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The Boyle Family in Landøen, Norway, March 1972
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The work of the Boyles cannot be catego-
rized as a specific style or genre. They are not 
painters or sculptors but artists, motivated 
by their belief in sharing their experience and 
admiration for what is ‘reality’. 

However, the work of the Boyle Family is 
as haunting and enigmatic as it is familiar 
and reassuringly ‘real’. It is essentially a 
deception; as much artifice and construc-
tion as it is truthful and realistic. In their 
efforts to represent what is true, they strive 
to avoid any sense of artistic identity or 
instruction in their work but through being 
made to re-examine reality, even in its most 
commonplace manifestations such as a 
cobbled street, the spectator is nonetheless 
coerced into scrutinizing larger issues such as 
the passage of time and, perhaps most of all, 
the transient role of the human race in the 
proceedings. 

Their method is both highly celebrated 
and closely guarded. It involves a localized 
area being chosen at random from a map. 
The family then travel to this location and, 
in a last effort to eliminate any element 
of human subjectivity from the process, 
throw a right-angled piece of metal in the 

air; the angle at which it lands dictating the 
six square foot of area that will become the 
focus of the study. The actual surface of the 
area is then meticulously recorded, a series 
of studies are made and eventually a resin 
cast is taken; the whole site painstakingly 
replicated as a semi-sculptural fibreglass 
relief, completely accurate in colour and 
texture.   

The exhibition features a varied selection 
of early works from the 1960s and ’70s; 
from smaller preliminary studies to full scale 
6 x 6 ft reliefs, and subjects as diverse as 
coal mines and beaches. All of the key series 
embarked upon by the Boyle Family are 
represented; the World Series, the Shepherd’s 
Bush Series, the London Series and the Tidal 
Series, in addition to several works which 
were featured in the British Pavilion at the 
Venice Biennale in 1978. Rarely does one 
have the opportunity to see so many Boyle 
pieces gathered together in one place, 
particularly given the early nature of the 
works featured here. 
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 1
Shepherd’s Bush London Study 
Shepherd’s Bush Series 1966

Although the main concept behind the Boyle 
Family’s work, the representation of reality, 
remains the same the methods used to 
bring it to fruition developed, changed and 
adjusted to their life experiences. 

The Shepherd’s Bush Series dates from the 
mid 60s and marked a major development 
in Mark and Joan’s work. Based in London, 
they were still experimenting with new 
techniques and ways to make their selection 
more random, a mirror of nature without 
human intervention. 

They found what seemed to be a frame 
for a television screen discarded off Norland 
Road in the Shepherd’s Bush area and used 
it to isolate different sections of the ground 
creating their square tableaus. The project 
only worked when the frame was thrown 
randomly at the site. When they attempted 
to place it in order to include objects ‘of 
interest’, chance was replaced by choice and 
the experiment failed. 

Transferring a square of the earth’s surface 
onto board proved to be quite a challenge. 
It is easy to understand the working process 
behind the earlier Assemblage Series which 
involved moving and arranging discarded 

objects, however, soil with its various other 
elements is not as straightforward. They 
made moulds using resin and plastics but it 
was the use of fibreglass which allowed them 
to capture three dimensions. Although the 
Boyle Family are reluctant to disclose the 
details of their method, the very nature of 
their work encourages the viewer to closely 
observe and scrutinize the final product.

Mixed media fibreglass resin · 72 x 72 inches

Exhibited: Journey to the Surface of the earth:An 

Exhibition to Launch and Earthprobe by Mark 

Boyle, The Sensual Laboratory and the Institute of 

Contemporary Archaeology, ICA, London 1969

Journey to the Surface of the earth. Mark Boyle’s Atlas 

and Manual, Haags Gemeentemuseum 1970, edition 

Hansjorg Mayer (illus unnumbered pages)
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2
Study for The Tidal Series 
1969–70

Mixed media fibreglass resin · 42 x 43 inches

Provenance: Private collection USA, acquired directly 

from the artist

 
The objective was to examine the effect of the 
elemental forces on the site … The series started 
on the first of November 1969. It was a week 
of ferocious gales – force 9 gusting to 10 much 
of the time. The wind swept all around the 
compass … Some days there was a considerable 
amount of animal and vegetable material on, 
or in the vicinity of, the square, with the result 
that sea-birds moved across the surface of the 
square. On other days the marks of annelids 
and crabs appeared in the sand. All of these 
were fixed, the actual grains of sand these 
creatures touched being in their correct position 
in the final study. So that to a very large extent 
the studies are microscopically accurate, and 
the individual crystals of quartz and salt can be 
isolated.
Mark Boyle

This piece was created at Camber Sands, East 
Sussex, a location that the Boyles visited 
repeatedly over the decades. In 1967 it was 
the site of significant breakthroughs in the 
development of their technique wherein they 
discovered a way of literally lifting an imprint 
of the top surface of the area of study away, 
and was also selected for intensive studies in 
the Tidal Series of 1969. The use of this loca-
tion dates back to when their theory was still 
in a relatively embryonic stage; for example, 
the works created here do not adhere to 
the strict codes of chance that governed 
the selection of sites for the World Series of 
the 1970s and beyond. Rather, the Camber 
Sands location was chosen for entirely prac-
tical purposes; the area selected being less 
frequently affected by the tide than other 
locations on the beach.

To some extent this makes the studies 
created at Camber Sands some of the most 
scientifically observed and produced of the 
Boyle’s oeuvre. Yet despite this, it is the sand 
studies which perhaps succeed most of all 
in illustrating the abstract beauty of nature. 
Etched in the sand are the extreme forces 
with which the elements manipulate the 

surface of the earth beneath our feet; each 
formation as striking and visually complex 
as a sophisticated work of abstraction and, 
profoundly, as unique as a fingerprint but 
ultimately as fleeting as our own presence 
on earth. 
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3
Outside a Telephone Kiosk
Multi Human Being Series 1971–8

Inscribed with exhibition details labels verso, 

inscribed with title and signed label verso. 

Density photograph showing people in movement 

over varying periods of time. duration 30 minutes, 

original print · 27 x 27 inches

Exhibitions: Mark Boyle, British Pavilion Venice 

Biennale 1978. Catalogue no. 15c.(labels verso); 

Charles Cowles Gallery, New York

In 1970 we began a series of attempts to record 
and fix the movement of people in certain social 
situations. We made photographic exposures 
for periods from a few minutes to half an hour 
on a variety of locations, the entrance to a tube 
station, a road crossing, telephone kiosk, a chil-
dren’s playground, and so on. It took us 6 to 7 
years to complete the processing, but eventually 
we succeeded in producing density photos which 
indicate by colour differentiation the degrees of 
concentration of the people who pass. 
Mark Boyle

A key piece in the Multi Human Being Series 
(1970–78), this density photograph of a 
telephone kiosk provides a further insight into 
the Boyle Family’s attempts to understand 
the workings and structure of reality. Here, 
exploring the anthropology of the human 
species, their approach is almost as scien-
tific as it is artistic. The series is named after 
Boyle’s theory that humankind is a collective 
mass which forms a single organism, the 
Multi Human Being. The premise is that each 
concentrated grouping of humans, each town 
and city is merely a single cell of an accumula-
tive, global entity. 

Attempting to illustrate this theory, the 
density photographs reveal the normally 
invisible physical manifestations of our social 
behaviours, in this instance the patterns 
formed by the movements of London 
civilians, captured via a complex method of 
exposure and development. 

Interestingly, though perhaps uninten-
tionally, the resulting psychedelic effect refers 
back to an aspect of the couple’s earlier career 
in the 1960s as creators of experimental 
and pioneering visual projection techniques, 
most notably for progressive rock band Soft 
Machine and Jimi Hendrix.
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4
Study for a Concrete Curb 
c.1973  

Mixed media fibreglass resin · 46 x 46.4 inches  

Artist’s label verso

Provenance: Private Collection, London, acquired 

directly from the artist 

This work provides us with an insight into 
the process behind the Boyle’s earth studies 
and serves to illustrate the degree of crafts-
manship involved in their creation. For each 
large-scale work the Boyles make a variety of 
smaller studies in order to ascertain how well 
each particular surface takes to the resin and 
to ensure the final piece accurately conveys 
the colours and textures of the site.

It can be suggested that the work of the 
Boyles in some ways bears relation to the 
‘ready-mades’ of Duchamp and the ‘found’ 
objects of artists like Rauschenberg. This 
is true to an extent; the Boyle’s take the 
mundane, often the aesthetically unap-
pealing, and present it in a format that is 
traditionally associated with ‘higher’ art 
forms. Their earth studies are designed to 
hang in relief in a gallery space exactly as 
a landscape oil would do. Like the ‘ready-
mades’, the Boyle’s work plays with our 
perceptions of what constitutes art and 
challenges our preconceptions about the 
notion of beauty.  

However, unlike ‘ready-mades’, the 
Boyle’s goal is to capture and record reality 

with as much faithfulness and accuracy to 
their subject as possible. Despite this, the 
viewer must still question what their eyes 
tell them they perceive; the hyper-realism of 
the Boyle’s work encouraging their audience 
to forget that they are constructions. The 
viewer is not confronted with reality so much 
as the Boyle’s reflection of it.  
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5
Coal Study, Bergheim Mine
World Series 1974

Mixed media fibreglass resin · 48 x 48 inches

Exhibited: Gallery Muller, Stuttgart 1973

… And you’ve made these pathetically 
inadequate studies in your own neighbour-
hood, and the beach studies, and studies 
of natural phenomena … and you know 
that all of these, however random, may 
be flawed by the influence of your ego and 
your upbringing. And even the studies in 
your own neighbourhood selected with a 
dart in the map are affected because you 
chose the district in the first place and if 
you extended it to the whole of London you 
have to admit you chose to live in an urban 
environment, and so you have no alterna-
tive but to make your selections from the 
whole earth.
Mark Boyle on the World Series

The World Series began in 1968 when Mark 
and Joan asked 1000 blindfolded volunteers 
to throw a dart at the map of the world. 
More than 230 sites were selected and the 
Boyle Family (now including Sebastian and 
Georgia) took on their new challenge to 
record the surface of the earth in all its detail 
with enthusiasm. Mark calculated that the 
completion of the series could take approxi-
mately 25 years. Inspired by the achievement 
of 1969 when man walked on the moon 
for the first time, they decided it was their 
chance to explore the unknown beneath 
their own feet, and to dedicate as much time 
as was needed. Since then the Boyles have 
been travelling around the world producing 
studies of the earth’s surface.

In their endeavours they often encounter 
obstacles due to adverse weather condi-
tions, extremes of climate, inapproachable 
locations, and issues with land boundaries. 
However each site is unique. It has been 
selected randomly and cannot be replaced 
with another one, no matter how much 
more convenient, even if it is only a few 
metres away. When the circumstances do 
not allow it, the Boyle Family will choose 

to abandon the site altogether rather than 
make a conscious selection and therefore 
betray the principle behind their art.

Due to these factors and variables, the 
World Series proved impossible to complete in 
one lifetime. The Boyles have dedicated their 
life to this project and they are determined to 
complete as much of it as humanly possible. 
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6
Study of Red Cobbles with Broken Slate
Red Causeway Series 1975

Mixed media fibreglass resin · 72 x 72 inches

 
… A series of randomly selected pieces we made 
at regular intervals along a raised road leading 
to a partially demolished factory in West 
London. The road was made of red cobbles. 
There were cobbled pavements on either side 
with a stone kerb. The first study at the top was 
littered with smashed slate from the roof of 
the factory. The road was deserted. There was a 
heatwave. We worked in the sun from sunrise to 
sunset. We were deliriously happy, ten studies 
each 6 x 6 ft
Mark Boyle

Study of Red Cobbles with Broken Slate is, 
as Mark Boyle would describe it, a ‘multi 
sensual presentation’. One of the key aims of 
their studies is to present the viewer with a 
new perspective with which to view a small 
section of the earth’s surface; to examine it 
afresh without the bias, as the Boyles see it, 
of myth, memory or motive. 

J.L. Locher identifies strong parallels 
between the work of the Boyle Family and 
the philosophy of John Ruskin, who extolled 
the theory that ‘the more a painter accepts 
nature as he finds it, the more unexpected 
beauty he discovers’.  In Study of Red 
Cobbles with Broken Slate the Boyle Family 
perfectly illustrate this beauty by capturing 
the truthful simplicity of their subject, the 
broken pieces of the factory roof provoking 
conflicting feelings of reassurance and 
melancholia within the viewer.
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7
Concrete Pavement Study with a Few Fragments of Glass and Mirror
London Series 1976–77

Mixed media fibreglass resin · 72 x 72 inches

Exhibitions: Mark Boyle, British Pavilions Venice 

Biennale 1978. Catalogue no.9 (illustrated page 

21, titled ‘Concrete Pavement study’); Mark Boyle, 

Richard Hines Gallery, Seattle 1980;

A series of studies made along the length of a 
stretch of concrete pavement. This series was 
not systematic. Like all the studies we were 
making at this time we were continually trying 
to make one that was very good. Each time we 
made one we made discoveries that we thought 
would show us how to do it better the next time 
and so we went on. But this was the way we 
always worked anyway.
Mark Boyle

This work has a pleasingly abstract geometry 
which highlights the purposely haphazard 
element of the Boyle’s selection of each site; 
emphasizing the fact that nature, despite 
the best efforts of humans, can never be 
completely controlled or structured. Ever 
a microcosm of the bigger picture, the off-
centre pavement slabs echo the unbidden 
lack of symmetry of the streets of London 
themselves. 
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8
Yorkstone Pavement with Sand
1977

Mixed media fibreglass resin · 72 x 72 in

Exhibitions: Mark Boyle, Richard Hines Gallery, 

Seattle 1980 

By the late 1970s the Boyle family had 
already experimented with a variety of 
different surfaces, adjusting their techniques 
to each project in hand. They were taking 
on new challenges, trying larger scale earth 
probes, triptychs and more complex compo-
sitions. Their square 6 x 6 ft boards were 
already widely exhibited, the use of fibreglass 
making them light and easy to display.

However, even today some find it difficult 
to realise that the Boyle’s life work is not a 
form of abstract art but rather a view of the 
world. An impression of a stone pavement is 
taken, a specific moment in time captured, 
and presented in an entirely different 
context. Simple materials such as a block 
of stone, brick and sand become elevated; 
in the hands of the Boyles they are subjects 
worthy of depiction and, further still, become 
art themselves. 
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