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Extreme Exposures: The Practice  

and Narratives of Channel Swimming  

as a Methodology for the Creation  

of Contemporary Art

Lisa Stansbie

Introduction

This chapter discusses the theoretical framework and methodology behind 
my a recent creation (2012) of a body of artwork based on Channel swim-
ming,  the result of a three-month research sabbatical. The work investigates 
the narratives, processes, rituals and apparatus of the sport of open-water 
swimming with a focus on the ‘cult’ of Channel swimming: in particular 
the necessity for learned behaviours, the collective interaction among swim-
mers, and the identity of the Channel swimmer. 
 The work combines object-based sculpture, photography, drawing and 

direct involvement. Documentary processes and re-enactment are engaged 
in, with myself as subject of the study in the video series Acclimatisation 
(2012) which documents the body’s physical response to cold-water immer-
sion and the method of acclimatising (habituation) over a set period of time, 
a process that is core to Channel swimming training. This piece in particu-

athletes. Links between practices of endurance art and acclimatisation are 
described.
 Other pieces within the work are part of a series of sculptural photographs 

mers use to take nourishment during a swim. The  ‘feed’ and how it is admin-
istered is part of the learned channel-swimmer behaviour; the feeding 
construction becomes an essential object within the performance of the swim. 
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The constructed sculptures that reference those mechanisms become semi-
abstract, retaining traces of their function, but are distanced and transposed 

editing. The photo series Channel Swimwear Rules (2012) consists of self-
portraits of myself as the swimmer wearing all the equipment disallowed 

authentic body and the use of technology to enhance performance. 

The sport of Channel swimming

For the relationship between art and sport that is proposed within this 
research to be discussed, it is necessary to describe what is involved in 

1 The Channel is seen as a particularly 
-

tors. It is very unpredictable with continuously changing tides and currents. 
It is also one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world with around 600 
ships moving along or crossing it each day, so safe navigation between and 
around these vessels is key to the swim. The temperature of the water in 

-

the accompanying pilot and his boat, two central elements of the swim, as 
it is the pilot’s skill in navigation that will mean a swimmer hits tides at the 
right time … and does not hit ships! The cost also covers relevant insurances 

the two organisations that oversee channel swimming, The Channel Swim-
ming and Piloting Federation or Channel Swimming Association. A swim-
mer cannot swim the channel legally without sanction of one of  these two 

 Swims are usually booked with the accompanying pilot and relevant 

to train. Not just anyone can swim the channel: solo swimmers must qualify 
for the attempt and present evidence of their preparation by swimming for 6 
hours in water 16c or below, and relay swimmers by swimming for 2 hours 
in the same temperature.
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Image 1 The King of The Channel (2012) Yellow Neon Glass Sculpture

 Developing into a channel swimmer is a matter of training the body, 
learning the behaviour, rituals, language and becoming part of the channel 

in the training at Dover harbour beach, where Channel swimmers have the 

at this location. A group of volunteers run training every weekend, giving 
advice on timings/planning, feeding and the swim itself. At this training 
there is a strong sense of a channel swimming community. Here feats of 
swimming endurance are undertaken, personal limits pushed, camaraderie 
developed and successful swimmers congratulated. The training is overseen 
by The Channel General, Freda Streeter, who has trained channel swimmers 
for over 20 years. She is the mother of Alison Streeter, known as ‘Queen of 

art work in Image 1).
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Le Saut (Paris Plunge) in 
which the Seine plays stage to swimmers attempting to swim against its cur-
rent. Of that project’s bringing together of diverse individuals from a variety 
of backgrounds and nationalities to swim, she says:

… one is immediately reminded of the earnest aesthetics of sport: the 
multiplication of perspectives and the embrace of contingency, collab-

can be very little), these aesthetics at least could succeed in occupying 
space in Paris, imprinting themselves on the city. Which is, of course, 

society (particularly as swimming in the Seine is banned). This embrace of 

interstice as art practice. The ‘communal’ is also central to the seemingly lonely 
sport of channel swimming via the training grounds and forums that consti-
tute the channel-swimming community and connect it both materially and 
virtually worldwide. 2

traditional aesthetics of the athlete’s body as an instrument of athletic prowess 
and perfection. A successful channel swimmer from Dover harbour training 
beach commented to me during a training weekend that “In channel swim-

just the continued long duration of the swimming itself; alongside this, cold-
-

mers need to put weight on so they have more insulation against the cold. 

in channel swimming, female swimmers were viewed as possessing sporting 
advantages: 

Throsby draws distinctions between types of fat and terms this gaining of 
weight for channel swims a form of “heroic fatness”, a fatness that can be lost 
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-
ness’ is a controllable body adaption that is ‘necessary but undesirable’ and 
perceived as morally different to ‘normal’ fatness.  A technological form of 
body adaption is discussed later in this chapter with reference to the artwork 
Channel Swimwear Rules.

Contemporary art and sport

-
ming involves a bridging of the two disciplines of art and sport but also 
requires some delineation between the sportsperson and artist (and 
researcher). Therefore multi-disciplinary methods using theoretical frame-
works from philosophy, sociology, sports science and art are used in a trans-
disciplinary way throughout this paper. 
 The project seeks to both illuminate and eliminate  the boundaries 
between the disciplines of sport and art, so that the resulting gallery-based 

-
ated for the acts of swimming endurance themselves (such as the channel 
swim and its training) being considered art works. The endurance features 
of the act of a channel swim indeed share many similarities with endurance 

. The training 
and mental preparation required for physically demanding symbolic feats 
are also comparable.
 Proposing the act of the swim as performance art in itself is consistent 
with The Blurring of Art and Life 
he questions the nature of art and its reception. In his editor’s introduction 

Dewey’s writing on Art as Experience by stating “…art is not separate from 

4 is 

the belief that for a Happening to maintain its originality it should be a one-
off, with no publicity, and staged in a multitude of non-gallery environments 
that integrated the landscape within the performance. The audience was also 
reduced, usually including only a handful of people and ‘accidental’ partici-
pants who happened to be in the location at the time. 

intention of the channel swimmer is not to ‘make art’, but the artist who 
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swims the channel as performance is starting from a different perspective. 
The ‘happening’ of the channel swim takes place in an unpredictable 

events unfolding. There is also a lack of an apparent audience aside from the 

crew member has a pre-stated (by the swimmer) set of tasks to undertake 

observing the number of swimming strokes per hour . 
 The relationship between artist and sportsperson is one that continues to be 
full of tension and ambuguity. For the most part artists who create work around 

sport from an objective viewpoint of observation and documentation. With 

*Image 2 Sandettie Lightship (2012)  

Photograph of sculpture utilising appropriated objects and  

referencing a weather station positioned in the English Channel  

that swimmers use to predict the weather for a swim
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to identify the ending and beginning of the two areas of sport and art in 
(myself as) the author. So a hybrid approach is taken in which my position 
slips between artist-observer, artist as subject and creative sportswoman.  
An analogy could be used that draws on recent notions around creative 
research, which are termed ‘practice-based’ and ‘practice-led’. The methodology 
used in this body of work is sport ‘in’ art rather than ‘through’ it. 
 As a sporting subject I am somewhat tenuously placed in the Chan-
nel swimming community, having trained for and swum a channel relay 

However,not having swum the channel solo, my position is one of slippage 
— remaining accepted, but without the necessary “solo” honour, sometimes 
referred to after a successful solo as being ‘welcomed to the club’.
 In a similar position of hybridity, albeit with a more deliberate distanc-
ing, author and illustrator Leanne Shapton draws on her own swimming 

considering her book Swimming Studies (2012) that “nostalgia” in Greek 
literally means “the wounds of returning”. Shapton’s book is based on her 

swimming and her fondness for drawing. It contains intimate recollections 

demonstrates that the artist and athlete are not incompatible opposites.In 
Shapton’s case,  she likens the repetitive habitual nature of swimming to the 
mental endurance needed within her creative life for the processes of draw-

could be seen to connect sport and the practice of making art. That is, the 
notion of a practice that is practised. 

shell sitting in a few feet of clear, still water. There it is, in sharp 
focus, but once I reach for it, breaking the surface, the ripples refract 

some larger and I blindly feel for what I saw perfectly before trying 
to grasp it. (Shapton, 2012: p. 1)

Training 

-
nel swimming (unlike the more generalised sport of open water swimming) 

the body’s ability to deal with cold water. Such training is undertaken in the 
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sea, rivers, lakes and particular outdoor unheated lido’s such as the Tooting 
Image 3). This is commonly known as ‘acclimatisation’ and 

‘habituation’. This process differs from other forms of outdoor swimming, 
as within the sport of channel swimming the swimmer is not permitted to 
wear a wetsuit, which would aid heat retention.
 Habituation is a learning process in which the body learns to adapt to 
the shock of getting into cold water. Acclimatisation, however, is the process 
whereby the body gets used to being in and staying in cold water for gradu-
ally longer periods of time. In order to undertake both, the body is forced to 

-
tion as: 

… the most common form of cold adaptation and develops in 

not substantial. When being habituated to cold, thermal cold sensa-
tions are less intense and shivering and the vasoconstrictor response 
is blunted. 

-
cant part in the body’s reaction to it: ”At the same time stress responses are 
reduced, meaning a lesser rise in blood pressure and reduced release of stress 

 

Image 3  Training Ground: Tooting Bec Lido (Film Still) 2012
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by those outside the sport. This aspect of training pushes the body to its phys-
ical limits, and minor hypothermia is an accepted occurrence while under-
taking such training. Within channel training, swimmers are taught (mostly 
by each other and more formally during structured training) to understand 
signs of hypothermia and processes to reduce the symptoms. Hughes and 
Coakley (1991) discuss in their “Positive Deviance” essay the notion that such 

-
nity pressure results in overconformity and the collective encouragement to 
push limits. They observe that positive deviance within sport can be caused 

value system framed by what we refer to as the sport ethic” (Hughes and 

 In channel swimming certain aspects of training can be conceptually 
-

ing long periods of swimming and time spent in cold water, take place in 
group situations. Often the group training (including the Dover beach weekly 

-
side the community as deviant behaviour. 
 When viewed outside the channel-swimming community (and wider 
open-water swimming sport), my video Acclimatisation (2012)6 document-
ing the after effects  of attempting to acclimatise to cold water swimming 
over a period of weeks (known as after-drop, the continued fall of the body 
temperature during the re-warming process) is viewed as deviant and has 
been questioned due to the apparent severity of my condition in the video. 
When displayed within the open-water and channel-swimming community, 
the body state is immediately recognised and viewed as comical (swimmers 
refer affectionately to this after-swim state as “having the shakes”).
 This piece, Acclimatisation

of research, and perhaps the piece that most obviously disrupts the bound-
aries between artist and swimmer. With my own body as the central subject 

-
ing devices has become ubiquitous as a documentary technique, and the 

formats and is thus transposable (differing from the traditional unique art 
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object). Its its aesthetic is recognised as of the moment. This format allows 
-

 The hand-held camera technique also allows for a lack of planned edit-

-

each clip (a hat recognised as mine in the swimming community worldwide, 
capitalising on my swimmer identity). This hat is designed to retain heat 
after the cold immersion, but its ridiculous appearance adds to the unnatural 
scenario of each video, and its recognition by viewers as an emblem moves it 
to become a totemic object.
 Within channel swimming the ethics of the sport also culminate in 
encouragement through the use of popular channel swimming sayings and 
slogans that recognise the adversity of the challenge and reinforce this devi-

Rituals 

‘Greasing up’ is a term used in the channel (and open-water ) swimming 
community to describe the process of covering the body with Vaseline or a 

fat’ and as a means of keeping warm during the swim. Photographed or 
videoed, this preparatory act of greasing can appear through the lens as a 
ritualistic laying of hands on the body (usually at night time when a chan-
nel swim begins). The stills from the Nick Adams video (see Image 4), when 

 The act of the channel swim requires the body to learn, adapt to and per-
form the associated behaviours of channel training. This includes the form of 
“feeding” as the endurance aspect requires the body to refuel in a particular 
and sequential way which, according to the channel swimming rules, must 
be achieved without touching the boat. 
 The channel swim, while underway, is measured by the participant 
swimmer in terms of feeds. Throsby (2012) describes her channel swim and 
feeding patterns in her blog: “Three feeds ago, my boat pilot had come out of 
the cabin to tell me that it was time for some hard effort now to push through 
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prior to the swim will work best for his/her body) become a measure of the 
progress of the swim. The feeds act as temporal points within the swim to 
create an overall timescape; the passing of time is measured by the body’s need 
to refuel, and the success of the early stages of the channel swim are judged on 
the basis of the swimmer’s ability to digest the feed
idea of the ‘body as a machine’ could be seen as an appropriate equivalence, 
with the body as an engine to be kept fuelled for the task at hand. 
 Swimmers select (and sometimes make) their own feeding apparatuses 
which allow them to avoid touching the boat when they stop for a feed. These 
items may also relate to the personal choices of the swimmer. For instance a 
‘basket and pole’ system is more appropriate for solid foods, while sports bot-
tles tied to rope or string allow for liquid fuel. These appropriated objects take 

Image 4 Greasing Up (Nick Adams) 

Stills from Nick Adams channel swimming video 2011  
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on a sculptural presence and become symbolic during the swim; the appear-
ance of these objects during a swim  also marks the passing of time as well as 
the only points when there is a bridging between the swimmer and boat. 
 In Standard Relay (2012) (see Image 5

of the sculpture — the constructed sculpture becomes semi-abstract, retain-
ing traces of the original function of its components, but distanced and trans-

shots which create obvious sequencing with little action, a repetitive imag-
ery in which the feeding sculpture dominates and is centralised as an iconic 
object. This is at odds with the multi-layered abstract sound that is present 

-
ology such assound-capture from an actual swim  and collaging via digital 
processes. The placement of sounds alongside the visuals therefore generates 

produces a sense of temporal points relevant to stages of the swim and sug-
gests repetitive processes.

The authentic body: Channel swimwear rules 

state, free from the technology of any enhancing equipment, evidencing the 

Image 5 Standard Relay (2012)  

Sculpture based on swimmer’s homemade feeding apparatus
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physical capabilities of the swimmer. With the rise in performance enhanc-

what a ‘legal’ channel swim can involve. These rules are used in open water 
swimming worldwide:

No swimmer in a standard attempt to swim the Channel shall be per-
mitted to use or wear any device or swimsuit that may aid his/her 
speed, buoyancy, heat retention or endurance (such as wetsuit, 

grease the body before a swim, use goggles and one hat. Nose clips 
and earplugs are permitted. Any kind of tape on the body is not per-
mitted unless approved by the observer.   
 The swimmer may wear only one swimsuit in one or two pieces 

-

from neoprene or any other material which offers similar heat reten-
tion properties. (Channel Swimming and Piloting Federation, 2012)

through technology and how processes of bodily changes and adaption have 
to be earned within sport.  Thus when “equipment” is utilised to enhance 
performance this can be viewed as technology interfering with the natural 
sporting body, and results in a tension arising between “nature” and “tech-
nology”. Within channel swimming the use of such equipment is viewed as 
‘cheating’; because of this channel swimming is distinctive from other open-
water events  that may even require participants to wear wetsuits (linked to 
the rise in triathlon).
 In the work Channel Swimwear Rules (2012) (see Image 6) two large-scale 
photographs display a swimmer wearing the banned channel swim equip-
ment. The aesthetic construction of the pieces are achieved using appropri-

-
gerated level of body-enhancement, the binary opposite of the natural body, 

outside the water environment for which the enhancements are designed). 
 Channel Swimwear Rules -
tion at The Global Open Water Swimming Conference 2012 in Los Angeles where 
it was often ‘misread’ as advertising rather than contemporary artwork. 
These readings disrupt the relationship between the disciplines of art and 
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Hitting France   

“…an ethnographic mapping of an institution or community is a 

An ethnographic approach provides the overarching framework used in the 
work, although rather than the artist presenting collected data based on the 
channel swimming community, the data is transcribed and often reframed 

Image 6 Channel Swimwear Rules (2012)  

Photographs with swimmer wearing banned Channel-swimming  

equipment
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into artworks. Here objects are not appropriated and represented. This 
approach has the potential to enable insight into the sport and inspire con-
sideration of wider notions of identity itself. 

‘elsewhere’ and acting as the ‘other’. He comments on artists who work ‘hori-

… one selects a site, enters its culture and learns its language, con-

cycle is repeated. (Foster, 1996: p. 202). 

As author of this body of research, and as a subject embedded within the site 

that of becoming involved in-depth within one site, while enabling unlim-
ited access, could problematise my position which then becomes distanced 
from ‘the other’. It could be said there is too little objective space in my rep-
resentations, by my very implication in and familiarity with the channel 
swimming culture as a sportsperson. 
 The artist therefore is in a space of intersection, involved in the sport,  
but attempting to bridge both the subjective and objective artist positions. 
This is what allows the work to be both informed by and testing of the meth-
odologies of the sport itself, giving the work a stance from which to question 
the two apparently divergent disciplines of art and sport.

Notes

1  

2  There is a worldwide channel swimming forum/chat group with 1200 members 
internationally

  Abramovic calls her preparations before performances ‘cleaning the house’: lit-
erally preparing herself mentally and physically for the performances that push 

meditation, fasting and acts of long durational concentration and silence.
4

considered art.  It can take place in any chosen situation and is overseen by an 
artist or group. Happenings are often improvised and may involve audience 
participation. 

endurance of the swimmer is to count how many strokes a minute a swimmer 
uses. A stroke is considered to be one arm turn. If the stroke rate drops, it is gen-
erally a sign the swimmer is tiring.
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6  Shortly to be available online.
  Prior to undertaking the swim, the Channel swimmer will practice feeding 

must aim not to vomit as this is detrimental to gaining the required calories 
needed for the swim. It is accepted by swimmers undertaking a Channel swim 
that they are likely to vomit a number of times during the swim. 
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