Creaturely
Connections:
A Conversation with Dean Kenning
by Jillian Knipe
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Renaissance Man,
2017.
Kinetic sculpture,
mixed media,
75 x 80 x 200 cm.

3/25/22 9:16 AM

qa
may/june n

MayJun_2022_Kenning v.5.indd 25

sculpture 25

3/25/22 9:16 AM

dean kenning
tory to observe the self-absorbed behaviors of mechanical entities. Stationed near a doorway, a pair of what
Kenning calls “rubber plants” writhed and wriggled
on their perches, like gatekeepers too busy to pay
visitors much attention. Meanwhile small-scale robots
with clumpy, bulbous limbs crawled around underfoot,
awkward, sweet, and just a little pathetic. Video
captured on their camera heads and live-streamed to
floor-level screens propped against the walls showed
us the world from their lowly perspective.
Jillian Knipe: The camera feed has a peculiar time jolt
that mimics how we’re always seeing in the past
because of the speed of light.
Dean Kenning: There’s about a second’s delay from

Welcome to a future that has always been, where

resurrected technology suggests everlasting life and
highlights an end point. These are the possibilities and
contradictions inhabiting Dean Kenning’s unique
kinetic sculptures. Using lo-fi technology, including old
portable cassette players, synthesizer keyboards, and
disco light motors, along with cheap computing parts,
he creates curiously creature-like moving sculptures
that put an endearing face on a deeply considered art
practice underpinned by the convergence of philosophy, politics, art theory, and science. Kenning further
explores these themes in wide-ranging diagrammatic
projects and across pedagogical initiatives, propelled
by a grounded, hands-on investigation into how things
might function.
“Evolutionary Love,” his Mark Tanner Sculpture
Award exhibition (which debuted at London’s Standpoint Gallery last year before traveling to additional
U.K. venues), transformed gallery space into a labora-
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Renaissance Man,
2018.
Kinetic sculpture,
mixed media,
75 x 80 x 200 cm.
OPPOSITE:

Untitled/
Rubber Plants,
2019.
Kinetic sculpture,
mixed media,
50 x 50 x 150 cm.

JK: Are they all programmed the same?
DK: Yes, but they don’t act the same because the program

is randomized; their movements also differ depending on the shape of their limbs, their position in the
space, and who or what they’re interacting with. A
distance sensor allows them to see if there’s an obstacle
in front of them. They can then decide to turn left
or right, back away or spin around, and sometimes
they make a crying noise.
JK: What prompts that cry?
DK: If their heat sensor identifies something warm, like

a person, it will occasionally trigger a sound depending on the randomized coding. The sound is generated
by an electrical current running through the sound
circuit, so it operates like an analog synthesizer rather
than a pre-recorded digital sound triggered by a code.
JK: Are they coded to have intention?
DK: On an immediate, experiential level, their goal is

THIS PAGE: COURTESY PIPER KEYS / OPPOSITE: JONATHAN BASSETT, COURTESY MATT’S GALLERY

camera to screens, simply due to technology. I’m
interested in going along with these limited realities,
as long as it works in an interesting way—a bit like
the Bruce Nauman corridor, where you see yourself in
delay. Everyday modern technology makes us used
to these data disruptions. It’s possible to watch what
one of the crawling sculptures is seeing, then turn
around, look at the screen, and see what you’ve just
witnessed one or two seconds before.
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OPPOSITE:

16A.
Untitled/Rubber Plants
2019
Kinetic sculpture, mixed
media, 50x50x150cm
Courtesy of Matt’s
Gallery. Photo: Jonathan
Bassett
T H I S PA G E :
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Renaissance Man
2018
Kinetic sculpture, mixed
media, 75x80x200cm
Courtesy of Piper Keys.
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I am interested in exploring trans-disciplinary ideas—whether
there is a genuine role for artists in collaborative knowledge production.
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to navigate the space without bumping into things
and to keep moving. On another level, there’s the
question of perceptual intentionality, even agency, and
in some sense, they do have agency. They probably
don’t have intelligence, though that depends on your
definition. They don’t have consciousness, they’re
not sentient, but they make decisions, just like any
living thing makes decisions based on information
received through its sensory apparatus.
JK: Their slow, considered movements remind
me of turtles. You’ve made the sculptures appear
organic, even cute, and you pick them up and
turn them over with care.
DK: I specifically avoided the typical way of making

robots by 3D laser-cutting from plastic, metal, or
wood. Even though the technology is not that primitive, I was very keen for these sculptures to have a
sense of feeling their way around, the way you might
imagine early forms of life to move—simple organisms
like amoebas. I also wanted to make them like my
previous kinetic work, using awkward, problematic
materials. I tried quite a few different materials and
ended up using polyurethane foam.

JOE WALSH, COURTESY BEACONSFIELD GALLERY

JK: You’ve exposed their mechanical guts, which
messes with our minds because they appear
anthropomorphic.
DK: I didn’t want to hide the mechanics. The wires

are a bit like entrails, veins, or nerves. If you bought a
conventional toy robot, those parts would be covered.
In these, everything is cast. A lot of things can go
wrong in the casting process; it can be frustrating, but
I enjoy playing with that. Expanding foam is fun and
unpredictable when you mix the resin with the catalyst, and it grows and spills over the edges of the mold.
Then it’s captured as a static, solid element of the body.
So, each limb across each creature is slightly different, with both a functional and an aesthetic element.

The Origin of Life,
2019.
Kinetic sound installation,
mixed media,
dimensions variable.

JK: You’ve spoken about not being as interested in
aesthetics as you are in problem-solving.
DK: I’m very interested in what I call “vitalist aesthet-

ics.” The conventional, Modernist definition of aesthetics, which comes from Immanuel Kant, relies on a
compositional judgment in which the artist is
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T H I S PA G E A N D
OPPOSITE:

The Origin of Life,
2019.
Kinetic sound installation,
mixed media, dimensions
variable.

primarily concerned with how one form, shape, or
color looks next to another. But I approach aesthetics
from functionality, from a certain logic of what’s happening with the components.
The wires, for instance, are made in an assortment
of colors to identify their function. Their appearance
is as much a part of the form as any material in any
sculpture, except I’m not led by the colors themselves
and how they combine. I also wanted to use color
as an expression of something positive, so I incorporated pigment into the polyurethane foam. I enjoy
the beauty of working with color, though that’s a very
human way of putting it, because beauty in nature is

always functional. The decorator crab, for instance,
crawls across the seabed, picking up bits of coral,
seaweed, and whatever else is around, attaching
those things to itself so it blends completely into its
environment. When you think about this at a metaconceptual level, questioning where the organism
ends and where the environment begins, it’s a
fascinating illustration of how things start to lose
their boundaries.
JK: Like when two of your creatures come
together, and it’s easy to imagine some sort of
communication going on between them.

T H I S PA G E :

Wile E. Coyote (with
Breasts), Studio
Floor, Overgrowth,
2020.
Platinum silicone rubber,
15 x 28 x 58 in.

Exit with Fan,
2007.
Platinum silicone
rubber and phosphorescent pigment
(shown glowing in dark),
96 x 96 x 48 in.
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DK: You can’t help thinking that, though of course there
isn’t. But I’m interested in the phenomenological experience of being in the space and perceiving those things.
I developed the two-legged ones before the four-legged
model. That was an evolutionary advance in its own
right. They’re quite practical decisions. The four-legged
version was an insurance policy of sorts, in case two
limbs weren’t able to get over bumps in the space. And,
bearing in mind that these travel to different galleries,
I had to make them fairly versatile and robust.
JK: They’re accompanied by some of your
rubber plants.
DK: I’ve been making the plants for years, and each

time, I try to improve my technique with small
adjustments. I like the disturbing, skin-like bodily
sense of silicone rubber. We seem to identify with
that, though maybe not consciously.
JK: Your moving floor sculptures play with and defy
Ad Reinhardt’s idea that “sculpture is something you

bump into when you back up to look at a painting.”
You could easily trip over them as they shuffle about
on the floor, yet no one does, which is testimony to
our peripheral visual sensors.
DK: People seem to have a subliminal sense that these

things are shifting around. It’s a bit like being at a
family party where there’s a baby crawling about; it’s
completely safe because you’re aware of it, without necessarily paying direct attention. We also seem to have
some sort of anticipatory map of what’s happening in
the room. You don’t notice this mechanical thing moving your way, but when it starts biting at your heels,
it’s not a complete surprise. You’re not consciously
articulating a thought to not step back without looking,
but your body is vigilant.
It’s important to me that these sculptures do not
have a cognitive map of the space and that they can
never learn it. They’re always functioning in the instant
in terms of what’s directly in front of them and how
they’re getting over or around things. I wanted them to
be self-contained and primitive, rather than connected
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Installation
view of
“Evolutionary Love,”
2021.

to an external sensory apparatus linked to a digital
map, which would allow them to orient themselves.

critique of Minimalism is that it’s theatrical because
it demands your presence in the space. There’s also
his notion of aesthetic absorption, which he likens to
a religious experience of grace, where you fall into the
sublime, which disconnects you from the rest of the
world. I’m interested in absorption, but more in terms
of a phenomenological experience at a grounded level
of how we relate to movement, living things, and to a
primitive instinct that might make us suddenly turn
around when we’re surprised. It’s not the disembodied
aesthetic experience of Fried’s anti-Minimalism; it’s
an embodied aesthetic experience. Their nature
is to operate as if oblivious to the viewer, even if they
sometimes appear like they’re begging for attention.
JK: Anthropomorphism has mostly been about
perceiving human characteristics in animals.
Do we now need to learn how to love robots?
It might be useful since they’re probably going
to raise our children and dominate the future.
DK: I’m not a technophile. And maybe I’m naïve, but

TIM BOWDITCH, COURTESY STANDPOINT GALLERY

JK: Carl Andre, Robert Morris, and the like wouldn’t
relate to these works, because they exist even if
you’re not in the room. They actively function without
the viewer.
DK: I’ve been thinking about that. Michael Fried’s

CREDIT TK

I don’t think of robots in terms of dystopian sci-fi.
They’re just mechanized tools that rely on humans to
create their determining algorithms. I think the future
will simply bring about a greater symbiosis between
humans, machines, and possibly other animals. For
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me, the most interesting aspect is hybrid biological/
technological systems. We tend to fetishize any sort of
technological advance by thinking we’re being controlled by the objects, rather than being controlled by
the people who have control over how those objects
are used. That’s the real problem. My work, however,
isn’t primarily about technology.
JK: Do you mean because you’re not really interested
in kinetic sculpture per se?
DK: I’m interested in kinetics in the sense of the aes-

CREDIT TK

thetic of movement. In this body of work, the kinetic
advance is the active autonomy of the sculpture.
So, while there’s a lot of coding that’s gone into the
work, it is simply there to get the sculptures to behave
in certain ways. Technology is a means to an end.
I’ve been doing kinetic sculpture for a long time, and
I used to view it as a critique of institutional autonomy,
where something becomes valuable or has a certain
status because it’s given a particular kind of art space
in which to exist, and therefore we take it seriously.
There was something about making things move about
which you couldn’t take seriously because they seemed
gimmicky and desperate for attention—it was a way
of parodying a state of serious art contemplation, which
I see as linked to class privilege and the art market.
Something changed when I created The Origin of
Life at Beaconsfield Gallery in 2019. I had to introduce
a way to make the work move without needing an invigilator in the space to switch it on. So, I used sensors
to trigger mechanized rubber fingers to play across
23 different synth keyboards in response to how people
were walking around the space. It was completely
unpredictable and shifted my thinking about kinetic
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You don’t notice this mechanical thing moving your way,
but when it starts biting at your heels, it’s not a complete surprise.
work, away from a primarily critical take on the art object and toward something more generative, emergent,
and unforeseen. I called it The Origin of Life partly as a
joke on the idea that the artist is like a god who creates
life, and also as a truer, more creaturely sense of what
creativity might be. It doesn’t come from an individual
genius, channeling pure forms, but from someone who
is engaged in dialogue, encountering the resistances
and capacities of various materials. It might be shaping or cutting a material. It might be experimenting
with motors to make things move in certain ways.
JK: And so we come to the title of your exhibition,
“Evolutionary Love.” I understand it’s taken from an
essay by the philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce.
DK: Peirce’s “Evolutionary Love” is a description

of evolution that tries to escape mechanistic readings
of Darwin. Relying on the blind phenomena of
completely random mutations, those readings led to
the survival of the fittest—a very mean-spirited,
individualistic way of accounting for society.
JK: It’s a silly misinterpretation. Darwin didn’t say it,
it was Herbert Spencer.
DK: A racist and an imperialist. The role of plasticity is

much more to the fore now, where the environment
is not an empty container for organisms to battle it out.
It’s constantly changing and interacting in a way
that means it’s difficult to put barriers between things.
Peirce, a great admirer of Darwin, developed his
own semiotics of firstness, secondness, and thirdness.
Evolution occurs on the first level by fortuitous
variation as billions of atoms bounce against each
other, forming molecules and proteins. It occurs at a
second level by mechanical necessity, where we
have the Darwinian notion of natural selection. The
third level brings things together in their highest
complexity, which Pierce calls creative love. For him,
“love” is a general term that might speak to a
romantic relationship, religion, or even to how a
person becomes involved in a project, pays attention,
and takes meticulous care over doing something.
The whole impetus of his philosophy is that you
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can’t separate these various academic disciplines and
phenomena. You can look at them on different levels,
but, ultimately, they’re all involved in overlapping
processes that interact with one other. He’s an amazing
philosopher, because he’s intuitive while maintaining
a logical way of thinking; his writing is full of poetry,
strange examples, and the invention of new words to
describe new concepts. It’s slightly mad.
I am most interested in exploring trans-disciplinary
ideas—whether there is a genuine role for artists in
collaborative knowledge production. It’s probably where
my diagramming comes in because it’s a common mode
across different disciplines of expressing, thinking, and
relating to things. A lot of the most interesting philosophy now, including the philosophy of science, is about
reconnecting not only with social sciences, but also with
the so-called hard sciences in really interesting ways.

JK: Your work feels very generous. Although many
people may not understand it in depth, you give
equal access through your choice of materials and
our ability to interact with it.
DK: I feel like I’m getting into things where it’s not

OPPOSITE AND
ABOVE:

Installation views of
“Evolutionary Love,”
Bury Art Museum &
Sculpture Centre, 2021.

necessary for other people to read them in the same
way I do. I’m interested in achieving some sort of
aesthetic effect which the experience of the work taps
into, in a way that’s not easily articulated in terms of a
conceptual schema. Instead, it’s directed at the nervous
system, or at some way in which you might read these
things as actually being alive. You called them “cute,”
which quite a few people have said; that means people
have some sort of relation with them. These things
emerge from lo-fi components to become something
you make a creaturely connection with—they’re not
simply objects made of various bits of material.
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