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Conveyor Belts of the Apocalypse

Bobby Nixon, Artist in Residence, University of Birmingham1
Jamie Kinroy, University of Minnesota2

Virtual Experience
From the overarching designs to the aesthetics, architecture and layers of
detail, American urbanity began as an alien concept and became fascinating to us. Up
until a certain point our familiarity with it was based upon virtual experiences.
Comics, films, television and fiction provided us with a madcap but somewhat
superficial vision of contemporary America. As artists, we are both drawn to the idea
of systems of control (architectural, psychological) that have been perfected in
America like nowhere else: the fractal geographies of urban grid systems, sleek and
insidious downtown corporate architecture and, significantly, the Road.
The Road, and its cultural, institutional and architectural supports, wields an
almighty authority on both a physical and symbolic level. Dense networks of
freeways and brutal roadside architecture appeared to us virtually as unbelievable
landscapes. Bleak, synthetic, man-made machine playgrounds; at once mundane,
these most modern of worlds seemed brutal, violent, deadly.
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Bobby Nixon is an artist from the Scottish Borders who studied at Edinburgh College of Art. He is
currently Artist in Residence at the University of Birmingham.
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Jamie Kinroy is an artist from Edinburgh, Scotland. He studied at Edinburgh College of Art before
moving to Minnesota to pursue a Masters in Fine Art. He currently lives in Minneapolis where he
makes drawings, prints and other things, as well as teaching painting at the University of Minnesota.
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Above: Figure 1 - Bobby Nixon, Roadkiller, 2012
Nixon
FBI agents coined the term and concept of ‘serial killer’ in the 1970s. The
concept caught the collective American imagination, resulting in a great deal of
publicity surrounding cases fitting the profile. My earliest encounter with the serial
killer trope was watching Silence of the Lambs; the idea that a human could be the
monster lurking among us fascinated me. Since then I have been interested in the
deepest and darkest parts of the human psyche, which the American serial killer
represents so well. As in Bret Easton Ellis’ character in American Psycho, Patrick
Bateman who on the surface is a high functioning and obedient member of society
however feels his ‘mask of sanity’ slipping. My drawing ‘Roadkiller’ attempts to map
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the iconography and geography of serial murder in America from Ed Gene in
Wisconsin to Ted Bundy in Florida.
The FBI has long accredited the US highways as favouring the serial killers
ability to kill and move.3 The hitchhiker/trucker’s doomed encounter seems to be as
deep-rooted in the Road’s cultural make-up as Kerouac’s On the Road, in which the
narrator takes a road trip on a quest for spiritual fulfilment. I’m interested in exploring
a sort of nightmarish perversion of Kerouac’s vision by subverting the notions of
freedom and altruism that the Road comes to symbolize. On the Road is turned
upside-down, instead of an exploration of humanity, belief, meaning, I’ve imagined
the Road as a living hell, a waking hangover in which Charles Manson is the driver
and John Wayne Gacy is in the passenger’s seat.
These are drawings without the potential for spiritual freedom; the Road
becomes a madman’s playground – an arena of death loaded with an inventory of
body parts and dismembered corpses. Ultimately the brutality of existence is explored
through flesh. On the Road - inside hydrocarbon fuelled machines and concrete
behemoths; we are mere flesh.
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http://www.fbi.gov/news/stories/2009/april/highwayserial_040609 (accessed October 2012)
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Above: Figure 2 - Bobby Nixon, Roadcorpse, 2012

Above: Figure 3 - Jamie Kinroy, Roadkill 2, 2012
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Kinroy
Nixon’s landscapes are of the flesh, mine are plastic; populated with an
‘inventory’ less organic, more synthetic.
It was the curious topographies of videogames that most aroused my
fascination with the American visual/cultural landscape. Less the action, characters,
and plotlines of games, it was more the stark oddness that could be found in the
backdrops that I was absorbed with. Behind the scenes there was meticulous 3D
graphic design, texture, space and architecture, all devised to disappear, into the
seamless flow of game-play.
Carcer City (where the transgressive 2003 game Manhunt [Rockstar Games]
takes place) presents bleak, concrete urban space, replete with a striking amount of
detail, from a massive catalogue of urban ‘things’. Trash cans, rusting shopping
trolleys, garbage, broken glass, electrical cables and meter boxes, AC units, storm
drains, wheelie bins, chain link fences, dense networks of telegraph poles, traffic
lights and street lamps. These things were programmed for the function of Carcer
City; the player’s eye, flickering across virtual space, takes in everything, but never
rests on details. These ‘things’ were designed to be absorbed, but not observed.
Functioning as simulacra, such videogame spaces must exhibit the same urban visual
lexicon which we absorb, but do not observe, daily. And in most games, if there is an
urban visual lexicon present, it is a North American one.
I moved in 2011 from Scotland to Minneapolis, Minnesota. Orientating myself
in this new (urban) reality was, and continues to be, a surreal experience. My location
is at once alienating and familiar. My fervent and fairly oddball interest in a scrutiny
of fictionalised American urban spaces have lent my new surroundings a strangeness.
I’m aware of a pervasive sense of unreality in my perception of man-made space and

5

49th Parallel, Vol. 30 (Autumn 2012)
ISSN: 1753-5794 (online)

Nixon / Kinroy

architecture. My primary points of reference are the virtual spaces of cinema and
computer games, which had formed my visual understanding of American urbanity.
It’s a view that is overwhelmed by a sense of totality – acutely aware of micro-detail
concurrently with overarching structure. Mundane detail is read with the same
attention as emphasized form, resulting in fragmented perspectives of overwhelming
clarity. Residential and municipal landscapes and architecture - whose exoskeletons
are retrofitted with those industrially designed items whose forms are taken for
granted - continue to hold my attention. I am reading and recording the urban visual
lexicon, rather than absorbing without reflection.

Above: Figure 4 - Jamie Kinroy, Roadkill, 2012
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Above: Figure 5 - Jame Kinroy, Gone Suburbia, 2012
New Perspectives
Nixon
The cruel reality of violence and brutality is at odds with sensationalist notions
and tropes of the ‘serial killer’, which have become commonplace in mass media
discourse as well as fictive and documentary filmmaking. In my work I address the
superficial, and sometimes crass, reflection of violence in mass media, and popculture.
We both recently exhibited in ‘Roadkill’, a group show in Minneapolis, MN.
The theme of the show allowed me to explore my interest in American ‘True Crime’
culture. In the works ‘Roadkiller’ and ‘Roadcorpse’ I employed my organic inventory
of flesh creating an immense, sickly landscape of gore - a ‘Where’s Wally?’ of serial
killer iconography.
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Kinroy
The invisible architecture of game environments prompted me to reassess the
peripheral information - ‘just urban crap’ as Robert Crumb4 has put it, and to record,
re-organise and to illustrate. There is a proliferation of the signs and colours of
consumerism in these spaces. The seductive and sickly graphics of candy wrappers
and fast food packets that litter our everyday landscapes, of neon signage and glossy
magazines/ flyers/ inserts, and of the playful, attractive nausea of fast food
architecture is synonymous with the inherent concrete brutality of urban space. This
relationship gives rise to spatial tensions, which continue to fascinate me.

http://www.bobbynixon.blogspot.co.uk
http://www.jamiekinroy.wordpress.com
http://www.themootartgallery.org
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Crumb (Terry Zwigoff, 1994)
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