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 How is it MADE?

My recent practice has been primarily research and collaborative 

based. My work spans site-specific installation, print and drawing. The 

primary focus of my work has been radiation and its effect on specific 

human and environmental systems. 

Earlier this year, I made a body of work for a two-person show 

titled ‘Cellscape’, at Wicklow County Buildings. Comprising print-

based studies of malignant cells this work was a response to preliminary 

research into the possible effects of low-level radiation on cell growth. 

Over the summer, I worked on a site-specific commission for ‘about 

100 experiments’, curated by Eilís Lavelle. Following a series of 

discussions about my practice, I decided to move away from the 

aesthetics of printmaking, which had been dominating my work, and 

to allow my research and concept to arrive to the fore. This saw me use 

elements of print and drawing as a conceptual tool for the first time. 

Through dialogue and self-directed research, I decided that my focus 

for this project would be the pollution of farmland with Chromium 6, 

a carcinogenic toxin, by a local saw mill. I felt it was important to give 

weight to the final aesthetic of this piece without compromising its 

context. 

At this time I was approached by Aideen Darcy to exhibit at 

thisisnotashop. As this was my first solo exhibition in a contemporary 

gallery space in Dublin, I was eager to expand and develop my practice. 

I began to reflect and re-evaluate the previous works I had made. I 

wanted to maintain a research-based practice that incorporated issues 

relating to the environment and cancer. I decided to rent a project 

studio for 10 weeks to focus on the exhibition. 

The starting point for ‘Karkinoma’ came from a collection of 

scientific illustrations. These exquisitely detailed drawings of sprawling 

tumours in rats accompanied the work of Argentinean scientist, Angel 

H Roffo. His pioneering research into links between environmental 

workplace hazards and cancer was predominantly ignored by 

mainstream science. This exhibition sought to acknowledge the 

suppression of this research and comment upon the sublime in the 

grotesque. The title refers to the term first used by the Greek physician 

Hippocrates 2,500 years ago to depict a tumour as a “muddled irritable 

cavity with spindly legs flaring out of control in all directions”. 

Fascinated with its evil animal-like appearance, he called it karkinoma, 

cancer, the Greek word for crab. 

Presented at an international congress on cancer in Belgium in 

1936 (1), the drawings accompanying Roffo’s paper evoke a disquieting 

sense of beauty. I wanted to translate these scientific illustrations into 

an animation. My aim was to call into question our accepted ideas of 

beauty. I wanted to explore whether images like the pleasing 

symmetries or harmonious colours that appear in the molecular 

shapes of a malignant cancer cell or animated cancerous tumours 

could be considered a thing of beauty (2). Wary of using scientific 

illustration in my work, my aim was to juxtapose art and scientific 

illustration by using animation. 

Earlier in the year I had attended a bookmaking workshop at the 

National Print Museum. I was hopeful that this new medium would 

provide exciting possibilities for combining print and text based work. 

I began to look at various options with bookbinding and layouts in the 

studio, making rough drafts from imagery relating to karkinoma. I 

finally rested on the idea of making a solely text-based book. While I 

had used text before, this approach felt like quite a brave and 

challenging step forward for me. I decided the book would take on the 

format of a timeline that would highlight significant events relating to 

Roffo’s research. The final layout and content of the book was quite 

simple but required an effective yet minimal approach in its fabrication. 

My intention was to print the book as a blind deboss. Without the use 

of ink the text would appear buried in the paper, an allusion to the 

suppressive nature of political and economic forces within science (3). 

Finished with a concertina fold, the book could be unfolded to reveal 

in full the details of the timeline.

As I had never made an animation or a book before the only way 

to enable my project to come to fruition was through collaboration. I 

approached Vera Klute to help with the technical aspects of producing 

an animation. Familiar with her work, I explained my idea to develop 

a drawing based animation using the scientific illustrations from 

Roffo’s research. From my initial sketches of the illustrations I had a 

clear idea of how I wanted the drawings to appear. I worked on the 

final sketches with another artist, Damien Flood. Vera and I then used 

the drawings together with photographs as the basis for a stop-gap 

animation. Titled No. 2 / Fig. 6 it shows a rat with tumours developing 

and receding. In our first discussion about how we might be able to 

realise my idea it became clear that it was important to bring an 

organic and fluent feel to the piece. While the animated rat should 

appear delicate, similar to the original illustrations, Vera recommended 

using photographs of organic substances to represent the tumours and 

impose them onto the drawings – a technique that she had previously 

used on other animation pieces. Using Photoshop, Flash, QuickTime 

and Final Cut Pro we developed a 45 second seamlessly looped 

animation. It was great to team up with and avail of Vera’s expertise. 

She has great technical skills, which meant we were able to make an 

animation in a short amount of time (4). 

I worked on the book simultaneously. I initially tried to include 

deboss text and a concertina fold in the one book using an old 

typewriter without a ribbon. Following numerous unsuccessful 

attempts I then contacted various commercial printers, but costs 

became prohibitive. Aware of the limitations of modern digital 

printing methods for debossing, I attended a second workshop at the 

National Print Museum in letterpress printing. This involved the use of 

metal type composed by hand using a compositing stick. The 

completed text was tightly bound together, mounted in a press and 

printed using the original machines in the museum. Hand compositing 

was the original technique used predominantly in printing up until 

the end of the 19th century.

A volunteer from the museum, retired typesetter, Con Devlin, 

facilitated the workshop. I explained my idea to him using a digitally 

printed draft of the book. He had never printed with blind deboss text 

before and was intrigued by the challenge. He agreed to work with me 

and so we spent the following two weeks setting the type, working on 

the layout and printing the book. Con suggested using Rockwell 

typeface, as it was closest to the old typewriter font. The book was 

made using five frames printed onto separate sheets of paper. For the 

purpose of producing a blind deboss, as required, we printed the final 

frames without the use of ink and with slight additional pressure from 

the press. Unexpectedly the deliberate, laborious yet meditative 

process of letterpress printing became an intrinsic element within the 

work.

Due to the sensitive nature of the deboss and as I was using a 

concertina fold, I was unable to use any industrial machinery to 

assemble the pages of the book. Finished by hand, the need for such 

accuracy reduced my initial ten editions to three. I had already 

contacted Library Bindings in Santry who offered to bind a limited 

edition, with the title ‘Karkinoma’ debossed on a hardback cover. The 

cost of producing the book was escalating rapidly at this point so I was 

delighted when they offered to hand-bind three copies in exchange for 

a piece of my work. The bartering system is still alive to some small 

extent!

In tandem with realising my two concepts, I was considering the 

gallery space and how I would install the work. I was familiar with the 

space and wanted to create contrasting viewing experiences while 

utilising the glass shop front. With this in mind the animation was 

back projected onto one window of the gallery. This could be viewed 

from the LUAS which passed by the gallery frequently, by pedestrians 

outside and from within the gallery space, as mostly a communal 

experience. The viewer, on the other hand, was encouraged to view the 

book while seated at a table. My hope was to create a solitary and 

intimate experience of engaging with this conceptual piece. I displayed 

the book on a purpose made table so as to accommodate the full 

unfolded length of the timeline. This gave the gallery an overall 

minimal feel, which became an important element within the 

exhibition.

On reflection I think ‘Karkinoma’ was a challenging and difficult 

exhibition for me. As I had never made a book or an animation before 

it required different layers of collaboration. It was necessary to 

convince those whose help I sought that I was serious about my work 

and that my idea was valid. Asking people to work on a project you 

have devised requires you to have confidence and faith in yourself and 

your practice, something that doesn’t always come naturally to me. I 

was fortunate enough to have regular studio visits from another 

practising artist and a curator, both of whom I had previously worked 

with. They encouraged me to take risks and develop what I hope is a 

more dynamic practice. Working with technical assistance was a key 

factor in realising my aim for this project in quite a restricted time 

frame. Animation and book making are two complementary ways of 

working which I would like to return to in the future. 

Kate Minnock
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Disquieting Beauty
Kate Minnock talks about THE CREATION OF HER RECENT EXHIBITION ‘Karkinoma’ at 
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Kate Minnock, Karkinoma, (detail), blind deboss artists book, 21cm x 130cm.


