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Marius Kwint

To step into the darkness of an Andrew 
Carnie installation is to be effortlessly 
transported into a world that is both 
strangely phantasmagorical and comfortingly 
familiar. It is a place where one cannot 
help but be immersed amid slow, cycling 
revelations of the intricate structures that 
are normally hidden deep within our bodies. 
The dendritic (tree-like), branching form is 
a long-running theme for Andrew, usually 
carefully hand-drawn or painted in different 
media, ranging from water colour and pollen 
to digital animation. 

Not only is the dendrite intrinsically 
fascinating, providing endless byways 
for the eyes and imagination, but, as his 
account below indicates, it is a naturally and 
culturally recurring form that signifies for 
him the essential continuity of physics and 
biology at micro and macro scales. The trees 
within us visibly connect ourselves with a 
multitude of other living beings as well as the 
inanimate world and universe at large, where 
fractal branching is demonstrated by the 
aggregation of particles and the distribution 
of fluids, from sand dunes to river valleys. 
This is to say nothing of the dendritic 
organizational architecture that characterises 

Essential Continuity

Count, 2017, Andrew Carnie. Laser-cut lambskin,  
3m x 1m. This work is informed by the topic of sleep 
and insomnia, scientific papers on sleep by clinical 
neurophysiologist, Kimberly Whithead, and Professor 
of English Literature Matthew Beaumont’s book, 
Nightwalking: A Nocturnal History of London, both  
of UCL, London.

many human activities, whether emergent 
or deliberate, from the layout of roads and 
airport gates to the attribution of lineage and 
consequence in family trees and the logical 
structures of computing. In Andrew’s hands, 
the artistic results of these insights are never 
simply didactic or restricted to a particular 
audience. Although based in cutting-edge 
research that is gained from visiting labs 
and conversing with leading scientists, his 
installations can appeal equally to young 
children or experts in the field. 

I first encountered Andrew and his work in 
late 2003 at the instant recommendation 
of my then head of department in History 
of Art at the University of Oxford, the 
distinguished Leonardo da Vinci scholar and 
curator Professor Martin Kemp. Inspired by 
daydreaming through an office window at a 
bare urban chestnut tree on a drab winter’s 
day, I wanted to collect images of dendritic 
phenomena other than actual trees, and put 
them in a sort of art-science coffee table 
book or exhibition. Martin had recently 
advised Professors Marina Wallace and Ken 
Arnold on the pioneering 2002 exhibition 
Head On: Art with the Brain in Mind at the 
Science Museum in London (which I had not 
seen). When I told him of my idea, he lent 
me the catalogue with its cover photograph 
of Andrew in his now famous Magic Forest 
installation, commissioned for the show, 
with the neuronal branches of light playing 
across his face. I was pleased to learn that 
Andrew lived just down the road from me in 
Winchester and we quickly started talking. 

As he says here, my intention was to call my 
dendrites project ‘Winter Tree’, but when 
it became an exhibition at the Museum of 
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Design in Zurich in 2005, that was revised 
to Einfach Komplex (‘Simply Complex’). 
Magic Forest was the standout centrepiece 
of that show, and I well remember on the 
eve of opening, the museum director visited 
the installation and said simply to the lead 
curator, Andres Janser, “Schön, Andres, 
schön” (“Beautiful, Andres, Beautiful”). I’m 
honoured that Andrew Carnie has kept 
alive the Winter Tree name in the absorbing 
and thought-provoking work that you see 
here: testimony to his generous approach 
to collaborative friendship, and bearing the 
fruit of his dedication to interdisciplinary 
creativity since.

Marius Kwint is Reader in Visual Culture 
at the University of Portsmouth. A cultural 
historian by background, he has written 
numerous catalogue essays, book chapters 
and articles on present-day artists, 
especially around inter-cultural and art-
science themes. Curatorial credits include 
Brains: the Mind as Matter (Wellcome 
Collection, London, 2012 and Science and 
Industry Museum, Manchester, 2013) and 
Frontiers Reimagined: Art That Connects 
Us (Official Collateral Exhibition, Venice 
Art Biennale 2015).

Andrew Carnie

Between 2000 and 2002, I made the 
analogue, 35mm slide dissolve work Magic 
Forest for a science-art exhibition at the 
Science Museum, London, organized by 
the Wellcome Trust with further funding 
from the Arts and Humanities Research 
Board. It was the first large scale significant 
arts project I had undertaken and the first 
time I visited science laboratories since 
being a student. The main lab involved was 
that of Dr Richard Wingate at the MRC 
Centre for Developmental Neurobiology at 
Kings College London and I spoke to other 
scientists including Professor Eleanor Maguire 
at Queens Square London. The resulting 
exhibition, Head On: Art with the Brain in 
Mind, was one of the first major art-science 
exhibitions in the UK.

Central to Magic Forest was the tree-like 
shape of the nerve cell or neuron.  The 
anatomy of the brain has often been termed 
tree-like in form by scientists, hence the 
name of the work. The curating team (from 
a consultancy called Artakt based at the 
University of the Arts London) included 
Professor Marina Wallace, Professor Martin 
Kemp and Dr Caterina Albano. Wallace’s 
studio visit set off my participation in the 
project. Prior to her visit she did not know 
I was involved in the scientific art world, 

The Winter Tree

Here There and Everywhere, 2019, Andrew Carnie. still 
from 4 channel HD video from the Winter Tree Project, 4 
projectors, 12m x 2.5m x 5m continuous loop. Front Cover 
detail image of Here There and Everywhere.
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though she did know of my early science 
studies at Durham University in zoology  
and psychology.

In the years leading up to the exhibition, 
I busied myself with research and 
experimentation and the work was 
completed as a slide-dissolve piece. 
Inhabiting a darkened chamber of 
approximately 6 x 4 metres, Magic Forest 
consisted of two 35mm slide-projectors 
playing alternately onto either side of a set of 
three voile screens hung in the middle. The 
images slowly dissolve up and down, hanging 
static for a few seconds at the mid-point. 
It is a dream-like journey through a sea of 
developing neurons, taking 24 minutes per 
cycle of 162 slides. Layered images appear, 
the developing display absorbing the viewer 
into an expanded sense of space and time 
through the slowly unfolding narratives 
that evolve before and around them, as the 
images change from a void in the skull to a 
mass of proliferating neurons.

The images reflected the awe-inspiring view 
down a confocal microscope of growing 
neurons, which was what I had witnessed 
in Wingate’s lab. He and his team had 
made videos from the development of 
embryonic chick brains while investigating 
the organization of hundreds and thousands 
of neurons in the brain, which requires 
complex biochemical signalling systems. Both 
Wingate and Maguire were at the cutting 
edge of their particular science fields at the 
time. While Wingate was working on the 
chemical gradients that marshalled neurons 

into their working positions, Maguire had 
been instrumental in finding out that the 
complexity of the neural networks in the 
hippocampus grew in London taxi drivers. 
Taxi drivers learning ‘the Knowledge’ are 
expected to know at least 320 runs. Lesser 
changes were found in bus drivers who 
only have to learn four bus routes. Another 
example of this is adult learners of braille, 
who develop larger hand co-ordination  
areas in the brain. So the work was 
intended to reflect the development of 
and continuous changes to the brain. I 
was also inspired by the beautiful and now 
quite famous drawings of neurons by the 
pioneering Spanish anatomist Santiago 
Ramón y Cajal (1852-1934).

Magic Forest was highly regarded at the 
time of its making and has continued to be 
throughout nearly twenty years of exhibiting 
at significant galleries across the world.  In 
viewing the work in places such as New 
York’s avant-garde hotbed Exit Art or at the 
Daejeon Museum of Art, Dajeon,  South 
Korea, I often thought: “Well, I wonder what 
other new science I would respond to now”. 
Further works materialized and I became 
busy on many other projects, including on 
autism and epilepsy. 

In 2017, under the title The Winter Tree, 
I started working again in the field of 
developmental neurology. The cultural 
historian Dr Marius Kwint had originally 
proposed a similar title for a 2005 art-science 
show of dendritic forms at the renowned 
Museum of Design in Zurich. The aim of my 
project was to research and produce a new 
ambitious large-scale synchronized digital 
video piece on the theme of the tree inside 

Blue Matter, 2019, Andrew Carnie. (close up), 28 min, 
four-channel HD video, on black voile screen, size variable.
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It’s a Blur, 2017, Andrew Carnie. Mosquito watercolour on 
Hahnemühle fine art paper, 70cm x 55cm. This is a work 
from a series of watercolours made in 2017 after working 
with the Enlighten-Ten Project, an Erasmus supported 
team working on immunology. The work explores the role 
of the Lymph system in defining our very being defending 
us against the incoming 'other', in this case, the parasite 
plasmodia carried by mosquitos.

and outside us. The work aimed to explore 
ideas of how the dendritic form in our bodies, 
the neuron, mirrors branching forms in nature, 
looking at the most contemporary research.  

Much of the task of neuroscience is to 
understand this dauntingly complex, 
multifaceted, process of central nervous 
system development. One of the difficulties 
for scientists in this area lies in seeing both 
the ‘tree’ (the individual neuron) and the 
‘forest’ (the totality of the brain) at the 
same time. The brain is arguably the most 
complex and intricate structure in the known 
universe, though after studying it, to me our 
woodlands also seem similarly complex.

Once again, I was back in research labs 
trying to understand the latest science: the 
revolution in neuro-imaging, with a particular 
interest in the newly developed technique 
of optogenetics, which typically involves the 
use of blue light to control and stimulate 
genetically modified neurons. 

The Tree and the Wood

Central to my approach, developed through 
the years since Magic Forest, is my increasing 
interest in dendritic networks. How is this 
branched tree-like form so pervasive through 
the natural world, both inside the brain and 
outside it, in the form of trees, forests, rivers 
and deltaic patterns, snowflakes, lightning 
strikes, and so on? This dendritic form and 
how we fit into it has become the driving 
force for the production of the new works 
and has led to two significant videos being 
produced, a wide range of drawings and 
watercolours, and a number of sculptures. 

In the process of the project, I became 
particularly fascinated with the relationship 
between fungal mycelia and trees. Mycelia 
may provide signalling channels for trees  
and even help pass food between them.  
For example, it is thought that acacia trees 
signal to one another over long distances 
when there is a danger of giraffes eating  
their leaves. My approach is informed by 
Peter Wohlleben’s 2015 book The Hidden  
Life of Trees.

Further new major works have been 
produced from the project. Here, There 
and Everywhere (2019) is a 4-channel video 
to be exhibited in a letterbox format on 
a 12 x 2.5 metre screen. Running time is 
13 minutes 41 seconds. It was made using 
Adobe Photoshop and Adobe After Effects. 
As Things Come to Pass (2019) is 2-channel 
video to be exhibited in a letterbox format 
on a 6 x 2.5 metre screen. Running time is 9 
minutes 2 seconds. This work was developed 
using 3D programming, with the assistance  
of Josh Woolford.
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Magic Forest was a work that has determined 
the format and in a sense the contents of 
many works that came afterwards with their 
use of projection and slow slide-dissolve 
onto voile screens. 

All the works have some form of neuronal, 
dendritic networks in them. This family  
now includes the Winter Tree project and  
the following:

Heart Project (2007 – ongoing): over six 
years of work developed on the theme  
of the unbounded body in two phases  
Hybrid Bodies and Hybrid Kin exhibited 
at the London Gallery, University of 
Westminster; PHI Foundation for 
Contemporary Art, Montreal, Canada  
and Kunstkraftwerk Leipzig.

Seized: Out of This World (2008): a work 
based on epilepsy, working with patients  
and the neuropsychologist Dr Paul Broks.  
It was exhibited at Somerset House, London; 
Discovery Centre, Winchester; Waterside 
Gallery, Manchester and GV Art, London. 
My interest in epilepsy has continued with 
my involvement with the CANDO Project 
(Controlling Abnormal Network Dynamics 
using Optogenetics) based at Newcastle 
University. Optogentics involves the use of 
mainly blue light to control and fire neurons 
that have been genetically modified to 
express blue light-sensitive ion channels. 
Exposure to blue light triggers the cells 
allowing them to be explored, to find their 
origin, route and final point of action. Works 

The Legacy of Magic Forest produced for this project were exhibited in 
the exhibition Illuminating the Self at Vane 
and the Hatton Gallery in early 2020.

Fray: Coming Away at the Ends (2011): a 
collaboration with scientists at the Centre 
for Ageing, Newcastle University, exhibited 
at Great North Museum, Newcastle and GV 
Art, London.

Dark Garden: Wired in a Different Way 
(2012): a work on autism commissioned by 
the Science Museum Norway, based on 
dialogue with Professors Francesca Happe 
and Uta Frith, exhibited at the Norwegian 
Museum of Science.

Atlas: Here and There (2012): a work 
based on the anatomical discoveries of the 
celebrated Scottish surgeon Sir William 
Macewen (1848-1924), who led new 
neurosurgical techniques. It was exhibited as 
part of Brains: the Mind as Matter, curated 
by Marius Kwint and Lucy Shanahan, at 
Wellcome Collection, London and the 
Science and Industry Museum, Manchester.

Back Cover: Magic Forest, 2002, Andrew Carnie, slide 
dissolve work 25 mins,  shown at the Science Museum, 
London (2002) Magic Forest, 2002, Rotterdam Film 
Festival, Rotterdam, Holland (2003); in Mensbeeld, 
Natuurmuseum, Rotterdam (2003); the BA Science 
Festival, Exeter (2004); Simply Complex, Museum für 
Gestaltung, Zurich (2005); Neuroculture, Westport 
Art Centre, Connecticut, USA (2006); Brain Waves, 
Exit Art, New York, USA (2008); Landscapes Of The 
Mind, Williams College Museum Of Art, Williamstown, 
USA (2010); Dendritic Form, GV Art, London (2010); 
Fundamentally Human, Pera, Museum, Istanbul, Turkey 
(2011); Images Of The Mind, The Moravian Gallery, 
(Moravská Galerie) Brno, Czech Republic (2012); Gallery 
Babel, Trondheim Norway (2014); the Edinburgh Science 
Festival (2015) and Daejeon Art Centre, South Korea 
(2014). A static version of the work is now based at the 
Wellcome Trust, Euston Road, London.
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