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For the duration of the 2017 Deleuze and Artistic 
Research conference, I instantiated a machinic writing 
event. A pair of computer-controlled writing machines 
(x-y pen-plotters) perpetually ‘hand-wrote’ extracts 
from the multiple drafts of an academic text that was 
presented as a part of the conference itself. Prior to 
the conference, I had archived the draft materials for 
the paper-in-progress on a daily basis, providing a 
series of documents that could then serve as a data 
source for the writing machines. Through a process 
of writing and over-writing, the plotters dwelled upon 
randomly selected passages of text and explored their 
development over time. In this sense, the machines 
revealed the emergence and development of ideas,  
as well as deletions, redactions and changes of mind.  
A series of contact microphones attached to the plotting 
mechanism, provided a percussive accompaniment to 
the development of each palimpsest – emphasising the 
contingency and materiality of the writing process. The 
plotters were ‘tuned’ respectively to the philosophical 
lexicons of Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze - and this 
served to influence their selections of text. The paper 
being performed, later went on to form a book chapter 
in Aberrant Nuptials: Deleuze and Artistic Research, an 
edited, peer reviewed, paper selection published  
by Leuven University Press (2019).

Project 
Description

Software and Hardware Construction 

Deleuze and Artistic Research conference, 2017.
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Research Aims  
 & Objectives

Research Aims & Objectives:
Primarily, the research was aimed at reconciling the role of  
sensation, textuality, performativity and affect in the context of  
artistic research. It attempted to explore the processual dimension 
of academic writing as a creative practice, foregrounding the  
corporeal and affective dimension of textual production. The  
emphasis upon sensation and affect that can be derived from 
Deleuzian philosophy was interfaced with the emphasis upon  
corporeal textuality that can be derived from Derridean thought.  
An attempt was made, firstly to construct a Deleuzo-Derridean 
framework that might be applied in the context of artistic research, 
and secondly to expose the affective, creative and emergent aspects 
of the production of an academic text in order to demonstrate an 
important affinity between creative practice and more traditional 
modes of research.

Project Duration: 
The machines were constructed over the course of the first semester 
of 2016/17 and were used pragmatically as a means of teaching 
students how to approach the ‘special study’ (technical study) 
component of the final year theory module on the University of 
Huddersfield’s Graphic Design and Animation course. The machines 
were later refined along with the software which I developed in order 
to drive them. This was conducted in parallel with the writing of the 
paper, and the production of its multiple drafts (April and May 2017). 
The development of the writing machines and their driver software 
continued up until they were exhibited in November 20th-22nd, 2017. 

Funder: 
I was awarded School Research Funds for the purchase of X-Y plotter 
kits, as well as for travel and subsistence in Ghent (£1500). I was also 
twice awarded School Research Funds to travel to Canada to deliver 
a series of papers and to conduct primary research with Deleuzian 
and Derridean philosophical audiences (£2600 in total), exposing 
these communities to the overlaps and tensions between their ideas. 
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Research  
Context

The originality and significance of the project arises out of the way 
in which it utilises the platform of the technological writing machine 
in order to explore a set of philosophical tensions between Deleuzian 
and Derridean thought, whilst simultaneously foregrounding the 
methodological importance of artefact in the context of artistic 
research. The project employs a pair of automated writing machines 
to ‘perform’ the long durational production of an academic text, and 
to explore the strange temporality that accompanied its longitudinal 
development. The text and its multiple drafts, which were utilised as 
content for the performance, attempted to synthesise the thought of 
a philosopher of sensation (Deleuze), with a philosopher of textuality 
(Derrida), and to signpost the value of an equally original Deleuzo-
Derridean position in the theorisation of artistic research.  
The project also attempted to draw the processes of artistic 
production and more traditional forms of writing closer together, 
emphasising the role of emergence, relationality, and becoming with 
respect to both artistic practice and academic textual production.
The rigour of the work lies not only in the careful research and 
argumentation that underpins the academic text, but also in the 
close, self-referential alignment of form and content with respect 
to the artefact. The work plays out the processual, onto-genetic 
construction of texts, and the non-linear temporality of the process 
of writing that is discussed in the academic paper. In a similar 
fashion, through the machinic performance of overwriting, the 
text becomes at once more abundant, and less legible over time. 
The increasingly overwritten canvas slowly darkens with ink, and 
ultimately instantiates a void. This strange affinity between the 
concepts of void and abundance, is one of the central insights that 
is utilised within the written paper, in order to bring the philosophies 
of Deleuze in Derrida into productive relation. Collectively the work 
reveals how Deleuze’s emphasis upon performativity, emergence, 
and onto-genetic construction nevertheless serves to extend and 
supplement the Derridean account of textuality by exposing its 
neglect of the process of writing. In so doing it foregrounds the 
potential for a Deleuzo-Derridean philosophy to instantiate a 
genuinely aesthetico-conceptual image of thought.

Software and Hardware Construction

Deleuze and Artistic Research conference, 2017.
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Research Methods  
& Process

The research required a number of inter-related methods, and can be 
considered a hybrid of comparative philosophy, software production, 
and artistic practice. In methodological terms, the production 
of the source material for the performance (the final text of an 
academic paper, along with the archive of its daily drafts) employed 
comparative philosophical analysis – a method routinely employed  
in the context of much philosophical writing, and thus corresponding 
to Frayling’s notion of ‘research into’ (Frayling, 1993, p.5). Whilst 
the comparative philosophical method can be considered a mode 
of analysis, it can also be considered constructively, in so far as the 
staging of an encounter between two philosophical voices often 
results in a ‘virtual’ third position (Smid, 2009). In the context of 
this body of research, this third position might be considered the 
formulation of a Deleuzo-Derridean philosophical stance, or as the 
production of the writing machines themselves, which were intended 
to simultaneously constitute a propositional ‘saying’ and affective 
‘showing’ of the problem. 

The construction of the writing machines and the authoring of the 
software which drove them can be considered a kind of materials 
research, and thus corresponds to Frayling’s notion of ‘research 
through’ (Frayling, 1993, p.5). The writing machines needed to be 
constructed, and interfaced with a programming language in order  
to develop the software that would enable the scanning and retrieval 
of passages of text, and the rendering of ‘handwritten’ letter forms.

There was much aesthetic experimentation required to produce the 
appropriate visual and performative outputs. It was intended that the 
machines would produce a series of canvases which were unique 
artefacts, but which would nevertheless form a family. To this end, 
many random factors were introduced into the software (concerning 
placement, spacing, line length etc.) – such factors were sensitively 
balanced in order to produce a contingent compositional field, out 
of which an aesthetically interesting textual composition might 
emerge. Ultimately a form of writing was produced that was both 
deconstructive and rhizomatic in character, expressing affinities with 
both Deleuzian and Derridean philosophical thought.

It is common for writings on artistic research to stress both the 
importance of methodological invention and the embrace of 
contingency. Indeed, artistic research projects might be considered 
less as attempts to deploy extant methodologies, but rather as 
attempts to construct singular, bespoke methods for interrogating 
or activating a problem. The writing machines themselves thus 
constitute methodological devices for introducing moments of what 
C.S. Peirce (1998) described as ‘abductive inference’ – a mode of 
reasoning lauded in more recent times by Mieke Bal (2010, p.6). 
Abductive inference arises out of an experience which in some 
way jars with expectation, and which results in a search for, or the 
construction of, the best available alternative hypothesis. Bal stresses 
the way in which abductive inference makes creative leaps from a 
singular, experiential starting point, and reasons from consequence 
to possible cause. Importantly, Bal draws attention to the creativity 
inherent in the process of hypothesis formation in the context of 
more traditional modes of research. The machines were intended to 
provoke an abductive moment that could reframe a body of writing, 
revealing the process or practice of writing as an at once complex 
and conflicted corporeal activity and resisting the notion of the 
self-enclosed or self-sufficient text (thus corresponding to Frayling’s 
category of ‘research for’). The writing machines were also intended 
to provide an associative space in which the same text could be 
mined simultaneously from a Deleuzian and Derridean perspective. 

Figure 1. Work in Situ  

(Orpheus Institute, Ghent). Figure 2. Work in Situ  

(Orpheus Institute, Ghent).
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Figure 3. Rhizomatic Deconstructed Image. Figure 4. Rhizomatic Deconstructed Detail.
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Research Outcomes  
& Dissemination

The output of the writing machines provided an important insight in 
formulating an approach to the synthesis of Deleuzian and Derridean 
philosophies, namely that spaces of text which had been saturated 
through over-writing on a palimpsest served simultaneously to 
establish both a void and an abundant form. 
 
Thus, the writing machines helped to reconcile the Derridean notion 
of the creative power of absence, with the Deleuzian notion of 
abundant, virtual potentiality and to bring these notions together in a 
performative fashion. Developing this insight further, it was possible 
to position Deleuzian and Derridean philosophies as operating 
together, but in a peculiarly gestalt configuration - much as when 
unstable ambiguous figures, give rise to seemingly incommensurable 
forms. Perceptually, such forms may oscillate, but they can never be 
simultaneously present to the viewer.  

In the context of artistic research, the eclectic nature of the body of 
work as a whole resonated well with Deleuze’s operatic conception 
of style in philosophy as involving percept, concept and affect – and 
his suggestion that we need all three to ‘get things moving’ (Deleuze, 
1995, p.164). However, the gestalt framing of the Deleuzo-Derridean 
position also enabled a tracing of the power of negativity/resistance 
in Derridean thought, which served as a contrast to the emphasis 
upon affirmation that is often embraced in the context of Deleuzian 
inspired artistic research projects, paving the way for creative, non-
propositional forms of contestation. 
 
The project resulted in five outcomes. There were three international 
conference presentations, one artefact, and one book chapter. 
Formative papers developing the project context were presented at: 
the 10th International Deleuze Studies conference (The 519 LGBTQ 
Community Centre, Toronto, Canada), the 2nd Deleuze and Artistic 
Research conference (Orpheus Institute, Ghent, Belgium) and the 6th 
Derrida Today conference (Concordia University, Montreal, Canada) 
conferences. The writing machines were exhibited as an artefact 
alongside the delivery of the paper at the 2nd Deleuze and Artistic 
Research conference (Orpheus Institute, Ghent, Belgium). 

Finally, the paper that was delivered at the Deleuze and Artistic 
Research conference formed a part of an edited, peer reviewed 
selection, published by Leuven University Press (2019). 

The outline for an 80000 word monograph entitled Deleuze and 
Derrida for Artistic Research, was accepted by Paulo de Assis,  
the editor of Roman and Littlefield International’s Artistic Research 
series, in May 2020. 

The outputs of the writing machines were gifted on request to a 
number of conference attendees.

Figure 5. Rhizomatic Deconstructed Detail.
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Figure 7. Exhibition Poster.

Figure 6. Software and Hardware Construction 2.

Figure 8. Video

Watch here: https://vimeo.com/user128632298
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Output Type: 
Original artistic works, creative body of enquiry, 
contribution to collaborative group exhibitions, 
conference contribution, chapter in edited book


