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Doing Th ings in  Reverse/Revers ing Th ings Done   
 
I found myself trying to ‘Cntrl Z’ the other day when I wasn’t even on 
the computer. I’d made a mistake and I couldn’t ‘undo’ it. It was very 
disappointing. Kind of like the reverse of when you’re dreaming and 
it’s very crap and then, even while you’re still dreaming, you realise 
that it’s just a dream and everything’s ok. It’s pretty sad when my 
reality is being confused with my computer’s operating systems. 
Although if you learn and operate within the logic of a system then it’s 
understandable to apply it to other circumstances.   
   
Within a gallery circumstance the objects are subject to certain 
conditions that they are not outside. A piece of rubbish on the street 
is different to one in a gallery. There are many reasons not to take 
things at face value. It is common that individual things and the 
combination of elements in a space will collectively represent 
something beyond themselves. In this situation there is a point at 
which the artist’s intentions are sacrificed to the audience. Codes, 
signs or texts guide the viewer and are either incorporated into the art 
object or exist as ancillary devices. However, what the viewer sees is 
often different from what is intended. The artist can control what is 
interpreted to an extent, but the viewer will bring with them their own 
operating system to process the information. This is the case when 
entering Michaela Gleave’s work Raining Room (diamond dust), 
exhibited at First Draft Gallery in May 2006. Installation is probably 
not the right way to describe the work. It was ‘installed’ into the 
space but the work is a freestanding construction that the audience is 
invited to enter via two elongated steps. The construct is engineered 
to create boundaries within which to view the work, both in a literal 
and metaphorical sense. Art, viewed as a series of constructs that 
contain certain ideas, is entered into and the parameters are set in 
order for us to perceive in a particular way. In this way it is a process 
of constructing alternative ways of seeing the world. The physical 
structure of Gleave's work determines the boundaries and conditions 
for perceiving the concept, such as the dimensions of the viewer 
within the construct, the lighting and the proximity of the viewer to the 
work.  
 
Once inside the viewer can see water droplets falling on what looks 
like a video screen. Only after being unable to find the source of the 
projection does one realise there is actually water dripping from the 
ceiling through a small gap. What appeared to be the projector screen 
is really a darkened space that has created the illusion of a projector 
screen through its flatness. One can pass under the water dripping 



and enter this other space. The work demonstrates that the projected 
video image has become a visual default setting. The space had 
created a reverse trompe-l’oeil. Trompe-l’oeil tricks the viewer into 
believing that a representation is the real thing. Gleave’s construct 
tricks the viewer into believing that a real thing is actually a 
representation. As a popular and ubiquitous exhibition format, video 
projection has become a device that can momentarily prevent us from 
seeing.  By representing a tool that is used to represent Gleave 
simultaneously highlights and disrupts our visual programming. It 
begs the question of whether an audience not as heavily encoded 
with the image of a projected video would have been tricked. Does a 
framework of perception prevent one from seeing what’s in front of 
them? 
 
That Gleaves’ work interrupts the visual default setting of the video 
projection and displaces the viewer’s preconceptions is an 
interpretation that I imposed on the work. It was also its unintended 
outcome, according to the artist. That the viewer initially saw a 
projected image was a coincidental aspect of the work. Gleave’s 
intentions for the work lie outside the realm of trickery. The irony is 
that what I have credited the work with - as a critique of applying pre-
formed ways of seeing to an art object to obtain its meaning rather 
than experiencing it for what it is - was not a pre-authored meaning. 
When I first viewed the work and understood it I thought that I had 
interpreted it according to its intention. In fact I had understood it in 
reference to my own conceptual structures. After developing an 
understanding for the work and subsequently sending my former 
process of looking to the trash bin, I spoke to Gleave about her 
intentions for the work. Knowing that those intentions had differed 
from my interpretation, and that I had understood her work according 
to my own structures and introduced my own meaning to it, I was 
forced to go back and restore my discarded process of looking from 
the trash. How could I reject a way of looking when I had used it to 
formulate a new perspective?   
 
Arriving at such a point in reverse, after seemingly going forward, I 
wasn’t sure if I had arrived back to where I’d begun. Gleave points out 
that in the process of building her structures she is building with 
intention but uncertain of all the possibilities. Essentially she is 
discovering alternative aspects of the work in reverse. Obviously this 
is different doing something and then reversing it or undoing it. 
Gleave is not trying to undo the intention of the work she has already 
done. Nor did I try to undo my initial assessment of her work. I 
maintain that one must see things for what they are. That the viewer 
can look at a work free from prior experiences of \looking is 
impossible.   
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