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Abstract 
 

This exegesis examines the differences between chance and serendipity in contemporary 

art, with particular reference to the sublime. I use two major qualitative research 

strategies to clarify these differences: (1) Fine and Deegan’s (1996) methodology which 

emphasises the importance of serendipity in research and; (2) case studies with the 

artists Jackson Pollock and Rebecca Horn, analysed in light of several authors such as 

Kant and Burke. Data on these themes of chance, serendipity and the sublime has not 

only been collected from books, archives, published reports, reviews and interviews, but 

also from studio investigations deriving from on-site engagements with a location 

known as Gorman’s Gap near Toowoomba in Southern Queensland, Australia. This 

studio work entitled Located Dialogues is contextualised through analyses of Pollock 

and Horn. I make the claim that Jackson Pollock’s drip paintings are better understood 

through theories of serendipity rather than chance. In addition, Pollock’s drip paintings 

are analysed alongside the seemingly disparate mechanical drawings of Rebecca Horn 

in order to demonstrate their alignment with the idea of the dynamic sublime. 

Throughout this research it has been my close association to these artists and certain 

aspects of their work that has directed my line of enquiry and informed my art practice. 

This study creates a methodology suitable for further research into the serendipitous in 

art practice. 
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Introduction  

“Chance is a role that Providence has reserved for itself in the affairs of the world, 

a role through which it could make certain that men would have no influence” - 

JOSEPH JOURBERT  

The relationship between meaningful chance in art, which includes the structuring of 

chance to achieve certain outcomes, and the sublime in art, may be seen as completely 

obscure. To explore some of these obscurities, and thereby tease out their relationship to 

one another, an analysis of the work of Jackson Pollock and Rebecca Horn will be 

undertaken, using James Fine and Gary Deegan’s (1996) theory of how chance becomes 

serendipity outlined in their paper titled “Three Principles of Serendip: Insight, Chance 

and Discovery in Qualitative Research”.  

Although Fine and Deegan refer specifically to qualitative research undertaken by 

sociologists, I claim their analytical approach to serendipity, and its need to have more 

components other than chance, is ideally suited to being translated into other areas of 

research. This has already been applied to a number of research projects, for example, 

Dean Garratt’s (1998) paper titled “Régime of Truth as a Serendipitous Event: an essay 

concerning the relationship between research data and the generation of ideas”. 

Garratt’s (1998, p. 217) paper examines in part “the impact of serendipity in research 

via a ‘Foucauldian’ reading of school discipline as a regime of truth”. Garratt (1998, p. 

217) believes the relationship between the generation of ideas and the development of 

empirical data in educational research is becoming increasingly problematic and that 

“an analysis of the role of serendipity in the research process is arguably overdue”. 

Pollock’s drip paintings and Horn’s mechanical drawings will be analysed according to 

Fine and Deegan’s definition of serendipity, while the philosophies of Kant and Burke 

will be referenced and cross-linked to establish connections to the sublime. This process 

will align Pollock and Horn to the dynamic sublime and at the same time make clear 

those obscurities between chance and the sublime in art.  

This methodology is separate to my studio practice, which can be likened to action 

research methods whereby the taking of photographs provides the experience. However, 

in the case of my research into Pollock and Horn it is the noting of those connections to 
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chance and the dynamic sublime that constitutes the body of this paper. The selection of 

successful photographs and the visual information they provide is carefully analysed, 

noting aspects of the sublime. This ‘reading’ then aids in assessing just how directly 

they can be aligned to the process and images of Pollock and Horn, specifically 

Pollock’s drip paintings and Horn’s mechanical drawings.   

 

 
Figure 1: Joan Molyneux, Floating, 2006 (Colour Photograph on Rag Paper 139 x 
93cm) 

What is the difference between chance and serendipity in art? A paper written by Fine 

and Deegan (1996), titled “Three Principles of Serendip: Insight, Chance and Discovery 

in Qualitative Research”, provided the necessary guidelines to establish answers to this 

question and the artists Jackson Pollock and Rebecca Horn were selected as case 

studies. Fine and Deegan highlight the differences between chance and serendipity, and 

it is by referencing their definitions that I analyse the work of Pollock and Horn.  

Brecht’s (1996) statement that there are two sources of chance in art, that is, the 

subconscious and the mechanical, is important because it enabled me to align Pollock 

with the subconscious, and Horn with the mechanical. Some of the authors chosen for 

the analysis of Pollock’s work in relation to serendipity include Cernuschi (1992), 

Karmel (1999), and Solomon (1987) and Taylor (1996). The analysis of Rebecca 
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Horn’s work in relation to serendipity relied on information from the artist herself 

(Horn, 1993), Madoff (2005), Lloyd (2006), and Bruno (1993).  

Chance has a long history in art, and is pivotal to this paper. Therefore I have chosen to 

include an overview of chance in art, but have restricted this part of my research to 

those areas that can be directly related to Pollock and Horn. This includes Dada and 

those associated with Dada. 

The role of chance and serendipity is also an important aspect of my studio practice. 

Chapter One discusses the subjective conceptual context for the work and also 

introduces the spatial and theoretical contexts in which the studio process took place. 

Chapter Two provides an overview of Fine and Deegan’s (1996) paper to aid in the 

understanding of the process of this inquiry. Chapter Three contrasts the theory of 

expressionism with Roland Barthes’ concept of “the death of the author” in order to 

explore the relationship between chance and the unconscious.  

Chapter Four analyses Pollock’s paintings and Chapter Five analyses Rebecca Horn’s 

mechanical drawings, whilst making reference to Fine and Deegan. The results of this 

analysis will establish the nature of the role chance and serendipity play in the work of 

these artists. In Chapter Six I make reference to the dynamic sublime in art in particular, 

Kant’s notion of the dynamic sublime (Crawford, 1974). The discussion on the sublime 

is extended to include Burke (1987), Crawford (1974), Oblak (1995) and Mirzoeff 

(1999). I then draw on these references to establish links between these two artists and 

the dynamic sublime. 

Much has been written on chance in art, the structuring of chance in art, and indeed 

chance in reference to Jackson Pollock’s drip paintings. Brecht (1996), Janson (2003) 

and Watts (1980) discuss chance in depth and the role it plays whilst, Cernuschi (1992) 

and Solomon (1987) give insight into chance, Pollock’s life and his art. So the 

boundaries that dictate the thinking that Pollock’s drip paintings were executed 

employing only chance, are moved when I show, through the application of Fine and 

Deegan’s methodology, that these paintings involve processes more complex than just 

chance alone.  
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Through the discussion of Pollock and Horn, I am able to contextualise my practice in 

terms of the subconscious and the mechanically produced image which encompasses 

chance and serendipity and locates the sublime. 
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Chapter One  

Both my parents had Alzheimer’s disease for ten years before they passed away, 

Located Dialogues is my emotional response to this personally heartbreaking but also 

common experience. In Lost Time David Gross (cited in Trigg, 2006, p. 111), when 

speaking of Baudelaire, says,  

For him, the transience of life is best perceived by attaching oneself to what is falling away, not 

by latching onto what is new or novel... if one paid no attention to what was coming to an end or 

had hardly ceased to be, one missed a whole sphere of beauty that called out to be recognised.  

This observation perfectly describes and encompasses the philosophy behind the 

creation of this series of work. 

There is a strong connection between Located Dialogues and my previous body of 

work, which were photographs of a very old silk parachute, similar to the ones used in 

the Second World War. My father was in the Air Force stationed in Milne Bay, New 

Guinea and he was away for four years when I was a small child. We led a nomadic 

existence for many years following his return, moving from town to town, always to 

lonely, remote and unpopulated areas. 

The photographs of the parachute speak not only of loss, grief and death connected to 

the war, but also my unsettled childhood. This was achieved by making life size 

structures reminiscent of the many shapes that I saw in my travels for example, ant hills 

and bottle trees and then veiling them with the transparent parachute, which became 

their shroud, the purpose being the encapsulation of both issues. When this shroud was 

activated by the wind I could see potential for a new body of work, especially as I had 

been intrigued by some of René Magritte’s and Michael Riley’s images of floating 

objects in the sky, I was also very attracted to the fluidity of the material and the shapes 

it formed as it was blown about.   

I was drawn to an area of large open space on the edge of the escarpment near 

Toowoomba called Gorman’s Gap. On it was an abandoned and derelict farmhouse that 

spoke of finality and decay. It was very eerie, but also strangely beautiful, and it 

reminded me of the many places I had seen as a child. I adopted the disintegrating house 

as metaphor for my parents’ lives and condition I became focussed on it as a way to 
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express these circumstances or, in other words, the transience of life. I chose yellow silk 

for the connection, in some cultures such as Buddhism for example, to the spiritual, and 

also its ability to reflect light, its light weight, and malleability. The narrative of Located 

Dialogues began and finished on this site.   

It was my intention to float metres of yellow silk in the landscape to create a connection 

between the visible present and the invisible past, the earth and sky and the finite and 

the infinite. The first attempts to float the material high in the air failed miserably. 

However, I found that by lying on my back to take the photo and have someone throw 

the silk into the sky I could create the illusion of a great height. Several successful 

images were achieved in this way [Figure No 1].  

Large areas of space were integral to the character of Located Dialogues it magnified 

the sense of loneliness and increased the atmospheric echoes of the past that seemed to 

cling to the building. A flight of disintegrating steps had to be negotiated before I could 

enter the empty house. This was unnerving, not only from a safety point of view but 

also because, although there were no signs to the contrary, I was trespassing, however, 

the need to ascend overcame my doubts and fears. When describing the staircase Trigg 

(2006, p. 165) explains that “Defining the value of the staircase in singular terms, 

however, proves unattainable; its symbolism exceeds convention... Despite the 

multiplicity of meaning, what remains consistent and constituent of the staircase’s 

identity is the desire to ascend it”. In contemplation of the ruined stairs Trigg (2006, p. 

170) says, “What emerges is the apparent impossibility of ascent or descent... Thus, 

when we approach a staircase that no longer serves its use, we are not repulsed, but, 

conversely, drawn to the space for the very reason that it bares a polarity that the former 

function hid”. 

Inside the abandoned house a feeling of desolation pervaded the vacant rooms. There 

were empty cupboards and the floors were still covered with the patterned lino of a 

bygone era [Figure No 16]. Despite being in a state of nervous tension, curiosity 

prevailed and I explored the entire house, resisting the urge to run. Over time the house 

gradually deteriorated and finally it fell prey to vandals who ripped, smashed, and tore 

everything that could possibly be destroyed. This became very painful as I had bonded 

with the house and landscape. To me it was like a deadly assault on an elderly, 

defenceless person. Photographs of the silk (coloured and black and white) tentatively 
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winding up the dilapidated stairs, give the impression of something fragile and soft, 

highlighting that it too is doomed to destruction and decay.   

 

Figure 2: Joan Molyneux, Derelict, 2008 (Black and White Photograph on Rag 
Paper 139 x 93cm)  

 Light and time of day play a significant role in my interpretation of this house. Like the 

artists of the Heidelberg School, who used the light shining through the bush to convey 

space and isolation for example, I also make use of light to emphasise colours, space, 

time and my emotional responses to the site. For example the yellow silk became more 

vibrant in the late afternoon light which emphasised the shapes it formed. Further, the 

same light seemed to increase the size of the surrounding space by creating long 

shadows. In the photographs taken at night the yellow became very intense, 

accentuating the silk on the ruined stairs before vanishing into the impenetrable 

blackness of the doorway. 



Joan Molyneux 16 

 

Figure 3: Joan Molyneux, Ascent, 2008 (Colour Photograph on Rag Paper 139 x 
93cm)  

According to Edmund Burke aspects of light are necessary in the creation of the 

sublime. He believed that in order for light to contribute to the sublime it should 

illustrate the greatest changes from dark to light, particularly with respect to interiors. 

He says, “you ought to pass from the greatest light, to as much darkness as is consistent 

with the uses of the architecture” (Burke, 1952, p. 79) [Figure Nos 2 & 3].    
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Figure 4: Joan Molyneux, Shining, 2008 (Colour Photograph on Rag Paper 139 x 
93cm)  

It was a sad day when I discovered surveyors’ pegs on the property. As I researched the 

history of Gorman’s Gap, by reading the minutes of the Gatton council meetings, I 

became aware of previous applications to the council to sub-divide the farm. These 

applications had been refused due to lack of water, so it came as a shock that approval 

had finally been granted. I knew the days of my visiting and working there were coming 

to an end, finishing this body of work suddenly became a matter of urgency. 

I mentioned previously how I had become attached to this place, now I experienced a 

different sense of loss. Casey (cited in Trigg, 2006, p. 123) comments on Freud’s 

account of mourning in relation to ‘loss of place’, stating it “may be extended to the 

abandonment of places with which we have become bonded and which we have been 

forced to leave, often so abruptly that we have not been able to anticipate the 

consequences in any salutary way”. He goes on to say that: 

The emergence of place-cathexes leaves us in a mode of mourning. The place no longer exists. 

And yet the recognition fails to mark the end of that place. We continue to exist where the place 

was, while the place continues to exist where we are” (Casey cited in Trigg, 2006, p.123).  

My photographic research is the physical example of this philosophy. 



Joan Molyneux 18 

Trigg (2006, p. 123) maintains “the particular dimensionality of place, coupled with its 

distinct features, means that the place is memorable and memory containing. We 

recognize this is how place forges a complex network of memories in consciousness”. 

He continues, “Casey’s exposition of the memorability of place-world is marked by the 

tense encroachment of homogenous space, which threatens to undo the cultivation of 

place.” Casey (cited in Trigg, 2006, p. 123) defines site as:  

place as levelled down to metrically determinate divisions. In site, the dimensionality of place is 

absent. Instead, we are confronted with a homogenous and exposed anti-place configured in 

terms of cartographic representations. The presence of site is not spatially limited to a ‘zone’ but 

‘triumphing’ over place.  

This is sad but true. Surveyed place means that “the variegations or obtrusions that aid 

unsited places are absent” (Casey, cited in Trigg, 2006, p. 124). So, “Unable to contain 

memory, site thus becomes an inhabitable place. The indifferent building lot falls from 

place by being easily confused with other building lots...memory falters.” (Trigg, 2006, 

p. 124). Finally, “A site is no place to be, much less remain...once there, moreover, 

where are we? We are in the midst of a desert of shops, a wasteland of services, a chaos 

of commerce. If not nowhere, we are in an extremely shallow somewhere” (Casey, cited 

in Trigg, 2006, p. 124).   

By referencing Trigg I have been able to establish several points, they are: my 

emotional responses to the stairs at the house and how these responses have influenced 

my studio practice, for example the black and white photographs of the stairs and silk. 

Black and white photographs of the house with the silk flying past render it almost 

invisible and predict its imminent disappearance [Figure No 18]. This corresponds to 

Burke’s idea of grief in his notion of the sublime, and to Trigg’s commentary on the 

ruin. Through my photographs I have been able to transform something as mundane as a 

dilapidated and abandoned farmhouse into something memorable. Finally, Trigg 

explains that it is place rather than site that is capable of containing memory and no 

better illustration of this could be found than the black and white photograph of a 

child’s rope swing, frayed and worn, tied to a branch in the pine tree. Place holds 

memory and the swing, in this particular image, signifies a container for childhood 

memories [Figure Nos 5 & 17].  
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Figure 5: Joan Molyneux, Memory, 2008 (Black and White Photograph on Rag 
Paper 139 x 93cm)  

Locating the sublime in my studio practice has been achieved by photographic images 

that ‘speak’ of this subject through subtle means. These images do not portray awe 

inspiring landscapes, sunsets, or waterfalls of Kant and Burke’s original Sublime, rather 

they rely on a more contemporary interpretation. The hint or suggestion of what once 

was, and its subsequent absence, also signifies death, loss and pain to which these 

philosophers refer. Edgar Allan Poe in The Fall of the House of Usher attributes the 

house of Usher with strange and human like qualities in similar fashion and I 

(coincidently) also described the farm house in human like terms. Whilst photographing 

on site I found myself responding in thought and emotion as though it truly was human. 

Visual access to the sublime in this series of photographs is covert, and is demonstrated 

by the use of graphic metaphors such as the frayed, empty swing and the dilapidated 

stairs. These clearly indicate a previous presence which has long since gone. The 

emptiness that is left behind creates the sense of loss to which Burke refers in A 

Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1987, 

p. 37).      
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Photographs of the deserted home illustrate strong connections to the everyday life of 

the past, for example water tanks, sheds, and farm machinery, but of particular 

importance to this narrative is the ‘located dialogue’ that developed over seven years 

between myself, the landscape, and the farmhouse. This dialogue informed my thinking 

and influenced every photograph taken. Many were unsuccessful, but the most 

successful were those that conveyed an ‘aura’ of the sublime. 

The logistics of production of this work were both physically, mentally, and 

emotionally demanding. Seven years on, after driving to Toowoomba too many times to 

remember and battling the elements, flies and being chased by cattle, the documentation 

of this place, and its transformation into a housing development, is now complete. For 

me it has been more than that, it has been an acknowledgement of the farm’s history, the 

transience of life, and a eulogy.   
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Chapter Two 

Chance and Serendipity 

Chance in image making had already been established in my previous work and has 

become embedded in my process. The importance of chance in my research cannot be 

underestimated, for without it I would not be able to establish connections with the two 

artists mentioned, or produce strange mysterious images. When speaking of chance, 

Oblak (1994, p. 36) says, “In its reference to the ‘infinite’, (or the sublime), art can 

recapitulate romantic values and images or try to define its own superior rational nature 

through mystical evocations of the unknown”. It is on the basis of a particular 

relationship to chance that I see the work of Pollock, Horn and myself as being closely 

aligned, despite the disparity of our processes. 

Chance has held a significant place throughout the ages, in superstition, social 

interaction, medicine and travel. For example, in 1928 Sir Alexander Fleming 

accidently discovered Penicillin highlighting that chance does play a role in the 

development of human society and culture. As technology has advanced, the necessity 

to leave nothing to chance has become paramount in some minds. However, its 

relevance in various walks of life has been demonstrated in a recent symposium at 

Rutgers University Center for the Critical Analysis of Contemporary Culture (2004-

2005), where papers included titles such as, “Chance Chaos, and Control” – in which 

Steven Holochwost investigates how the laws of chance, or rather fractals, have served 

as an organizing principle in music – and “Chance and Physics: Does God Play Dice?” 

in which Alexander Zarechnak asks the question “is our world fundamentally governed 

by deterministic laws or physics, or is there an irreducible chance in nature?” These are 

only two examples of sixteen papers presented dealing with chance, and they serve to 

illustrate that the subject of chance and its function in contemporary society is both 

topical and relevant. 

Chance images have been documented as having existed as far back as the Stone Age 

and records appear throughout history in Classical Antiquity, Medieval, Gothic, Early 

Christian and Romantic art. In 1785-86 Alexander Cozens published a paper titled “A 

New Method of Assisting the Invention in Drawing Original Compositions of 
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Landscape”. This suggested that large accidental inkblots be stored and then used as 

compositional suggestions (Janson, 2003, p. 1). 

There are also records of the artists of ancient China who used chance to create their 

images and subsequently influenced art of particular dynasties, for example the Sung 

Dynasty of the eighth century (Janson, 2003, p. 19). Wang Mo, Ink Wang or Ink 

Flinger, as he was known, “Is said to have become intoxicated before beginning his 

painting then by splashing, smudging or smearing his hand, he created pictures from 

which mountains rocks, clouds, and rivers would emerge” (Lachman, 1992, p. 501). 

Clearly this artist invited chance to play a major role in the production of his images. 

Charles Lachman (1992, p. 503) suggests that there is “an implicit parallel between the 

emphasis on mindless/unselfconscious creation and the workings of Tao”. This 

philosophy of not being aware of one’s self in the creative act is embraced by many 

artists and art movements, in particular the Abstract Expressionists.  

It was during the Dada movement that chance in art was used as a political tool in order 

to bring about change in society. Watts (1980, p. 156) says, “In no case can the artist in 

league with chance in the process of creation be totally passive”. This is particularly 

relevant to Fine and Deegan’s theory, that one must be alert to instances of unexpected 

and chance events, in order to maximize and capitalize their influences on the results of 

qualitative research.   

Serendipity has been defined in many ways. The Macquarie Dictionary defines it as “the 

faculty of making desirable yet unsought for discoveries” (The Macquarie Dictionary, 

1981). The word ‘serendipity’ was first written in 1754 to express the phenomenon of 

“discovery, by accident and sagacity”. An ancient tale called The Three Princes of 

Serendip, (Serendip is a former name for Sri Lanka) inspired Horace Walpole, the 

English novelist, politician, and belle lettrist to coin the term ‘serendipity’ (Remer, 

1965, pp. 6-7). 

Chance and Serendipity (explained by Fine and Deegan as distinct concepts) affect 

everyone in everyday life. A scientist may stumble upon an important discovery, a 

detective may solve a mystery, or someone may win the lottery, or experience a chance 

encounter. Fine and Deegan (1996) outline how they consider it necessary for chance 

and other elements to operate in ‘serendipity’ and its application in qualitative research.  
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Insight, Chance, Discovery  

Fine and Deegan (1996) claim that insight, chance, and discovery form three major 

components to serendipity in connection with qualitative research. They argue it is not 

simply the divine roll of the dice that determines serendipity, “rather that serendipity is 

the interactive outcome of unique and contingent mixes of insight coupled with chance” 

(Fine & Deegan, 1996, p. 436). 

Working on the principle that many art practices function as qualitative research, 

including my own, and using Fine and Deegan’s methodology, an investigation will be 

undertaken into chance and the role it plays in the work of two selected artists, namely 

Pollock and Horn. Indeed it could be said that artists who rely on chance are “explorers 

making first contact with alien civilizations, courting experience through observing 

diverse time and places, later reanalysing and rewriting, hoping for heightened 

awareness to ignite insight” (Fine & Deegan 1996, p. 438). 

This statement clearly defines how I see myself as an artist that is, as an explorer who 

capitalizes on chance events or, at the very least, structured or staged events in order to 

access what previously has been unknown or invisible. Bachelard (1988, p. 153) gives 

depth to this concept when referring to the imagination, saying that it creates an 

“absolute image that is self-accomplishing, [whilst] a post–ideated image is content to 

summarize existing thoughts”. Like Bachelard (1988, p. 153) I subscribe to the notion 

that “imagination is manifested as an aspiration toward new images, and the autonomy 

of imagination is the precondition of creativity”. In my work, Located Dialogues, I have 

used the abandoned farm house as a theatrical stage for the production of a series of 

photographs. The chance shape of the floating silk and double-exposure in the 

photographs echo Bachelard’s concept of the self-accomplishing chance image. 

In his book Social Theory and Social Structure, Merton (cited in Fine & Deegan, 1996, 

p. 438) says there are three characteristics of a serendipity pattern: “it must be 

‘unanticipated,’ ‘anomalous’ and ‘strategic’”. Fine and Deegan (1996) extend Merton’s 

concept of a serendipity pattern for application to ethnographic research. They examine 

what they specify as a “trio of analytically distinct components” (Fine & Deegan 1996, 

p. 438) that comprise serendipity when combined with chance, insight and intuition, and 

these are: Temporal Serendipity, Serendipity Relations, and Analytical Serendipity.  
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Temporal Serendipity (happening upon a dramatic instance) 

Fine and Deegan (1996, p. 439) comment that being exposed to a particularly dramatic 

event can transform something that is mundane into the memorable, and despite the fact 

that “the observer cannot choose in advance to witness an event; his or her presence is, 

in part, a function of the decision of the observer to judge ‘where the action is’”. This 

draws upon one’s ability to be acutely aware of possible outcomes and the strategies 

that must be set in place in order to maximize and realize the fullest potential of a 

situation, for example, the choice of an historic site, and a deserted dwelling on a large 

tract of land presented to me as being much more than a tourist attraction, or indeed the 

subdivision that it has now become.  

The site of my work represented a deep sense of space and colour indicative of the 

Australian landscape. It also had a strange aura of history imbued around it because of 

the deserted farm house and milking shed and the worn down tracks where cows once 

walked. These features of the site, in signifying the passage of time, also came to 

signify their own immanent disappearance through subdivision, development, and the 

general progression of history. This particular site then becomes significant, or 

transcends the mundane, through the recognition of its transience as both the sign of the 

historic past and the erasure of that sign. The images that I have produced through my 

own engagements with this site over the years, for example, began as a search for an 

effective representation of a connection between the finite and the infinite through the 

creation of chance images in the landscape. However as time went by these images 

acquired another layer of meaning as visual records of the historically interstitial site. 

The photographs, therefore, operate on the dialogue between the surety of the historical 

document and the unpredictability of the chance image. 

Serendipity Relations (the unplanned building of social networks) 

Serendipity relations refers to the network of social interaction that may bring about a 

chance meeting or incident which in turn creates the opportunity to not only observe, 

but also create a development which otherwise may not have occurred. 

It is easy to understand how serendipity relations would exist within the art world and 

practice. Students, councillors, galleries, and art dealers, among others, all contribute to 
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the fabric of networking and provide the environment for chance meetings and 

realizations.  

Fine and Deegan (1996, p. 441) state, “just as hearing the chance remark allows us to 

re-evaluate other information, so developing a contact allows us to understand better 

those other contacts we have cultivated”. When discussing the serendipity pattern, of 

which social networking is a part, Fine and Deegan (1996, p. 438) says “each depends 

on the readiness to seize upon chance events; that is, the unstructured, inductive quality 

of fieldwork, [in this instance art practice] often provides leeway to incorporate the 

power of the serendipitous findings into the core of a research report”. Returning to 

social networking they say, “the production of knowledge operates through this set of 

social ties. Through these ties, a shared intellectual community, fresh insights may 

arise” (Fine & Deegan, 1996, p. 443).  

Becker (cited in Fine & Deegan, 1996, p. 443), in his analysis of art worlds, makes the 

comment, “it is the network of cooperative links rather than the lone artist that is central 

to the production of art”. Social networking occupies a significant role in my and most 

artists’ lives. As a student and artist I have access to libraries, galleries, supervisors, 

seminars and interactions with other students. This provides the network of social 

interaction and support to which Fine and Deegan refer, and to which Becker notes as 

being central to art production.  

 Another instance of serendipity relations occurred whilst on location at the Gorman’s 

Gap site. I met, by chance, a previous owner of the farmhouse, who made mention of 

the tragic death of a farmer who, in 1920, plunged over the escarpment on his tractor. 

This information added a new dimension to the research I was conducting on the site, 

because not only was my studio research based on the concept of grief associated with 

my parents, and their loss of memory, it now embraced the reality of someone who had 

died on the property. I believe this knowledge influenced my decision to take 

photographs of the farmhouse at night. I used ‘blackness’ in these images as a metaphor 

for grief and death, and the juxtaposition of the intense yellow light as reference to 

Burke’s notion of the sublime [Figure No 4].   
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Analytical Serendipity (discovering concepts or theories that produce 
compelling claims) 

Analytical serendipity is the third component of serendipity and it is described by Fine 

and Deegan (1996, p. 441) as involving:  

the ability to establish connections between data and theory. The formal model of deductive 

research assumes that one knows what one is looking for before one has ‘found’ it. Inductive 

research elevates ‘insight’ or serendipity into the chosen stance of analysis, permitting numerous 

conclusions from the same data 

This gives the indication that data may be analysed, and placed into categories of time, 

place and type or, in the case of an artist, an ‘image’, often with surprising results, for 

example my chance meeting with the person who had grown up on the property which 

was the location for my photographs. His conversation allowed me to expand and 

develop the creative ideas I was already working with; the now abandoned farm house, 

the silk and the site accrued new meanings that I was then able to incorporate into my 

process. This is similar to Rebecca Horn’s discovery that during the Second World War 

many deaths had taken place in the tower in Munster, a site she used for an installation 

in 1987. Learning of the farmer’s accidental death lead me to experiment with taking 

photographs at night of the silk on the steps of the old house. The resultant images were 

more abstract and ambiguous, in comparison to the daylight images, which aligns them 

with issues relating to human transience.  

In his article “Unexpected Scientific Discoveries are often the Most Important”, Gedney 

(1985, p. 1) comments,  

you can ask fiction writers what their next book will be about, and the chances are they will be 

able to provide you with a pretty good idea of what the outcome will be. But to ask a scientist 

what his or her next discovery will be is to misinterpret the scientific method. 

He goes on to say, “searching for something you expect to find robs science of some of 

its mystique. Worse, it can lead researchers down narrow corridors and cause them to 

miss a gem hidden in the corner” (Gedney, 1985, p.1). Such views, combined with 

social networking, reinforce that it is necessary for one to have awareness, insight, 

imagination, and to be able to learn from one’s mistakes in order to gain full advantage 

from any serendipitous event that may occur during qualitative research, for example, 
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art practice. As Fine and Deegan (1996) explain, it is imperative to have a social 

network, to be able to discover something new or of importance, and to also change 

something that is mundane into something memorable. 

Gedney’s (1985, p. 2) final thought on serendipity is “Although the mad scientists, or 

eccentric inventors so often portrayed in old movies are still good for laughs, that’s not 

what we are talking about. Surely the need still exists for the imaginative, the inventive, 

and the unshackled experimenter”. I agree the need still exists for the “imaginative, the 

inventive, and the unshackled experimenter” but for chance to become serendipity a 

discovery must emanate from an analysis of data that connects it to theory. 

In summary, serendipity needs three elements combined with insight and intuition in 

order to maximize its function. These are: 

Temporal Serendipity, which creates or establishes something memorable from the 

mundane; 

Serendipity Relations or Social Networking, which provides the necessary support 

systems, and opportunities within a network; and 

Analytical Serendipity, which discovers concepts or theories that make compelling 

claims, or new methods, materials or images. 
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Chapter Three 

Chance, Expressionism, Pollock and Fine and Deegan’s Methodology 

Jackson Pollock was chosen for three reasons. Firstly, Pollock believed he could tap 

into his subconscious. This is important because it is this thinking that is aligned with 

the dynamic sublime. Pollock and the dynamic sublime are discussed in Chapter Five. 

Secondly, as an abstract expressionist, he is credited with the exploitation of chance, 

specifically in the making of his drip paintings, and thirdly, I believe there is a strong 

connection in the particular way both Pollock and myself exploited chance to create 

images, a way that extends the role of chance to that of serendipity. 

In his book Chance Imagery the artist George Brecht indicates that there are two types 

of chance. Firstly “where the origin of images is unknown because it lies deeper than 

conscious levels of the mind and secondly where the images derive from mechanical 

processes not under the artists’ control. Both of these processes have in common a lack 

of conscious design” (Brecht 1957, p. 5). This particularly insightful comment from 

Brecht gives a clear description of two sources of chance, of which the first can be 

directly connected to Jackson Pollock who claimed his painting came from his 

unconscious mind (Rampley, 1996, p. 84). The second can be directly related to 

Rebecca Horn and her quirky mechanical drawing devices. I will demonstrate that 

during the image making processes of both these artists, insight and intuition were 

employed which aligns their process more closely with Fine and Deegan’s concept of 

serendipity, rather than simply with chance. 

Chance has played a variant role in art history. For some Dadaists it was an 

encompassing philosophy and a means of unification for the purpose of deconstructing 

and restructuring society and a means to generate new art. Hans Arp, for example, who 

was involved with the Dada movement, described the use of chance “as a search for the 

unconscious sources of creativity” (Watts, 1980, p. 88). For the Abstract Expressionists 

on the other hand, chance was a way for the ‘individual’ to tap into his/her 

subconscious, thus becoming closer to nature, and to find meaning in the act of painting, 

address personal battles and search for spiritual comfort. This existentialist attitude had 

nothing to do with bettering society, but a desire for personal expression. Pollock (cited 
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in Cernuschi, 1992, p. 132) explained this by saying “the modern artist is expressing his 

feelings rather than illustrating”.  

Following the Surrealist interest in “psychic automatism” defined by Andre Breton 

(1924, p. 452) as being “dictated by thought, in the absence of any control exercised by 

reason”, the notion that an artist could make contact with his/her subconscious became 

popular in the 1940s and 1950s, and was known as the Expression Theory. Many 

philosophers have written on aspects of this theory, for example, Tolstoy (cited in 

Matravers, 2005, p. 353) who says “Art is a human activity consisting in this, that one 

man consciously, by means of external signs, hands on to others feelings he has lived 

through, and that other people are infected by these feelings and also experience them”. 

Croce (cited in Matravers 2005, p. 119) had a different view, he believed that “what 

lends coherence and unity to intuition is intense feeling. Intuition is truly such because it 

expresses an intense feeling and can arise only when the latter is its source and base. 

Not idea but intense feeling is what confers upon art the ethereal lightness of the 

symbol”. 

Intense feeling is also closely connected to Kant and Burke’s sublime discussed later in 

this paper. For the moment, I agree with Edmund Jabes (1987, p. 14) who said, “the 

important thing is not the experience but perhaps the degree of intensity with which we 

live it”. I have explained in Chapter One how the use of metaphor in my photographic 

images expresses an intense lived experience; the yellow silk has the propensity to make 

visible this intensity of feeling. 

In ancient China, only the Emperor could wear yellow. In Hinduism it is a symbol of 

spirituality. I have chosen this colour as a representation of spirituality and as a means 

to connect all aspects of the images, as it is the only constant visible link between 

landscape, sky, site and house. It is intended to embody the invisible, that is, those no 

longer there, explorers, farmers and children and also to the various histories of the site 

itself. The yellow silk can be seen as encapsulating Tolstoy’s version of expression 

theory; by this I mean, my images are external signs that attempt to hand on feelings I 

have lived through, with the prospect that others may also experience them. Nostalgia, 

loss, trace and absence are the intense feelings I have endeavoured to express through 

the use of silk in the site. For the viewer of the images, however, the silk is a less 

specific metaphor for all that is fleeting, transient or impermanent. Similarly, Pollock’s 
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drips are expressions of intense feelings, the exact nature of which is not accessible to 

the viewer, but they nevertheless ‘speak’ with some intensity of feeling. 

Chance is the trope that is most often used to theorise the way in which Pollock’s drip 

paintings express some element of, or make some reference to, the subconscious. It is 

my intention, however, to demonstrate that Pollock’s method of ‘expressing’ rather than 

‘illustrating’ involved processes more complex than chance alone. 

From a philosophical viewpoint Abstract Expressionism’s individual existentialist 

concerns could be seen to be at odds with Dada’s political motivations, however the use 

of chance in both movements provided them with a common bond. Brecht (1957, p. 6) 

quotes Pollock as saying he is indebted to Dadaists for pioneering chance in art, as they 

“considered the unconscious to be a source of images free from the biases engrained in 

us by our parents, social custom and all other artificial restrictions on intellectual 

freedom”. 

In the article “Identity and Difference: Jackson Pollock and the Ideology of the Drip” 

Pollock is quoted as saying “The source of my painting is the Unconscious” (Pollock 

cited in Rampley, 1996, p. 90). Hal Foster (cited in Rampley, 1996, p. 85) argues that 

Pollock’s drip paintings may not be a result of a connection with the unconscious, but 

that they may reflect a conscious effort to depict a “conception” of the unconscious. But 

Rampley (1996, p. 90) adds that even if this is the case, the unconscious mind remains 

the source of the images:  

Pollock decentres the image, disrupting any attempt to give greater weight to one part over 

another… It aims to offer an immediate image of the unconscious prior to it being forced into the 

mould of any formal, representational language…  

Pollock’s drip paintings draw their strength from the assumption of an essentially productive 

unconscious. 

Either way, it was through the employment of chance that Pollock engaged with the 

unconscious. 

For Pollock, who underwent psychological analysis in 1939 and was interested in Jung, 

the idea of tapping into the unconscious was fascinating to him: “Pollock attended 

sessions of Jungian therapy in which his own drawings provided material for 
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discussion” (Moszynska, 1990, p. 149). This is important because, at that time it was 

perceived that through this type of therapy, not only could one understand oneself, but 

that it was also a means to access or tap into the universal unconscious. In an essay 

titled “Jackson Pollock’s The Magic Mirror: Jung, Shamanism, and John Graham” Evan 

Firestone (2008, p. 709) says, “Pollock and [his friend, John] Graham, both Jungians, 

and admirers of ‘primitive art’ subscribed to the belief that in certain circumstances 

modern man could access the collective unconscious”. 

In his book Systems and Dialects Graham urged all artists to practice and contemplate 

art “in order to bring to the conscious mind the throbbing events of the unconscious 

mind” (Moszynska, 1990, p. 149). This attitude is evident in Pollock’s often quoted 

comment: “When I am in my painting, I’m not aware of what I’m doing. It is only after 

a sort of ‘get acquainted’ period that I see what I have been about. I have no fears about 

making changes, destroying the image, etc., because the painting has a life of its own. I 

try to let it come through” (Karmel, 1999, p. 18). Further to this, “Pollock suggested 

that the modern artist expresses the energy, the motion and the other inner forces of 

another world” (Karmel, 1999, p. 152). 

The idea that Pollock saw his work as expressive of the energies of “another world” or, 

at the very least, of the collective unconscious, provides an opportunity to rethink the 

dichotomy of chance and expression within Pollock’s drip paintings. Roland Barthes’ 

essay “The Death of the Author” is helpful in explaining this problem of the 

relationship between chance and expression. Barthes (1986, pp. 142-143) claims:  

…it is language which speaks, not the author; to write, through a prerequisite impersonality… to 

reach that point where only language acts, ‘performs’, and not ‘me’. 

…As soon as a fact is narrated no longer with a view to acting directly on reality but 

intransitively, that is to say, finally outside of any function other than that of the very practice of 

the symbol itself, this disconnection occurs, the voice loses its origin, the author enters into his 

own death, writing begins. 

In taking this notion one step further, Pollock’s own philosophy, based on the desire to 

contact the void or tap the subconscious, may be elucidated. Pollock saw himself as a 

‘vehicle’ through which certain actions demonstrated that contact, namely his drip 

paintings. Elizabeth Langhorne (cited in Firestone, 2008, p. 708) has discussed 
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Pollock’s identification with the figure of the “shaman”, an intermediary between 

human consciousness and a higher power. Perceived in this way, Pollock is removed 

from authorship, so the end result of these particular works could be seen as having 

originated not from Pollock himself, but from a higher power or some other entity.  

John Lye in his paper “The ‘Death of the Author’ as an instance of theory” explains 

that, “we don’t fully know what it means to be ‘an author’—that is, what creativity 

really is or where it comes from, and whether it is many things or one thing” (Lye, 

2006, p. 2). He continues, “We do know that the creative process seems often to ‘take 

over’ the original intentions and meanings of the author, and in past days this 

phenomenon has been put down to inspiration by divine forces and so forth—the author 

is possessed by a muse, for instance” (Lye, 2006, p. 2). 

Barthes (1986, p. 142) describes the death of the author further by saying, “The sense of 

this phenomenon, however, has varied; in ethnographic societies the responsibility for 

the narrative is never assumed by a person, but a mediator, shaman, or relator whose 

‘performance’ – the mastery of his narrative code – may be possibly admired but never 

his ‘genius’”. Here Barthes refers to the communication of narrative in a specific 

context. However Pollock’s widely discussed interest in North American shamanism 

becomes evident in his ‘dance’ around his canvas on the floor, this coupled with his 

trance like state, indicates that Pollock saw himself as this kind of mediator connected 

in some way to a higher authority (Firestone 2008). Firestone (2008, p. 710) says, “Both 

Pollock and [his friend, John] Graham must have been aware of the connection Jung 

made between shamanism and spiritualized psychology”.  

As early as 1918, in Uber das Unbewusste (The role of the Unconscious), which went 

untranslated until 1964, Jung (cited in Firestone, 2008, p. 710) asserted, ‘Primitive man 

simply has a different theory – the theory of witchcraft and spirits. I find this theory 

very interesting and very sensible – actually more sensible than the academic views of 

modern science’. According to Firestone (2008, p. 710), Graham read German and he 

claims that, “If Graham did not make the connection between Jungianism and 

shamanism for Pollock, or if he did not come upon the association on his own, his 

Jungian therapists, Henderson and Violet de Lazlo, would have drawn his attention to it, 

as shamanism was a serious topic of interest to him”. Pollock’s belief that he was 

connected to a higher order is borne out by his often quoted comment that he was 
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‘nature’. His thoughts on the subject were that “Every good artist paints what he is. The 

paintings, thus, are not so much an evocation of nature as a unification of the self with 

nature, an effort as Motherwell puts it, to wed oneself to the universe” (Pollock cited in 

Cernuschi, 1992, p. 140). Cernuschi (1992) says, that when “Hans Hoffman reproached 

him for not working from nature, Pollock appropriately replied, I am nature” (p. 140).  

Richard Dyer (1986, p. 173), in his book titled Stars, sums up Barthes’ “Death of the 

Author” but adds that individuality cannot be completely discarded from the expressive 

process. 

The problem, however with any version of the expression theory is that it supposes a 

transparency between an author and her/his text. Yet it is a feature of all human expression that it 

‘escapes’ those who use it, precisely because expression is only possible through languages and 

codes that are more general, because shared, than an individual person or even group. This does 

not mean, though, that one can jettison individual persons from consideration of authorship 

altogether.  

Chance, in the context of Pollock’s process, becomes both the device that removes him 

from the expressive process but also that which positions him as the shaman, relator or 

mediator in touch with a higher order of consciousness. But chance understood in this 

way begins to take on characteristics reaching beyond those of the unpredictable, the 

unknown and the accidental. 

Brecht (1957) emphatically claims that Pollock maximized, and exploited chance in his 

work in the late 1940s to early 50s: “Never before Pollock, were chance processes used 

with such primacy, consistency and integrity, as valuable sources of affective imagery” 

(p. 11). However in an interview Pollock was asked, “Whether he had a preconceived 

image in his mind as he worked, and did he consider if his technique implied a loss of 

control? Pollock after three years of working with the technique, replied: Well not 

exactly as the image hasn’t been created yet” (Cernuschi, 1992, p. 128) and further on 

the interviewer asked if “his technique implied a loss of control, he answered: no I don’t 

think so… with experience… it seems possible to control the flow of paint to a great 

extent, and I don’t use… I deny the accident” (Cernuschi, 1992, p. 128). 

In his book Jackson Pollock’s Blue Poles Anthony White (2003, p. 24) describes 

Pollock’s One: Number 31, 1950, stating, “the black, white, brown, and blue-green arcs 
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of flung paint on unprimed canvas seem to cartwheel before the viewers eyes in a 

majestic dance of colour”. He continues, “Pollock used the effects of gravity, liquidity 

of materials, and the collisions between paint and canvas to show the viewer how oil 

paint behaves when it is pooled, what aluminium paint or enamel look like when they 

are thrown onto different kind of surfaces, either dry paint, wet paint or unprimed 

canvas” (White, 2003, p. 24-25). In his description of Pollock’s Number 12, 1949, 

White (2003, p. 24) says:  

We are directly confronted by the vivid shiny physicality of the enamel as well as the 

extraordinary effects of puckering, marbling, puddling and interlacing of paint in all its raw 

beauty. In other words, he allowed the materials to speak their own language. Liquidity and 

fortuitous occurrences appear to have taken place with a minimum of intervention of the artist, 

the painting has what Pollock claimed it should, a life of its own.  

Several images I have taken of the silk in the air whilst lying on the ground, are 

reminiscent of Pollock’s drip paintings in particular Out of the Web; Number 7, 1949 

[Figure No 6], and Autumn Rhythm Number 30, 1950 [Figure No 8]. My position in 

relation to the silk was perpendicular to gravity, as was Pollock’s canvas, this combined 

with the puckering, marbling (by this I mean shifts in colour) interlacing (which occurs 

in double exposures) and the fluidity of the material has resulted in this coincidence 

[Figure No 1]. Cenuschi (2008, p. 619) says “Pollock’s mode of execution, however, 

was contingent on using materials sufficiently malleable and pliable to be deployed in 

space. To pour effectively and to enlist gravity as an accomplice”. Photographs of the 

silk in flight employ “gravity as an accomplice” (Cenuschi, 2008, p. 619) and also 

suggest it has a life of its own. 
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Figure 6: Jackson Pollock, Out of the Web: Number 7, 1949, (Oil on canvas) 
 
 
 

 

Figure 7: Joan Molyneux, Flying, 2008 (Colour Photograph on Rag Paper 139 x 
93cm)  
 
 



Joan Molyneux 36 

 

Figure 8: Jackson Pollock, Autumn Rhythm Number 30, 1950, (Oil on canvas) 
 

 

Figure 9: Joan Molyneux, Dance, 2008 (Colour Photograph on Rag Paper 139 x 
93cm)  

Both Pollock and myself had methodologies and strategies in place during the creative 

process designed to achieve similar outcomes, including: expression of emotion in 

abstract form; that the images are not ‘illustrations’; that the image has a life of its’ 

own; and that chance and fortuitous events that occurred during that process were 

acknowledged and capitalized upon [Figure Nos 7 & 9]. 
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However, Pollock’s technique of interlacing trails of paint over the entire canvas, by 

dripping and pouring using sticks brings into question the amount of control he 

executed whilst working. Pollock could not know exactly how the paint would settle or 

how viscous it would be, as William Rubin (1996, p. 15) states “one cannot assume that 

every spot, stain or mark on a Pollock painting is the direct result of a conscious 

decision”. Despite his denial, it is evident that Pollock was able to incorporate and take 

advantage of “the accident” in his work. In fact, his denial indicates that during his 

process Pollock employed the principles of astuteness, deep concentration, and faith in 

his mark making which suggests that there was perhaps, not an absence of chance but 

something more than just chance involved in his paintings.  

Cernuschi (1992, pp. 128-129) makes the important point that once a mark was made 

“Pollock had the choice of hiding, altering, or retaining any unanticipated effect. Only 

in this sense did he deny the accident: in fact, it may be more appropriate to say that 

Pollock accepts, manipulates and incorporates rather than denies the accident”. 

Powdermaker (cited in Fine & Deegan, 1996) discusses researchers who do not 

acknowledge the potential to learn from and capitalise on their mistakes. Pollock made 

mistakes but, unlike those researchers, he was quite able to take full advantage of his.  

Further, in his article “The Image Made by Chance in China and the West: Ink Wang 

Meets Jackson Pollock’s Mother” Charles Lachman (1992, p. 509) says,  

Pollock does not simply ‘let go’ and leave the rest to chance. He is himself the ultimate source of 

energy... The techniques which Pollock has developed are the result of his need to express 

fluidity. No image could better express this concept than that of liquid paint spilled on canvas. 

But remember that the use Pollock makes of the accidental is not itself accidental. He 

improvises, using the accidental.  

Pollock can be seen as an artist who was deeply involved in his own intuition. Pollock 

interpreted and capitalised on unpredicted and unplanned events. The randomness that 

occurred during the process of his work did not exist on its own, rather it was his 

particular and unique insight (that perhaps no other artist may have utilized under those 

circumstances) that enabled him to fully exploit the chance occurrences in the paintings 

executed during the years 1947- 1950. 
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It has been established that chance in art takes on quite different meanings: for the 

Dadaists it was a weapon to bring about cultural change; and for the Abstract 

Expressionists it was a way to explore and develop the self. In all instances it was 

“accepting the accidental (as one does in nature) but not being dominated by it” 

(Lachman 1992, p. 509). Pollock’s ability to not only avoid being dominated by the 

accidental, but also exploit accidents to his own advantage, along with his manipulation 

of chance as an attempt to connect with the unconscious, aligns his practice less with 

the concept of chance itself and more with what Fine and Deegan (1996) theorise as 

serendipity.  

The process Pollock applied over these years allowed him to take full advantage of 

unexpected events, and with insight and intuition he took full advantage of 

‘happenstance’ during the course of his drip paintings. Pollock had the insight, intuition 

and awareness necessary to exploit a serendipitous event.  
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Chapter Four 

An Analysis of Jackson Pollock’s chance images  

Fine and Deegan’s (1996) theory of Temporal Serendipity involves the transformation 

of a mundane event into something memorable. Pollock’s embrace of the accident, as 

discussed above, evident in his later work of in the years 1947-1950, can be seen as an 

example of this transformation. 

Whilst developing his drip technique Pollock (cited in Cernuschi, 1992, p. 107) 

commented, “I continue to get further away from the usual painters tools such as easel, 

palette, brushes etc., I prefer sticks, trowels, knives and dripping fluid paint”. Clement 

Greenberg (cited in Moszynska, 1999, p. 152) likened Pollock’s actions “to that of 

Western lasso-thrower”. He became dissatisfied with the confines of the formal canvas 

on the easel and searched for ways to throw off these constraints. Using large pieces of 

canvas he began painting on the floor of his studio, walking around and around the 

surface in a rhythmic fashion, applying paint by the various methods such as flicking 

and pouring to create the interlacing trails of paint.  

Hans Namuth’s photos of Pollock executing his drip paintings on a large canvas on the 

floor clearly show how he moved around it, all the while assessing, obliterating or 

leaving the marks he had made. In an interview with Paul Cummings in 1971 Namuth 

explains that his first session with Pollock began with disappointment as the painting 

was finished when he arrived. However he goes on to say that “Before I knew it he had 

a pot of paint in his hand and a brush and then he started to paint and he destroyed what 

he had made, and a brand new painting emerged” (Namuth, 1971, p .1). 

Debra Solomon (1987), in her biography of Pollock, comments that he was by no means 

the first to use the drip technique. Pollock may have got the idea from Siqueiros and he 

would have known that in 1941 Max Ernst was using a tin can filled with paint, which 

had a hole punctured in the bottom, and was swung over his canvas. However, Solomon 

(1987, p. 180) points out that although he may not have been the first to use this 

technique, “he was the first to use the technique to make a major creative statement”. 

Even in Pollock’s own work, as early as 1942 drips can be seen to make up part of the 

composition in works such as Male and Female [Figure No 10]. While these drips may 
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not be complete accidents they appear to be insignificant or incidental features of the 

image.  

 

      

 

 
Figure 10: Jackson Pollock, Male and Female, 1942, (Oil on canvas, 186.1 x 124.3 
cm) 

By the late 1940s, however, Pollock was covering enormous canvases with these 

previously incidental marks. Pollock’s Summertime (1948) is eighteen feet long and 

Number 5 (1948) is eight feet tall (Solomon, 1987, p. 188). These enormous canvasses 

combined with his drip technique changed the way in which art works could be 

perceived. No longer was it possible to view his art from one standpoint. The public 

were obliged to participate and engage by moving along the length of a work, and it 

could be said that not only was Pollock ‘in’ his work, but the viewer was also. 

Moszynska (1999, p. 152), in her book Abstract Art, articulates this when she explains 

“Pollock’s drip paintings also created demands on the spectator. Because of its 

physical size the canvas could not be assimilated in a single look; it required the 

participation of the observer, who was encouraged to walk along its length in order to 

engage with the energy and scale of the painting”. 
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Pollock’s elevation of the insignificant or accidental drip to a level where it constitutes 

the entire image is an instance of transforming the mundane into the memorable. Fine 

and Deegan (1996, p. 439) state that “What marks the profound observer from the 

casual one is the ability to see a pattern or implication that has gone unnoticed and, 

having exposed it, to find it in other social settings”. In recognising the potential in the 

drip technique, Pollock assumes the role of the “profound observer” who is able to 

judge “where the action is” (Fine & Deegan, 1996, p. 439). Fine and Deegan’s idea of 

Temporal Serendipity is useful in explaining exactly how Pollock was able break with 

traditional conventions of canvas painting, and be responsible for important changes 

and developments in everyday art practices of that time.  

Pollock and Serendipity Relations  

The “shared intellectual community” to which Fine and Deegan (1996, p. 443) refer in 

their theory of Serendipity Relations, and through which, they say, “fresh insights may 

arise”, was an integral part of Pollock’s life and practice. 

Pollock’s wife Lee Krasner dedicated her time and effort to promoting him to the 

point where she deferred her career in painting to assist him in every way possible. 

Elaine de Kooning (cited in Karmel, 1992, p. 272) said of Krasner that she became 

“kind of the opposite of competitive with Jackson. She wiped herself out”. For 

whatever personal reasons Krasner chose to take second place to her husband, the fact 

that she did indicates she provided him with crucial support. Indeed it was Krasner 

who introduced Pollock to influential art critic Clement Greenberg at a party (Krauss, 

1993, p. 362). Greenberg supported him for many years intellectually and 

aesthetically. Solomon (1987, p. 153) says that Greenberg “provided Pollock with 

essential support at a time when few people realized how good Pollock was”.  
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Figure 11: Jackson Pollock, Clement Greenberg, Helen Frankenthaler, Lee 
Krasner, and unidentified child, c.a. 1952 

It is evident from the above photograph that Pollock and Greenberg shared a close 

personal relationship as well as a professional one. While it is impossible to know the 

exact nature of the conversations about painting that Greenberg and Pollock must have 

had, it is clear that the careers of both men benefitted from their relationship. 

Greenberg’s influential formalist theory of art, with its attention to the materiality of 

paint, found succinct realisation in Pollock’s drip technique (Ratcliff, 1994, p. 64). 

Pollock and Analytical Serendipity 

Analytical Serendipity is the third aspect of the serendipity pattern that Fine and 

Deegan (1996) describe. This is a serendipitous feature of qualitative research that is 

based on discoveries made through the connection of data to theory. That is, the 

embrace of the possibility “permitting numerous conclusions from the same data” 

according to a “chosen stance of analysis” (Fine & Deegan, 1996, p. 441). 

An example of this is a discovery made since Pollock’s death. As an outcome of his 

analysis of Pollock’s Blue Poles: Number 11 (1952) Physics Professor Richard Taylor 

believes that Pollock was subconsciously involved in producing images that contained 

‘Mandelbrot’ fractals. Mandlebrot fractals are:  

… shapes that repeat themselves on different scales within the same object, in a fractal object or 

pattern, each smaller structure is a miniature, though not necessarily identical, version of the 

larger form. Fractals often occur in nature, from the meanderings of a coastline, in which the 
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shape of small inlets approximate the curves of the entire shoreline, to the branches of trees and 

the lacy forms of snowflakes and ferns. (Peterson, 1999, p. 1)  

Taylor (1996) does not make these assumptions lightly and has employed rigorous 

scientific study in order to justify his claims. In a paper documenting his findings he 

states,  

Although recognised as a crucial advance in the evolution of modern art, the precise quality 

and significance of the patterns, created by this unorthodox technique remain controversial. 

Here we analyse Pollock’s patterns and show that they are fractal – the fingerprint of Nature 

(Taylor, 1996, p. 2).  

Taylor and his colleagues scanned Blue Poles [Figure Nos 12 & 13] and then used a 

computer to analyse the colour schemes and trajectories evident in the painting. 

Peterson (1999, p. 2) cites Taylor’s findings: “The fractal dimension increases from 

about 1 (sparse, simple) in 1943 to 1.72 (thickly layered, complex) in 1952. His 1947 

painting Alchemy, has a fractal dimension close to 1.5”. Taylor (1996, p. 422) states 

“The fractal analysis could be used as a quantitative, objective technique to validate 

and date Pollock’s drip paintings”. 

The Pollock Krasner Foundation has recently employed Taylor’s methodology to 

authenticate several paintings claimed to be Pollock’s. This indicates that his method 

is effective in identifying some unique regularity and individuality in Pollock’s 

process that has been previously understood as simply the haphazard application of 

paint presumably governed only by chance. 
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Figure 12: Jackson Pollock, Blue Poles: No. 11, 1952, (Enamel and aluminium 
paint with glass on canvas, 212.1 x 488.9 cm) 
 

 
 
Figure 13: Jackson Pollock, Blue Poles (detail) 

While Taylor’s is a discovery that derives from the “data” of Pollock’s work, there is 

very little likelihood that Pollock himself would have made even a similar discovery 

from that same data as Taylor. This is, therefore, an example of Fine and Deegan’s 

(1996) Analytical Serendipity from a scientifically objective analytical stance. 

However Taylor’s (1996) discovery is equally compelling when viewed from a more 

subjective or expressive analytical stance. As Fine and Deegan (1996, p. 441) state, 

“the researcher may discover a dramatic metaphor or narrative strategy that permits 

him or her to conceptualize and present the problem in a novel light”. Whether or not 
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the researcher of Pollock is concerned with the scientific implications of Taylor’s 

discovery, it does establish a framework for thinking about Pollock’s work in a “novel 

light”. 

Jackson Pollock’s creative process of the late 1940s to early 1950s, that is his drip 

paintings, are commonly understood to have been created using chance. However, 

when analysed through Fine and Deegan’s concepts of intuition, insight and the 

temporal, relational and analytical frameworks, Pollock’s use of chance can be 

understood more clearly as serendipity. Contrary to popular views (such as Brecht) 

that theorise Pollock’s process through chance – and even those that play down the 

role of chance – it is evident from this analysis that serendipity provides a much more 

accurate theory of Pollock’s drip technique.  
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Chapter Five  

Rebecca Horn an analysis of her chance images made by mechanical 
devices  

As mentioned earlier Brecht (1957) described two types of chance that occur in art 

practice, one that comes from the unconscious, the other from mechanical devices. In 

the context of Pollock’s drip paintings, unconscious chance has been shown to be 

better understood as serendipity. This investigation into the distinction between 

chance and serendipity can be expanded by referring to the alternative example Brecht 

gives of mechanical chance. The mechanical drawing machines, kinetic installations 

and body-extensions of German artist, Rebecca Horn, provide a case study for this 

investigation.  

Unlike Pollock, Horn uses ‘mechanical’ devices to create random mark making. The 

outcomes of these images made by machines are similar, in a sense, to Pollock’s drip 

paintings, however, a machine, of course, does not have the capacity to employ 

intuition. Nevertheless, Horn attributes these machines with having a life force. They 

are imbued with human characteristics and she relates to them in an intuitive way. In 

her interview with Germano Celant, Horn (1993, p. 18) qualified that “she is 

interested in the soul of the thing, not the machine itself”. This reference to the 

metaphysical gives me an opportunity to relate to Horn’s philosophy as we both 

attempt to instil a life force into the inanimate, Horn with motors, and myself with 

double exposures of animated silk.  

Horn’s official website (2009, p. 1) makes the observation that “Her work is bound by 

a consistency in logic; each new work appears to develop stringently from the 

preceding one. Elements may be readdressed, yet appear in totally different, divergent 

contexts”. My intention in mentioning this quote is to draw attention to the similarity 

in process that I have to Rebecca Horn, as I indicated earlier in this paper, my 

previous body of work has influenced certain aspects of this research especially in my 

choice of material. The silk seemed a logical choice following on from the parachute. 

This type of informed directive is consistent throughout all my work.  

When discussing an installation of Horns work the Centre for Contemporary Art, 

Warsaw, Milada Slizinska (1999, p.1) says “The fundamental topic of her is human 
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hypersensitivity, emotionality, obsessions and fears. She frequently uses as the setting 

for projects, places marked historically or emotionally in some specific way; her 

environs are at times conceived outside any museum areas”. To compare Horn’s 

machines to my camera would seem ridiculous if it were not for the outcomes of their 

functions. Horn’s machines create expressive human-like gestural drawings and 

marks, whilst the mechanics of my camera, to some extent, autonomously govern the 

image produced through double exposure – central to the outcomes of both processes 

is ‘chance’.  

 
Figure 14: Rebecca Horn, Painting Machine, 1988 (Metal Construction, Motor, 
Wood, and Pigment, 457x112x264cm) 
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Figure 15: Rebecca Horn, Prussian Bride Machine, 1988 (Prussian Blue Paint, 
Eleven Womens Shoes, Metal and Motor 294x120x50cm) 

When quizzed by Stuart Morgan about her machines and the way they ‘behaved’ 

Rebecca Horn (1993, p. 27) replied:  

They react as we react. My machines are not washing machines or cars. They have a human 

quality and must change. They get nervous and must stop sometimes ... The tragic or 
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melancholic aspect of machines is very important to me. I don’t want them to run forever. It’s 

part of their life that they stop.  

Horn exploits chance with her machines by bestowing on them the mortal quality of 

‘human error’ and like Pollock she believed that they should have a life of their own. 

Strategies and methodologies employed during her creative process are many, 

however some of them - particularly the machine drawings and the abstract images 

they create - are closely linked to both Pollock and myself as they include the 

expression of emotion, an emotional response to a given situation, for example an 

installation site, and the exploitation of chance [Figure Nos 14 & 15].        

It has been demonstrated that Pollock exploited unique insight and intuition in order to 

capitalise on the chance occurrences in his process. Fine and Deegan (1996) saw 

insight and intuition as essential to serendipity. While Horn’s approach comes from a 

very different base to that of Pollock, insight and intuition are no less relevant to her 

work.  

Horn exhibited a strong intuitive sensibility through the way in which she has 

incorporated adverse life experiences into insightful works of art. As an art student she 

was confined to a sanatorium suffering the effects of fibreglass poisoning. She was 

isolated and restricted in movement and the notion of extended body parts was, in her 

mind, a way to make contact with the world outside. During an interview with 

Germano Celant, Horn (1993, p. 15, 27) explains how, whilst in this isolation and 

during her recovery, she had the insightful notion that she could penetrate the isolation 

through art: “I started to develop ideas for communicating with people through my 

work… I could sew lying in bed. The idea was to work with the body having 

connections with another body”. 

These ideas came to fruition, as she recovered from her illness, and formed the basis 

of her early work. The body, or her body, became the means through which she could 

create her work, “At first, Horn’s own feeling of vulnerability dominated the work. 

But as well as locking her in, these light and movable body-sculptures could also open 

out and embrace the world” (Cork, 2005, p. 16). 

It was, however, in her later site-specific work that Horn exhibited an uncanny sense 

of intuition, which she incorporated into her creative process. As Cork (2005, p. 16) 
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explains, “Horn has become acutely alive to the spirit of places far outside the 

territorial confines of the art gallery. Before making an installation, she takes her cue 

from the history, mood, and energy that she discovers within a particular space”.  

Horn’s intuition was clearly demonstrated when she prepared her work Concert In 

Reverse in Munster, Germany, in 1997, when she discovered a: 

mysterious round tower bricked-up in the park. She was advised not to go near it, and nobody 

wanted to talk about what had happened inside. But she persisted, and eventually found out 

that people during the Second World War were tortured and even guillotined in the tower by 

the Gestapo” (Cork, 2005, p. 17).  

Cork goes on to say that Horn’s installation “ended up transcending the uproar it had 

initially aroused … [and] The work as whole had a cathartic effect, enabling the 

citizens of Munster to confront a traumatic abomination they had long wanted to 

forget” (Cork, 2005, p. 17). 

Through the use of a site that carried with it a powerful and sometimes foreboding 

aura, as in the tower in Munster, Rebecca Horn has employed intuition and insight. 

Through this intuition and with the use of buildings and objects Horn expresses her 

emotional response to site, while Pollock, on the other hand, expresses his emotional 

responses through intuition and paint.  

Horn and Temporal Serendipity 

Fine and Deegan’s (1996) condition of temporal serendipity – that it involves the 

transformation of the mundane to the memorable – is also evident in Horn’s work. Her 

found objects may seem mundane, for example, an old hospital bed suspended from 

the ceiling or an old suitcase. Horn incorporates these mundane objects into 

installations that carry with them both personal meaning and an evocative meaning for 

the viewer. For example, most viewers would have some experience of hospital beds 

and suitcases. Ann Wilson Lloyd (2006, p. 31) says that “Horn’s large installations are 

sometimes enigmatic but usually unforgettable. While audiences may not always 

connect with her subtle literary allusions (Dante, Wilde, Proust and Beckett) or her 

alchemical notations, they will respond to sensations of lush materials and startling 

methods”. 
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Horn’s machines impose their strange and bizarre ‘personalities’ onto both site and 

viewer. These elements lead to the generation of immensely powerful and meaningful 

works. As Jeanette Winterson (2005, p. 3) says, “There is more than a little bit of 

magic about Horn, with her feathers and wings, mirrors and stones, pools of still 

water, vials of liquid and books made out of ashes”. Horn, by manufacturing devices, 

from sometimes simple everyday accessories and objects, is able to transform the 

mundane into the memorable. 

Horn and Serendipity Relations 

As it was for Pollock, the existence of a “shared intellectual community” has been 

important to Horn’s practice and development as an artist. Horn’s choice to work in 

performance in her early work meant that she positioned herself as part of the new 

community of performance artists that emerged in the early seventies. Horn’s (1998) 

own description of her experience with the seventies artistic community is very 

telling:  

I first came to New York in 1972. It was just after presenting my work at the “Dokumenta”. I 

held a performance there where I showed my work for the first time. John Baldessari, Vito 

Acconci and others were touched by my work and invited me over to New York. I moved to 

downtown Manhattan where Wieland Schulz-Keil had a loft… After one day he handed me 

the keys and left to shoot a movie in Tibet… There I was, first time in New York taking care 

of someone else’s loft. People I didn’t know walked in and out. Kubelka from Vienna dropped 

by and countless Chinese and Italian artists came to live there. It was like a gypsy camp.  

What is most evident from this account is the succession of opportunities that arose 

from simply being a part of a “community”. This early immersion in the most vibrant 

art community of the late twentieth-century instilled in Horn a work ethic that 

encouraged her to seek out and emotionally respond to new environments.  

Horn and Analytical Serendipity  

Horn’s site-specific work involves a large amount of research into the appropriateness 

of a particular site for an installation. Fine and Deegan’s (1996) theory of serendipity 

was written in order to alert researchers to the benefits of incorporating chance 

occurrences into the research process. This methodology is particularly relevant to 

qualitative ethnographic research as it permits and validates aspects of the research 
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process that quantitative study would disallow, such as emotional response, metaphor, 

incongruities and accidents. These qualities are also relevant to art practice as the 

example of Horn demonstrates.  

Fine and Deegan (1996, p. 441) describe Analytical Serendipity in terms of inductive 

research:  

The formal model of deductive research assumes that one knows what one is looking for 

before one has "found" it. Inductive research elevates "insight" or serendipity into the chosen 

stance of analysis, permitting numerous conclusions from the same data. 

Horn’s practice is not that of the researcher who assumes to “know what one is 

looking for before one has ‘found’ it” and her “insight” is clearly evident in the 

Concert In Reverse project. Horn’s emotional approach to this project allowed her to 

bring about an unforeseen yet positive outcome – the very definition of serendipity. 
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Chapter Six 

Chance and the Dynamic sublime  

What is the connection between chance and the sublime? I argue that there is a strong 

link to Pollock’s and Horn’s use of chance and Immanuel Kant’s concept of the 

dynamic sublime. Kant divided the sublime into two sections, the dynamic sublime 

which he related to power, that is, the power of nature or an object to overwhelm 

one’s senses and, the mathematical sublime, where size, or the inability for one to 

estimate the size of something either in nature or something man-made becomes 

completely overwhelming: “Both divisions relate to formlessness, our inability to 

apprehend nature in definite spatio-temporal measures” (Crawford, 2001, p. 58).  

In A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 

Burke (1987) addresses many notions he considers to constitute the sublime. Some of 

these include pain and pleasure, fear of death, joy and grief. These are recognisable 

emotional responses that are universal to humanity.  

Pollock’s interest in connecting with the unconscious and Horn’s use of machines to 

address life and death are connected to the sublime. This connection will be clarified 

with reference to Nicholas Mirzoeff’s (1999, p. 8) discussion of the contemporary 

sublime, that is, through the “concepts of culture in a post-modern world”.  

Mirzoeff (1999, p. 8) says, “The sublime is the pleasurable experience in 

representation of that which would be painful or terrifying in reality, leading to a 

realization of the limits of the human and the powers of nature”. This comment 

reinforces Burke’s and Kant’s philosophy that it is that ‘split second’ emotional 

response that goes with the experiencing of danger or terror, or as in nature it is the 

complete overwhelmingness of awe and fear one may experience at the sight of a 

raging sea or storm.  

Mirzoeff (1999, p. 8) quotes Lyotard as saying that he sees the sublime as “a 

combination of pleasure and pain: pleasure in reason exceeding all presentation, pain 

in the imagination or sensibility, proving inadequate to the concept”. Following this 

line of thought Mirzoeff (1999, p. 8) explains that:  
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the task of the sublime is to present the unpresentable, because in a post-modern era we are 

dealing with ‘concepts’ in our culture, that may have no connection to the natural world, for 

example, peace, equality, freedom ... Unlike the beautiful which can be experienced in nature 

or culture, the sublime is the creature of culture and is therefore central to visual culture.  

Bill Viola (cited in Iles, 1995, p. 97) adds to this concept when he says,  

The invisible is always so much more present than the visible. There is a fundamental 

direction in life which moves from the conscious to the unconscious. Notions of the world and 

with that, that of reality and being, become fixed in the human mind as inner mental images, 

series of images or eventful situations, and, according to the receptive plane of consciousness 

at which they appear, become manifest as concrete thoughts, associative fragments, pictured 

memories or dream images.  

Outward reality is apprehended primarily via the optical perception of visible phenomena and 

their successive storage as images in the memory. In humans an inner world is perceived in 

parallel through the processes manifest as, feelings associations, memories and so on. 

In the contemporary sublime there exists those fundamental reactions of pleasure and 

pain that serve to initiate the sublime. For example, we may feel terrified at the sight 

of death however it is the mind’s reaction to that experience that creates the sublime 

moment, providing it is viewed from a secure and insulated position. Although 

referring to a fearful object in his analysis, and not death itself, Kant (2001, p. 85) says 

this “makes us recognise our physical impotence, considered as beings of nature”. 

From this observation it could be said that what we actually fear is our own death. 

In “Kant: Walking the talk”, Colette Meacher (2003, p. 2) discusses some aspects of 

the contemporary sublime, stating, “The sublime is not something we can seek to find, 

or make happen. Simply it is perhaps a consequence of the world we live in and the 

way we perceive it”. In this instance she refers to city scapes and technology whereas 

previously the landscape and nature provided the source for the sublime. 

In Helen Carroll’s (2002, p. 1) article, titled “Sublime: 25 years of the Wesfarmers 

Collection for the Art Gallery of Western Australia”, she says, “The sublime has been 

discussed by philosophers in terms of the effect on the psyche of encounters that 

overwhelm the senses and emotions and lead the mind to a heightened awareness of 

what lies beyond the everyday”. In the same article when speaking of the work of 

Mike Parr she says, “He raises a concept historically considered to be at the core of 
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‘the sublime’ that is, intensity of feeling and the attempt to make sense of profound 

experiences, the kinds of experiences that elude easy description or expression in 

words alone” (Carroll, 2002, p. 1). 

Before Kant defined the fear of death as an aspect of the sublime, Burke (1987, p. 40) 

stated that one of the main influences of this type of extreme experience or reaction is, 

‘the fear of death’, which, in his mind, excels even pain: “But as pain is stronger in its 

operation than pleasure, so death is in general a much more affecting idea than pain”. 

Another example Burke gives is in relation to grief, and its association to loss, for 

without loss there is no depth to the emotion. He says “if the object be so totally lost 

that there is no chance of enjoying it again, a passion arises in the mind, which is 

called grief” (Burke, 1987, p. 37 

Locating the Sublime in Jackson Pollock’s Unconscious Chance Images 

Mirzoeff (1999, p. 8) states, “the task of the sublime is to ‘present the unpresentable’. 

This aligns with Pollock’s philosophical thinking that through psychoanalysis and 

creative endeavour, one could access the inner nature of the unconsciousness. Viola’s 

(1995) comment that the invisible, is much more present than the visible aids this 

argument.  

Mirzoeff’s (1999) and Viola’s (1995) comments substantiate that Pollock did ‘present 

the unpresentable’ through his drip paintings. Pollock’s exploitation of chance was a 

conscious effort to engage with the unconscious. His paintings are the products of the 

engagement between known and unknown realms. The paintings therefore achieve 

their sublime affect through the simultaneous presentation of the known and the 

unknown. 

Rebecca Horn, locating the sublime in images made through mechanical 
devices 

Once again it is necessary to return to Mirzoeff (1999, p. 8) and his comments of 

“presenting the unpresentable” and the “concepts of culture in a post-modern world”. 
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Richard Dorment (2005, p. 1) described Horn’s drawing machines this way:  

a few even take over the artists’ traditional job and paint gallery walls with splatters of ink 

using a wayward brush that suddenly, alarmingly twitches into life in a burst of creativity. 

Dipping itself into a pot of paint, the brush splashes dribbles liquid against the wall, a 

mechanical Jackson Pollock for a post-human age. 

The comparison to Pollock’s drip paintings demonstrates how Horn has incorporated 

humanistic chance into her mechanical devices. They are pieces of metal and yet are 

able to create chance images that could easily be mistaken for drawings and paintings 

done by the human hand. It is this humanization of Horn’s machines through the 

incorporation of chance that evokes the sense of awe. Horn relied on the mechanical 

and to her these contraptions held a life of their own – a life, however, that is designed 

to end. It is this “tragic or melancholic aspect of machines” that Horn values as it 

serves as a reminder of the viewer’s own mortality (Horn, 1993, p. 27). 

Steven Henry Madoff (2005, p. 35) says of Horn’s devices, “They go on beyond the 

reasonable, and their exaggeration of the real, their flagellation of it, evokes its 

tenderness and destruction – the human character of history”. He suggests that a type 

of life force has been instilled into Horn’s machines, when he says, “the emotional 

tenor of these pieces is just as much as a hall of mirrors. While Horn’s art from the 

very first was drawn out of emotions tied to physical trauma, the objectified self with 

its armatures and artificial parts always distanced the emotions or pushed them down 

so far that they vibrated under the coolness of their surfaces” (Madoff, 2005, p. 35). 

Mirzoeff’s (1999) notion that the dynamic sublime is central to visual culture and 

presents the unpresentable, such as peace, equality and freedom is very relevant to 

Horn’s machines because they embrace these abstract and invisible (or unpresentable) 

qualities. They “have the feel of dimensional canvases filled with gestural 

extravagance, as they whir, stab, saw, rotate, skitter, climb, and slice through her 

theatrical spaces, spaces charged with resistance” (Madoff, 2005, p. 35).  

It is those aspects of Horn’s mechanical devices that indicate life where there is none, 

and a type of death because they die, links her work to the dynamic sublime. This 

notion gathers more strength if the viewers’ emotional responses are considered as 

Kant explains, it is the profound reaction that creates the dynamic sublime. 
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Conclusion  

The importance of chance in qualitative research has been acknowledged for many 

years, but Gary Fine and James Deegan have taken this one step further. They add 

three elements they call Temporal Serendipity, Serendipity Relations, and Analytical 

Serendipity to chance which then becomes serendipity. They say it is important for the 

researcher to be alert to serendipity as it can have profound effects on outcomes. As 

serendipity plays an important role in qualitative research, why not then in art practice 

as research? Although Fine and Deegan are social ethnographers and educators I 

decided their theory of serendipity was a perfect vehicle in which to contextualise 

chance in art.  

George Brecht introduced the notion that chance images could derive from two main 

sources, that is the unconscious and the mechanical. As chance is central to this 

enquiry of serendipity in art practice, two artists whose works rely on chance, Jackson 

Pollock, and Rebecca Horn were chosen as case studies. With the use of insight and 

intuition Pollock maximised chance in his process, he was surrounded by a network of 

support, and turned the ordinary into the extraordinary. These elements go to support 

the connection of Fine and Deegan’s theory of serendipity to Pollock’s work. Located 

Dialogues embodies those aspects of serendipity aligned to Pollock by maximising 

chance. In this work a chance remark was made to me by a stranger, which increased 

my knowledge about the history of the site, resulting in a new body of work that 

otherwise would not have been made. I was also able to employ insight and intuition 

to take full advantage of this situation.  

Rebecca Horn also uses insight and intuition, but it is through the use of mechanical 

devices that she has maximised chance in her process. Through her machines she is 

able to turn the ordinary into the extraordinary. She also has prominent artists and 

galleries that provide her with a social network. These are the necessary elements to 

establish serendipity. Her machines have been likened to a “mechanical Jackson 

Pollock” as they create unpredictable chance images and appear to have a mind of 

their own. Located Dialogues also maximises chance with photographs being taken 

with a manual film camera and by using double exposures, they are just as 

unpredictable as the images made by Horn’s mechanical devices.  
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The investigation into serendipity in this exegesis has revealed that not only do 

Pollock, Horn and I share very similar methodologies, which is the exploitation of 

chance to achieve desired outcomes, but that the fundamental goal of these outcomes 

is the expression of emotion.   

The long history of the site known as Gorman’s Gap can be traced back to 1842 when 

Lieutenant Gorman crossed the Great Dividing Range and, as a result of this, 

Toowoomba was established. The site of Gorman’s Gap was farmed for over one 

hundred and fifty years. It was sold at one stage, due to the lack of water on the 

property, and it has now been subdivided into a housing estate. Located Dialogues 

exists between three historical events of death: the death of a person on this property, 

the imagined death of the site itself and the death of my parents. In engaging with 

these themes my work attempts to evoke the grief associated with inconsolable loss.  

 

Figure 16: Joan Molyneux, Site, 2008 (Colour Photograph on Rag Paper 139 x 
93cm) 
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Figure 17: Joan Molyneux, Influence, 2008 (Black and White Photograph on Rag 
Paper 139 x 93cm) 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 18: Joan Molyneux, Demise, 2008 (Black and White Photograph on Rag 
Paper) 139 x 93cm) 
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