
Q+A for ‘The Highway Code’ 

Q: Why the interest in road signs? 

A: I’ve long been interested in road signs – partly because my father used to be a highway engineer. 

By their very nature, they are intended to inform, direct, warn or regulate our behaviour and 

represent authority and order. They are written in a highly abbreviated ‘code’ which we have to be 

taught to understand by passing through various trials – road safety training at school, cycling 

proficiency and driving test etc. However, in recent years the number of signs seems to have 

continually increased to the point that in many built up areas there will be some kind of official sign 

every other lamp post.   

Q. The narrative is a life story. Why tell it with road signs? 

As I’ve said, these signs have a very abbreviated and authoritarial nature that tend to restrict options 

down to a few, or only one, choice. The narrative could be read as reflecting a society in which 

choice and free-will sometimes feel illusionistic – it can only really be read in one way – the viewer is 

not given much space for different interpretations. In life, it feels like we may have a huge consumer 

choice, if we have the money, but we continually bump up against processes and systems which can 

only be passed through in a single way. Sometimes this is the result of technology replacing people 

where ‘pre-canned’ choices and behaviours are hard coded, sometimes this is the result of focus 

groups and media saturation that leads to risk aversion and risk avoidance in our behaviour. 

I liked the idea that somewhere, perhaps, purely by serendipitous chance, one might pass random 

road signs in a certain order that they might be read as a narrative that worked alongside their 

normalised instructional nature. Obviously, that’s pretty unlikely, so I’m deliberately ordering them 

in a way that encourages this additional reading. It’s almost like an ‘over code’ that exists on top of 

their simpler underlying meaning – Deleuze and Guattari talk about overcoding in relation to the 

‘meta-models’ that characterise contemporary capitalist society.  

Q: Unlike most of your work, this piece eschews photo-realism in favour of a clearly artificial 

environment where the only colour is the signs themselves – why is this? 

A: First, I wanted the signs to be central – in this piece there is nothing much to look at except the 

signs which I thought would encourage viewers to focus on reading them sequentially to construct 

the narrative. I did think about inserting the signs into real footage shot from a moving car or 

constructing a properly textured CGI town, but I thought this would detract from the signs. I also 

wanted something that clearly felt artificial, almost like you were moving through a simulation or 

architectural walk through so I opted to use a default ‘grey’ material to render all the objects. 

There’s also a huge amount of repetition going on with only one type of house used on all the 

streets. The environment almost feels like the inside of a machine.  

Q. The white buildings and washed out sky have a kind of ethereal, almost heavenly quality while 

the signs and sound track seem rooted in everyday banality. Why the contrast?  

I did not want the experience of watching the work to be too comfortable. The noise of the car 

continually interferes with our ability to focus on the visual information – it gets quite irritating. 

Further, the soundtrack playing on the radio is also drowned out by the engine.  



Q. Why ‘My Way’? 

In one sense, this work is about ‘free will’. ‘My Way’ is the most played song at funerals so has 

become a cliché in the sense that it’s the least individual tune I could have selected when telling a 

story of a biographical nature. It also, it’s all pervasive familiarity also helps to encourage the viewer 

to start to read the signs as a biography – the actual words of the song tackle a similar kind of 

subject matter to the visuals, though in the case of the song it’s purportedly sung by someone 

celebrating their ‘free will’. Again, the music is a mild irritant that seems to fade in and out and kind 

of gets in the way of the visuals. Also, it rhymes with the title -  ‘My Way’ and ‘Highway’. 

 


