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Editorial: New Faculty of Arts
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NEW FACULTY OF ARTS

‘Losing Ground’ (Verlierend Erde) by Phil Taylor 
(School of Arts and Media), was exhibited in October 
2009 at the ‘Future Places’ festival in Porto, 
Portugal. The festival focused upon works drawn 
from international artists whose work explores the 
theme of digital media and local cultures. The festival 
comprised of an exhibition, performances, concerts, 
lectures and workshops over a six-day period.

Taylor’s piece, a 6-minute video work with audio, is 
based upon a specific location, the Fernsehturm (TV 
Tower) in former East Berlin. Many of Taylor’s time-
based projects focus upon specific locations that 
have an historical event or significance associated 
with them, such as the Sachsenhausen concentration 
camp in Oranienburg, Germany and the mining city 
of Butte in Montana, USA. These works interpret 
and document the locations whilst also presenting an emotive and 
personal viewpoint. Joanna Lowry, Academic Programme Leader for 
Photography, Moving Image and Sound (School of Arts and Media) 
recently wrote an introductory essay for a forthcoming photographic 
monograph by Taylor that reviews Taylor’s photography and moving 
image work. In reference to the work exhibited in Porto, Lowry writes: 
“In a new work based upon a European rather than an American 
journey, Losing Ground, a digital video is shot through the windows of 
the revolving restaurant at the top of the TV tower in East Berlin. Time is 
speeded up and the windows themselves pass before our eyes with the 
regularity of a filmstrip. Outside the window weather moves across the 
city, twilight falls and the lights of the passing traffic zoom with alarming 
speed like meteors across the frame. The city has its own stories but 
Taylor retells them again, reworking them through the very medium of 
the screen, a kind of secondary revision, exposing the structure of the 
city dream.”

All the artists that were selected to present their work at the festival 
employ digital media as an integral component of their working methods 
and creative processes. The festival, jointly organised by the University 
of Porto and the University of Texas (Austin, USA), focused upon the 
question of how digital media in the creative arts interrelates with local 
cultures. Heitor Alvelos (festival co-curator and head of Communication 
Design, University of Porto) writes in his introduction to the event: “If 

digital media can do so much for global communication, knowledge 
and creativity, how can it contribute to local cultural development?” The 
array and diversity of participants in the festival is testament to the 
interest and relevance in this area of debate, practice and research 
within sociological, ethnological and pedagogic frameworks.

Taylor was invited to present a paper as part of a one-day conference 
on the theme of ‘creative uses of digital technology in curricular 
environments’, relating to the broader festival theme of ‘aspects and 
strategies of contemporary digital media and its impact on locality’. 
Delegates and participants of the festival, including the Portuguese 
State Minister for Science, attended the conference.

The synopsis of Taylor’s paper was: ‘the integration of constantly 
evolving digital media practices and applications within the creative 
environments of higher education, specifically focusing on moving 
image and video. How this medium is taught, how it is employed, and 
how it is perceived by both tutor and student, underpinned by the 
main question of what are the broader cultural implications of using 
contemporary digital media within the curriculum?’ Taylor had previously 
collaborated in a CETLD research project (with Sol Sneltvedt and John 
Warr, University of Brighton, and Stuart Croft, Royal College of Art) 
that informed the content of his paper. The project is entitled ‘Bridging 
the Gap in Moving Image: connecting new and traditional technologies 
for enhanced communication between students, academic and support 

Phil Taylor on Future Places
Digital media and local cultures

Screen shots from ‘Losing Ground’ (Verlirend Erde)
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Perhaps one of the reasons why 
students are drawn to analogue 
ways of working is that the software 
and hardware industry relentlessly 
use an ‘upgrade me’ approach that 
promises that the latest version is 
always going to be better, faster. 

education as well as from the professional world. Taylor’s highlighting of 
this phenomenon stems from his observations of the working methods 
and practices of students within the MDes Graphic Design & Illustration 
course (School of Arts & Media), as well as research outcomes from 
the CETLD project. He has noticed an increasing tendency for students 
to employ analogue technology (utilising old typewriters for typographic 
projects, or 16mm cine film cameras for animation projects, for example). 
Taylor suggests that this may be because, for a younger generation 
who have grown up with digital technology and the Internet (with all 
the interconnectivity and self-publishing opportunities these provide), 
the attractiveness and appeal of ‘the digital’ that may exist for an older 
generation (those who are the educators for example) is not a draw 
for them to the same extent. He also proffered that the ‘alchemy of 
the analogue process is more predictable, and therefore more alluring’ 
and that ‘these methods can often precipitate happy accidents that are 
desirable within the creative process.’

Taylor went on to suggest that this is echoed in the creative professional 
world with a noticeable trend for young illustrators and filmmakers to 
increasingly explore analogue animation techniques that are less 
polished in their aesthetic qualities than CGI. The popularity of these 
techniques in the commercial entertainment industry is also undisputed 
with the recent highly successful film adaptation of Roald Dahl’s book 
‘Fantastic Mr Fox’ (directed by Wes Anderson, 2009) for example. One 

staff across art and design’. The three main points presented in 
Taylor’s paper were: 1) Analogue versus digital in the creative process. 
2) ‘Impatience’ – the gap between expectations and experiences 
regarding the time involved in learning and teaching moving image. 3) 
What are the broader cultural implications of using contemporary digital 
media and technologies within the curriculum?

Taylor’s paper, and the subsequent Q&A session, provoked some 
insightful and energised debate amongst the attendees. Taylor 
discussed the concept of the ‘Lo-Fi’ phenomenon within the application 
of analogue and digital technologies within the creative process. This 
stimulated multifarious points of view and opinions from those involved in 

Screen shots from ‘Losing Ground’ (Verlirend Erde)



TV Tower Base

17 researchnews

s/FACULTY OF ARTS  

of the questions raised at the conference was that if digital technology 
(over the last two decades) has increasingly precipitated a convergence 
of media and techniques encouraged by greater accessibility, ease of 
use and dissemination, why is there a currently a divergence of these in 
the creative and commercial world? This is evident in the contrast of Wes 
Anderson’s Oliver Postgate style treatment of a traditional narrative for 
the big screen with the recent release of the games company Activision’s 
technologically advanced digital game ‘Modern Warfare 2’ (2009). Both 
are set to be extremely popular, not just in a commercial sense, but also 
for their aesthetic visual styles and application of technique. Both employ 
narrative structure, yet one is reaching back to the analogue past and the 
other leaping ahead in digital super-realism.

Taylor’s second question for the conference aimed to examine the 
perceived gap between expectations and experiences regarding the time 
involved in learning and teaching moving image and digital technology 
(the ‘impatience’ factor). He suggested that: “Perhaps one of the reasons 
why students are drawn to analogue ways of working is that the software 
and hardware industry relentlessly use an ‘upgrade me’ approach that 
promises that the latest version is always going to be better, faster. 
Therefore, expectation is built into the use of that product, and invariably, 
it will disappoint to some degree. For example, the students’ real world 
experience of ‘real-time’ rendering in a video editing programme is not 
usually ‘real-time’ at all due to hardware capabilities, so the expectation is 
not matched by the experience and impatience creeps in and alternative 
methods and technologies are utilised. One cannot be impatient with a 
celluloid film inside a light-proof film camera – the medium itself has a 
time-delayed outcome.”

The closing part of his paper offered questions and insights into the 

current debate of self-publishing in the digital age and the implications for 
the wider culture beyond the higher education system. Taylor presents: 
‘in an age where digital self-publishing is ubiquitous, who are the arbiters 
of taste? Who are the gatekeepers of artistic merit?’ He continues, ‘ … 
in mass culture the inertia of the production and dissemination of virtual 
artefacts of self-expression is an exponential curve. Everyone and anyone 
can be an author, an artist, a musician.’ He cites the example of the 
‘Beautiful Losers’, a loose collective of artists, designers, film-makers and 
illustrators from New York who are non-art trained (including Mike Mills, 
Ed Templeton and Shepard Fairey) who in their early careers represented 
a form of counter-culture of non-conformity within the arts (one of Mill’s 
early T-shirt designs included the text: “Fight against the rising tide of 
conformity”). Most of these artists are now very well known and are 
regularly commissioned to produce high-profile advertising campaigns 
(Fairey created the Obama election image). A major contributing factor 
to their notoriety is that they all exploited digital self-publishing, despite 
employing working methods and resulting artworks that are very 
definitely ‘analogue’ and non-conformist. Taylor suggests there is an 
intriguing contradiction and dilemma in this, he says: “many artists and 
designers are immersed in digital technology, if not in the creation of their 
work, then it’s dissemination. But because of it’s conformist nature in the 
sense that anyone can do it, there is no distinctiveness, no gatekeepers 
and no rebels, because the medium is ubiquitous - it is not edited, curated 
or selective”.

Phil Taylor is acting Academic Programme Leader for Visual 
Communication in the School of Arts and Media. http://artsresearch.
brighton.ac.uk/research/academic/taylor_phil

...for a younger generation who have grown up with digital technology and 
the Internet (with all the interconnectivity and self-publishing opportunities 
these provide), the attractiveness and appeal of ‘the digital’ that may exist 
for an older generation is not a draw for them to the same extent.
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