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the connection between buildings, 
sci-fi and horror fiction may seem like an 
incongruous one. But for artist Erin Coates,  
also a rock climber, it’s the ideas that influence 
the sci-fi and body horror genres that are used  
to explore her interest in architecture and the 
built environment.

Through a fusion of video, installation, drawing 
and sculpture, Coates’ work centres on exploring 
the way a viewer’s body relates to her art.

The talented West Australian artist, whose 2014 
solo exhibition Kinesphere featured at the Perth 
Institute of Contemporary Arts (PICA), explains 
that she focuses on the physiological conditions 
through which her art is viewed.

“This includes the specific viewing angle required 
to see the work, the way the sound is felt in the 
body, or the scale of the imagery in relation to the 
scale of the body watching it. This relates to the 
content of the videos, which usually contain two 
elements in tension with each other – a specific 
built space and a body, or bodies, occupying it.” >

“Drawing on my background in  
urban climbing and my interest in 
architecture and film, I use art to critically 
challenge the way we are patterned to 
read and use the built environment.” 
ErIn CoatEs
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Drawing inspiration from her background in 
urban climbing, Coates created Kinesphere via 
two grand-scale installations stretching through 
PICA’s ground and first floors.

“The connected parts of Kinesphere included 
two large installations, two short films, a 3D 
video and a series of wall drawings and works 
on paper,” she says, adding that the exhibition’s 
name has its origins in the theory of movement 
and dance.

“Kinesphere describes the space around each 
body and the zone the limbs can extend to. It 
is also a psycho-social space and one that can 
be expanded and reduced. The works in the 
exhibition explore an expanded notion of one’s 
kinesphere, in relation to urban space.”

One of Kinesphere’s installations, the 
Thigmotaxis, was constructed from 163 
computer-engineered, cut blocks of foam, 
forming a towering obelisk reflecting the external 
architecture of PICA. 

Carved with inverted geometric shapes, the giant 
structure was based on the fractals of proposed 
climbing routes of PICA’s facade. 

Hidden within this structure, a micro-cinema 
featured a fast-paced film of urban bouldering 
and parkour. It presented a city remapped  
by a series of appropriations of public art  
and architecture.

“The film was scored by a soundtrack I made 
with sound artist Stuart James using percussive 
and resonant recordings of the actual structures 
we were climbing – these samplings were  
worked into a heart-racing polyrhythmic sound 
work,” says Coates.

Kinesphere’s other main installation was a 
functional bouldering wall titled Space Invaders. 

Filling the entire gallery space, this structure 
invited visitors to climb its walls through a  
series of mapped-out boulder routes.

With climbing holds cast from the hands of 
the climbers who were involved in the project, 
as well as the geometric forms from the 
Thigmotaxis structure, this wall contained a 
hidden 3D video work featuring Coates’ attempts 
to scale various local art institutions.  

“By using utopic, absurdist and guerrilla 
strategies, film screen protagonists always find 
new ways to physically interact with everyday 
spaces. Drawing on my background in urban 
climbing and my interest in architecture and film, 
I use art to critically challenge the way we are 
patterned to read and use the built environment.”

Erin Coates’ sources of inspiration are  
eclectic: informal architecture, skateboarders, 
parkour traceurs, rock climbers, filmmakers and 
other artists. >
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“For me, probably the most important reason 
to create is using it as a way to constantly focus 
how I see and experience the world around 
me. Much of my work is about our haptic and 
spatial awareness and the way we interact 
with the environs we build, so actual concrete 
experiences constantly drive my work,” she says.

PICA curator Leigh Robb says that the Catalyst 
commission allowed both Coates and PICA to 
reach a new level of sophistication in design, 
technology, presentation and scale of execution.

“Erin’s project required developing new software 
to model and map the structure and re-
engineering a cutting machine, as well as eight 
metres of scaffolding to build a giant temporary 
pavilion inside the gallery,” she explains.

Robb adds that the opportunity to work with 
cutting-edge technology, as well as highly 
skilled architects and engineers, was not only  
a learning experience for PICA and Coates,  
but an empowering one.  

“We gained new skills that can be applied in 
future projects with artists or with partnering 
with other organisations on major projects,” says 
Robb. “The Catalyst commission is an intelligent 
‘gift’ to the visual arts. It took into consideration 
that major solo artistic projects do not exist in 
a vacuum – they require the space, support, 
expertise of a contemporary art gallery to 
present and promote such projects.” 

Leigh Robb also believes that the Catalyst 
commission represents an important 
turning point in the design of contemporary 
philanthropic projects in Australia. 

“This commission is a generous gift in its breadth 
of vision: allowing an artist and an experienced 
arts organisation to work in tandem to develop, 
curate, produce and deliver a major project at 
a critical moment, creating a rare and focused 
career development opportunity. It allowed us to 
more extensively support Erin in the production, 
presentation, communication and publicity of 
her project.”

She considers Catalyst as a type of philanthropy 
that is both “unusual and courageous” because it 
focuses on the combined expertise of Australian 
art professionals, philanthropists and collectors.

“It took into consideration the context and reality 
of curating and producing major, significant 
new contemporary art works, which could 
be as competitive as those produced by our 
international peers in Europe and the US with 
longer-running histories of philanthropy.” >

Filling the entire gallery 
space, Space Invaders invited 
visitors to climb its walls 
through a series of mapped-
out boulder routes.
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For Erin Coates, the Catalyst funding afforded 
her a unique opportunity to focus on ideas – 
rather than limitations.

“It was very exciting to be given a huge exhibition 
space to work in, with significant support and no 
creative restrictions… I was so driven to make 
the most of this opportunity and while I was 
completely ready at this point in my career for it, 
there was very much a feeling that this was new 
terrain,” she says.

Once the project began, Coates says she was 
able to let her initial ideas expand and grow.

“It was pretty exhilarating to be able to develop 
so many things I had been interested in exploring 
in my work. I was able to develop multiple ideas 
all in tandem for this show and to bring together 
my different skills and research backgrounds and 
reinforced my previous work.”

Reflecting on Kinesphere, Coates believes that 
it provided her with an “incredible opportunity” 
that has allowed her following work to grow in 
size, scale and speed.

“It has enabled me to focus on a singular, big 
project – with an ambitious outcome – that 
was beyond the scale and scope of anything 
I had previously created. I have been able to 
develop ideas and gained a massive amount 
of experience along with new collaborative 
networks that have allowed me to push my 
practice to the next level.”

The motivation to keep creating bold and 
innovative art work is something Coates  
often ponders upon.

“Continuing to create is different to the  
initial drive to be creative. I think there is a  
strong link between creativity, endurance, 
discipline and physicality over the course of  
a creative career. For me, being a rock  
climber and the continual training that goes  
with this has been like a metonym that helps  
me to stay balanced, focused and maintain  
the stamina and desire to keep creating.”

A surprising, but welcome, outcome from  
the Kinesphere exhibition has been the 
publication of an artist monograph on Coates 
and she considers it a privilege to receive 
commentary from a range of highly respected 
industry professionals.

“It has given me new perspectives into the 
critical and creative terrain I’m working in –  
and this will benefit my practice in manifold  
ways over the coming years. Thanks to the 
Catalyst commission I feel like I am five years 
ahead with the ideas I’m now working on.” 
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“It has enabled me to focus 
on a singular project with an 
ambitious outcome beyond 
the scale and scope of 
anything I had previously 
created.”
ErIn CoatEs


