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PART ONE. BREATHWORKS AND DIGITAL PARTICIPATORY ARTS 

I would like to briefly trace the evolution of a project called 

Breathworks, a project which highlights experiences of breathing. 

Breathworks has transformed from an online campaign and 

exhibition into an events programme and collection of gallery 

installations. The unexpected growth of Breathworks is symptomatic, 

I think, of recent world events and the adaptive responses taken by 

our team and the arts sector as a whole. 

Breathworks began as a digital participatory arts project. Its genesis 

was overseen by myself and Andree Latham, Digital Curator at the 

gallery. But there was lots of shared decision-making with 

volunteers. In particular, we facilitated a series of focus groups in 

order to co-design a replicable method for producing a ‘breathwork’. 

First, make an image. Second, record some sound. Third, upload via 

the online form. At the gallery, we added a circular sound wave to 

marry image with audio. As the online exhibition expanded, this 

sound wave became central to the project’s visual identity. 

It was important to establish a structured approach with three or so 

stages early on, and not just for reasons of aesthetic cohesion. First, 

we needed to keep in mind social media parameters and online 

behaviours. Second, the repetition of a clear method afforded 

Breathworks potential research value as an empirical experiment. 
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So, what were we investigating? Our intention was to enquire after 

people’s relationship with breathing. We wondered what salient 

experiences would surface through creative expression. Back in 

January, we were not to know that breath and breathlessness would 

become so political and palpable throughout the course of this year. 

I am sure we will explore the eery timeliness of the project 

throughout the course of our discussion today.  

In the art world, there came a normative urge to give voice or listen 

to more diverse audiences, to provide free and accessible resources 

to young people stuck at home, to invite a collective digital space 

that might ease isolation and anxiety. I am not saying that we were 

able to do all of that! There was so much to learn in such little time 

and there still is. In any case, I personally felt a creative urgency like 

never before. 

This sense of creative urgency clearly resonated with those who 

submitted a breathwork. Now I would like to read out a list of the 

insightful observations made by our contributors. Their images, 

sounds and stories captured 

- The sheer volume of air breathed each day! 
- Breaths taken between words and between waking 
- Breathing to reconnect with oneself 
- A kiss  
- Breathing to reconnect with nature 
- Breath as a mind tool or mantra 
- Breath as a powerhouse in martial arts 
- Breathing beneath and through a face covering  
- Experiencing asthma and measuring your exhale 
- Lung cancer and the memories of laboured breath 
- Neonatal ventilators and an archived umbilical cord 
- Medical scans 
- Presence and absence 
- The noise your fridge makes  
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- A marker pen attached to a rotary fan  
- Ways of recording breath chaotically with ink 
- A poem entitled ‘Air Wild’: Bloom breathe // Mother, my 

atmosphere  
- Climate change, forest fires and the destruction of ‘Earth’s lungs’ 
- Birdsong conjured by tiny, disembodied lungs  
- The word for ‘breath’ in various languages and its etymological 

links to ancient deities and half-forgotten cosmologies  
- Breath as paralinguistic – communication beyond words 
- Shadows and blurred images 
- A scattering of dandelion seeds 
- Breathing alongside plants 
- Wind making patterns in barley 
- A wave at the shore 

As these findings demonstrate, breath can highlight both 

microcosmic stirrings and seismic ripples everywhere. I would not 

be the first to suggest that an attentiveness to breath points to a 

kind of political ecology. By that I mean, a way of sensing and 

studying the relationships between human communities and 

environmental concerns: a turning inwards to turn outwards.  

PART TWO. BREATHING WORLDS AND COLLAGE AS RESEARCH 

Breathing Worlds was the next stage of the project. It was a move 

towards situating Breathworks within an academic constellation. At 

this point, I joined forces with Professor Derek McCormack, whose 

own research and teaching at the University of Oxford explore 

cultural geographies of the atmosphere.  

We decided to systematically curate and display recent research on 

breath-related matters. Our approach became a form of collage. As 

Lisa M. Given explains, “Collage is an arts-based research approach 

to meaning-making through the juxtaposition of a variety of 
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pictures, artifacts [sic], natural objects, words, phrases, textiles, 

sounds, and stories” (2008).  

Our installation at Modern Art Oxford became a nebulous seven-by-

three-metre configuration of printed materials: an assemblage of 

photographs, infographics, sketches, and painstakingly selected 

quotations. Eventually, through collaborative effort, the content was 

assorted into eight areas or ‘breathing worlds’, if you will. There 

was: ‘breathing experience’, ‘breathing health’, ‘breathing 

environment’, ‘breathing politics’, ‘breathing violence’, ‘breathing 

technology’, ‘breathing art’, and ‘breathing is…’.  

The composition somewhat emulated the elementary properties of 

aerial matter. We deliberately ensured that the print media were 

visually and thematically ‘floating’ so that the ideas did not belong 

to any one world and could easily cross-pollinate. Their mattering 

was therefore diffuse with an impact over here and over there and 

in the whitespace in-between. These spatial relations allow the 

observer to draw interesting and perhaps unusual connections. A 

quote from one breather might ‘speak’ to a photograph from 

another. Our job in producing the Breathing Worlds installation was 

simply to facilitate a lively conversation.  

The perceived connections are, of course, subjective, as is the 

overall curation. Others would arrange or encounter the content 

differently and, in so doing, foment a fresh understanding of the 

linkages between environmental, social and aesthetic practices or 

theories to do with breath. 

In sum, Breathing Worlds highlighted interrelating accounts of the 

varying ways in which breath is experienced, practised, performed, 

imagined, reimagined, aestheticised, given meaning, mythologised, 

revered, ignored, exploited, dehumanised, posthumanised, 

transformed, controlled, sensed, quantified, recorded, evaluated, 

standardised, communicated, mapped, politicised, racialised, 
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gendered, classed, pathologised, contaminated, weathered, 

biologically mimicked, artificially reconstructed, recycled and 

shared.  

I hope you can visit the works at the gallery or online. It is definitely 

worth having a look at the individual breathworks submitted by the 

community, visit the Modern Art Oxford website 
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SLIDES  

Fig 1. breathe in vinyl, Responsive Space, Modern Art Oxford. Credit: Lucy Sabin. 

Fig 2. Breathworks video installation, Responsive Space, Modern Art Oxford. Credit: 

Lucy Sabin. 
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Fig 3. Breathing Worlds research display. Responsive Space, Modern Art Oxford. 

Credit: Derek McCormack and Lucy Sabin. 
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