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“A work can have no apparent use than to carry 
the breath of life, as if something, a spirit, were passing 
through.” —Paul Elliman

British artist Paul Elliman (born 1961 in London)  
has consistently engaged with the production and 
performance of language as a material component of 
the socially constructed environment. In a world where 
objects and people are equally subject to the force 
fields of mass production, Elliman explores the range 
of human expression as a kind of typography.

His exhibition As you said includes various works, both 
existing and new, that test the boundaries of our 
communication through letter-like objects, language-
like vocal sounds, actions, shapes, silences, and 
movements of the body. Whether concealed by 
clothing or techniques of mimicry, our gestures and the 
desire for language are always within easy reach of the 
violently communicative raw material of the city. 

As you said is structured around a set of vitrines 
devised by the artist Ian Wilson (born 1940 in  
Durban, ZA)—which Elliman considers as sculptures, 
objects of display, and sites for discourse—and a pair 
of billboards. Elliman employs the vitrines as a framing 
device for a selection of his work from over the last 
25 years, while the billboards extend the exhibition out 
into the streets of Berlin.

Throughout the work displayed, as images, sounds, 
collections of objects, and garments, a figure begins to 
take shape, subtly invoking Edgar Allen Poe’s short 
story The Man That Was Used Up. In the story, written 
in 1839, the US Senator, General John A. B. C. Smith, 
is revealed on the final pages as an automaton. 
Smith—severely injured in the war against Native 
American Indians—is assembled piece by piece by a 
loyal servant every morning, put together from a bundle 
of clothes and prosthetic body parts. Each item is 
identified by brand—cork legs by “Thomas”; teeth from 
“Parmly”; “de L’Orme” wigs and hair-pieces—and the 
man-machine’s human identity is only complete once 
his palate is set in place, restoring his voice to its 
renowned “melody and strength.” Language as a thing, 
a collection of mechanically mass-produced parts, is 
one of the connecting threads of Elliman’s exhibition. 
Another recurring leitmotif is found in the blueprint, the 
switchboard, or the microchip, which discreetly 
reorganize the signs we give to the world and decipher 
what these vernaculars may say about us.

In Wilson’s vitrines, Elliman brings together older  
works including his series of Ouija boards, Neither 
supernatural nor mechanical (1994–2007), improvised 

homages to artists, including Ketty La Rocca, Derek 
Jarman, and Běla Kolářová. These works offer a 
conversational platform for an ongoing dialogue with a 
previous generation of artists that share an emphasis 
on the forms, materials, and social processes of 
thought and language. Following the traditional 
organization of the Ouija board, a portable keyboard 
and desktop layout is devised for a user’s hands as a 
means for transmitting or transcribing the incoming and 
outgoing signals. Guided by the called-upon spirit, the 
boards speak to a desire to find language outside of 
oneself, not only as object but also as social encounter.

The vitrines also contain two collections of Elliman’s 
informally titled “found fount.” Language is built like a 
car (1989) is one of his earliest examples of a 
provisional text made from objects that resemble 
typographical forms. In this work the objects are a 
collection of spare automobile parts kept by his father 
and found in the garage of his family’s home. A new 
work, Industrial Minerals (2016), is a selection of 
objects cast in stone, sand, clay, gypsum, salt, lime, 
asphalt, and other materials that occur naturally and as 
used in the production of concrete, copper, steel, and 
glass. Both works connect typographical language to 
the shapes and fabric of the world around us, via the 
materials that it can provide or that we use in the 
process of industrial production.

The exhibition presents two other new works by the 
artist. For Body Alive with Signals (2009/2017), Elliman 
did a collaboration with the dancer Elena Giannotti. 
Both, Giannotti and Elliman, share a connection with 
the British choreographer Rosemary Butcher. Elliman 
toured a work collaboratively made with Butcher in  
 1990, while Elena Giannotti was her principal dancer 
from 2002 until Butcher’s death last year. Giannotti 

Paul Elliman, Industrial Minerals, 2016, mixed material 
(sand, soil, cement, glass, asphalt, polyethylene, clay, 
silicon, brass, copper, stainless steel, wax, and acrylic 
pigments), Courtesy the artist



performs the new work silently, appearing to run 
through an inventory of movements of the body, from 
pedestrian walking, standing, reaching and touching 
gestures to wildly flailing movements set off by some 
unseen pulse or signal. The solo is improvised and 
Giannotti proceeds by attempting to read and follow 
the signal activity inside her own body: changing 
speed, posture, and direction in a mechanical response 
to what the body is telling her to do. The work is video 
documented as a single sequence of movements, 
displayed on a floor-mounted monitor, and 
accompanied by several different soundtracks, allowing 
the same movements to be read anew each time.

The monitor sits behind two full-size billboards 
displaying a pair of images from the work Autumn/
Winter 2016/2017 (2017). The newly commissioned 
work is a “collection” of garments made from shipping 
blankets and other fabrics used in the transporting of 
Elliman’s work. The images show a series of prototype 
garments for clothing that could be useful in certain 
situations. A refuge-wear, for example, that options the 
wearer’s right to remain inscrutable, something  
Elliman considers necessary to the body’s physical 
manifestation and sometimes refusal of language. 
If the clothes and images suggest, among other things, 
a fashion collection, they also refer to photographs 
made by the French psychiatrist and researcher 
Gaëtan Gatian de Clérambault in 1914, discovered as 
part of his research into draped costume. As a series of 
photographs that will be seen on billboards across 
Berlin, they also connect back to Elliman’s iconic 
magazine work Untitled (September magazine) from 
2013, which seemed to transform an entire full-sized 
Condé Nast fashion publication into a meditation on 
the intimacy of human gesture, often read in the mute 
semiotics of fabric-enclosed bodies.

In another reference to bluntly physical forms of  
human communication, The London Stone (2011) is 
a collection of rocks gathered from Mare Street in 
Hackney, East London on the afternoon of August 8, 
2011, a day on which large-scale civil unrest occurred 
across the UK. The rocks, all clearly of a throwable 
size, provide an almost complete specimen of the 
variety of stones that make up a typical London street, 
including various kinds of London brick stock, 
fragments of asphalt, granite and concrete—presented 
as a loosely organized vertical cross section from 
roofing tiles down to clay, soil, and flint crystals. As an 
urban archaeology of the present day, the stones also 
represent the perpetually destructive drive for renewal 
that uproots communities and increases social division 
by leading to the kind of physical expression witnessed 
in the hurling of these very stones at the police during 
that August afternoon on Mare Street.

Elliman first presented the project Detroit as Refrain 
in 2010 after researching the Votrax voice chip, the 
world’s first commercially available synthetic speech 

engine, which was produced in Detroit with backing 
from local auto industry engineering firms. Working 
with computer engineers and musicians, Elliman uses 
the early synthetic voice to describe a parallel musical 
history that reveals the influence of Votrax not only on 
Detroit’s later techno music, but also on current 
developments in robotic engineering and language. 
In 1979, at the age of 17, Elliman moved to Detroit with 
his father, an auto industry engineer looking to 
emigrate with his family from Merseyside to the US. 
Elliman’s father soon followed a path taken by many 
engineers at that time, moving from cars to the 
emerging computer industry, where he worked from  
 1982 until retirement as a production manager at Apple. 
Elliman directly acknowledges this as a biographical 
source and contextual background for his work: 
encompassing the shift from cars to computers in 
these predominant modes of economic production.

After Hanne Lippard and Adam Pendleton, Paul Elliman 
is the third artist in the season to respond to the  
work of Ian Wilson. Here, connections to the work are 
implied in the conversational possibilities of the Ouija 
board series, as well as more generally in the idea of 
a non-visual world of thought rematerialized in a 
language of discarded objects. Elliman’s work often 
begins from a vocabulary of object remnants—building 
materials, mechanical parts, clothing and synthetic 
voice chips—in order to raise questions about how 
much of our existence is conditioned by the potential to 
commu nicate in the first place. These often-discarded 
objects appear as a code to the living, offering a key to 
the lives and languages of those they once belonged 
to. What will our things, and our physical means of 
communication, say about us to any future generation? 

In conjunction with the exhibition Elliman has produced 
a new KW commission in form of an audio installation, 
which can be heard once a day at the courtyard of the 

Paul Elliman, Autumn/Winter 2016/17, 2017 
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building. In How we learn the old songs (2017) two 
opera singers, sopranos Charmian Bedford and 
Lucy Page, rehearsing Johann Sebastian Bach’s 
Sicut locutus est, are interrupted by a passing 
ambulance and immediately adopt the sound of its 
siren as a possible extension of Bach’s work. 
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