’re trying to 
recreate the wonderment of early photography?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes.  

Male: That photography is so dull. 

Joanna Vestey: Exactly that, yes.  



Male: Is that what you’re looking for?  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, that’s really observant. Yes, and almost a boredom with it as a medium, 
that there’s something incredibly flat about it, and the more and more 
digitised it is the more you move away from those lovely old hand prints and 
the traditional methods. So, actually, in a way, some of them are a way of 
trying to disrupt that to see whether it could say more with longer exposures, 
or different ways of making work would somehow embed something that I 
was more satisfied with, but yes. I’ve often wondered about maybe painting 
and having something that’s genuinely physically there, rather than just a sort 
of flatness, because you can’t really go back to the origins when it was really 
exciting. 

 Those old Anna Atkins prints that these slightly reference with the 
cyanotypes and things, and they were incredibly charming.  

Male: Things used to appear, didn’t they, because there was that process when you 
were developing in 1840 or something and suddenly something appeared. An 
image or something you weren’t expecting.  

Joanna Vestey: Yes, and then unfortunately it would disappear if your fixing concoction 
wasn’t quite right, and it would all be a day wasted. Whereas we don’t really 
have that magic anymore, you know what you’re going to get. So, yes.  

Paul Hobson: Any other questions? Great, okay. Well, thanks, Jo, it’s been really interesting 
hearing you talk about these bodies of work, and congratulations on the show, 
it’s been really great.  


