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Working with ‘Felix’s Machines’ 
 
Why I wanted to take part in WTS5 and what benefits I felt I could 
gain from this.  
 
I had assisted with a WTS4 funded project and had seen the vast potential for my 
own professional self-development. I had also seen how the funding could be used to 
develop projects, create partnerships and sustain links between different 
organisations.  
 
Previous to applying I had spent 12 months gaining different experiences by 
volunteering and assisting with many projects, without having any leadership or 
coordinating role myself. I felt I was ready for this next step as the work I was doing 
was beginning to feel increasingly limited. I hoped WTS5 would give this next step in 
responsibility. It felt like a positive vote of confidence and investment in me and I 
really gained from this.  
 
My main aims and objectives for the project were: 
 

• To manage a small-scale project, leading each step and taking responsibility 
for each phase of the project, instead of having an assistant role. 

• Establish links with my partner gallery and school 
• Gain a better knowledge of working with schools and the needs of teachers 
• Develop gallery sessions for a school audience, sessions which will relate to 

classroom learning and which differ from the majority of my previous 
experiences which focused on informal learning 

• Provide a positive experience for the pupils, making them realise they had a 
contemporary art space very local to them and encouraging them to realise 
that galleries were not just for an arts audience, but exist locally for a much 
wider audience. 

• To encourage thought that galleries are more than places to find static 
paintings, drawings and sculptures and that responding to contemporary art 
is potentially more than just through drawings, paintings and worksheet 
activities.  

 
My first major hurdle in the project was to find a gallery partner. When I wrote my 
funding application, I had intended to work with gallery:space- a small gallery in the 
middle of Finsbury Park where I had been volunteering since 2007. However, 
gallery:space had ceased operating in July 2008. My initial concern was to find a 
gallery partner to be able to take up the WTS5 funding.  
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After contacting a few galleries, I approached Anna Vass, Education and Outreach 
coordinator at Gasworks who welcomed the opportunity. Gasworks is a 
contemporary art space in South London that hosts a series of international 
residences as part of the Triangle Art Trust as well as additional studio residencies. 
The exhibition at the time of the WTS5 project was ‘Felix’s Machines’, one of six 
exhibitions programmed in a year. 
 
Felix’s Machines 
‘Felix’s Machines are a series of extraordinary instruments constructed by artist and 
musician Felix Thorn in his South London bedroom. The project, which began in 2006, is 
continuously evolving and will continue to do so throughout and after its time at Gasworks.’ 
 
‘Felix’s Machines developed from the artist’s desire to have his compositions performed 
without a performer. Instead Thorn looks to focus the listeners’ experience onto the visual 
representation of the music’s structure: combining sound, visual motion and flicker into an 
experience that stimulates and intensifies perception.’  (Gasworks Website)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Follow the link to hear one of Felix’s Machines compositions:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4CdA-ivDj8o  

 
 
The benefits to the Gasworks 
WTS5 had the obvious benefit of bringing the funding and structure to enable me to 
spend time developing the project with limited costs to Gasworks. WTS5 also fitted 
in with it’s own strategic planning with regards to working with schools and the local 
community. The community outreach work is well established with ‘Even Better 
Together’ that works with families local to the gallery. Gasworks had also recently 
received funding to work with local secondary schools, but this had had the 
implication that there had been less time to liaise with the many Primary schools 
despite the wishes of the gallery.  
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Deciding on the school to work with 
It became clear from the earliest discussions with Anna that it would be an ideal 
solution to work with a Primary School. I had had more experience of working with 
Primary school aged children and felt that for WTS5 it would be better to increase 
my confidence with this age range. Gasworks could develop and further their links 
with all school ages and ‘Felix’s Machines’ was potentially an exciting and engaging 
piece for Primary school aged children in particular. Additionally, Gasworks often 
curates exhibitions that can be more challenging to interpret for a younger audience 
and while this is not a reason to the engage in this interpretation (and may be all the 
more reason to try) it means that Primary Schools may have a less obvious 
involvement with the space. Felix’s Machines came as gold dust in this context, and 
provided a brilliant exhibition to work from.  
 
Gasworks already had strong contacts certain local Primary Schools and was able to 
recommend Henry Fawcett Primary as being a particularly good partner to work 
with. Anna Vass was to contact them initially, and then I would follow up by phoning 
and meeting with the teachers. This 1st meeting took place in July. I met with Jenny 
Fraser, the lead contact from Henry Fawcett and Reception class teacher and Ian 
Knight, the arts coordinator and Year 5 teacher who was interested in working on 
the project, with me providing a gallery session for his class. Anna McCarthy was to 
be the third teacher I would work with, teaching Year 2.  
 
Because of the professional development nature of the project, it was suggested that 
I work with 3 different classes of different years. I did see this increasing my 
workload, but I did see the many benefits for me in terms of:  

• Gaining more experience of being in a school context, understanding it and 
how to work within it 

• Understanding the work done by teachers and getting to know the pupils 
who I would provide the session for  

• Feeling more confident in the role of gallery educator, leading and developing 
gallery sessions to a wider range of ages and different classes, thinking about 
different levels of engagements and educational challenge 

 
As I wanted to gain as much experience from WTS5 as possible, as well as have a 
positive impact on the gallery, I saw developing the project to work with 3 different 
classes of different schools ages was very much in keeping with this.  
 
School visits and observations 
The visits took place in November. I spent 3 full days in the school, spending a day 
with each class and teacher. The routines of the teaching day became clear, with 
time spent in the morning for literacy or numeracy. There was lots of play activities 
for the reception class and the steps to more complicated learning were evident. 
 I saw:  

• The use of wipeable white boards for spelling, phonics and numeracy for each 
child 

• The use of electronic interactive white boards for activity plans, for 
interactive teaching, sometimes replacing or additional to activity sheets   

• Cross curricular learning in action 
The observation days were also an opportunity to introduce myself as an artist who 
would be working with them at their local gallery, introducing the idea that there 
was a space very close to them to explore. I left the observation visits feeling I had a 
much better picture of the learning taking place in Primary Schools and how my 
session could fit in with the teaching back in the classroom. I also left with different 
ideas of how to work with the exhibition, feeling that I needed to make the activities 
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much simpler for the reception class, realising that plans to have them make their 
own ‘instruments’ out of recycling materials was unlikely to be possible in the time 
frame I had to work with them, choosing to concentrate on a different activity based 
on performance.  
 
Session Planning 
I spent time thinking about the needs of the teachers and thinking about how the 
sessions can fit in with their class themes. I also wanted to think about the context 
of being in a gallery and how it was different to classroom learning. It was also a 
good opportunity to explore one exhibition and think about the different directions 
that could be taken with the same starting point.  
 
Session outlines 
Workshop 1. Reception class- class theme- Ourselves. 
 
The cross-curricular themes that I engaged with were arts- (music, performance, 
drawing)- citizenship- (identity) PE (dance/movement) Science (objects that make 
sound, recycling)  
 
I prepared a workshop plan based around having a performance of a sound piece 
inspired by Felix’s machine, using materials I had sourced and constructed into 
‘instruments’. I wanted to have a performance piece in one of the sessions because I 
felt strongly that for an exhibition that was a moving, sparkling, sound machine, 
drawings or static sculptures would only illuminate it to a certain extent. The 
performance was to explore themselves as a class as a whole, working together to 
create their very own version of Felix Machines- with each of them being the 
different parts of the machine exploring different sounds and rhythms. I felt this 
would fit in with their class theme of ‘Ourselves’ well.  
 
I walked to the school and collected the class from the classroom. This was 
something I was able to do with all classes because of the close distance between the 
gallery and the school (a 5 minute walk). I felt this was important as a way of making 
the whole experience as positive as possible, and as informal as possible, making 
Gasworks a non-intimidating place to visit. At the school I said my hellos, told them 
of the exciting adventure we were going to have at an art gallery and said a few 
words about being careful in a gallery.  
 
At Gasworks we listened and watched the machine. I asked questions asking who 
they thought Felix was, and each pupil did quick observational drawings focusing on 
one piece of the machine. I decided to have this drawing activity to break up the 
session and to make it quick by using post-it notes after speaking to Michele Kitto, 
WTS5 Primary School mentor. She made me aware to have lots of things planned to 
keep the momentum going and that any drawings done with younger classes would 
be quick and that it was best not to spend too long with each drawing.  
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The drawings were then displayed on the gallery walls, next to Felix’s machine, an 
element of the workshop (and all of the workshops) that I felt was important. It was 
an extra element that enabled me to play with the idea that they were themselves 
artists for the morning, and in some cases, it was a good opportunity to explore 
what an artist is, what they do and how an artist wasn’t someone remote to them.  
 
I had made ‘homemade’ musical instruments from household items that would have 
been otherwise recycled. These included making ‘trumpets’ and ‘string’ and 
‘percussion’ instruments. I then handed out each instrument to the pupils and we 
explored making different types of sounds- loud, quiet, quick, slow etc, working with 
a rhythm, practicing this for the grand performance later that afternoon back at 
school. Working with sound was good in this instance because the school was 
currently without its music teacher, so any work that I did gave the pupils something 
that was missing from their normal school routine. Another positive aspect was 
being able to use the gallery space itself. The education room, while just leading from 
the gallery, was slightly stuffy with no natural light, making it sometimes feel quite 
closed in.  
 
The final grand performance took place back at school, just before the end of the 
school day to give any parents the opportunity to come and watch. 
 
Workshop 2- Year 5- class theme-Time Travel 
 
The cross curricular themes engaged with included: arts- (music, sculpture, drawing)- 
citizenship- (identity) Science (making objects that make noise, recycling) history 
(looking back, looking forward) English (thinking of names and brief stories about the 
machines) 
 
This workshop explored Felix’s machine using drawing and making sculptural pieces 
exploring sound and time travel.  
 
Again, I met the class at school and walked them over to the gallery. At the gallery 
we watched and listened to the machine in action, discussing what we had seen, 
drawing quick observational drawings on post-it notes in a similar way to the 
previous session. These drawings were then displayed on the gallery wall, in a slightly 
different format to previously.  
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This was followed by further discussion of what they could see and hear, of how 
they thought it might be working and how old the machine could be. Here I 
introduced the idea of time and time machines, what time machines could look like 
and sound like. The class was divided into three groups and using large paper to 
work on and recycled household items, stickers and coloured tapes to build with, 
one group made a machine that could be from the past, one from the present and 
one from the future. This activity involved thinking about form, scale, translating 
ideas into a much larger piece, working in a team, thinking about a name and 
narrative for the machine.  
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Session 3- Year 2- class theme- London 
 
Subjects engaged with in session- arts- (music, sculpture, drawing)- citizenship- 
(identity, location) English (story telling) Geography (maps and mapping) 
 
This time, I really wanted the drawing element to be a major part of the workshop 
as previously, with the other activities, the drawings were in danger of being lost and 
not properly engaged with. Drawing is important to my own art practice, so it gave 
me the opportunity to engage pupils in an art form important to me.  
 
The aim was to produce a giant visual map of Felix’s machine, using it to connect 
different parts of London. We explored the machine, watching it, listening to it, and 
again, making some quick observational drawings from the machine itself. We then 
used these drawings as a starting point for our giant drawing. We attached these 
drawings to a big sheet of paper laid on the floor, then added the connectors of the 
machine by using coloured and masking tape to ‘connect’ our machine together. We 
then thought about the different parts of London the class had learnt about and 
visited, and some more local landmarks (supermarkets, schools etc). We also 
thought about how we travelled about London, drawing these onto our map too, 
ending up with a giant A to Z of Felix’s machine in London.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During this workshop and having become used to working with classes in the gallery 
I could feel my confidence growing and I felt happier to follow my instincts and 
follow the more spontaneous events. This included letting children have a bit of a 
dance to Felix’s music and this helped with providing a positive experience, engaging 
them in the gallery context.  
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Reflections on class visits 
The structure of this project was fairly standard, but I think that it worked well for 
the initial aims. If I had been coming to this experience with more project work 
behind me, then I would have been looking for an alternative way to develop the 
project, but as I was at the beginning of this role, it felt best to keep the remit of the 
project simple.  
 
Each session was very much a self-contained experience for each class, with two 
hours to engage with the exhibition (with Year 5 only having a full day devoted to 
working at Gasworks). This resulted in a lack of time to develop themes or artwork 
further. This was the right direction to take on this occasion but it does confirm that 
I want to develop projects that work with fewer participants, over a longer period of 
time as well as gaining more experience of developing gallery education sessions. It 
would have also been good to ensure that other teachers and staff at the school 
knew about the project by may be going to a staff meeting, introducing myself and 
Gasworks.  
 
Learning outcomes 

• I feel much more confident in planning and leading gallery sessions after the 
experience of WTS5.  

• I have a much clearer picture of what works, what doesn’t and I have 
confidence in following my instincts when in the workshop sessions and 
about communicating with classes which will increase with more experience. 

• I gained the understanding that timing issues were important, it’s best to plan 
in advance as much as possible, although, this is not always possible. This also 
varies with each school, depending on individual teachers if longer notice is 
required. 

• I feel more confident gauging what levels of challenge to plan for based on the 
age of pupil I am working with, and feel better equipped to adapt and think 
on my feet during sessions.  

• Experiencing working on a big scale with giant drawing etc, being able to walk 
or lie on the work while we were working on the drawings or being allowed 
to make sounds or dance (even in a controlled way) was liberating for the 
pupils and made me think that future work should really focus on giving the 
classes experiences that differ to class room learning while still being 
educational and run in tandem with the curriculum.  

• I have a much firmer idea of how to develop future projects and how to 
control the development of them while they are under way  
 

Immediate outcomes 
• Additional outreach contacting other Primary Schools asking if they would be 

interested in gallery sessions working with Felix’s machines. This resulted in a 
further 5 workshops working with 3 more Primary Schools and further 
learning opportunities for me for which I was paid a freelance fee. 

• New partnerships and links have been developed from working with visiting 
teachers and teaching assistants that develop the wider community outreach 
project ‘Even Better Together’ developed by Gasworks  

• Updated contact details for teachers within schools 
• Greater awareness of Gasworks as their local arts space for pupils, staff and 

parents 
• Experience of a contemporary art piece that probably not what would have 

expected.  
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Longer term/hoped for outcomes 
For Gasworks 

• Pupils come back to gallery independently of school visits because of a 
positive experience. This would tie in with the community outreach that has 
taken place at the Gasworks. 

• The schools link would potentially be stronger, with new contact details 
• Potentially, it is easier to continue recently established (or re-established) 

links and develop a combination of one off gallery sessions and a longer-term 
project over a longer time frame. This could be maintained in combination 
with ‘Even Better Together’ as there were several occasions where staff or 
pupils had experienced Gasworks because of this project. It seems a valuable 
step to think how these could work closely together instead of thinking of 
them as separate strands of the education strategy, as well as bringing in a 
broader base of Schools that might not be able to access Even Better 
Together.  

For me 
• How I can carry on making links with schools- what projects can I develop, 

how to generate funding for this work and how can I link it to my own art 
practice?  

 
The experience of feeling in control of a small-scale project was liberating, making 
me feel that I was capable of increasing my responsibility, encouraging me to think 
about developing future projects. Continuing this work is something that I see 
happening in a two strand way. Personally, I want to develop the links I have 
established for myself with the schools, continuing to work with them as well as 
developing projects away from a school environment. Secondly, the WTS5 
experience could potentially contribute to how Gasworks continues its links with 
schools and how schools can continue to engage with Gasworks. Hopefully the 
WTS5 funding has had a positive impact on this too as well as being an incredibly 
empowering professional development opportunity for me. 


