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My career as an artist might have begun in the Royal Air Force 1952-55 
attached to a radar research unit at RAF Wyton Cambridgeshire. A large 
machine filled a small room which converted radar scans in the form  
photographic prints into 10x8 ins colour contour transparencies for photo-
reconaissance. It drum scanned the photographs, measuring the density of the 
tones. These were converted, via a swing galvanometer and filter system, into 
colour according to density and output on another drum. I imagined this notion 
might be a route for making a drawing machine. Many years later I worked  out 
how to achieve this.  

The second impetus was at Guildford Art College, in Ifor and Joy Thomas’s 
School of Photography. Joy set up a harmonograph demonstration and I worked 
out that I could build a Meccano machine to mimic the motion of a pendulum 
without using one; instead using sets of cams which slowly got out of sync and 
thus allowed the Lissajous figures to grow organically. This machine, although 
inaccurate and crude, started my 50 year preoccupation leading to my Ph.D 
and current position. 

Early machines in the 70s were of Meccano but significant progress was made 
when switching to engineered machines with more precision. I experimented 
with ‘light drawing’ early on, remembering my RAF days, and used many 
images in my book ‘Beyond Photography’ published by Focal Press. My 
machines, albeit capable of precision, are made largely from scrap parts. Rank 
Xerox were a great help in the past giving me high quality D.C. motors, gears 
and bearings. Cannibalising scrap printing and scanning machines often 
provides high precision parts. So in effect all my machines are one-off 
prototypes each taking hundreds of hours to develop. 

The biggest leap forward came from contact with John Sharp of the CAS who 
published my work in his ‘Infinity’ magazine and also invited me to to present a 
paper to the ‘Bridges’ conference London in 2006. I met Alan Sutcliffe and Paul 
Brown. Alan was responsible for my machines being acquired by the Science 
Museum whilst Paul introduced me to Phil Husbands of Sussex University who 
encouraged me submit my work for a Ph.D. Paul subsequently became my 
examiner when I persuaded MIRIAD in Manchester Metropolitan University to 
help fund my study.  

I had made Manchester famous for photography in the 70s as the largest and 
best equipped school of photography in the UK and possibly Europe. My 



budget in 1964 for equipment was £100,000 and I had 10,000 square feet of 
studio and darkroom space. MIRIAD allowed me to pay monthly and I 
completed the degree in 22 months. This period was an intense activity of 
rebuilding all my machines and programmers which became the material gifted 
to the Science Museum.  Following my degree I used the research material for 
my book ‘Art by Machine’. 

My association with the Computer Arts Society has been pivotal in forwarding 
my career, helped recently by Sean Clark of De Montfort University who has 
exhibited my work and has images in that collection.  

Stimulation also came from working with Elaine O’Hanrahan in reverse 
engineering a machine to mimic her father Desmond Paul Henry’s WW2 
bombsight computer drawing machines. This successful project provided 
impetus to further work leading to one of my best machines, in particular 
facilitating my research into near chaotic drawings. 

I have given lectures with PowerPoint presentations on the theme of ‘How Art 
Works’. If a machine can produce a recognisable art work then the transparency 
implicit in building and programming it might lead to insights into the art 
process.  

I am currently involved in writing a paper for a Chinese topological 
mathematical magazine on the theme of ‘Curiosity and Chaos.’ 

My current preoccupation is to explore the area of ‘near chaos’ in graphic 
outputs using my precise machines. These should be visually chaotic because 
three or four DC motors varying their speed under load and stress should not 
work well. In practice they exhibit interesting coherent visual effects. Machine 
precision is crucial; able to place a 0.5mm line one or two line thickness’s 
width away from the next with absolute consistency. 

I currently live in Abergavenny mid Wales with my wife and two cats where my 
chief interests are engineering drawing machines and music. I have produced 
Vimeos of my machines, writing and playing the background soundtrack. I plan 
to make short video sequences incorporating music on the basis that the sum 
might be greater than the parts.  
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