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Irish artist John Gerrard’s newly commissioned 
simulation responds to Luigi Galvani’s 18th-century 
experiments that studied the effects of electricity  
on the amputated legs of dead frogs.

Henry Wellcome collected Galvani’s laboratory 
equipment from those pioneering tests, alongside 
a first edition of De viribus electricitatis in motu 
musculari commentarius (Commentary on the effects 
of electricity on the motion of muscles), in which 
Galvani published his findings.

In response to this, Gerrard has developed a work 
in which the absent frog takes centre stage. The 
experiment it represents, however, is one that 
occurred more than 200 years after Galvani’s work, 
during the second mission of the space shuttle 
Endeavour in 1992. This experiment established that 
vertebrates, in the form of the African clawed frog 
(Xenopus laevis), could reproduce in zero gravity – 
perhaps in anticipation of a future in which sustaining 
life beyond Earth becomes critical to human survival.
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Live simulation, dimensions variable



Courtesy of the artist and Hypnotic Pictures

The Museum of Science and Industry in Manchester is 
home to the Electricity Council archive, which includes 
130 technical, educational and commercial films from the 
mid-20th century. These films were originally made to 
educate and prepare the consumer public for the ubiquitous 
presence of electricity in their households and daily lives.

In a newly commissioned film, American artist and film 
maker Bill Morrison has mined this material to create a 
visual journey that explores the production and distribution 
of electricity and its profound impact on our daily lives. In 
this animated world Morrison shows how electricity, when 
abstractly represented as elemental units moving through 
space, can mirror a broader reading of our natural state as 
intrinsically electric beings.

Working with an original score created by his frequent 
collaborator, the guitarist and composer Bill Frisell, 
Morrison has recontextualised familiar graphic themes  
as a reflection on who we are as energy-dependent  
beings with interconnected lives across the planet.

Electricity 

Bill Morrison 
2017 
16 mm film transferred to HD (30 mins)

Electricity was commissioned by the Museum of Science and 
Industry in Manchester and supported by Wellcome Collection 
as part of the exhibition Electricity: The spark of life



Courtesy of the artist

This newly commissioned artwork by French artist 
Camille Henrot takes the form of a zoetrope – from 
the Greek meaning ‘life-turning’. It is inspired by 
characteristics ascribed to the first month of the year 
and by the holdings of Teylers Museum in Haarlem, 
which has a rich collection of objects relating to early 
experiments with and applications of electricity.

The work comprises a series of animated characters, 
including a frog and a cardinal butterfly, hand-crafted 
from electricity bills. These characters fold and unfold 
as the mechanism rotates, recalling early experiments 
in bioelectricity, while a succession of life-sized hands 
each spark a lighter to ignite a bill.

The lighter and its flame reference the discovery 
of electricity and some of the first electrostatic 
generators, while the burning bills allude to a state  
of exhaustion arising from a never-ending excess  
of spending and consumption.

January 2017 Horoscope 
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2017 
Mixed media, 227 x 200 cm diameter

January 2017 Horoscope was commissioned by Teylers Museum 
in Haarlem, Netherlands and supported by Wellcome Collection 
as part of the exhibition Electricity: The spark of life


