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Welcome to issue #3 of E-MAIL MAGAZINE

It’s such a pleasure to have you here when the world has ostensibly stopped and our 
future is so uncertain. It’s this uncertainty that I wanted to explore in this issue. More 
specifically, how we can use this uncertainty to re-evaluate our trajectory into the future.

I reached out to artists and writers who gave me their perspectives on this abstract con-
cept of future and I’m very excited to share their ideas with you. Science fiction is a do-
minant theme in this issue, and it’s explored by Amelia Berry in her brilliant essay on trans 
futures. It’s also explored in the work of Harriet Davey, our cover artist who I’m incredibly 
thankful to for sharing her time and work. I’m also very thankful to Brenna Quinlan for her 
words and work, to John Ward Knox for composing such thoughtful essay, and to Virginia 
Woods-Jack for such an engaging conversation (I can’t wait to talk more in the future).

Thank you also to Lisa Eisert for designing this magazine to a standard that I could never 
dream of with my janky design skills and legally questionable copy of photoshop, and 
thanks to Natalie Wood for her work editing my work.

And, as always, thank you, for your ongoing support in reading this magazine. I hope it’s 
still something that’s engaging and exciting for you.

The perspectives presented in this issue, of course, are all up for debate. I really welcome 
conversation on these ideas, so if you have a response, please feel free to get in touch. 
Our next issue is also going to be a banger, with words being offered up from some very 
exciting people (and robots), so it’d be lovely if you would be a part of it too.

I hope your weekend is fantastic.

Dear reader,

Much love,

J



Harriet Davey



I vacillate between optimism and pessimism based on how full or empty my stomach is and how close 
the walls have gotten. I don’t want to write an op-ed style fluff-piece of the resurgence of communi-
ty spirit and co-operation because in an hour or two my neighbour will walk by with his dog (cupcake 
or noodle or some such nonsense) and it’ll do one of its dainty little turds next to my gate and he’ll 
baby talk it like it was some gift from heaven before wrapping it in blue plastic for future archaeolo-
gists to marvel at and then I’ll be straight back to loathing. This vacillation is painful because so long 
as the lockdown lasts there is a constant fluctuation between the sense of possibility - drawing on all 
of the good things that have emerged like saying hello to people on the street and the re-appraisal 
of value within work - and fatalism, drawn from our shared experience of modern, ostentatiously 
comfortable, crushing struggle.

I should note here that when I write ‘shared’ - this applies to a very small wedge of contemporary 
world experience. It is very much written from the ‘first’ world to the ‘first’ world. I know that this is 
the audience I am addressing because if you are truly living through generational scarcity - there is 
almost no chance that you’d turn to the art world for guidance - the gatekeepers of extreme privile-
ge have little for you except platitudes.

Really what we need is to rehouse our guiding philosophies from the manor of exponential growth - 
rent is long past due and the longer we live here the more our debt will grow and the responsibilities 
of the landlords to tenants lessen. We need to emerge with a focus on resilience. We need to share 
resources because there are an awful goddamn shit-tonne of us out here. It is clear that corporatism 
is emerging from capitalism and this is fucking terrifying because corporations are vertically integ-
rated to more efficiently speed resources from the bottom to the top. There isn‘t even lip-service to 
trickle-down economics any longer.

A depression is upon us, there is no point to try to sugar-coat this. It will mean hardship and it will 
mean the end of life for a lot of people. It’ll mean homelessness and suicide and straight-up tragedy. 
For many of us this will mean the first encounter with generational scarcity and it’ll be hard to vilify 
boomers or any other other when those people affected are the ones who you know personally, who 
you probably love and rely on in some fashion. Even hating on somebody is a form of relying on them, 
because you direct a strong emotion at them which helps to establish your world view. When these 
oppositional resistances are eroded by sympathy and empathy we will find ourselves in the exact 
same position, drifting through a complicated world on a raft of naivety. James Baldwin wrote to 
his nephew in the book “The Fire Next Time’ about the criminality of innocence. He was speaking of 
white America but the lesson is universal - it is innocence won in the face of knowledge which cons-
titutes the greatest and most pitiable crime. It would be criminal to ‘return to normal’ after lockdown 
is over because it is clear that normal relies on the subjugation of many for the privilege of a few. It 
would mean a direct continuation of the colonial mindset of resource extraction and it would mean 
we are complicit. It would mean ecological as well as human disaster, and we - with the knowledge 
we have - would be the white jurors passing sentence at a black person‘s trial. The return to normal 
would be to the detriment of us all. Maybe this brings to mind Harper Lee’s To Kill A Mockingbird, and 
the possibility of virtuosity within a rigged system, but it is important to remember that as beautiful a 
character as Atticus is, that story is an outlier - a popular mythology that allows innocence to persist.

None of us know how None of us know how 
this is going to turn out.this is going to turn out.

Page 1/2



There is a similar thing happening now with the notion of heroism - with doctors and nurses and 
supermarket workers. Labelling such workers as heroes elevates them to a place which requires 
no introspection on our behalf because labelling somebody a hero is a coping mechanism designed 
to avoid the necessity to implicate yourself in a system and therefore to avoid the need to create 
change in your own life.

So how the fuck do we emerge with purpose, without the veil of innocence? I don’t know. I’m not cer-
tain that anybody does. I don’t believe that socialism is the answer because switching hard and fast 
to a new top-down political model without society having teased and nourished itself out of inno-
cence (again, bear in mind I’m writing with a knowledge that I address only a small section of worldly 
experience) would be doomed to failure. I can only say what my own personal re-appraisal looks like.

I’m paying a lot more attention to ecologies than economies, as you can’t eat money when it all co-
mes down to it. I’ve been lying on my belly in the dirt and thinking about accumulated wealth as the 
amount of strange critters that crawl past my face, because each of these alien others is a dear 
friend in our collective health. I look at my neighbours yard with as much disgust as they do to mine, 
because we are manifesting different philosophies. I would characterise these neighbours - sept 
and octogenarians respectively - as typical New Zealanders, stewards of the flat quarter-acre dre-
am, a short and lifeless lawn surrounded by only what was planted. They are diligently in control of 
their own sterility. My lawn on the other hand is a mess of weeds and decay - a monument to wilful 
neglect. Maybe it sounds glib to position a scruffy lawn as an antidote to probable suffering but in 
some senses the lawn is metaphorical, and in some specifically intentional.

If we are to replace an architecture of power it would be naive to assume that we can instantly erect 
a new power in its place that will not be subject to the same shortcomings as its predecessor. Think 
about a forest, when a stately and grand tree grows frail or is eroded and topples, another giant tree 
does not instantly take its place, there is a process of necessary decay - new nutrients once locked 
up within the institution of the tree that must be teased out by a whole ecology, working simulta-
neously but not necessarily in unison. We must not be so naive as to assume that we can work toge-
ther instantly under the banner of a new unified idea of collective prosperity, we must work for our 
own individual health but do this work purposefully with the knowledge that our individual health 
must be transformed when possible into collective health.

So I’m thinking about dirt first, about bugs and mushrooms and worms and countless things I could 
not name, I’m thinking about the potential health and the potential wealth kept at bay by the 18th 
century manifestation of philosophy that somehow has persisted into the present in the form of a 
lawn. If we start to create a new foundation for our own nutriment through healthy dirt and then the 
resilience that comes from being able to feed ourselves from our own little slice of a global ecology 
we can then expand this understanding outward and begin to offer our personal excesses to our 
community, and to start to form the new pathways of communication that will be needed to exist 
without innocence.

None of us know how None of us know how 
this is going to turn out.this is going to turn out.
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Brenna Quinlan is an illustrator and educator who strives to make the 
world a better place through her art and her actions. For the past three 
years she has lived a low-impact lifestyle at Melliodora, the permaculture 
demonstration site created by permaculture co-originator David Holmgren 
and his partner Su Dennett in Central Victoria, Australia. There they grow 
food, milk goats, build soil, engage with community and regenerate the land 
around them. 
 
There have been some positives to come out of lockdown. Welfare rates 
have been raised in some countries, others have given out universal basic 
income. People are growing food and baking sourdough, and we're all won-
dering why attending meetings in person seemed preferable to chatting 
online in our pyjamas. Celebrities are clammering for attention as we ignore 
them in favour of our new heroes: health workers, cleaners, delivery drivers 
and teachers.
As lockdown is relaxed in many countries, there's talk of going back to nor-
mal. But what was really normal about the old way? Do we want to sit in 
rush hour traffic on our daily commute again? Do we need the skies to be 
crowded with aircraft? Does industry have to ramp up to the unsustaina-
ble levels it was operating at? Does GDP have to stay as the one and only 
measure of success?
I'm keen for a world of less stuff and more quiet, of less work travel and 
more quality time with family. Covid has showed us what's really of value in 
our lives, and we don't have to give that up. Let's move toward a new nor-
mal, one that's better for the earth as well as for us.

@brenna_quinlan



Harriet Davey



It was like I’d stumbled upon some kind of scandalous, shameful, terrific secret. The 
media I’d seen (and consumed voraciously) which dealt with changing gender was 
all tawdry or comic - Glen or Glenda, that episode of Look Around You where David 
Mitchell’s character invents an instant gender swap machine, hell, Tootsie. This book 
seemed to endow it with a kind of heightened, Biblical Truth. Eve was the protago-
nist. You followed her, you heard her thoughts as she transformed into a woman (a 
real woman!) from a horrid, unfeeling man. There’s even a kind of T4T lesbian love 
moment which I can’t say anything else about without spoiling the plot. Of course, 
The Passion of New Eve was written in 1977, and the treatment of transness is far 
from pristine. Eve is forcibly transitioned by a militant feminist cult (whose emblem 
now adorns my wrist). Her new genitals are described a few times as a ‘wound’, an 
unfortunate transphobic trope. And in a particularly upsetting scene, a character 
is stripped, degendered, and literally pissed on. But, you know what, compared to 
The Crying Game, or Midsommer Murders, or Ace Ventura Pet Detective, or Mrs. 
Doubtfire, or any of the countless trans panic villains I’d been brought up on, this 
was magic. Eve was my first sympathetic trans character, and my first step away 
from thinking of myself as a monster, a freakish villain with an unspeakable secret.

It should probably go without saying, but representation is important. Narrative is 
important. To misappropriate some Sartre, “existence precedes essence”, what we 
are is not inherent or necessary, it is constructed through our actions, our unders-
tanding, our relationship with the world around us. The Passion of the New Eve was 
not just formative for me because Eve was relatable or recognisable, but becau-
se the story gave me a structure for understanding my own story. One that was 
denied to me in so many other places. Sci-fi is important because in constructing 
futures, we construct possible selves.
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“This is the story of how “This is the story of how 
Evelyn learns to be a woman...“Evelyn learns to be a woman...“

On my wrist I have a tattoo. It’s a tattoo of the Venus symbol -             - with a set of 
bared teeth inside of the circle. When I came out as trans, however, many years ago 
that is now, this was my originating act, etching the ancient symbol of the feminine 
indelibly into my skin, a kind of “fuck you” to anybody who thought that this was a 
fad, a phase, or the side-effect of some mental fissure. I had been thinking about 
this symbol for a long time. 
It comes from an Angela Carter novel. One I found for two dollars at the Salvation 
Army when I was 18 and living out of home for the first time. The Passion of New 
Eve. It’s a strange, dense, allegorical book. A surreal genderfuck odyssey through a 
future America torn apart by race war and gendered violence. At the time I would 
have told you I picked it up because I loved sci-fi, or because I’d enjoyed The Bloody 
Chamber, or because, well, you just have to pick up a Virago Modern Classic going 
that cheap(!). The real reason I bought The Passion of New Eve was the blurb:



A popular trope in feminist sci-fi is the all-female future. A plague has 
wiped out all those guilty of possessing the wrong chromosomes. Wo-
men’s advanced genetic engineering has allowed them to reproduce 
asexually. The world is transformed into a new Eden. But wait, where 
have these men come from, and why are they ruining peaceful non-
competitive society? From 1915’s utopian herland, to James Tiptree Jr.’s 
black and sardonic houston, houston, Do You Read?, the all-female futu-
re is a tool for redefining femininity and satirising the values of the pa-
triarchy. In its simplistic biological essentialism it also erases trans iden-
tities1. In Tiptree’s story the lack of “men” in the future they have found 
themselves in is revealed when the people they have seen as men are 
revealed to be “really” women, “goddam little bull dyke[s]” medically al-
tered to appear more masculine and fill masculine roles. The outsiders’ 
understanding is confirmed by our future natives’ statement, “no men”. 
Hundreds of years in the future, following unimaginable changes to hu-
manity’s lifecycle and modes of cultural expression, we cannot escape 
a 19th Century Western colonial attitude to gender. For these writers 
it is literally unimaginable to move beyond the dogmatic centrality of 
the sex/gender binary. Whatever changes to human biology, physiolo-
gy, culture, technology, male and female are the immutable reality. The 
unmeasurable breadth of gendered experience is erased, not only from 
the present, but from any future possibility. 

In Joanna Russ’s the female man, the all-female future contains 
a parallel: Manland2. This all male society, takes a portion of its 
population and forces them to be medically transformed into 
women. These are the ‘changed’, and the ‘half-changed’, and 
the section of the book they appear in is jarring regurgitation 
of transphobic stereotypes. They speak in ‘strained contral-
to’, they dress in pink chiffon gowns with long gloves, 
feather boas, and high heels, they are raped, abused, 
and still looked down upon by Russ’s narrator as a 
gross parody of femininity. If you’ve ever witnessed 
an argument with a transphobe, you’ve probably he-
ard it put to them that trans identities have existed 
across all of human history and across every culture. 
But to the bigot, the relative contingency or ‘natural-
ness’ of trans identities are irrelevant. Trans people might 
exist countless aeons into the future, for the bigot they will still 
be disgusting, absurd, freakish, and beneath contempt.

I don’t want to tell you not to read The Female Man, or any of James 
Tiptree Jr.’s short stories. They’re beautiful, funny, engaging, strange, 
and marvellous pieces of writing. Rather, we should take a lesson from 
these visions of the future. Find their borders, their limits, and push be-
yond them. Create futures where genders are as beautiful, abundant, 
and ever-changing as the leaves on a tree. Perhaps by imagining these 
futures, we can help the next generation to become them.
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Hi Virginia!

What have you been up to over the last few weeks? Is it different to what 
you‘re normally working on?

I‘ve been finding it incredibly hard to concentrate on making images lately. 
I usually prefer to shoot on location in Berlin, hunting the urban wilderness 
for new worlds to develop, feeling a sense of progress as I traverse bet-
ween these spaces. Being trapped inside has been a very stunting expe-
rience for me and I‘ve been forced to find alternative ways to immerse 
myself in different worlds.

Instagram has been a great tool for this. I love being able to scroll between 
spaces, cities, vibes — specifically curated presentations of artist‘s minds. 
But, the worlds I stumble across are so often created by men! And this is 
so frustrating for me because I want to explore new perspectives, not be 
limited to my own gaze and I suspect this is a problem for many people. 
Of course, this is partially a fault of my own, but I also think it‘s a fault of 
algorithms and publishers/people of influence who are still constantly re-
commending male artists.

This is why I‘m so excited by your project Women In Photography NZ & AU. 
I feel like it‘s a necessity to share female photographic voices, particularly 
from countries in which the talent pool is so powerful and so under shared 
in the media. 

I would love to know how this project came about and what you‘re hoping 
to achieve with it?

Warmest,

J

To: Virginia Woods-Jack   From: Joel Ivan Thomas

E-MAIL X-CHANGE E-MAIL X-CHANGE 
Virginia Woods-JackVirginia Woods-Jack

Virginia Woods-Jack (@virgniniawoodsjack) is a British artist based in Wellington, New Zealand. She’s 
also the curator of Women in Photography NZ & AU (@womeninphotography_nz_au) a collaborative 
project which highlights the work of women and non-binary photographers from these two count-
ries. This exchange is hopefully the start of an ongoing coallaboration with this project and E-MAIL 
MAGAZINE.



Hi Joel,

So nice of you to get in touch and share something of your experience of this current situation 
we are all find ourselves in. I have found some of the terms used to describe this period - like 
lock down, isolation etc can cause a very different response as opposed to others like hiber-
nation, incubation or cocooning, I find the latter offer the opportunity for rest, reflection and 
regeneration. I remember feeling in the early days of the lockdown, back in March, that I should 
be feeling inspired and that there was some kind of requirement to be creating a body of work 
in response to Covid but I just haven’t felt inspired to create new work - and I am good with 
that, well I am now, we all have to find our own way through this and be ok with the journey - I 
think this could be said for the creative life full stop don’t you? I wonder if we creatives are 
slightly better placed to deal with this situation as we are always having to think on our feet, be 
versatile and flexible and responsive aren’t we? 

Like many of us I have a variable relationship with social media but during this time it has been 
invaluable and Instagram is my go to. It has been great to see it being used to forge new con-
nections, new threads and new levels of sharing on every level. Big art institutions and organi-
sations are opening their doors and allowing the world in in ways we have never seen before 
and the creative offerings from all over the world are incredible - location and accessibility are 
no longer hurdles and I truly hope this continues into the new ways of the world, this breaking 
down of barriers so everyone can join in which brings me to your question about Women in 
Photography NZ & AU and how it came about. 

Initially it came about as a response to a reoccurring question on a local level as an artist who 
transplanted herself from London to Wellington 15 years ago. What happened to all the young 
artists after they graduated from their studies? All this amazing work that I was seeing when 
I would give guest lectures was just seemed to disappear into the ether coupled with a strong 
desire to see new work by new artists in the gallery scene, which is very small here in NZ. I am 
happy to say that some of this has been addressed by a few amazing artist lead galleries that 
have popped up in recent years. However, there was no denying the fact that women, female 
identifying and non binary artists were and are under represented, this in on a global scale, 
and I wanted to find a way to address this, in a small way, locally using the global platform of 
Instagram, championing the work of others is, in my view, hugely important as an artist and as 
a human. Is that partly what inspires you with E-Mail Magazine?

On a more personal level I wanted to start a platform where I could meet and discover new 
artists and be inspired by the journeys they were on, create new relationships, collaborations 
etc. My own work has threads of stillness and quietude running through it and it is created from 
that space so creating a community for that work and the work of others to reside in felt very 
natural to me. My desire was to create a space that filled the gaps that I felt were missing 
from my own experience and just hoped that  it would resonate with others - a curious space 
where artists can share their work and both myself and the community can ask questions and 
every artists regardless of where they are in their career has the same opportunity to share. 
Hence Women in Photography NZ & AU a curated platform on Instagram was born, since its 
inception two other artists Caroline McQuarrie and Christine McFetridge have come on board, 
for the future plans it was important to have a network within WIP to work with and they are 
a great support.

I would love to know how you found us and if you know if any great NZ or AU artists in Berlin who 
we should know about that I could talk with?

Warmest in return,

Virginia

To:  Joel Ivan Thomas  From: Virginia Woods-Jack



I like the idea of incubating or hibernating. Perhaps the fact that the world is still moving suggests 
there‘s no trouble with this mindset and we don‘t have to be constantly moving validate our exis-
tence. I guess this goes for people and countries. But, it is still worth noting that I wouldn‘t be able 
to survive this period without the support of the Berlin regional Government, and I know that a lot 
of people are not in situations where they have this, so I can imagine what they are experiencing 
feels far from these words of rest.

I find it interesting how you talk about big art institutions opening their doors, which of course is a 
wonderful thing. It kind of feels like the shift to online presentations of art has resulted in more of 
a democratization of the art world, especially during lockdown when the institutions don‘t really 
have much authority over smaller galleries or independent curators. But I guess it means that 
those who have influence now hold the power more than ever, and I really hope this is used for 
good. It‘s really exciting for me to see curators using this as an opportunity to give exposure to 
those who may not have had opportunities otherwise, as you are doing with this project. Have you 
found any other projects doing something similar?

It‘s so terrible to see talented artists disappear after graduation and I‘m super glad to hear that 
artists run spaces are working to fix this. This is, unfortunately, one of the reasons why I left Auck-
land for Europe. I felt like there was so much talent that wasn‘t able to sustain itself to the level 
where it deserved to be, partially because of a lack of institutional support, but mostly because 
the cost of living made it so difficult for me and my friends to focus on making what we wanted 
to make. Saying this, I am extremely grateful for New Zealand patrons like The Spinoff and VICE 
NZ for allowing me to do my own thing and grow under their wings. I hope people will realise du-
ring this lockdown, that without artists they literally wouldn‘t have any of the entertainment that‘s 
been keeping them sane. What do you think people can do to support artists, particularly women 
in photography, after the lockdown is over? Do you think this is an opportunity to mobilize some 
sort of culture change?

Naturally, sharing the work of others is partially what inspired this magazine project. It has been so 
exciting and surprising how engaged and open people have been with it. But it‘s also sort of an ex-
cuse for me to reach out and learn from the ideas of others and to share what I‘ve learned. Prior 
to the lockdown, my main inspiration and contact with artists came from collaborations, conver-
sations in bars and over dinners, looking through magazines and asking ourselves „what could be 
better?“ I wanted to find a way to sustain this from the safety of our homes. I suppose this is 
quite similar to what you said about using the project as an opportunity to meet new people and 
engage with their work. I love how you said you want to use your platform to start conversations 
as well. What are some interesting ones you‘ve had?

I found the project through my friend and fellow E-MAIL MAGAZINE contributor Hazel Gibson who 
produces films and takes photos herself. She‘s currently in New Zealand, but is primarily based 
in London — we met through Instagram when she lived in Berlin. I‘m afraid I don‘t know many NZ 
or AU photographers living here, mostly musicians (hopefully a reader can get us in touch with 
some).

Who are some of the artists that worked with on this project that you‘re especially excited about?

Bests,

J

To: Virginia Woods-Jack   From: Joel Ivan Thomas



I totally agree with being grateful for the positions we hold as there are many both in our community and 
overseas for whom this lockdown will have been anything other than restful - social services and charita-
ble organisations and food banks have been stretched without a shadow of a doubt and the government 
have had to step in to an unprecedented level. I am fully in support of this as we aren’t a healthy society 
if all of us aren’t thriving.

What I have noticed is how many artists are starting initiatives, not waiting to be lifted out of the crowd by 
a gallery a curator etc, rather making things happen for themselves - galleries are currently - in the bricks 
and mortar scheme of things - of little importance and that has meant that they have had to mobilise in 
a very different way in order to maintain an audience. I have seen some great free or affordable open 
calls and opportunities for collaboration. I took part in a workshop with 15 other artists from all over the 
world which was organised by Natasha Caruana - a British artist and educator - she has been running 
“The Interval” on her instagram platform @workshowgrow where she has been running all sorts of talks, 
creative practice ideas etc. We now converse as a group and share ideas, run an online crit group and 
share resources - it’s awesome. @rakecollective have a great open call that they are running at the mo-
ment which closes on the 15th May I think. Its free and is bringing together artist, scientists, writers etc. 
The entry requirements are very accessible and it’s an exciting prospect. 

I think it is fabulous how welcoming Germany is to the arts, I know many young artists who have made 
the move to Berlin, one of our take over artists Alice Connew is also based in Berlin, she is the co founder 
of Gloria Books also. There is no denying that NZ is an expensive country to live in and that making your 
way as an artist is hard and we all aspire for this to not be the case for ever - being versatile, adaptable 
and happy to live on a small budget at times is all part and parcel of the journey. It has been great to see 
the #artistsupportpledge on Instagram started by Matthew Burrows, artists sell prints of their work for 
up to $200 and then when they have sold $1,000 worth they pledge to buy work from another artist, it’s 
initiatives like this that benefit us all. It goes back to what we were discussing earlier of championing the 
work of others, being a true advocate for the arts and helping us all to thrive. It’s these sorts of ideas that 
I hope carry through, making our own opportunities and the support coming from us as the artists as well 
as the community at large, would also be amazing to see broader and more accessible funding for the 
arts in NZ. I hope that there is a culture change, a change in humanity and how we see one another and 
what is truly important - and the huge part that the arts play in how we interpret the world.

It’s good to hear that you have had a good response, we do learn a lot and develop as artists in our own 
right through the conversations and collaborations we take part in along the way. Some of the most 
interesting conversations have revealed how similar we all are in our hopes, our concerns and our inse-
curities. Like you say, I am grateful for how open people are to share their journeys but then how those 
journeys are externalised in our art practices is so beautifully varied. There have been some fascinating 
approaches to photography and what it actually means and how we interact with it as a medium. Holly 
Best’s take over was great in this regard, she showed a series of images that were all ‘failures’ but each 
image had a text that preceded the image telling the story of why it was deemed a failure, it added an-
other level of interest to the work - she is an amazing writer and visual artist - you should check out her 
work for sure. I don’t know Hazel’s work , please thank her for the introduction!  As for which of the artist 
I find exciting I think what I find exciting is when people come to us who I didn’t know of before and want 
to share their work as it means that the community is constantly growing and that all those people value 
what we are doing. Some personal favourites have been Katie Breckon, Cecilia Sordi Campos, Tehlor Lina 
and Edith Amitanui who I am sure you will enjoy discovering if you don’t know of them already.

I am off to enjoy the last of the sun - walking down to the shore line and back home up through the hills 
is a daily ritual I try not forfeit.

Warmest

Virginia

To:  Joel Ivan Thomas  From: Virginia Woods-Jack
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Joel Ivan Thomas talks to 3D artist Harriet Davey.

Instagram has been a main form of communication and consumption for young people, 
even before the lockdown forced us to interact primarily through digital means. No longer 
do film stars and celebrities dominate the media we consume — now, tools like face filters 
allow us to distort reality and create alternative lives with ourselves as the stars.

But it’s important to note that new technology is inseparable from the social conditions that 
formed it. For instance, the ability to digitally distort our appearance will always be fed by 
beauty standards, and can often create unrealistic expectations on how we think we should 
look. If you venture further into the way people are represented by technology, into the 
world of character design, video games, science fiction, fantasy, and 3D models, the social 
condition fueling this is largely the fantasies and gaze of men.

I think there’s a lot to be learned about society’s mindset if we look at the way people are 
being virtually presented, so I approached 3D artist Harriet Davey (@harriet.blend) to find 
out more about what motivates her designs. Davey is a member of the group DIGI-GXL a 
“global community - womxn, intersex, trans & non-binary people - specialising in 3D/ani-
mation.” Among other work, Harriet creates face filters and designs 3D environments and 
characters that primarily orbit the genres of science fiction and fantasy. 

Science fiction is a wonderful way for us to question the way we live by presenting alter-
native futures, but Harriet believes the way we use the genre is outdated. “I feel like most 
of the ideas that people are still using in science fiction come from the ’50s and the ‘60s,” 
Davey says. “I want to see sci-fi ways that wealth is redistributed and everyone has access 
to water. It’s like, I don’t see people solving these problems with the kind of stories they tell.”

“I’ve always loved fantasy and sci-fi for the escapism. I play quite a lot of video games. I re-
ally love being able to situate myself in new worlds and meet characters who I wouldn’t be 
able to interact with in real life. I guess it’s just this world-building, escapist mentality that I 
love. The real world’s kind of boring so let’s build a better one.”

Building a better, more diverse world is engrained in the foundation of Davey’s sci-fi charac-
ters. They have distinctly human features, but their designs also question the forms being 
presented to us both within the genre, and with 3D models as a whole — they’re driven by a 
diversity that Davey feels is lacking in the world of character design.
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She tells me about a program called DAZ 3D with which people create and sell virtual humans on a market 
place. “All the women are really sexualized and any character who is not white is sort of fetishized. I can 
tell, as a woman looking at that, that the developers will mainly be white men.”

Harriet also experiments with face filters as an art form, gaining thousands of followers on Instagram 
from her designs. She recently received a pair of Snapchat glasses in the mail for which she was asked to 
develop filters for.

There’s a lot of discussion in the media about the morality of face filters, but it’s her belief that there’s 
foundationally nothing wrong with wanting to change your appearance: “You can create such illusions with 
makeup and clothing and styling — taking it digitally is just another tool to manipulate identity and oursel-
ves,” she tells me.

But she does think this can be taken too far and is in favour of Instagram’s move to moderate filters that 
replicate plastic surgery. There’s a limit, though, and Davey believes that Facebook (Instagram’s parent 
company) shouldn’t have the sole power to police how people present their bodies. “It opens up like: should 
art be censored? Should face filters be censored? I do think there is some sort of censoring that’s needed 
to protect young people.”

“I think that Facebook needs to have a more open conversation with us as a community;  experts and 
psychologists and artists all at the same time. I don’t know where the line is but I think the line should be 
drawn by a group of people, and not necessarily imposed from above.”

The problems that DIGI-GXL members like Harriet Davey are fighting are largely systemic and are going to 
take time to tackle. But Harriet offers these are immediate actions we can take as artists and as consu-
mers of art to support them in their fight, and to represent women better in our own art.

“The most important thing men can do is allow womxn to take up the space they deserve to. To listen to 
more womxn, and really listen - learning from what they have to say and do, especially those doing the 
same job as you.”

As someone who works in portrait photography with female-majority clients I think it’s so important to 
have a better understanding of how I present women, to constantly ask questions and learn about whet-
her this is actually how they want to be presented.

Another simple action that can be taken right now is to try and flip your social-media algorithms around. 
Instagram can often suggest you follow artists who are mostly men. Harriet had this problem herself, prior 
to joining DIGI-GXL. “I was stuck in this bubble of design bros and dudes,” she says. “Follow more womxn, 
follow more people of colour, follow more queer people. It‘s difficult to get out of the bubble, but so worth 
it.” 

We are in an age where technology exists to present ourselves and others in almost any way we want 
—  even if it means we’re an elvish character floating through space. But it’s important to question where 
this technology is coming from and what social conditioning is driving our use of it. If we’re all now the stars 
of our own movies, then we need to constantly assess what other movie stars we’re listening to and how 
they will influence our own narratives.

Harriet Davey
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