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The intention of the report is to examine, evaluate and analyse the experimental and theoretical developments for the body of work I Peel into Other Vessels. This will include dissecting the documentation, research and visual aspects that have been undertaken in association with the project, alongside how these progressions have evolved. In addition to this, it will elucidate any technical errors, contradictions and complications that would have been detected throughout the process and try to examine whether they were beneficial or detrimental to the progression.

I Peel into Other Vessels, began as an examination, documentation and collection of objects that would emerge from encounters with death. The accumulation of various items such as animal bones and specimens emphasised an interest in the impermanence of biological matter and the fragility of life. In addition to this, ecology, archaeology, biology, and the act of exploring and collecting. By researching concepts that engaged in conversations about symbiosis and renewal of life cycles that come after death, this became a pinnacle point of exploration for the concept of the project. With initial reference to Timothy Morton (2016), Merlin Sheldrake (2020) and Arthur Schopenhauer (1970), this began the investigation and research into entangled earth systems of organisms and matter that aid, develop and sustain each other within a continuous network of regenesis (Sheldrake, 2020). The work continued to explore the concept that all biological matter undergoes a perpetual life cycle after death (Wilson, 2015) and how this impermanence can be demonstrated through the incorporation of bio and eco materials.

“Thus nothing that dies, dies for ever; but nothing that is born receives a fundamentally new existence. That which dies is destroyed; but a germ remains over into existence without knowing whence it has come nor why it is as it is. This is the mystery of palingenesis; it reveals to us that all those beings living at the present moment contain within them the actual germ of all which we live in the future, and that these therefore in a certain sense, exist already. How could I exist if all those of my species which came before me had not died?”  (Schopenhauer, 1970, pp. 72).

Expressed by philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer and taken from a selection of writing in Essays and Aphorisms (1970) this statement influenced the initial philosophical discussions around death, decomposition and the temporality of being within the project. It also introduced the concept of palingenesis which is a term that can be traced back to stoicism that discusses the act of rebirth, regeneration and renewal (Harrill, 2010). This prompted the basis of researching theoretical and conceptual notions of the continuous reproduction of life cycles and regenesis. Once an organism dies, it then aids and reconstructs other matter that will come after its expiration (Wilson, 2015).

In terms of experimentation and development that initiated this body of work, it began by documenting and photographing various objects to be used as a reference and study. The 
contents and main focus of the objects encompassed all aspects of matter that would corelate with the idea of death and decomposition. For example, animal bones, wet specimens, organs, deceased insects and other matter found in this form. Once documented, these images were then printed onto tracing paper to become a tactile way to perceive the work and to introduce the physical copy to continuous processes in the future. This allowed the images to become a paper negative that could undergo an everchanging life of being scanned, reprocessed and recycled digitally. It also ensured there would be one constant element that remained throughout the process of all images made for this project. The initial aim for producing images this way was to collect, photograph, print onto tracing paper, scan the paper negative and then edit then freely. 
[image: ][image: ]
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Ecological Networks 

As a second component to the body of work there was an interest in actively studying mycology and ecological relationships. This was undertaken by incorporating and documenting fungi and mycelium by sketching and photographing the organisms. Alongside this, examining their decomposition and effects they would have on their surroundings once they had moved locations. The introduction of fungi to this project began as a way to explore a living organism and its effect and involvements in breaking down other matter in the cycle. Fungi are known for being natural decomposers and are a vital element in the process of decomposition to most matter, which in turn aids various other cycles of life (Stamets, 2005). In accordance to this, texts by biologist Merlin Sheldrake (2020) and mycologist Paul Stamets (2005) were introduced to the research elements of the project to gain a better understanding of the essential role fungi undertake in the biological continuum of life. “Mycelium is the ecological tissue, the living seam by which, much of the world is stitched into relation” (Sheldrake, 202, pp.52). Throughout reading texts by both Stamets (2005) and Sheldrake (2020) there continued to be reference to the terms seam, thread, stitched, looping and entanglements which were key words that would be taken forward throughout the duration of the project, each signifying a direct connection between human and non-human matter.

In continuation with this research I had wanted to explore methods of introducing fungi within the work further than just photographing it. This would become the start of the production of re-using organic materials. As previously mentioned, it was integral to play with the materiality of the work and to ensure its significance to the concept of the project is documented. This began by exploring the idea of creating photographic prints that were made from handmade fungi paper. This process was initially developed creating a pulp of chopped and processed leccinum scabrum (brown birch bolete) fungi that had been foraged. This was then placed within the paper making frame to determine whether the paper could be produced from mushroom pulp alone. However, after adding this mixture to the sieve and trying to relieve the frame of the mixture, it was found that it would not retain its structure. Due to this, paper scraps from unused print experiments were mixed with the mushroom pulp to be used as a bonding agent to ensure the paper would hold its shape. This first outcome of experimentation resulted in a thick, textured and uneven paper structure which would be difficult to print onto. In addition to this, the majority of the shredded paper that was incorporated to aid the structure of the mixture had not fully broken down into fine pieces, which lead to it gathering on the back of the paper and creating a rigid and uneven colour surface. From this development it was determined that this paper would not make it through the printer, which was the purpose of its creation. 

In order to try and preserve the paper that had been created a variety of printing methods were introduced that did not include a printer. These included monoprinting, using wet acetate sheets and lino printing. All of which would retain slight traces of the original image but would not be as successful as an inkjet printer. This method would then be used as a reference to how the images would be presented on this paper stock. It created a slight impression from the photograph although from this production it was realised that the paper stock would not only be too uneven to use but the overall colour would prove to be an issue in presenting the image.

Although, this experimentation was unusable for its original purpose, the test pieces of paper would not be wasted. As mentioned previously, the work and its production throughout the experimental elements were to be reused continuously in any way possible as a reference to the interconnected systems and continuous life cycles. Due to this it was decided to tear apart the experiments so that they could be reused in future developments. In hindsight it would be beneficial when revisiting this process method of introducing smaller amounts of fungi to the mixture in order to sustain a fairer tone of colour and ensure the texture can be controlled.

To further the development and process of introducing natural and organic methods, the work was continued by strictly making enquiries outside and working on location. This was used as a study to restrict all assessments to be conducted exclusively on location where all aspects of the image making would be naturally sourced, collected and developed on site. This would be at the exception of cyanotype paper which was included in order to create the base for the print to develop. This method was chosen due to the paper aspect still being the most practical yet still explorative way to produce a detailed physical image, without the incorporation of technology or harsh chemicals. In order to develop the paper, sea water and stream water were collected within the area where the objects exposed to the paper were found. The objects collected to be documented included elements of dead organisms or objects going through the stages of decomposition.

This process allowed for light impressions of the object to peer through onto the paper but was found to be too limiting in regards to the amount of detail that would be produced from the object. However, it was a successful exercise in order to control how resourceful every aspect of the image making can be, it did not convey or expose the work very well. The main aspect of the project was to emphasise the concept, this should not be at the expense of the appearance of the final image produced.
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                                             Fig 3. Magpie Skull Cyanotype, Lauren Pitson, 2023                                                                              .
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Microscopic Structures and Medical Examinations

In continuation with exploring other practical and research methods that could be introduced in the project, this is where an examination into internal structures and formations of the objects began. Due to the broad spectrum of subjects that were being approached within the body of work it was key to not restrict the focus at this stage in the module, especially due to its crucial emphasis on developing research and experimentation. This would be an introduction into incorporating and studying micro biology, histology, internal structures, bacteria and medical scans. 

The process of these examinations began by being given access to my father’s medical records and scans, alongside microscopic glass slides and 35mm slides which contained various bacteria, cell and specimen examples. These included CT, MRI and barium scans alongside plant, insect, human and animal tissue. The additions to the collection were processed, examined, photographed and then scanned in order to print them onto tracing paper to continue the same formula used for all previous items documented in the project thus far. 

The paper negatives were then employed in a new process added to the project which included printing the documented images to acetate to be used as a negative in the darkroom. The images would then be printed onto Ilford Multigrade IV luxe. This process was introduced in an attempt to retain as much information from each method, which would include scan traces, printer lines, bends in the tracing paper and acetate. Each process leaving its own trail of existence onto the next. This is a detail that was beneficial through the use of technological processes and had the opposite effect to that of the cyanotype paper experiments which struggled to hold any additional detail. 
[image: ]

                                             Fig 4. Pine Cone Section, Lauren Pitson, 2023

It is to be noted that the majority of this process and research was strictly technology-based practice. Which is a significant deviation from the previous experiments that were primarily based on natural and organic applications of making work and focusing on the ecological connections. Due to the results of both of these developments, I had wanted to find a course of action in which would merge both aspects of creating without disturbing the context of the work or restricting the results. This would be a facet that would have to be acknowledged and considered in finding a way to merge the two.

[image: ]Furthermore, although this process of making and incorporating the various scans and slides were beneficial in integrating other significant components relating to the body and form, it also felt restrictive in how the final images would appear. It felt that the work would sit in between being overly produced or lacking any substantial detail between the two experiments undertaken. In spite of this, small elements present within the darkroom productions of the medical documents would be used in future projects. For example, MRI scan reference lines would be incorporated within a photograph taken of the polypore fungi. Thus, including both binary opposite methods of production to emphasise the correlations that do sit within the two. 

                                               Fig 5. Polypore Fungi, Lauren Pitson, 2023
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As previously mentioned, the research for this praxis developed from the concept and discussion put forward by Schopenhauer (1970) discussing the interconnectivity of matter and palingenesis. Furthering the research into this theory lead to similar concepts that emanated from Stoicism philosophy and the stoics perspective on impermanence. (Harrill, 2010). Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius accepted the belief of orthodox stoicism that held the notion that from eternity to eternity the world would experience an endless continuation of identical cycles, expressing that all that has happened once will inevitably happen once again (Aurelius, 2006). 

 “Consider any existing object and reflect that it is even now in the process of dissolution and change, in a sense regenerating through decay or dispersal: in other words, to what sort of ‘death’ each thing is born.”  (Aurelius, 2006, pp.99)

This in turn is the same doctrine as eternal recurrence which is a philosophical concept that has existed in various forms. However, it was made prominent by philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche in his texts The Gay Science (1974) and most notably used as the fundamental concept within Thus Spoke Zarathustra (2003). The concept of eternal recurrence is that from life then follows death, then rebirth which will recur for infinity (Löwith, 1997). All beings remain in a closed system with no beyond and that life is determined and in a continuous loop through time. Nietzsche (2003) used this notion as the forefront of his thought experiment to encourage and question thought provocation of if you were enforced to relive all life’s bereavements perpetually for eternity would you be satisfied with your progress and reality of your existence.

“Everything goes, everything returns; the wheel of existence rolls forever. Everything dies, everything blossoms anew; the year of existence runs on forever. Everything breaks, everything is joined anew; the same house of existence builds itself forever. Everything departs, everything meets again; the ring of existence is true to itself forever.” (Nietzsche, 2003, pp. 234)

In discussion of this concept in regards to the I Peel into Other Vessels research, the connection differs as eternal recurrence focuses on reincarnation of the individual’s life and everyday error which will repeat with no state change. This also extends to eternal recurrence connecting to a determined life cycles. However, within I Peel into Other Vessels, the project expresses the influence of interconnectivity of all organisms and importance of life sustaining other lives. Although, eternal recurrence does not directly link to the research ideas of human and non-human beings intertwined and reconstructing from each other, it was still an applicable viewpoint to research. It was also beneficial in the investigation into philosophical ideas surrounding endless life cycles to take into consideration.

In addition to this research, it emphasised the lack of direct mention of intertwined systems and perpetual life cycles. Due to this as an attempt to redirect the research to entanglements and connectivity of matter I was introduced to the concepts developed by Timothy Morton. Within Mortons texts All Art is Ecological and Dark Ecology it is mentioned that symbiotic beings entangle with other symbiotic beings and there subsequently all things are like an ouroboros, the self-swallowing snake (Morton, 2016). This eludes that everything is in a constant state of looping within ecological systems and biospheres. All is in everything and everything in all, nothing that begins that does not also imply the end of something else, nothing ends without implying that something begins (Morton, 2016). These discussions also unite similar dialogues explored by Stamets (2005) and Sheldrake (2020) and their continuous references to ecological entanglements, looping and networks. Especially in regards to mycelium.

Following further into this study The Ecological Thought (2008) text was introduced to the research, of which one of the two ideas mentioned within this text is the concept of ‘The Mesh’.(Morton, 2008). ‘The Mesh’ is a metaphor used to interlink all human and non-human life and forms the argument that all beings are connected within a large network of entangled mesh. “All life forms are the mesh, and so are all the dead ones, as their habitats which are also made up of living and non-living beings.” (Morton, 2008, 29). In addition to this, Morton (date) explains that no being in existence or construct can exist independently from the ecological entanglement, insinuating that all matter is essentially one.

[bookmark: _Toc155445031]Photobook Prototype

In continuation with the experimental aspects for the project I wanted to produce a physical ‘body’ for the work to reside in. This would be an accumulation of all developments and tests undertaken thus far whilst also binding the theoretical discussions with practical process methods. As previously mentioned, there were developments in creating a paper stock from foraged fungi and recycled print experiments that had initially not been successful. Although, with further practice and progression with the process of creating paper it allowed for the creation of a photobook prototype which would be fully biodegradable. The paper was handmade and produced using foraged fungi, a grated cuttlefish bone and print errors that had been previously set aside to be recycled. Within the production of this batch the errors from the previous experiments were taken into consideration. It was ensured that the amount of fungi to recycled paper ratio was mixed well to aid not only the texture but colour tone.

The final quality and the weight of paper created from this batch was dense enough to withhold the printing process to an extent. Due to the paper weight differing for each piece created, a few pieces of paper were able to run through the printer easier than others. This meant occasionally the paper would be torn and ruined throughout the process. As a result, it effected the sequencing choices as specific pages would be ruined and were unable to be reprinted to lack of excess paper. However, the images that did manage to be printed retained all detail from their digital version, alongside additional texture from the paper stock. 

The prototype was then bound using sheep wool that was collected from hedgerows, shaped and made into thread. The incorporation of the sheep wool was not only a process to imbed further collected and naturally sourced elements within the work, but also in reference to polish sculpture artist Magdalena Abakanowicz’s  fibre sculptures. These sculptural installations demonstrate the intimate connection that natural fibres have to the world by incorporating animal fibres and organic materials into the work (Bufferstein,2017). This is created by overlapping textiles upon themselves and emphasising the tethered improvised weavings through the organic matter. In addition to this, the sheep wool was incorporated into binding the book to not only try and intertwine aspects from the landscape but as mentioned by Donna  J. Haraway in Staying With the Trouble, the integration of weaving and using fibres would create more bonds and complex systems within themselves (Haraway, 2016). This would be an attempt to emphasise and overlap the copious network systems within one physical piece.
[image: ]

                              Fig 6. Elephantine Ears Abakan, Magdalena Abakanowicz, 1972
[image: ]The final result of the book prototype I believe was well resolved in some aspects. Due to the printing restrictions and complications some elements of production were not able to be changed in this experimentation. For example, the desired layout and sequencing was not met due to the printer continuously destroying the paper. This resulted in a lack of paper resources to continue with experimentation or to try and resolve the issues. Alongside this, an aspect to reflect on is to allow time to further experiment with creating thread by acquiring specific tools to prepare the material properly. By preparing in advance this would have ensured the wool kept its form and did not fall apart while trying to thread it through the book. In addition to this, acquiring a higher quality printing method would also ensure the production would be less time consuming and restrict any printing complications that may arise. However, the overall quality of development of the book prototype still communicates the concepts and processes regardless of the issues faced throughout development.

                           Fig 7. I Peel into Vessels photobook prototype, Lauren Pitson, 2023
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In preparation for the production of the final exhibition piece I aimed to incorporate the theme of working with threads and fibres similarly to how they were introduced in the making of the photobook prototype. These materials would be used as a visual reference to the concepts employed throughout the project relating to networks and connectivity. The initial idea was to create a sculptural installation that resembled a pupa which would be in reference to life cycles, rebirth and regenesis. It was envisioned for the sculpture to be constructed from multiple A5 images printed digitally onto fabric. These would then be cut into patches, stitched together to create a pupa shape and hung from the ceiling. The intention was for the images to continue inside of the sculpture, this would encourage the audience to step under and into the installation where they would simultaneously become one with the work whilst viewing it. 

However, during the induction class for digitally printing onto fabric it became evident that there may be continuous issues that could arise throughout the progression of making the sculpture due to being untrained and also time constraints. The overall production would be extensive where if one element had complications the whole process would have to be restarted. Beginning the printing process started with printing three sample images onto calico fabric. In the initial printing section, the fibres of the woven fabric accentuated the details within the images. Although, as the process progressed to steaming the fabric, washing and then drying, the ink had not only begun to bleed from the image but the overall colour had changed from black and white to yellow. This issue could have arisen for multiple reasons such as the selection of colour profiles not being correctly chosen before printing or the colours bleeding from other students work placed in the wash at the same time. Due to the continuous complications throughout this process this determined that there needed to be a change in exhibition ideas to cater to not only my skills but also the time given to create the work. 

Subsequently the production and research for the final exhibition piece shifted entirely.
During this time the work of practice-based researcher Nicole Clouston was introduced to the research. Clouston’s work focuses on microbial research and is an exploration into the vital connection microbial life has to the existence and sustention of all multiple organisms (Krolik, 2017). The practice incorporated collecting mud from Lake Ontario and mixing it with sulphur, calcium and cellulose to document and present a visual representation of how microbes flourish and reproduce.

Following this research, I began thinking of ways of incorporating eco and bio materials into the production of the project once again and what specific organisms had previously been introduced within the work. This would be an extension of the idea of revealing the hidden entanglements and threads within organisms and their life cycles by physically introducing a living installation piece. 



[image: ]
                                         Fig 8. Lake Ontario Portrait, Nicole Clouston, 2017

The research began by considering various materials that not only could be printed onto but reference the idea of sustainability. I had recalled a medicinal experiment my grandmother had once used to heal an injury on my grandfather’s hand using a living organism. A symbiotic culture of bacteria and yeast (SCOBY) is an organism that is used in the production of kombucha tea. Following further investigation into the life and properties of this organism it was revealed that SCOBY could be grown at a large scale with the aid of a mixture of tea and sugar. This mixture could then be dried out to produce a vegan leather alternative. 

The initial proposal for incorporating the SCOBY leather was to print directly onto the material. However, this was proven to be quite difficult to achieve due to the restrictive printing methods and lack of time to experiment with this process. An alternative method that was introduced was to print the final images onto handmade parchment paper and encase them within small pockets or vessels of SCOBY leather. 

Furthermore, to ensure the visual representation of networks and the mesh was supported with the final outcome, each image would be individually stitched inside the leather vessel and finally stitched together to present one large entanglement of matter. Encapsulating the concept of perpetual cycles by the inclusion of images documenting stages of death and decay and combining these with biodegradable and bio materials that emphasise the impermanence of all biological matter. The intention was to also have excess threads present and extending from the piece to emphasise the concept of entanglements further.

The production of the SCOBY was split into three separate development stages in order to document and research the differences that would occur from slight variables introduced. This included using one 23 x35 cm tub which contained 750ml of water, 7g of English tea and 45g of sugar. In addition to this container were two 50 x70cm containers which held 4500ml of water, 42g of English tea and 270g of sugar. The second larger container would also hold an additional four tablespoons of kombucha to determine whether this would aid the process. Throughout the development of the SCOBY the larger containers began to grow mould. This could have been as result of not including enough starter kombucha fluid within the mixture, resulting in there not being enough acidity present to combat the mould growth. Initially this became a concern as the mould could destroy the layer of SCOBY being produced. However, I had hope that once the drying process was introduced that the mould would dehydrate and become an additional organism reference within the work referring back to fungi.
[image: ]Once the SCOBY had grown to maximum capacity it was ready to be harvested and dried on wooden frames. After a week of drying the SCOBY would present the varying differences in growth, texture, thickness and consistency in order to be revaluated for later experiments. The larger harvested pieces included speckled markings, vein like growths and mould spores. One of the 50x70cm constrainers did not dry completely and contained a lot of moisture, due to this it was able to easily wrap around itself and held a consistency like cellophane. The second batch dried completely and became thick and durable whilst also containing multiple dried mould circles, clots, webbing and other additional information from the growing process. These additional elements were an interesting development that would refer back to the inclusion of cells, bacteria and micro-organisms documented previously in the project. 

                                          Fig 9. SCOBY batches, Lauren Pitson, 2023

The final images for the exhibition were chosen as a collection of twelve documentations of microscopic elements from internal bone structures, fungi and specimens that were undergoing or had undergone varying stages of decay. These were individually chosen specifically for their intricate and visual emphasis of ‘The Mesh’ (Morton, 2008). The images were printed onto handmade cotton rag paper due to its raw and durable medium. The individual images were then wrapped and stitched to the SCOBY leather, incorporating cotton thread of a similar colour to fuse both mediums. In order to visualise how the final presentation of the work would be determined, experimentation with how the work would be exhibited began. It had originally been planned to suspend the work from the ceiling or hang it upon the wall. Although, due to the delicacy of the final piece this would prove to be an issue as it would progressively shred the SCOBY. With gradual experimentation with the final presentation the inclusion of light was introduced. By placing a light source behind the work, it not only emphasised details within the images but also created a space which resembled an organism in utero and referred back to notions of rebirth. With this discovery
the use of a lightbox in the final exhibit of the work was introduced where the artwork would be placed centrally and exposed.

With regards to the production and presentation of the final exhibition artwork there are some aspects of the execution that could have more successful. As mentioned previously, if developments of creating the SCOBY material had occurred earlier, there may have been a possibility to print onto the organism itself. However, this is a process of experimentation that can be undertaken in future developments of the project. Alongside this, it would have benefitted if the stitching had been more precise in order to avoid areas being lose. This would be another element to take into account with experimentation and working with this new material. Regardless of these aspects I believe the overall final outcome produced accurately represented all concepts that I had been hoped to recognise and visually present. 
[image: ]
                                Fig 10. I Peel into Other Vessels, Final Exhibition Outcome, 2023

To conclude, the practical developments and experimental processes that were undertaken within the length of this project reached a point where for the continuation it can focus on exploring various uses of other bio materials. Although, some of the experiments undertaken throughout the project were not included within the final developments of the work it is integral to recognise there benefit of experimenting and inclusion in the process whilst also identifying their restrictive nature. Alongside this, having the ability to now be able to acknowledge the relevancies of specific materials and processes used and how they would be applicable within the context of the work. Furthering this, by trying to remain ecologically conscious or introducing new processes to the production, this could in fact be at a detriment to the final outcome. In the future of the project it is hoped to develop the work and research deeper into the concepts of ‘The Mesh’ (Morton,2008) and perpetual life cycles whilst also trying to incorporate the use of other bio materials to the physical outcomes. With reference to this, it will be a new objective to try and experiment with printing directly onto the SCBOY leather and to see how this development would benefit the progression of the work further.
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