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She graduated from the University of Glasgow with an MA in Theatre, Film and
Television Studies in 1986, and from the John Cass School of Art, Casshall University,

London, with an MA in Computer Imaging and Animation Studies in 1999. She graduated
from Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts, London, with a PhD in 2012. She is
currently a professor and PhD supervisor at the University of the Creative Arts, UK.
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Walkcycle is a computer animation of
footprints made in chalk and ash by Birgitta
Hosea with a soundtrack recorded by Charis
Coke. In early Buddhist art, the Buddha was
not represented by a figure, but through
a trace of his presence in the form of a
footprint. Using the body as a mark—making
tool, this film is a post—materialist exploration
of the interconnections between the human
body and the vibrant matter of the earth that
we depend upon for our survival. Repeated
on a continual cycle, the work becomes a
never—ending walking meditation.
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Footstepsin Time

Birgitta Hosea (UK)

The starting point for the invitation from Hunan Museum to take part in Wandering:
Digital Art in Historical Spacetime was to create a contemporary artwork in response to an
ancient artwork and to use digital technology to reimagine what has gone before. This has
been a fascinating opportunity to reflect on how culture and form is passed on through
many generations. None of us are ever truly original - we build on the ideas of the people
who came before us. Indeed, many of the everyday objects we take for granted - the wheel,
the needle, the fishhook, the knife, the knot - were invented more than 25,000 years ago
by ancient humans from the Stone Age. In this essay, | will talk about the ancient symbols,
sculptures and carvings of footsteps that inspired me and the development process behind
Walkcycle (2023) the work that | have made for the exhibition.

Buddhapada, or footsteps of the Buddha, are one of the earliest forms of Buddhist art
and can be found all over Asia. In early Buddhist art, direct representation of the Buddha
himself in the form of a person was less common than the use of symbols such as footsteps.
Some of these, such as the footsteps in stone in Kuhonbutsu temple, Jiyugaoka, Japan, are
what is known as petrosomatoglyphs - realistic impressions of parts of the human body in
stone, either made deliberately by human carving or occurring accidentally through natural
processes. They look like the fossils of a petrified footstep preserved in rock for all time and
are connected with myths about how the Buddha himself made these marks when the soles
of his feet touched the rock. Due to the power of his enlightenment, a permanent impression
in stone is said to have been left behind. These myths commemorate his physical presence
and that he was once a real person who walked the earth.

Other images of Buddhapada are more stylised. Carvings of footprints from the
Gandhara school of Buddhist art in 1-2nd century India (that is now in present day Pakistan),
contain a number of religious symbols such as the dharmachakra or wheel of dharma, which
represents the teachings of the Buddha, and the triratna, which represents the 3 Buddhist
jewels of taking refuge in the Buddha, his teachings or dharma, and the sangha, a like-
minded, supportive community. These symbols give reminders to the viewer as to how to
follow the Buddha's path.

What impresses me about the Buddhapada carvings are that they do not represent the
Buddha as a god. These sculptures are a monument to his ideas and an invitation to follow
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in his footsteps. We are invited to take action in our own lives and to follow the path of his
teachings, rather than to passively worship him like a deity.

Footprints carved into rock are not only seen in Asia, but are also found in Sweden, in
my Mother's culture. The west coast of Sweden has the largest concentration of Bronze
Age (c. 2000 - 500 BCE) rock carvings in Europe with thousands of recorded sites found
in areas that used to be on the cliffs and seashore of Vastra Gotaland. These ancient rock
carvings are endangered by erosion because of acid rain (the result of emissions from
polluting factories in Europe including the UK). Consequently, to protect them and make
them more visible, some of the carvings are painted red. Although this has been criticised
for making the carvings less authentic, the red is reminiscent of the red ochre found in
the area that the people of the time could have used to draw with onto their bodies and
surroundings. Art historian, R. Broby-Johansen, even suggests that, since they are hard to
see properly, maybe the carved lines were painted over annually as part of a fertility ritual.
However, this is all pure speculation because there are no surviving traces of pigment after
thousands of years of wind and rain.

| visited some of these sites in Tanum in the 1990s when | was attending a residential
Swedish summer school in Bohuslan. These rock carvings, as well as the older Neolithic
standing stones and mazes in the area, made a big impression on me. Scattered across
a wide area of countryside, there are many repeated motifs in the rock carvings, such as
ships, warriors, running deer, sun chariots and farming. We have no records of the beliefs
of these ancient people who lived between 2.5 and 4 thousand years ago. These carvings
could represent legends or historical events or could even be some kind of mapping with
information about resources in the local area. No-one knows for sure. They can only guess.
One such repeated motif is the footprint. Sometimes these are shown as if made with bare
feet, sometimes with shoes. No-one knows what the footprints represent. One common
interpretation is that they represent gods who are too powerful to be fully represented.
Another theory is that they represent onlookers to events shown in the pictures.

In my own recent work, | have been interested in capturing footprints as a way to
represent the body in movement. In 2021, | was artist in residence at the Centre for Recent
Drawing (C4RD) in London. Having recently read Vibrant Matter by Jane Bennett, | became
fascinated by New Materialist thinking about the interdependence our bodies have with
the material, chemical and biological elements of the earth and our environment that she
presents in her book. Jane Bennett argues that nonhuman substances have a life force,
a vital materiality that we humans rely upon for survival. Examples include the nonhuman
substances that the human body depends upon: bacteria that are part of human digestion
and immune systems; the elements that make up the air we breathe and the minerals we
consume to survive.

As a result of reading that book, | began to experiment with the contact between
my skin, the mineral chalk and black paper. Chalk is a substance that reminds me of my
childhood because it was plentiful in the area where | grew up and there were lumps of chalk



to be found everywhere in the ground that you could pick up and draw with. | was interested
in touching chalk and recording traces of my body in motion through the use of chalk on
paper. As part of my experiments, | even did yoga exercises on paper while covered in chalk.

The residency at C4RD took place towards the end of the period of lockdown and
quarantine in the UK following the COVID19 pandemic. For most of the pandemic in the
UK we were only allowed out once a day to go shopping or to go for a walk. Most days |
would go on the same walk in a circle around the same park. | also did a lot of meditation.
Invited by Claire Zakiewicz to create a performance at One Hundred Years Gallery, London,
in parallel with herself and Carali McCall, | brought all of these ideas and experiments
together. | created a performance called Walkcycle (with Footslip) (2021) that was designed
to be a kind of healing ritual in which | blew chalk dust into the air and slowly walked in
circles dragging my feet until | had created a spiral shape. The title refers to one of the first
exercises that an animator does - a walk cycle - in which a character is made to walk on the
spot. The biggest mistake you can make when doing this exercise as a beginner is called
footslip - when the feet of the animated character appear to glide rather than making direct
contact with the earth. In the performance | deliberately evoked this mistake by dragging
my feet. The performance felt to me like a walking meditation and a memory of all the times
| had walked in repetitive circles again and again around the same park. By this time, our
quarantine restrictions were not quite so strict, but we were only allowed to have a very
small group of 10 visitors in the gallery to see the performance.

In general, | don't work in isolation and am so grateful to my whole creative network
of friends, colleagues and collaborators who inspire, support and sustain me through the
ups and downs of life. We are all interconnected. My residency at C4RD in 2021 was in
collaboration with Maryclare Foa and Carali McCall and the online exhibition Performance
Drawing 2021 that we curated together for C4RD over lockdown. Due to lockdown, we were
unable to have a book launch for Performance Drawing: New Practices Since 1945 (2020),
the book we had written together with Jane Grisewood, and so decided to do a curatorial
project together as a reflection on the subject one year after the publication of the book.
The exhibition featured works by Adelaide Demoah, Maurice Moore, Piyali Ghosh, Ram
Samocha and sophia bartholomew.

The work | made in chalk on the residency is in dialogue with several contemporary
artists who inspired me to record the contact between my body and a markmaking
substance. | was conscious of responding to Adelaide Demoah's spellbinding reimagining
of Yves Kleine's direct body prints in her A Litany for Survival (2019, paint performance)
that we included in the Performance Drawing 2021 exhibition. Later on, | realised that |
must also have been unconsciously referencing Vicky Smith's incredible expanded cinema
performance, 33 Frames a Foot (2013) in which she stamps her painted feet across a
filmstrip and then shows the film through a film projector. | wrote about this work in the
Performance Drawing: New Practices Since 1945 book. More recently I've become aware of
Akira Kanayama's Ashiato (Footprints) from 1955, in which a sheet of vinyl fabric 100s of
metres long was covered with the artist's footprints in paint and exhibited with other artists
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from the Gutai group.

The process of making Walkcycle (2023) for Hunan Museum started with sound. Music
and sound are very important to me, but it's not my area of expertise. My former colleague
at the University for the Creative Arts, Charis Coke, has done a lot of research into the
sound of footsteps in film, as well being a highly experienced and skilled sound designer
for film production, and so she was the ideal person to collaborate with on the soundtrack.
Unfortunately, | didn't take any photos in the UCA recording studio, where she had me walk
through rice, cornflour, couscous, ash, chalk and a whole number of other substances to
get different textures in the sound effects. | made quite a mess in there with my dirty feet
and had to get the vacuum cleaner out to clean up after myself. | edited the different sound
clips she recorded together and varied the speed of walking, because | wanted to give the
impression of the ups and downs of life's journey, a sense that sometimes things go well and
sometimes life is hard work. Back in my own studio, | made hundreds of footsteps with chalk
and drew on some of them. | then scanned the drawings into the computer and animated
them all together with the soundtrack using Adobe Audition and After Effects.

In Hunan Museum, the film is shown as an installation in which the animated footsteps
are projected downwards on to a black granite surface to create a continuously moving,
walking meditation. For me, Walkcycle is a kinetic sculpture made of chalk and projected
onto granite. It is a counter monument that is made of solid substances but is not solidified
or fixed in time. It memorialises not a single moment, not a snapshot in time, but the whole
journey of the body in motion on life's pathway.

Finally, | would like to express my gratitude to the curators and all of the staff team
at Hunan Museum for inviting me and for their hard work in putting this very impressive
exhibition, Wandering: Digital Art in Historical Spacetime, together.

Bibliography

[1] Jane Bennett. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things [M]. Durham: Duke University Press, 2010.

[2] Broby-Johansen R.Vardagskonst-Varldskonst: En dversikt dver europeisk stilhistoria [M]. Stockholm:
Kooperativa Forbundets Bokforlag, 1949.

[3] John Coles. Images of the Past [M]. Uddevalla: Bohusldns Museum, 1994.

[4] Maryclare Foa, Jane Grisewood, Birgitta Hosea, et al. Performance Drawing: New Practices Since 1945[M].
London: Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2020.

[5] John Eskenazi Ltd. A "Buddhapada"stone, 1st / 2nd c. CE, Gandhara[N/OL]. [2023-7-22]. http://www.
columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00routesdata/0100_0199/kushanart/buddhapada/buddhapada.
html.

[6] Wikipedia. Buddha Footprint[EB/OL]. (2023-7-1) [2023-7-22]. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddha_footprint.



