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A Coastal
Collaboration
Philip Strange discovers how artists
and scientists are collaborating to find
new ways to look at the Jurassic Coast

The Jurassic Coast has long
inspired artists who have
responded to the aesthetic of

the stunning landscape. Scientists too
have been attracted to this coastline as
a significant area for research and study.
Now, artists and scientists are being
drawn together on the Jurassic Coast in
a new cross-cultural arts/science project
called Exploratory Laboratory or
ExLab.

Over recent years, Dorset-based artist
Amanda Wallwork has walked much of
the coast and researched archives to
produce a series of paintings based on
her interest in its geology and
archaeology. In 2009, these paintings
became part of an exhibition at the
Dorset County Museum entitled
‘Mapping the Jurassic Coast’. Through
her investigations Amanda became
increasingly aware of the work of
scientists to map and monitor coastal
processes and wondered how other visual
artists might reinterpret the coastline
through an understanding of this unseen
but important work.

ExLab, a project developed by a
collective of visual arts orgniasations in
Dorset, arose from this with the aim of
bringing together artists and scientists to
collaborate in finding new ways to look
at the Jurassic Coast. The aim is that the
artists will eventually create new
artworks along the coast but Amanda
was keen to include in this
collaborations with scientists studying
the Jurassic Coast to give the visual art
an extra dimension. It is this
combination of art and science that
makes ExLab a unique project.

ExLab began towards the end of
2010 with an exhibition and symposium
held in Bridport. Both artists and
scientists were involved, linked by the
common theme of gathering and use of
data. The intention was to examine
similarities and differences between the
working patterns of the two groups and
to catalyse interaction between them.
The ExLab Artists
Mat Chivers is a Devon-based artist who

uses technology to explore fundamental
processes that cannot normally be seen.
‘Outbreath (facts and fictions)’ is a
representation of Chivers’ own
exhalation based on collaborations with
scientists at Bristol University who
devised methods for photographing the
cloud of vapour as he exhaled.

Michael Eden is an established
ceramicist, based in Lancaster, who is
now using new technologies such as
additive layer manufacturing to create
three-dimensional objects from digital
designs. His ‘Wedgewoodn’t tureen’ is
based on early Wedgewood designs but is
also a celebration of how new
technologies extend the possibilities for
producing new work.

Aaron Koblin, an American artist
and part of Google’s Creative Lab,
specialises in data
visualisation. His work
straddles the worlds of
technology and art.
‘Flight Patterns’ is a data
visualisation project that
depicts the paths of
thousands of aircraft as
they move through US
airspace. The work
shows the country
waking up, moving
around and going to
sleep.

Jurassic Coast

The combination of art and science

makes ExLab a unique project

Artist Amanda
Wallwork at Eype

‘Flight Patterns’
Aaron Koblin

‘Wedgewoodn’t’ by
Michael Eden

‘Outbreath’ (facts and
fiction) by Mat Chivers
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The ExLab Scientists
Andy Ford of Bournemouth University is
interested in mapping landslips and
erosion. What better place to do this in
the UK than the Jurassic Coast, well
known for its periodic landslips. He uses
lasers to visualise the coast in new ways
and map coastal change. A laser pulse is
fired at the coast and the time taken for
reflected light to return measures the
distance from the observer. The laser fires
many pulses every second and sweeps
from side to side constructing a three-
dimensional map of a small section of the
coast. In one study, the cliff at Charmouth
was scanned using a land-based laser in
2007 and again in 2008. Comparison of
the two profiles produced a picture of how
the cliff had been changed in that time by
erosion caused by natural processes and
human intervention (fossil hunting). A
broader view can be obtained if the laser is
mounted on an aircraft. Repeated scans
between 1998 and 2001 gave a clear view
of the Black Ven landslip in 2001. Andy
Ford also uses enhanced GPS and satellite-
based radar techniques to measure how the
land is moving and to help predict future
landslips.

Peter Tinsley of Dorset Wildlife Trust
has been involved in the Dorset Integrated
Seabed Study (DORIS). Focussing on the
land of the Jurassic Coast misses an
important additional dimension – the sea
and what lies beneath it. Some underwater
features such as the massive rocky ledges
swept by strong tides around Portland Bill
and St Alban’s Head are well described,
but much of what lies under the sea has
been poorly documented. DORIS aims to

remedy this and ‘peel back the sea’ to
reveal the physical and biological
complexity of the seabed. In the first phase
of DORIS, acoustic energy was used to
produce a high-resolution map of the
seabed between Lyme Bay and Swanage,
showing features such as sand waves and
ridges, rocky ledges, reefs and wrecks. In
the second phase, biological scans of the
seabed were made using photographs and
videos in order to compare the structure of
the seabed with the biological community
(plants and animals) found there.
Biological hotspots were identified where
the variety of physical habitats in close
proximity lead to unusual concentrations
of different species; the information can be

used in planning for conservation. Peter
hopes this unique combined structural and
biological map will change the way people
‘see’ the seabed, and they will realise that
what lies beneath the sea is as magnificent
and interesting as what lies above it.

ExLab Now and in the Future
Although artists and scientists approach
their work very differently, some striking
parallels are already apparent between the
works presented by the two groups. Data
gathering is at the heart of both; the artists
use the data to produce new artworks, the
scientists use the data to map the coast
and track changes, but some of the images
produced look like works of art in their

own right. On this basis ExLab has already
succeeded, and Amanda Wallwork is
delighted with the way the project is
developing. “We have made people look at
the Jurassic Coast in different ways and
begun a conversation between the artists
and the scientists. The artists now
understand the coastline and see that
coastal erosion is a continuous natural
process allowing the geology of the site to
be revealed and described. The scientists
have seen how artists can provide a
different way of looking.”

The next phase of ExLab is to set up a
series of ‘research stations’ along the coast,
each with an artist linked to scientists.
Each of these research stations will
produce artworks for exhibition on the
coast in 2012. It is hoped that these
artworks will reflect current concerns such
as coastal erosion and climate change, and
help people look at the Jurassic Coast in
new ways.

Scientists use the data to map the coast and track

changes, but some of the images look like works of art

The next phase of ExLab is to set up a series of

‘research stations’ along the coast, each with an artist

linked to scientists. Each of these research stations will

produce artworks for exhibition on the coast in 2012.

Jurassic Coast
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Fact Box
EExxLLaabb  is a collaborative project

presented by Big Picture - a collective

of visual arts organisations in Dorset,

incorporating Artsreach, Bridport Arts

Centre, b-side, Dorset Visual Arts,

PVA MediaLab, Sherborne House Arts

and Walford Mill Crafts.

The artists, selected from over 200

entries, who have been commissioned

to produce work for phase two of Ex

Lab are: Simon Callery, Mat Chivers,

Zachary Eastwood-Bloom, Simon

Ryder and creative studio Proboscis.

Follow the project at bigpic.org.uk

DDOORRIISS  is a joint project between

Dorset Wildlife Trust, the Maritime and

Coastguard Agency, the Channel

Coastal Observatory and the National

Oceanographic Centre, Southampton.

Amanda Wallwork will have an

exhibition of new work inspired by the

Jurassic Coast at Bridport Arts Centre

in July 2012

Peter
Tinsley

Andy
Ford

Changes in the cliffs at Charmouth between 2007 and 2008

Movement at Black Venn
between 1998 - 2001

A diver surveying the biological
community on the seabed

The seabed
between Portland
& Swanage based
on the acoustic
survey


