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ABSTRACT 
Since 1989 my artwork has initially criticized certain 
existing instruction manuals and later created new manuals 
and user guides. This work has been developed using a 
Fine Art rationalization. This paper will examine some key 
issues of my practice as a reflection towards the potential 
empowerment of the user. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Since 1989 I have been making artwork that has become 
more and more applied. This strategy was chosen for two 
reasons. Art is ‘reactionary’ and my work is a direct 
reaction against artists who become ‘mini curators’ within a 
greater curatorship. These artists are collectors of 
interesting artifacts and become ‘pointers’ to interesting 
phenomena’. The artwork made solely for museums has 
become less interesting to me than artwork that does its job 
in the ‘real world’ first and then enters the museum with a 
potentially ‘deeper and more connected story’.  
There has also been a movement by some artists to use a 
simplified pragmatist approach to art making; ‘knowledge 
is only meaningful when coupled with action’. Indeed by 
doing things themselves and temporarily disengaging the 
abstract, the artist will shed new light on simple matters. 
(Figure 1).  
In 1989 I made my first instruction manual work and my 
attempts were initially to challenge specific companies to 
improve their manuals. My most recent artwork provides 
an example of how a guide might be designed with the 
knowledge and experience of an expert translated through a 
beginner’s eyes and their blossoming experience.  

Achilles Heel 
In 1989 I made a ‘Krups Espresso’ artwork. I examined a 
Krups Espresso coffee machine and suggested changes I 
would make to the instruction manual. The changes made 
were mainly based on consistency (the glass carafe is called 
the ‘carafe’, ‘jug’, ‘glass jug’ ‘jug’). Additionally in the 
Dutch version, the manual suggested that the User should 
remove the filter holder before releasing the boiler pressure 
by opening the steam outlet; potentially very dangerous. I 
proposed to add an illustration to the manual (Figure 2) 

which would help Users dispose of the used coffee from the 
Filter Holder before inserting another filter to allow the 
machine to make steam to froth the milk for, for example, a 
cappuccino.  
Compared to the box the coffee machine was purchased in, 
the instruction manual is a poor product with mistakes, 
inconsistencies, poor translation, bad design and difficult 
accessibility. This is because essentially the manual is ‘post 
sales information’, whereas the box is potentially ‘pre-sales 
information’. Therefore I considered the manual to be 
industries ‘Achilles Heel’ as it was a company’s obligation 
(maybe even their moral obligation) to produce a good 
manual.  

Steam Irons 
In 1991 I made a series of works with household steam iron 
instruction manuals. I purposely purchased the Black and 
Decker steam iron from the U.S.A., the Calor steam iron 
from France, the Morphy Richards steam iron from 
England, the Philips steam iron from the Netherlands and 
the Rowenta steam iron from Germany (Figure 3). I 
suggested changes to the manuals so that they were: (a). 
Consistent and safe and (b). Specific for the machine I had 
bought (I always bought the most basic model of the range 
and I did not want to read about features I did not have 
when trying to understand what my machine was capable 
of).  
Initially I re-made the Philips steam iron manual (HD1461) 
and exhibited it. It was exhibited as a pile of manuals in the 
gallery (Figure 4 & 5). The problem was that none of the 
visitors to the exhibition understood what I had done. It 
was perceived as a ‘Duchampian ready-made’. I decided to 
make new works for the steam iron instruction manuals, 
which would be ‘criticism boards’. You could see the 
original manual behind the illustrated proposed changes I 
would make.  
The proposed changes were printed onto clear plastic and 
the original manual was fixed to the plastic (Figure 6  & 7). 
Whilst exhibiting the criticism board I realized that I was 
falling into the trap of making artwork solely for the art 
consumption of the art world, and for the work to do its job 
properly the criticism boards should be exhibited in the 
design offices of the original steam iron manufacturers. I 
arranged a meeting with Peter Keagh (Chief Product 
Engineer) and Chris Thompson (Marketing Director) at 



Morphy Richards in South Yorkshire. The conversation 
was recorded with a hidden microphone (full conversation 
transcript – Appendix 1).  
The conversation has been exhibited (Figure 8) and the 
artwork sold. It is an interesting documentation between a 
Romantic young artist who felt that he could change the 
world by unilaterally challenging industry, and a 
manufacturer who was not too eager to deal with how poor 
their manuals were. Indeed Morphy Richards did change 
their manual as a reaction to my criticism. Unfortunately 
the revised manual was fundamentally not much better than 
the original. It was where the manual was within the 
hierarchy of a company that was important. My challenge 
was not merely to point out the existing faults (although 
this was a clear conceptual stance as far as an art strategy 
goes) but I would have to make an artwork that raised the 
instructional guide to a higher level.  

The Guide-to-squash 
In 2002 I saw a squash match between two top squash 
players at ‘Squash City’ in Amsterdam’.  
I decided then that I was to make a guide to the game of 
squash. It is not often that somebody decides that they will 
become obsessed about an activity before they have even 
tried it. This has the advantage that you are both a complete 
beginner (seeing and translating everything from complete 
beginners eyes) and you are very focused on your goal; to 
make a guide to the game of squash. Moreover, my 
beckoning obsession would be based on an artistic 
rationalization: 
• For the last seven years I have been working as an 

obsessed amateur, building a guide to the game of 
squash. I was a complete beginner to squash and 
worked from the first day with one of the top players 
and coaches; Australian Liz Irving. The other part of 
the plan was that my own game (I play and train 
intensively 3-4 times per week) should grow with the 
guide. The ‘performance’ element of this project and 
the almost impossibility of achieving a good level in 
this keep, me, the ‘obsessive Amateur’ busy. 

• The rules of squash have an ‘Achiles Heel’ in that you 
may only be given a ‘let’ if it is perceived by the 
referee that you could have got to the ball in the first 
place. This coupled with the fact that squash was 
initially a Gentleman’s game has meant that the rules 
have always been on ‘catch-up’ and the referees are at 
the centre of much of the controversy. Most decisions 
are often very ‘subjective’. 

• Obsessed Amateurs treat leisure not in a passive way, 
but in an active way. Something to get involved in. 
‘Soft Leisure’ is passive, ‘Hard Leisure demands 
participation which can lead to sacrifices and 
frustrations. 

• ‘Professionals’ have a ‘cut-off point’. They make 
agreements about what they are going to deliver and 
their aim is to reach those deliverables, no more, no 
less. The Amateur does not have to stop; they can go 
on and on until they have had enough, which for the 
obsessive might be (hopefully) never.  

Getting Involved 
The Guide-to-squash (originally http://www.guide-to-
squash.org) (Figure 9 to 13) was the No. 1 site for squash 
coaching on the Internet (viewers and prominent position). 
It has been supported by the W.S.F (World Squash 
Federation) since December 1999. At its busiest, the guide 
(not including the Streaming Games activity) had 18,000 
hits per hour. One of it’s busiest days for the streaming 
games server was 23/11/2003. When viewers start to watch 
a match and stop watching a match a line of information is 
sent to a text file. When the activity for the 23rd of 
November is opened in Microsoft Word, it generates 6,651 
pages using an A4 page at 10pt text.  
I now play competition squash at ‘First Class Level’ 
(Figure 14). My own level is the equivalent to the 
beginning of the ‘Advanced’ section of the Guide-to-
squash.  
 
SUMMARY - Artist to be designer to be user 
Many artists have become ‘mini curators’ within a greater 
curatorship. Consequently some artists collect artifacts and 
become ‘pointers’ to interesting phenomena’. Is it possible 
that an artwork's research activity can have a meaningful 
life and role in the world before it enters the museum, so 
that it has a deeper and more connected story?   
Alan Murray has a simple and pragmatic approach to art 
making; ‘knowledge is only meaningful when coupled with 
action’. Indeed by doing things himself and temporarily 
disengaging the abstract, he hopes to shed new light on 
seemingly simple matters. In 1991 he made a series of 
works with household steam iron instruction manuals 
challenging industry to make better manuals.  
Art that positions itself in an applied arena can develop 
meaningful research that, by its hybrid nature, reflects on 
both the applied and the artistic. 
Furthermore it may be possible for the artist to be designer 
to be user, based on overlapping interests in materials, 
technologies and practices. When a practitioner works in 
another profession they become, by definition, an amateur. 
Historically obsessive amateurs have been the creative 
force that has begun and fuelled revolution (eg. the Lunar 
Society of Birmingham). Engineers are looking to bring a 
creative and playful element to their practice alongside 
standardisation and exploitation. Artistic research can show 
the way. 



 
Figure 1- Archis Magazine article, March 1997 



 
Figure 2 – Krups Coffee Machine suggested changes 1989 

 
 

 
Figure 3 - Black & Decker, Calor, Morphy Richards, Philips and Rowenta steam irons bought 1991 



 

Figue 4 - Corrected Philips Instruction Manual 1991 

 
 

 

Figure 5 Original Philips Instruction Manual 1991 

 

 

Figure 6 - Black and Decker Criticism Board 1992 

 
 

 

Figure 7 - Morphy Richards Criticism Board 1992 

 
 
 
 

 



 

Figure 8 - Morphy Richards artwork exhibeted Musea Deurle, Gent, Belgium. 

 
 

 

Figure 9 - Guide-to-squash.org - 'Getting started' move section 

 



 

Figure 10 - Guide-to-squash.org - 'Getting started' rules section 

 

Figure 11 - Guide-to-squash.org - 'Getting started' drill section 



 

Figure 12 - Guide-to-squash.org - 'intermediate' tactics section 

 

Figure 13 - Guide-to-squash.org - 'intermediate' hit section 



 

Figure 14 - Personal development videos 2001 until 2005 

 

 

Figure 15 - photo shoot for Miser and Now Art magazine, London 2006 

 



Appendix 1   Morphy Richards 
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