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I visited Daniel Stephen Miller in his studio a few months ago:
to catch up on various works in progress, plans, and projects
over a cup of tea. As I entered through the roller door of the
suburban garage he has converted into a relatively pristine
studio space, I spied a large-ish, metre-squared canvas on
the back wall —
Is that the watch?
No, that's the watch
— He replied Dundee style, gesturing to the opposite wall, at
an obscenely large canvas that comically dwarfed the other.
Gulp.
Dan, you're not a....
No, Dan is not a painter. But he has a habit of learning new
skills cold, the arduous process involved in producing some
of his works becoming an important, if hidden, part of their
meaning. In the parlance of 1980s aerobics: it doesn't count
if you can't feel the bum.
This particular epic work of dilettantism supports a series of
works both droll and sincere, which Miller has made about
and with his father, who recently lost his position at Bankwest (formerly R&l Bank) in Perth after 25 years service. Some
key elements include a recording of his father reading from
late-90s best selling motivational business fable Who Moved
My Cheese?, a custom-made plinth repurposed from office
furniture; an oppressively sloping suspended ceiling, and a
gigantic oil painting of that mythical corporate gift: the gold
watch. Appropriating and referencing elements of 90s workplace interiors, Miller has made a shrine to both his father's
25 years in the job, and its sudden demise — mingling elements of personal, corporate and national history to deliberately queasy effect. In this context, the labour of producing
the painting of the never-given gift is a kind of penance for
the decades of his dad's labour, from which Miller himself
has benefited.

As of writing, I am just over 32 weeks pregnant — and racing my own, biological, clock. Thinking about time, and lack
of it, I realise I don't have Miller's urge to feel the burn. And
I don't have time to bone up on horology, the aspect of this
work I really want to talk about. In another piece of lucky
symmetry, I was able to turn to my own father to collaborate
in this regard.
Chris Cosopodiotis is a collector. He has collected many things
over the years: antique weaponry, cutthroat razors, Paleolithic
stone tools, and miniature spy cameras. But the collection
that has stuck the longest, over which he has most felt the
burn, is his collection of watchmakers tools, timepieces and
watch movements. This extensive collection he has set up
in his house as though it were a real, working watchmaker's
workshop — as though the watchmaker has momentarily
stepped out to run an errand, leaving various jobs on the go
in artful dishabille. My father has a lot to say about watches,
clocks, and history. I decided to interview him for this piece.
JESSIE SCOTT To start with Dad, can you give us a brief
history of personal timepieces?
CHRIS COSOPODIOTIS Watches basically developed in the
sixteenth century. When exactly, I don't think it's been absolutely
determined, but they were certainly around by the mid-sixteenth
century. They developed in an attempt by clockmakers to make
portable timepieces, and small personal timepieces that could be
carried on your person. And the ability to do this was when they
invented the mainspring. You can't have a portable timepiece
with a pendulum, so basically in developing a compressed spring
and an escapement, they were able to make smaller, portable
timepieces that you could wear around your neck.
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JS And what to you think drove this development of these?
Because, what were they like at keeping time?
CC They were useless.
JS Huh, they were useless. So what was the main driver
for developing them?
CC Well time was still important to people, though accuracy
of time wasn't. I mean clocks originated in religious buildings,
and they didn't even have dials, they just gonged on the hours
of religious services like complines and matins and things like
that, and it wasn't until later that dials were put on. But people needed to know the time whether it was due to a cannon
shot at midday, a town crier, a church clock. People needed to
understand the relationship of time in their day, and watches
were a way of being able to do this. And certainly because they
were probably at that time a scarcity and expensive, they were
a status symbol That's probably what drove people to want to
have them.
JS

And what sort of people had them?

CC Only the very, very, very wealthy. Matter of fact, the status
of the ownership of a watch was to such a degree that some
people had two, and wore two watches.
JS

(giggling)

CC No seriously, this was in the sixteenth century and up to
about the middle of the seventeenth century — so the functional purpose of the watch was irrelevant, but by wearing two of
them you were showing that not only were you wealthy enough
to own one, but you could own two. And many paintings show
wealthy subjects standing there, holding their watch. Or the

watch has been painted obviously on the table next to where
they're sitting or standing. And that is identifying them as being
wealthy enough to own something like a watch.
I mean watches weren't so much regarded as timekeepers in
those days as they were jewellery. They weren't always made of
precious metal, but quite often they were decoratively pierced,
they were enameled, had miniature portraits in them, there was
a lot of high decoration and they were actually like jewels, and
were thought of as jewels. And when you think about it, from
the point of timekeeping they were useless. So to be able to own
something that is known to be inaccurate but highly expensive
means that you have disposable income that you can spend on
shit. Basically. You know what I mean.
That's sort of how people would've looked at it - it was a very
desirable item, but because was a scarcity, because of its value,
because of its beauty, because of its rarity.
JS

So it was a kind of gratuitous novelty, almost?

CC Very much so, yeah. So the people that owned them up
until probably the early 1600s were very very wealthy people.
And accuracy of watches didn't become an issue until they invented the hairspring. Once they invented the hairspring, which
helped regulate the escapement, watches became more accurate
and from that point on they started putting two hands on them
instead of one. As watches became more accurate, people wanted them for their accuracy, for their ability to tell the time, as
opposed to their value as a status symbol. And two hands were
put on the watches, so people now were worried not just about
the hours, but the minutes. But they were still very much a
status symbol.
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it's certainly a great picture - I'd hesitate to say photo as these things are so
processed and / or computer generated that it's nwe like a painting, with a touch
of the religious icon about it. Rut the reality strikes me as a touch bulbous.
Rolex have been steadily piling on the pounds over the years, its a sad fact of
middle age. Perhaps a private trainer would help. The Miigauss seems to wear its
weight better, and feels more masculine. The oversized bezel and large case
feels like it's there for a functional reason, rather than simply to add hulk to a
traditionally lean design.

JS And how do you think their role as a status symbol has
changed overtime, how has it shifted?
CC Well again, it's only to some people now, as opposed to most
people then. I mean, most people who were frivolous enough
to own a watch that didn't tell time would've owned it to be a
status symbol. Nowadays a lot of people own watches just purely
as a functional thing, or habit. But then there are some people
amongst those that wear them as a status symbol. So they wear a
very expensive gold Rolex, and they make sure it's on their wrist
and everyone sees it. And it becomes the measure of the man.
JS And what do people value in these things now - like in
your opinion, why would someone buy a watch like that now,
what does it represent?
CC It just represents success. If you wear something like that
you're giving off the impression that you're successful. Because
you can buy a perfectly good timepiece for a fraction of the
price, that will tell you the time accurately. Particularly now
with digital electric quartz watches - you don't have to adjust
them, you don't have to wind them, they tell perfect time, you
can buy one for under a hundred dollars. Why would you go
and buy a watch for a thousand, or ten thousand, or a hundred
thousand? Because the hundred dollar watch does exactly the
same job. Nowadays we have mobile phones which have the
time in them, we have computers which have the time in them,
we have the ability to tell the time all around us without ever
having a watch. So it's almost harking back to the original
days where there's no functional purpose for it - in those days
it w?as inaccurate, these days it's accurate but you don't need it
because there's every other facility around you to tell the time.
So what you're saying is, I don't need a watch - but I'm still
paying twenty thousand for my solid gold Rolex.

JS Hehehe. So do you think it's become again more of a
sort of gratuitous display thing?
CC Yes, well it is ~~~~ yeah. And people obviously do the same
thing with motorcars. I mean it's an expression of your status
in society, where you sit in society: I have a Rolex on my wrist,
so I'm successful, I'm a high-flyer, I'm respected in my job, I'm
earning a lot of money — these are the things that people seem
to believe are important, in the eyes of other people....
JS And that brings me to another question. YouVe got a
collection, well you did have a collection of very nice wrist
watches, that are more modern, more contemporary, as well
as the older watch movements and pocket watches and things.
Can you speculate, or relate, why watches might have been
given as retirement gifts? And why that's not necessarily
something that would happen now?
CC Now, generally speaking, going back before the First World
War, one of the most expensive things you were ever going to
own was going to be your house...and then your watch. Up to a
point watches were available to the workingman, but there was
always a distinction between a cheap dollar watch and a good
quality watch. So it was a significant purchase, a significant gift:
it indicated that the people that were giving it to you thought
highly of you. Particularly if it was a real gold watch. People respected a watch, because usually you would have it for life. It's
something you always had on you, it's something you looked
after, it's something you valued. And quite often it's something
you passed on to your children: It was maintained, conserved,
kept, respected. So when you were showing your appreciation to
somebody, or celebrating retirement, then giving a gold watch
would've been a very acceptable present Now the watch is no
longer a major investment. Giving a watch to someone in this
day and age (unless you were going to give them a gold Rolex)

doesn't have the same impact that it did back then. You know,
when you retired after a faithful forty years of service, and you
were given a solid gold watch thanking you, that would be
something you would be really proud of, because it would be
one of the most expensive things you'd ever owned. Now you
give someone a watch for forty years of service they say - "why
did they bother? I don't wear watches" and put it in a draw.
JS

No-one works anywhere for forty years anymore either.

CC Weil true, but you know I got a fifteen-year award at my
work and I was given a Waterman's pen, which is worth about
three hundred and fifty dollars, and a cash cheque, right? Well
quite frankly, I would've rathered they'd given me the extra
three hundred and fifty dollars because I don't want a three
hundred and fifty dollar p e a It's unnecessarily extravagant as
far as I'm concerned, for a pen, when I can use a Bic biro. On
top of that, it's not worth enough to make me feel that it's so
bloody wonderful that I'm going to carry it around and show it
off to everyone. So at the end of the day, it is just a pen.

LIST OF WORKS
Your Office Is Ready, 2014.
600 x 1200 mm suspended ceiling
grid, mineral fibre acoustic ceiling
tiles, fluorescent light troffers;
dimensions variable
Steve Miller Reads Who Moved
My Cheese?, 2013. Voice recording
on microcassette; 46' 25", looped.
Microcassette recorder on modified
office desk; 74 x 25 x 25 cm
Our Bank, 2014. Stamp ink on book
page, push pin, modified office
pinboard, picture framing glass;
41 x 52x2 cm. Edition 1 of 2
Gold Watch {for Steve), 2014.
Oil on canvas; 2.6 x 3 m

