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Chapter One:
Tommy who?

3



Thomas Frederick Cooper was a Welsh magician and comedian from 
the 1940s to the 1980s and is regarded as one of  Britain’s best loved 

entertainers.  His performances were comprised of  comedy and magic 
tricks- tricks that would more often than not go wrong.  

Despite giving off the impression of  perpetual bewilderment, Cooper 
was more than capable of  performing all the tricks successfully, and was 

even a member of  the prestigious Magic Circle.  He walked, in his size 13 
shoes, a thin line between performing a trick intentionally incorrectly, and 

simultaneously, not revealing to the audience how the trick was done.

Cooper never wrote a joke.  He would source material from across the 
United States (attending shows, watching television in his hotel room and 
listen to radio shows), taking material that he deemed suitable for his act.  
He later (reluctantly, as Cooper was an incredibly frugal man) subscribed 

to an enormous catalogue of  joke books which would act be the foundation 
for alot of  his stand-up.  

In a pre-internet age, it would be an onerous task trying to find someone 
using ones material.  Cooper rarely, if  ever, credited performers or writers 
for any material he used.  With that said, anyone familiar with a Tommy 

Cooper routine will tell you that no matter where or who the material came 
from, or what its original state was, the end result (Tommy’s version of  the 

joke/song/trick) would have a unique spin.

On April 15th 1984, Cooper suffered a heart attack, and subsequently 
died, while performing on the variety show Live from Her Majesty’s which was 
being broadcast live to millions of  viewers across the world.  Believing it to 
be part of  his act, the audience laughed and applauded. For someone who 
gave their life to entertain, it could be considered the perfect curtain call.

Using Tommy Cooper as ‘the vessel of  exploration’, I have been able to 
interrogate the notions of  ownership, appropriation and ‘the copy’ - how 

one ‘thing’ can become another ‘thing’.

 I have worked in an artistic purgatory; deconstructing language, 
documenting artefacts and splintering decades of  footage to create new 

‘things’ through recycling film and sound - offering copies, or snippets, of  
history.

Different people will connect with these ‘things’ differently, and that’s okay.  
I am not pushing an agenda; much like a joke can hit or miss, I hope that 
the viewer/listener/person interacting with the ‘thing’, either in a physical 
space or online, can draw their own conclusion to what the fragments of  

history mean.
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Steamboat Bill, Jr (1928)

On April 15th, 1984
The London Palladium was the scene of Tommy’s show once more
It was a full house and he had the crowd eating out of his hand
Everything, as usual, seemed completely unplanned

In what seemed like a finale Tommy dropped to the floor
Causing the room to erupt in laughter and applause
Curtains closed, lights went up, there was no encore
Everybody left their seats and headed for the door
Unbeknownst to them they had witnessed Tommy Cooper’s death
He had given his all until he had nothing left
Now please note, at the moment that this entertainer died
Even with a room full of people not one tear was cried
Much less, they rose to their feet and they laughed and clapped
Now tell me one fucking thing that’s more beautiful than that...
Cos’ I’m sure I can’t think of one.  
[1]

Cooperama (1966)

Be lazy like a fox
Don’t keep reinventing the wheel.  

Take something that works, 
copy 

adapt 
give credit 

and 
share

[2]
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[Fig.1]
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This fellow knocked 
at a door and said,
‘Hello - is 
Charlie in?’

The woman replied,
‘Charlie died 
last night’

The man said,
‘He didn’t say 
anything about a 
pot of paint, 
did he?’ [3]

Have our 
notions of 

originality really 
changed so 

much?  
Are we less 

original 
than our 

predecessors, 
unable to 

summon works 
ex nihilio – 

out of nothing – 
as ‘real artists’ 

used to? [4]
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[Fig.2] [Fig.3]
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[Fig.4] [Fig.5]
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MY  TEETH  ITCH
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Have you ever died a death on stage
in front of an audience?

Jersey Interview, 1983

Oh yes, I have, oh yes.  I won’t tell you the 
name of the place, but I have died.

[Fig.6]
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[Fig.7]
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Chapter Two:
Abracadabra
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[Fig.8] 25

In popular culture, Abracadabra  is a magic word used commonly in stage 
magic tricks.  Its origin is ambiguous.  If  all sources were to be accepted 
as truths, Abracadabra is a Hebrew word of  Egyptian, Greek, Persian and 

Syrian descent.

Regardless of  origin, the common belief  is that it has the ability to protect 
and cure people of  disease when (depending on source) inscribed on an 

amulet or written on paper and suspended from the neck with thread. [Fig.8]

As ambiguous as the genesis of  Abracadabra, Tommy Cooper opted to 
mumble his way through ‘incomprehensible incantation of  dubious foreign 

extraction that might have been spelled ‘Zhhzhhzhhzhh’. [5]

There isn’t one example of  him uttering the word.

Through the decades of  footage, I have catalogued all of  Cooper’s ‘magic 
words’ as isolated audio clippings.  I experimented with dictation software 

[6-9] which documented the unintelligible language  
and spectrogram generators [Fig.10a-10d] to produce visual work informed 

by the fragments of  audio.

The final itteration of  this work is an interactive, motion-triggered audio 
installation powered through a pair of  Raspberry Pi computer monitors, 
speakers and infrared motion sensors [Fig.11 and 12], which produce one 
of  twenty-seven Tommy Cooper ‘magic words’ at random when activated.

...as if  by magic.



[Fig.9a] 27



[Fig.9b] 29



[Fig.9c] 31



[Fig.9d] 33



I don’t do what?
Do I have?  
This is all out of 
my job.  
Back to the, Don’t 
Put It Down
Like the Wind.
The halawa.

Shit. [6]

[Fig.10a]
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just music
hot dog
Mama fuck 
did you do 
to the damn 
like the why 
the whole 
Allah? [7]
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[Fig.10b]



Hello.

To hold 
up 
forever to 
wow war.

The.[8]
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[Fig.10c]



Ah hello to
George world
Hartley law was
to hold on to 
why how
to hold my 
Jehovah 
Jehovah right 
to the hole 
Allah Hawa [9]
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[Fig.10d]



43
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[Fig.11] [Fig.12]
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Sleight of Hand
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Sleight of  Hand is a video collage comprised of  Tommy Cooper hand gestures, 
sourced from recordings between 1970-1980 converted to digital files.

When performed, these movements are made with varying intentions 
(misdirection, emphasis, description, clues); all of  which are lost through the 

cropping and zooming of  the clips.

These grainy snippets of  action offer a visual avenue of  fragmentation - each 
hand singularly appearing and disappearing on screen.  Language is lost, 

colloquialisms put to one side.  

Some movements are smooth
Some erratic

Some are graceful
Some are awkward.

The poor 
image is an 

illicit fifth-
generation 
bastard of 

an 
original 
image. [10]
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Every word you 
say, every gesture 
you make, every 
thought your mind 
hosts has already 
been said, made 
or thought of 
before.  Hundreds 
of thousands, 
millions, billions 
of times before; 
more times than 
you have the 
mental capacity to 
imagine. [11]

[Fig.14a] 51



[Fig.14b]

…the image 
is without 
expression.  
It doesn’t 
represent 
reality. It is a 
fragment of the 
real world. It is 
a thing just like 
any other—a 
thing like you 
and me.[12]
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There are no 
original, new 
inventions 
because even the 
smallest part of the 
product is made 
out of something 
already existing 
[…] and every art 
piece is a variation 
of a work by a 
known or unknown 
artist somewhere 
in the world. [13]

[Fig.14c] 55



[Fig.14d]
[Fig.14e] 57



[14]

The game 
is, always to 
give people 
something that 
they recognise, 
but that might 
not entirely 
make sense to 
them.
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Chapter Four:
Still Life
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Even though Cooper would appear bumbling and uncoordinated, his 
attention to detail in preparing for a performance was infallible:

His absorption in the preparations for a performance was legendary, never 
leaving a single thing to chance […] A stagehand once commented ‘Tommy’s 

no fool. He knows where every single bit of  gear is. It’s like a space-launch 
countdown.’  His son Thomas, who in later years helped his father with this 
chore, once said that Tommy knew where everything was blindfolded.[15]

Still Life sits somewhere between an archive, an assemblage and a ‘vanitas’ 
arrangement.  Recreating all the props that were on Cooper’s table in his 

final performance.

[Fig.15] 63



[...] the still life is 
a fictional system 
corresponding to a 
structure of desire, 
within which it has its 
own singular codes of 
meaning and codes of 
representation. [16]

The conventionally 
“inanimate” material 
condition of the 
objects of a still life, 
and the fact as well 
that they are fictions, 
encourage the artist to 
take infinite liberties 
in their representation 
and interpretations, 
and to invent or obey 
subtle semantic and 
formal codes in order 
to project their mute 
yet eloquently symbolic 
messages. [17]
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We live in a 
world with 

enough 
stuff in 

it. I don’t 
feel like 

contributing 
to that pile  

of crap.  [18]

‘...the issue [...] 
does not hinge 
on the quantity of 
objects, but on a 
mysterious quality 
of displacement.  
Displacement is not 
synonymous with 
decontextualization, 
for in this instance 
both objects are 
more or less 
decontextualized, 
transplanted 
from one realm 
of experience to 
another.’ [19]
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Props for play
Props for dropping
Props for comfort
Props for success
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