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Editorial

Beyond the UK – artists’ international practices is the fourth in
the a-n Collections series that are designed to 
examine the ‘why, what and how’ of artists’ practice. 

Notions of recognising artists’ desires to operate beyond
geographical boundaries were high on the agenda in a-n’s early
days. In 1981 and 82, we published a two-part Directory of
International Opportunities1 within the magazine, with entries,
including publications, scholarships, travel awards and a
smattering of artist-led opportunities, compiled in part from
artists’ suggestions and experiences. 

When we launched the International section in a-n Magazine
in 2001, we promised: “insights into what an experience means
for an artist’s practice, the impact making new work in a
different environment has on what an artist does next and how
support of artists’ exchanges in other countries might influence
the thinking of policy-makers in the UK.” Transition from
emerging to mid-career artist requires a combination of
heightened levels of confidence within the artist and increased
opportunities and invitations to create new work within a critical
context. Involvement in projects outside the artist’s usual ‘box’,
where artistic values and cultural contexts are different, can play
a key role in shaping an artist’s future direction and work.

Selected and edited by artist and curator Chris Brown,
Beyond the UK includes selected texts republished from the 
a-n Magazine archive that address and explore such impacts. 
These are augmented by an interview with Neeta Madahar, 
who “champions the mindset of having an international practice”
that is not constrained by a home country or current situation.

But whilst many more artists nowadays can now participate 
in ‘go and see’ adventures courtesy of cheap airlines and
supported by affordable IT communications, Chris Brown’s
introduction raises the issue of what the next step could be.

And in Neeta Madahar’s words: “As soon as you make the
mental switch to see yourself as an international artist, it’s literally
as if the barriers are lifted.” So why limit yourself to the UK?

Susan Jones
Director of Programmes

1 Researched by Peter Davies (Northern Arts Association) and Susan Jones with help from Heather Waddell

(Art Guide Publications), Jennifer Williams (BAAA), Muriel Wilson (British Council) and Celia Wood

a-n readers automatically receive a-n Collections that otherwise
cost £5 each. For subscription details go to www.a-n.co.uk>
About a-n>Join in

Contents 
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Beyond the UK considers the international aspect
of artists’ practices. The writers have been
selected because of their common strategy and
approach to working overseas, not as silent
witnesses or impartial bystanders but with
willingness to engage with new experiences. They
give various accounts of how their presence has
an impact on their new surroundings and how it
alters and informs the situation they arrive into.

The benefits of, and motives for, international
working ought to be obvious but in researching
the subject and referring back to my own
experiences a number of stubborn questions kept
returning, most fundamentally: Why do we do it?
What are our motives for travelling abroad to
undertake a period of work on our practice, except
to see a bit more sun or a change of scenery?
Should an artist be expected to do anything more
in these situations than simply observe,
experience and reflect? What effect does this kind
of activity have on an artist’s practice and
outlook? Furthermore, how can we justify it? And
what measure is there that any of this ‘exchange’
is effective? Noble aims held by agencies and
organisations to promote an inter-cultural
dialogue about art are undoubtedly beneficial to
the collective human experience, but how can one
say if such a dialogue truly happened, or perhaps
more importantly that it had any effect, let alone a
lasting one? 

When taking part in exhibitions abroad, for the
short time I was in the host country I would see
little more than the inside of the gallery, a few
tourist hotspots and a couple of off-the-beaten-
track bars (I defy anyone not to admit to having
had at least one similar experience). While I’m not
disputing the value of such experiences – far from
it – I can understand why it’s easy for my non-
artist family to be suspicious when I try to
convince them that “swanning off to another
exotic country to get pissed” (their words, not
mine) is a valid part of an artist’s job.

Neeta Madahar goes some way to answering
these questions in a conversation I had with her
about her practice. She champions the mindset of
having an international practice without
restricting oneself to one’s home country or
current situation. Although she is now a highly
successful artist with an impressive list of
representing galleries across the world, Madahar
insists that her experience is within reach of
anyone who can set their sights further than the
closest goal.

An international presence of a very different
kind is sought in ‘50th Venice Biennale: Who’s
afraid’, in which Graham Parker outlines the
inception of the Manchester Pavilion at the Venice
Biennale. Parker’s insightful article reveals the
lateral and co-ordinated thinking between
members of the Manchester art scene, from which
the infamous pavilion came about. When I was
told about the pavilion on my first visit to the
biennale, it wasn’t unlike being invited into an
inner circle that I’d rather not be aware of. I was
apprehensive of accepting hospitality from such a

cheeky, yet neat, gesture that had been struck
right under the noses of the establishment.
However, it’s precisely this apprehension of
overwhelming scenarios such as the biennale for
which Parker proposes a survival strategy. 
It’s something he refers to as “a sense of agency”
which, in this instance, took shape as a bar, a
small utilitarian piece of England at the social
heart of any community, which was transported to
Venice and readily available to every artist in need
of familiar kinship in an absurd environment.

The international art fair offers a skewed
analysis of working abroad. The engagement
between producer and audience there is decidedly
nebulous because, as Alan Rogers describes in his
article, “the Biennale is perceived locally as
something made by foreigners for foreigners”. 
In that respect it’s less a specific dialogue and
more a poly-cultural ambush. Rogers’ engagement
with Venice is not as a cultural tourist, it’s as an
immigrant. In 1999 he made the decision to ‘up
sticks’ from the UK to northern Italy, a move
usually undertaken by retiring Brits, not a mid-
career artist still struggling to make ends meet.
His experience is unusual – you might say
foolhardy – in that there was no residency or
exchange programme to meet him on arrival; he
only had his prior knowledge of earlier visits to
Italy to help. He writes: “Like life after college all
over again, I had to re-enter the art market at an
emergent level, regardless of my achievements in
the UK.” Six years on, Rogers is still based in
Venice and has gained a firm footing as an artist
and curator.

One’s understanding of, and contribution to, a
culture is inevitably linked to the duration of one’s
exposure to it. This is seen in both Alan Rogers’
experience and that of Graham Taylor. In ‘Twenty
years in Lesotho’ Taylor recognises the
shortcomings of working within a given system
and sets out to change it for the better. He wanted
to improve on the quality of art tuition
undertaken by international aid projects in
southern Africa, and in doing so he inadvertently
extended what had been originally planned as a
two-year placement to a twenty-year stay. 
He writes: “We may have gone to Africa to teach
but we came back having learned.”

Moving focus again to a very different and
extreme aspect of international practice, we can
appreciate the significance of negotiation in
planning a stint of work abroad. Paul Glinkowski
details the exchange between two artists who
specialise in working in war situations and their
respective host organisations: John Keane and
Christian Aid, and Frauke Eigen and Technisches
Hilfswerk (THW). The arrangements in each case
were by no means cut-and-dried: Keane and
Christian Aid chose not to aim for a specific
outcome, but kept the agreement to simply
facilitate Keane’s access to out-of-bounds places
and people with no guarantee of what Keane
would produce in response, if anything; the same
was true for Eigen and THW. This no-strings
observational role is luxurious for artists, but

Introduction
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what does it tell us about working internationally?
For Eigen and Keane, the motive for undertaking
such work was impulsive. While few artists wish to
work abroad in such volatile circumstances, it
does demonstrate a common desire of the artist to
extend one’s horizons out of that essential
characteristic of the artist: curiosity. This is also
clear in recent applications made to the
Networking Artists’ Networks (NAN) bursaries, in
which several applicants had a common proposal
to make links with artist groups and organisations
in mainland Europe, giving some insight into the
desire to reach geographically further with one’s
practice. However, Keane and Eigen’s intended
audience are not the communities they visit; it’s
their audience back home. So the cultural dialogue
takes place chiefly with their host, who is not
native to their location and situation either. This
is significant only inasmuch as the war artist
enables us as viewers to at least bear witness to a
culture damaged through conflict, rather than
through their direct engagement with that culture.

From these few articles it’s already apparent
that an artistic inquisitiveness is chiefly
responsible for our desire as artists not to be
confined by our surrounds. Can we expect to still
be able to satisfy this curiosity in the future? The
inevitable decline of cheap and readily available
flights to take us around the world will have a
massive impact on the international scope of an
artist’s practice, one that need not necessarily be
detrimental. For his residency in the Wales
Pavilion at Venice during 2005, Bedwyr Williams
decided to travel the 1000-odd miles from
Caernarvon, North Wales to Venice by train, a
journey that took over twenty-four hours. This
denies the artist a ‘quick fix’ of going in, doing it
and getting out. Surface travel is so much more
tangible than air travel. You can’t help but get a
sense of the distance travelled by the time it takes
and watching the gradual changes in the
landscape, both of which would be exponentially
lessened by aeroplane, and this is precisely what
was behind William’s decision. Doesn’t air travel
diminish a vital element of working abroad – the
experience of getting there?

The EasyJet era is a relatively new
phenomenon, and with it the prevalence of
relatively brief international projects. In contrast
to this Joanne Lee profiles the group Flasch, four
artists from across northern Europe, who since
1998 have developed a long-term working
relationship that continues today. The article
details the logistical issues present in any pan-
continental project: “Sometimes the problem of
distance seemed acute,” Lee proffers. The forms 
of negotiation between the remote members of 
the group are an indication of the extra levels of
complexity in remote working, as is Jen Southern
and Jen Hamilton’s practice, featured in
‘Unfeasible symmetry’. The difference here is that
the distance and methods of overcoming it is
central to their practice. They examine how their
“geographical distance is linked to cultural
difference”, collaborating, in part, from either side

of the globe. Using GPS technology they connect
geographically remote areas and communities.

Advances in technology, particularly with
methods of communication, will undoubtedly
become another significant part of future working
practices, but cultural exchange can’t be
transmitted down a high-speed connection;
ultimately it relies on face-to-face meetings and
dialogues. If that can take place in an off-the-
beaten-track bar in some foreign country, from
experience I’d say you’ve probably found your way
to the heart of that culture.

Chris Brown is an artist and co-founder of the artist-
run organisation Contemporary Temporary Artspace
and its gallery base, g39. CTA and g39 work closely
with artists, curators, writers and arts organisations
to build up a strong network of support and
advocacy across Wales, and has an increasing focus
on the country’s relationship with the rest of the
world. Recent international projects include: 
‘On Leaving and Arriving’, a major project across
Cardiff using shipping containers to exhibit artists
from international ports linked with the city; ‘Anima’,
an exchange with B-312, an artist-run space in
Montréal, Québec; ‘We’re not here to give you
pleasure’, a floating artist-led group and evolving
exhibition that tours the members’ respective home
towns across Europe.
www.g39.org
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An international practice
Chris Brown interviews Neeta Madahar on a return visit to Boston, 
where she studied for three years at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts.

a-n COLLECTIONS: BEYOND THE UK

Chris Brown After reading the article published
in a-n Magazine, August 2000 about your plans to
continue your studies in the USA, I thought it
would make sense to re-visit those last five years.
A good place to start would be your practice
then…

Neeta Madahar I see myself as an interdisciplinary
artist. I started my studies at Winchester School of
Art as a painter. I also experimented with
installation, and by the final year my ideas
seemed to work in video more than any other
medium, which the painting department
supported. From that I knew I wanted to continue
on an MFA course that had the same open attitude.
I also knew I didn’t want to apply to courses just
in the UK, but also in the USA.

CB Where did the awareness come from that you
weren’t going to restrict yourself to studying in
the UK?

NM It was thinking what would have a long-term
influence on my practice. I was a mature student
and I’d already had a life before I came to
Winchester. I felt that I was making big changes in
my life and sacrificing a lot to come to art school.
I had to consider what kind of practice and
experiences I wanted as an artist. I studied in
Barcelona for three months on the Erasmus
exchange scheme, which had such a profound
impact on my practice. I thought if three months
can do that, imagine what being in another
country for a longer period of time could do.

CB Was it specifically the USA you were
considering?

NM I was really interested in being in the USA. 
I’d been there in 1995 to help my brother move
from Dallas to Philadelphia, and we’d had a four-
day truck ride across America which was amazing
as a first experience of the country; taking in all
the different cities and locales. I had a taste for
the States – I guess it was the openness of the
terrain – so I felt that I wanted another
opportunity to spend time there.

CB And having family there was a factor as well?

NM Yes. I visit my old colleagues and connect with
the galleries, but I also come to see my family. 
My brother still lives in Philadelphia and I also
have a cousin in Massachusetts. My immediate
family are in the UK, and I still have family who
live in India. We’re scattered all over the place!

CB How did you find the course in Boston?

NM The Museum School had an international mix 
of students from many countries – eg South Korea,
India, Turkey, Croatia – and myself from the UK. 
It was lovely to have the opportunity to mix with
people from other cultures. I felt it was one of the
most important aspects of the programme. I was
really pleased that the Museum School made it part
of their ethos to recognise that an international
group was of benefit to everybody on the
programme.

Neeta Madahar, Sustenance
114, Iris print on Somerset
velvet paper, 118x88cm, 2003.
Courtesy: the artist and Purdy
Hicks Gallery.

Neeta Madahar, Sustenance
110, Iris print on Somerset
velvet paper, 118x88cm, 2003.
Courtesy: the artist and Purdy
Hicks Gallery.
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It certainly made the educational experience more
rewarding, and it also raised the standards, I
believe. My peers thought that what I had to
contribute was of benefit and interest for them to
get a perspective on British art and artists,
especially because the yBa thing had been recent, 
so they were quite intrigued.

It took me at least six months to find my feet
in the States so I needed most of the first year to
figure out how I wanted to work, and with whom.
My practice fell apart in the first semester. It
seemed that all the international students had
similar experiences, and we had other logistical
issues of not having bank accounts, not having a
familiarity of how things are done in America. 
I had to get a credit card, a bank account, I had to
take my driving test so I could have a licence.
Even though I had the advantage of speaking
English, there were plenty of misunderstandings
with vocabulary. Being in an unfamiliar city and
dealing with all the extra bureaucracy meant that
there was certainly a kinship among the
international students.

CB Putting aside your previous links with America,
do you think that model of having an international
mix would be equally effective in a different part
of the world, or do you think being in the USA was
significant?

NM It was significant because considering
American history, most of the people I met were
second or third generation from somewhere else.
They would talk about being American, but in the
same conversation would mention their
grandparents or great grandparents having
emigrated from elsewhere. People came to
America to reinvent themselves, to have a
freedom for religious practice and for
opportunities, so I certainly think that part of the
American psyche is a desire to be all-embracing. 
I think that’s something quite unique to the USA.

CB In her article ‘Cultural Identity and the Nomadic
Artist’1 Carolyn Black talks about geographical
boundaries losing their relevance through
globalisation and how that impacts on artists’
practices, enabling them to work in response to
being abroad and with respect to new audiences.

Neeta Madahar, Sustenance
104, Iris print on Somerset
velvet paper, 118x88cm, 2003.
Courtesy: the artist and Purdy
Hicks Gallery.

1  See www.a-n.co.uk>Networking>

NANpublications>Quo Vadis
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She then brings up this idea of the artist as Nomad,
and I recognised this in an artist I’ve worked with.
At any one time she could be based in Frankfurt,
Berlin, Paris or Seoul. I’m fascinated by this,
because of one’s roots – whether they are specific
to a place or not. Do you identify with a working
practice that’s more transient?

NM Mentally I don’t think of myself as a British
artist based in Britain. I see myself as an
international artist and I see my practice in an
international context. From a personal perspective I
was first generation British. I grew up knowing that
I had a family elsewhere, that my familial roots and
my ancestral links didn’t stretch further back than
one generation in the UK. Also I was raised with the
very strong sense that ‘home’ isn’t a permanent
place. My parents had typical immigrant
experiences when they arrived in the mid 1960s. 
In the early 1970s when Idi Amin was deporting
Asians I remember my parents warning me not to
get too comfortable in the UK, that we might have
to return to India one day. I knew that a lot of my
relatives lived there, but at the same time the UK
was the only home I’d known. So I learned from a
very early age that ‘home’ wasn’t a stable entity, I’ve
always felt that there was an ‘elsewhere’ or ‘other’.

CB So there’s an emotional link to where you are,
but an awareness that there’s some place else?

NM I’d always known that there were other places
that one could be, where one could settle and
interact and be involved and quite happily be
committed to that location.

CB Going back to the idea of considering yourself
as an international artist, are you aware of any
advantages and/or disadvantages of having that
perception of yourself and your practice?

NM It’s made my life more complicated.
Sometimes I find travelling tiring because of how
it impacts on the time available to make work,
which is my priority. Part of me thinks that I need
to be in one place to make work, wherever that is.
At the moment it’s where I live near Newbury. 

An international practice requires you to be
involved with more people. I’ve just had to
negotiate the pricing of my work with different
galleries. My photographs have to be priced
consistently at a level that all the galleries feel
happy about, rather than in terms of a local
market. I’ve had to learn how to think in terms of
pounds, dollars and euros, and make allowances
for currency fluctuations, taxation issues, market
tolerance. The last couple of years have been a
huge learning curve. The complexity is something
I don’t enjoy but I have the attitude that I have to
do it, it’s business and its my work I’m managing.

A positive aspect of having been a UK student
in the USA is that it was something that made me
stand out, that I was a little bit different. Returning
to England with a US education has also been
recognised as unusual. There’s no doubt that an
‘exotic’ factor has worked really well for me in both
the States and the UK.

An international practice continued

a-n COLLECTIONS: BEYOND THE UK

Neeta Madahar, Falling 2,
Lightjet print mounted on light
aluminium composite panel with
acrylic face mounting,
120x120cm, 2005. Courtesy: the
artist and Purdy Hicks Gallery.

Neeta Madahar, Falling 1,
Lightjet print mounted on light
aluminium composite panel with
acrylic face mounting,
120x120cm, 2005. Courtesy: the
artist and Purdy Hicks Gallery.
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Neeta Madahar, Falling 3,
Lightjet print mounted on light
aluminium composite panel with
acrylic face mounting,
120x120cm, 2005. Courtesy: the
artist and Purdy Hicks Gallery.

CB Where’s your practice now?

NM I’ve just finished a body of new work and a
publication commissioned by inIVA, Photoworks
and Fabrica. This was the first time I’ve handled a
commission, which was a really great learning
experience. I felt the stress and responsibility of
working with public money and the joy of being
enabled to make work. It was incredibly liberating
to see my work evolve from an idea I had about
two years ago, to realising it in collaboration with,
for example, a TV and film production company, 
a composer, and an astronomer.

As soon as you make the mental switch to see
yourself as an international artist it’s literally as if
the barriers are lifted. Why limit yourself to
residencies, institutions or symposiums within the
UK? Why not look abroad? That’s partly confidence,
partly knowing how to access the information, and
not being deterred by the additional work.

Neeta Madahar is an interdisciplinary artist. She is
the subject of a Photoworks book Nature Studies
featuring two photographic series, Sustenance and
Falling. Solo shows in 2006 include Galerie Poller,
Frankfurt and Purdy Hicks Gallery, London. 
Madahar’s article ‘MA in the USA?’ was published in
a-n Magazine, August 2000.
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A curious biennale this year – the usual images of
packs of fellow countryfolk urgently conferring on
the best pavilions or party ticket availability, were
dulled somewhat by the stifling heat and the
absence of any universal talking points beyond
the continuing relevance of the biennale in its
current sprawling form and the grandiloquent
pretensions of its official themes.

Oh yes, the themes. It might be an easy target,
but the challenge to produce an all-encompassing
and ultimately meaningless parenthetic frame for
non-contentious worldwide survey, has been met
this year by: ‘The Dictatorship of the Viewer’,
which only marginally beats 2001’s triumphantly
meaningless ‘Plateau of Humanity’. New biennale
director Francesco Bonami cannot be faulted for
his choice of collaborators in producing the
keynote collection of works in the Arsenale (Gilane
Tawdros, Hans Ulrich Obrist and Gabrielle Orozco
may be among the more familiar to UK audiences),
consisting of ten independently curated sections
given over to geographical and thematic sweeps,
with the presentational aesthetics running from
shanty town to museum to industrial cyber café
and back again. But the overall effect of navigating
through these endless halls of work (combined
with negotiating the cultural smorgasbord of the
Giardini national pavilions and the numerous
fringe events – often vast themselves) can be
profoundly overwhelming, even alienating, to the
viewer.

And when you lack a specific sense of agency
to negotiate the biennale with, that sense of
alienation can be profound. As an artist you might
expect the biennale to offer a fantastic and
invigorating opportunity to see a lot of work; to
learn and be inspired in the company of your
peers. Travel there in the opening press week
though and what you see are glimpses of work

behind the art world descending en masse –
curators, critics, dealers, administrators,
journalists, academics, collectors, corporate
promoters and artists. And generally as a non-
participating artist you are at the bottom of the
heap. Unpleasant but true. Never mind that the
labour of thousands like you props the whole
farrago up – what are you trading exactly? Ideas?
There are good talk series based around the
biennale, but more rigorous and productive
debate can be had elsewhere. And the sheer
trample of the first week at Venice doesn’t do the
nuances of subtler artworks any favours – witness
the attention focused on Santiago Sierra’s
breezeblocking off of the Spanish pavilion and
refusing entry to all but Spanish passport holders,
when set against the perfectly pitched but largely
overlooked play between two different aesthetics
of Sylvie Eyberg and Valérie Mannaerts in the
Belgian pavilion next door.

So what is it you want exactly and why go? As
one Manchester artist asked me on the final press
day, “What do you get out of coming to Venice
exactly?” I answered slightly glibly – but on
reflection perhaps truly – by saying that I came to
Venice to stop myself being afraid of it. The very
fact that another artist from Manchester was
asking me that question in Venice, having
attended the event himself, was itself a clue to
some of the tactics I and others had developed to
address just such a fear.

Three years ago, a small group of artists and
curators from Manchester were taking stock of the
city’s then cultural position and discussing next
steps. In 1995 the group of artists who were to go
on to form the basis of the Annual Programme,
Bono and Sting, Brass Art, floating ip, and
International 3 had responded to the metrocentric
selection of the ‘British Art Show’ (about to
descend on every venue in the city) by putting
together a then archetypal warehouse show of
Manchester artists entitled ‘Ha!’ and ensuring we
had the best catering in town and the right
disingenuous yet friendly tone when the British
artworld arrived in full ligging mode. It became
part of an ongoing and increasingly successful
attempt to introduce the sense of vital artistic
activity going on in the city and even at the most
modest level to reintroduce the word Manchester
into the vernacular of those who discussed
contemporary art practice in Britain.

In 2000 an expanded group, including
representatives from Cornerhouse and the
universities, began discussing an initiative for the
Venice Biennale which could exist peripatetic to
the main biennale, but use a similar sense of
chutzpah and lightfootedness to announce its
presence on its own terms and further promote
the idea of Manchester art, without exposing
individual artists to inappropriate scrutiny – we
had no wish to compromise what we saw as truly
worthy work by agreeing to anything abject by
way of presenting it. We came up with the idea of
a Manchester Pavilion, as the result of a
throwaway suggestion, from then Cornerhouse

50th Venice Biennale: Who’s afraid
Graham Parker on the reasoning behind Manchester’s 
presence at the 2003 Venice Biennale. 
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Damien Hirst, Untitled,
stainless steel and glass
cabinet with plaster, metal and
resin pills, 94x344x4", 2001-
2002. From the exhibition
'Delays and Revolutions'
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galleries director Paul Bailey, that Manchester
should have somewhere in Venice for people to be
able to go and drink late – a twist on the classic
conference organiser’s maxim of “get the bar right
and the rest will follow”.

So through a surprisingly simple process and
the joys of Easyjet, a red neon sign with the word
Manchester was placed in the window of a 130
year old bar in the Dorsoduro area of Venice, their
business cards copied and amended (with the
name Osteria da Codroma replaced by Manchester
Pavilion) and six Manchester art figures travelled
to Venice in 2001, with a semi-official British
Council endorsement, press ‘credentials’ and that
vital sense of agency I mentioned. An agency that
meant that you had somewhere to regroup at,
rather than retreat to. A place from which you
could network from a position of power – you
were the host after all – but with no pressure on
the visitor to make value judgments – anyone who
did missed the point. The cost of the physical
alterations and transporting the key protagonists
out to Venice compared very favourably with
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Patricia Piccinini, Game Boys
Advanced, silicone, acrylic,
human hair, clothing, hand-held
video game, 2002. Courtesy: The
Micheal Buxton Contemporary
Australian Art Collection,
Melbourne. From the Australian
pavilion. Sculpting and casting:
Sam Jinks, model: Raphael
Symons

taking out even half page adverts in Flash Art or
Frieze say and the subsequent press coverage and
direct visitors to the pavilion more than justified
the outlay. And as many visitors said to the owner,
Adriano, it really was a ‘very nice bar’.

It was an unspoken given that we would do it
again this time (blue neon being the only change)
and it has had a similar, if expanded effect in
terms of attendance and word of mouth, as well as
a gratifying increase in the number of Manchester
artists and independent curators who have made
the trip this time – not in an organised or formal
manner, but with the sense that this is somewhere
they’re permitted to operate. We had moments of
fortune/misfortune. On the Friday night of press
week the ‘Absolut Generations’ party took place
almost directly across the canal from our
relatively secluded position – resulting in
hundreds of disgruntled ticketless vodka buffs
taking advantage of the Manchester Pavilion’s
rather more laissez-faire door policy.

The Manchester pavilion is not the first city
pavilion to operate at the biennale (that honour
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technically belongs to Venice itself), but as a
precise artwork, facilitating device, marketing
tool, whatever, it has certainly prompted
discussion further afield as to the vitality and
relevance of national pavilions and closer to
home, has allowed a constituency of those of us
concerned with the future of credible art practice
in Manchester to discuss what a further
appropriate intervention might be or mean. 
It certainly promotes a sense that sometimes it’s
easier to talk meaningfully with people from home
when you’re all away.

There was something of that mixture of
generous self-belief and slight insular defiance
about ‘Zenomap’ – the first ever independent
Scottish contribution to the biennale. Launched by
a party (unique amongst several Venice parties by
actually being fun) in a schoolyard, it brought
together a suitably diplomatic spread of artists
from Scotland in a mix of gallery work, videos,
performances and book launches. This either
showcased the vitality of Scottish art and the

Jim Lambie, Paradise Garage,
2003. From 'Zenomap', a
presentation of new work from
Scotland

Simon Starling, Island for
Weeds (prototype), 2003. From
'Zenomap', a presentation of new
work from Scotland

roots of much of the past two decades work within
cooperative endeavour, or sidestepped the
political minefield of what was representative of
the greatest quality of work in that country right
now (whatever that means). I tend to believe (or at
least want to believe) the former, and as with my
own experience of being involved with the
Manchester Pavilion this year, had the same
feeling that any number of artists from Scotland
had turned up with no other direct involvement
with their pavilion than a nominal national (in our
case, civic) connection and a sense that this gave
them the same right to enter and participate as
being told to claim “Just say John sent you”, would
do at a party back home. Agency again…

And if what I’m calling agency sounds like
clannishness, I apologise – it’s not what I mean.
But finding ways to bring patterns of behaviour
and modes of thinking and social interaction with
you into Venice can allow you to take pleasure in
its absurdity. To stop yourself being afraid of it by
sharing your experience of it with the people you
regularly share ideas with, rather than the people
you might one day share an office with.

Part of my brief for this article was on how
networking works in Venice and I suppose that for
me the answer is that the minute that that’s what
you openly appear to be doing is when you look as
tacky and desperate as any braying twit in Harry’s
Bar – a popular Venice art hang-out – does when
they’re talking slightly too loudly about their
current project. If you go with that intention you
come back with a random selection of business
cards and a nervous headache... Maybe the trick is
finding a way to enter and leave on your own
terms. For me, that’s been about having
somewhere to rest my eyes in the evenings.

Graham Parker lives in New York, where he is an
alumnus of both the Studio and the Architecture and
Urbanism programs of the Whitney Museum ISP, a
Lower Manhattan Cultural Council resident artist and
visiting artist at the School of Visual Arts. He is still
director of floating ip, which now operates as an
imprint based in New York. Graham still has strong
links with Manchester and a version of the Venice
Manchester Pavilion project recently appeared in the
Istanbul Biennial, under the name ‘The Venice
Biennale’.
www.grahamparker.info

First published: a-n Magazine August 2003



a-n COLLECTIONS: BEYOND THE UK

1350TH VENICE BIENNALE: WHO’S AFRAID



14

Two years ago I moved from Cardiff to the resort
of Jesolo Lido, just outside Venice. It is the first
time I have lived abroad without a specific
residency, scholarship or exchange to work on.
This time there was no quick connection to the
local artistic scene, or any other assistance. Like
life after college all over again, I had to re-enter
the art market at an emergent level, regardless of
my achievements in the UK. I wrote to the British
Council in Rome requesting contacts. Their reply
was “state and regional authorities offer very
little, if any, support to living artists, though the
Italian Ministry of Culture is currently looking at
ways of promoting and supporting contemporary
art. These ideas are at an embryonic stage”. Under
the new Berlusconi government most artists agree
that the embryo is in for a long gestation.

There are no national or regional arts councils
as we know them and only a few individuals who
believe artists might operate successfully within
communities, schools and hospitals. I’ve yet to
find a body responsible for public art although
contemporary public sculpture is sometimes seen.
There is no equivalent to a-n Magazine, virtually
no advertised opportunities for visual artists and
no social security to help whilst you establish
yourself. There are a few art websites with
information about what’s happening, but no in-
roads for new artists seeking opportunities. Italy’s
somewhat deserved reputation as a bureaucratic
nightmare means the processes of setting up
residency status, self-employment, etc can be long
and complicated.

Light-Proof / A Prova di Luce
Alan Rogers moved to Italy and discovered that 
day-to-day conditions for artists were far from ideal. 
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Strong aesthetic heritages can put a
stranglehold on contemporary culture. Venice is
practically a museum; the biennale is perceived
locally as something made by foreigners for
foreigners. Paradoxically, many Italian artists
make work in Italy but export it for selling. The
gallery system is largely antiquated and galleries
rarely advertise for proposals. Contracts are non-
existent. The mobile phone is responded to more
readily than a letter. Introductions to the right
people count even more here than in the UK.

On the positive side, Italy offers sunshine and
light, inspiration, a friendly approach to business,
design and aesthetics as lifestyle, art history,
great food, a cheaper standard of living and some
enterprising individuals determined to promote
new artists and approaches despite the lack of
state funding. One friend found me a free studio
and introduced me to group of young artists from
San Donà di Piave with whom I’ve shown three
times and which led to two further solo shows.

To survive, at least initially, artists need to
create their own opportunities. One of my first
attempts at this DIY attitude was ‘Light-Proof/A
Prova di Luce’’ hosted by Terrazza Mare Teatro Bar,
a club situated at the end of the beach in Jesolo
Lido. Unlike UK clubs, most of the action takes
place outside during the long summer nights. 
The artistic director, Luca ‘Fizzo’ Fabbro, funded
‘Light-Proof’ from the club’s profits in order to
make a document to attract sponsors for 2002.
Having already introduced jazz, theatre, poetry,
performance and live music, this year sees visual
arts workshops and exhibitions as part of the
ongoing expansion of the club’s repertoire.

Ten artists were invited for a long weekend to
make work using light as the principal medium.
Andrea Baldo dealt with the four Italian artists and
materials sponsorship, and I dealt with the six UK
artists and accommodation sponsorship. The
budget was minuscule at around £170 per artist
plus free accommodation.

Adapting existing projects for the club context,
Julie Westerman and Lulu Quinn projected text
collected from mobile phone messages in Where
RU?. These moved gently across the river, rocks
and beach, ebbing and flowing like the tide.
Melanie Jordan and Andrew Hewitt redesigned 
All We Want (see a-n Magazine January 2001) by
producing postcard questionnaires distributed in
advance and asking “what are you searching for in
an ideal lover?” The responses, painted onto
barglasses, were exhibited in a wedding cake
formation under UV light. Emanuella Ficotta
expanded a project already showing behind the DJ
console: specimen jars filled with burnt plastic
dolls, sunflower oil and gingerino.

Others chose to make sketches for possible
future work. In Andrea Baldo’s cube, a thousand
CDs spun under strobe lights like disorientating
jewels. Martin Richman’s labyrinth, Blooming Sand
was constructed from upturned semi-transparent
buckets, UV tubes and displaced paving slabs. 
My live video transmission of scanner projections
onto the river which flows under the dance floor

Andrea Baldo, Untitled, CDs,
Frame, variable dimensions.

Emanuella Ficotta, Untitled,
dolls, jars, alcohol, 3x2m.



15

a-n COLLECTIONS: BEYOND THE UK

was a first sketch for close-range transmissions
which distort a seen reality. More ‘finished’ works
were Raimondo Pasini’s light forms made from
sandblasted plastics (reflecting his practice as a
product designer) and Laura Schillardi’s column
made from cast resin and rubber moulds of hands
and feet.

‘Light-Proof’, was extremely well received by
staff and public alike. There were approximately
9,000 visitors. This year’s event coincided with the
opening of the Venice Biennale. According to one
artist’s agent from London, ‘Light-Proof’ provided
a refreshing alternative to the endless round of
international luvvies over the water. Despite the
difficulties Italy presents to the contemporary
artist, this artist is staying to see if there are ways
to make it work. Let there be light!

Alan Rogers is an artist in Italy. A second edition of
‘Light-Proof’ was produced in 2002. He is currently
designing site-specific light installations for
Teatrocontinuo of Padova, who work specifically
with archaeological sites in Italy; and a series of
ongoing projects with the Bauhaus in Dessau. He is
also resident DJ in various clubs over the summer
months. His love affair with light has continued to
co-habit reasonably peacefully with his studio-based
painting activity.

First published: a-n Magazine October 2001

LIGHT-PROOF / A PROVA DI LUCE

Martin Richman, 
Blooming Sand.

Raimondo Ruggiere, Light
Forms, resin, plastics, variable
dimensions.

Julie Westerman, Lulu Quinn,
Where RU?, transparencies
projected onto a ‘gobo’-type
projector, variable dimensions.

Laura Schillardi, Untitled,
resin casts, flourescent tubes,
80x80x200cm.
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In 1980 my wife Lynda and I were offered a two-
year contract to run Kolonyama Pottery Studio, in
Lesotho, Southern Africa. We didn’t know it at the
time, but we would only return to our native
Northumbria in 2000. What kept us there so long
was largely a fascination with the projects, the
people, and the country, but also a growing belief
that something needed to change in the way the
West dealt with African art and culture and that we
could, perhaps, make a difference.
We saw that many of the international aid projects
operated on a boom and bust system. With odd
notable exceptions, ‘experts’ were brought in and
local people employed and taught their part in the
art production line. Initially, this would produce
reasonable quality products, but after a couple of
years the expert would be replaced by a local
manager trained for the purpose. Managers that
are any good at their job usually want a better
return on their effort than the arts can offer and
move on to more lucrative industrial or retail

Twenty years in Lesotho 
Graham Taylor gives a personal account of 
setting up an educational initiative in Africa.    
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Ntate Nyabela, traditional 
basket maker.

posts, meaning projects can lose direction and
impetus and collapse within a couple of years.
What seemed to have been missed was that art
businesses, like most things, grow from the roots
up. What drives them is an individual with
inspiration, vision and talent. Such individuals
exist in Lesotho like anywhere else but they
generally do not have access to the resources that
enable them to develop and market their work –
overlooked by aid organisations because, as I was
told on several occasions, “they don’t fit into our
brief”. It appeared to us that one way in which we
could help was to establish a resource through
which local Basotho artists could develop their
practice using traditional skills and available
materials, assimilating whatever western
technology they themselves deemed appropriate.
My position as Head of Creative Arts at Machabeng
College and a sympathetic headmaster gave us the
opportunity we needed and in 1994 we established
the Selibeng Arts and Cultural Centre. Initially, this
consisted of three traditional rondavels (mud huts)
used to exhibit and sell work of artists living and
working in Lesotho. In 1998 we extended it to
include Lesotho’s first Art Foundation Course,
housed in a large disused sports hall. Teaching, as
such, we tried to keep to a minimum, preferring to
facilitate the development of the students’ own
ideas and giving them the opportunity to bounce
ideas off one another and to meet practising
artists within the region.
Over a period of three years, twenty young
Basotho have successfully completed the course
that culminates in the award of an externally
examined International Baccalaureate Certificate in
Art and Design, with several going on to set up
their own businesses, train as teachers, or pursue
further art training. It is these people who I believe
will establish the foundation upon which truly
sustainable cultural projects and businesses will
be built. Unfortunately, Selibeng needs funding if
it is to continue its work and this has not been
forthcoming – but I remain an optimist.
Lynda and I have now established our own gallery
and workshop in Elsdon, Northumberland, where
we create ceramics, which have been profoundly
affected by our time in Africa. We continue the
relationship with Lesotho by having work by
Basotho artists on display in our gallery and hope
to maintain these links in the future. We may have
gone to Africa to teach but we came back having
learned.

Graham Taylor is a potter working in Elsdon. 
He produces ceramics informed by the history,
culture and landscape of Africa and Northumberland
and an obsession with the unknown. In the past four
years his Studio and Gallery in Elsdon has grown,
where you will still find African pieces.

First published: a-n Magazine August 2001
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Over the past eighteen months we have collaborated
on two new installations. The process of
collaboration has led us into blizzards, across
rivers, around swans, through forests and over
golf courses as we attempted to discover how our
geographical distance is linked to cultural difference.

The journey began when we were
commissioned by The Gallery, Stratford-upon-
Avon to make a new work that linked Stratford-
upon-Avon with its sister city Stratford in Canada.
In Canada there were three Shakespeare theatres, a
river Avon, a gallery called The Gallery and even
swans that are taken down to the river in spring in
a ‘Swan Parade’. That we were both called Jen
added to this unfeasible symmetry, one we’ve
been trying to understand ever since, in the
original exhibition and in a new work for the
Dunlop Gallery, Sherwood Forest, Canada.

We travelled to Stratford, Canada initially to
explore the place and to find shared ground. There
was a three-day blizzard; we soon realised that
walking around a place with our heads down, eyes
scrunched and hands deep in our pockets wasn’t
getting us very far. Exploring on foot was
important to understanding the place. When we
visited Stratford, England the heritage sites were
all so clearly marked and preserved, the
experience so packaged for us as tourists, that it
was difficult to tell the real from the simulated.

It was then that we decided to work with GPS
(Global Positioning Systems) devices that use
satellites to pinpoint latitude, longitude and
altitude, and would allegedly tell us where we are
in the world. During a journey GPS data from
specific points can be linked together to create a
GPS drawing (see www.gpsdrawing.com).

Using locations that share names in Canada
and the UK, we have explored the identity of
places that afford a specific tourist image through
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UNFEASIBLE SYMMETRY

Unfeasible symmetry 
Jen Southern and Jen Hamilton discuss their 
collaboration on the ‘Distance Made Good’ project.

one historical figure. The namesake location in
Canada becomes not just a reflection of its
colonial past, but often serves to reflect on the
impossibility of a place in the UK being authentic
or original. Situationist walking practices and
Foucault’s idea of Heterotopias were informative
and influential to this work, as was Emma Posey’s
exhibition catalogue essay ‘Memory Maps’.

We eventually chose to work with people living
in these cities, who revealed the logistics of the
towns in a way we could never achieve as visitors.
We asked them to make GPS drawings of their
everyday journeys, in contrast to simultaneous
tourist walks we had made. These drawings,
translated into physical installations created a
temporary third space that exploded the myth or
idea of a place that is associated with its name.

We work through expanded online conversations,
with spatial and temporal gaps between replies.
Research gets filtered to a shared ‘sketchbook’
website with links to other sites, books, artists and
images. We type. A lot. But it is practical experiments
that are central to our practice. We devise tasks, or
objects, to make simultaneously which we then scan,
photograph and describe in order to question our
presumptions and processes and to clarify direction.

It is physical distance that prevents us from
collaborating face-to-face but in using email it is
often the differences in our perceptions as
individuals that are greater than the geography. 
It is precisely these relationships, between
geographical and cultural difference, that we are
attempting to explore. Our use of GPS thus
becomes a kind of perverse science, expressed in
installations of quasi-surveying tools and
methods, which attempt to understand cultural
location through an essentially dumb technology
that only ever gives us spatial location.

Establishing a shared area of practice in which
collaboration is key has been exciting. When your
practice is interrogated and expanded by a
collaborator living about 5,000 miles away it is
both highly productive and very frustrating. What
makes up for adjusting to each other’s thought
processes and the timelag are the times when we
independently come to the same conclusions or
make the same conceptual leaps – and find a
moment of unfeasible symmetry.

Jen Southern is an artist who lives and works in
Huddersfield, and lectures in Multimedia and Virtual
Reality Design at the University of Huddersfield. Jen
Hamilton is an independent artist who lives and
works in Regina, Canada. New work from a
residency in Cardigan, Wales with Jen Hamilton was
shown at the ‘May You Live In Interesting Times
festival’, Cardiff – see www.satellitebureau.net
Hamilton and Southern are also currently working on
‘Landlines’, a collaborative GPS application for
mobile phones, www.geodetic.co.uk

First published: a-n Magazine October 2003

Jen Southern, Distance Made
Good: Field Study, with Jen
Hamilton, 2003.
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Going the distance
Joanne Lee profiles Flasch – a group of artists 
working across northern European countries.    
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Flasch came together in Salzburg, Austria in 1998.
A group of four artists – one each from Austria,
England, Sweden and Scotland – they began to
work together at the invitation of Austrian
Elisabeth Wörndl. So Wörndl, Chloë Brown, Klara
Kristalova and Mij Rothera found themselves
wandering the extraordinary Christmas market in
Salzburg, drinking coffee in the Flasch cafe and
beginning the first of many conversations. Their
first show, made when they knew relatively little
about one another, had a coherence that was
perhaps a little accidental but signified enough
common preoccupations to promise something for
the future.

Initially there had been no specific plans to
prolong the association, but connections had been
made which remained important to each of the
group even after they went their separate ways,
back to families, life and art elsewhere. Deciding
to continue whilst living at a distance from each
other was not without logistical problems. In the
early days communication was mainly carried out
via snail mail with unwieldy parcels of writing,
images, explanations and explorations of possible
work – all the messy workings-out of art bundled
up like crazy presents. The labour of getting
things together and explaining their significance
meant material tended to be saved up so each
communication became almost too important and
undoubtedly a little formal.

Flasch also conversed by phone. This was
necessarily in English, as the only common
language, though of course the group
acknowledged two voices were in permanent
translation. Whilst the non-native speakers are

fluent in English, speaking on the phone put an
extra pressure on everyone’s language. They also
lacked space for reflection and without access to
conference calls were only able to speak to a
single individual at any one time, so any
discussion had to be reported to the others.
Sometimes the problem of distance seemed acute.

The group’s next show took place in Leicester
in 2000 at the instigation of the English member
of the group, Chloë Brown who made the proposal
to the gallery. It was perhaps the most difficult for
although the group now had more knowledge of
each other, it was still reminiscent of the early
days of a relationship when misunderstandings
can be rife and so much needs to be spelled out.
At such times it is difficult to always assert an
opinion or to know how one’s response will be
received: little can be taken for granted. The
chance to meet up for the installation was critical
both for the show and the individuals involved.
Even allowing for what had been a cumbersome
and sometimes awkward communicative process,
a major part of the Flasch project seems to have
been about getting to know each other as people
not simply as artists.

Finally, all of Flasch were able to access email,
which transformed the process of ongoing
discussion. Whilst there could be instant and
simultaneous transmission to all members of the
group there was also the possibility for delaying a
response to think something through. At the same
time, the informality of email meant a whole
series of quick thoughts/replies could be sent
without the anxious permanence that seems to
bedevil the written and posted word. Flasch

Mij Rothera, My Father, 1998.
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cultural similarity and difference. What has
become clearer is the recognition of what might be
described as a northern European sensibility: the
collaborative and communicative process has
worked against allegations of parochialism often
wrongly levelled against artists working outside
‘major’ centres of art production/exhibition.
Whilst the work and conversations draw playfully
from the material of family life – the children,
animals and objects that constitute its everyday-
ness – there is a broader ambition which taps into
the cultural imagery and folklore of northern
Europe. The work here seems indirectly informed
by the tales of Struwelpeter and others. It leaves
the persistent feeling of a beautiful and bitter
melancholia: the works’ apparent cuteness leaves
a taste in the mouth, and something unpalatable
to chew over. Flasch plan to continue their
relationship: given the growing assurance and
complexity it has occasioned I am intrigued at just
what might be possible.

Joanne Lee is an artist and writer, and Joint
Programme Leader for Fine Art, Nottingham Trent
University. Current projects include a book
provisionally titled ‘There are no equivalents of
longing’ which explores curiosity, fascination,
creativity and pedagogy; and a collaborative
publication with Julie Westerman in the Artwords’
Rules of Engagement series.

First published: a-n Magazine February 2002

attempted to hold virtual conferencing, but the
demands of life, work and children precluded
their simultaneous presence online and was
abandoned as a strategy. The fact that members of
the group did not have domestic access to
scanners meant images were still generally sent by
post and thus something of the gift culture that
had developed was able to continue.

By the third Flasch exhibition at the Nunnery
in London, it seemed that the group were actually
working towards each other. When the work was
brought together this time it was apparently the
least problematic to install and juxtapose. Even
the organisation of the show was more overtly a
joint effort. The duration of the project over some
four years has allowed the slow and subtle
evolution of ideas and friendships, the meeting up
of art and life and the exploration of personal and

Elisabeth Wörndl, Body-spaces,
1998.

Klara Kristalova, Up and Away,
2000.

Chloë Brown, Things will never
be the same again (detail), 2001.
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Artistically speaking, John Keane is a war veteran.
Keane’s work as a recorder of conflict began in
1987 with a visit to Nicaragua as guest of the
Sandinista Association of Cultural Workers. 
A series of paintings and an exhibition, ‘Bee
Keeping in the War Zone’ (1988), followed. In 1989
Keane travelled to Ulster – in the later stages of
‘The Troubles’ – where he accompanied British
Army patrols and talked to people on either side
of the sectarian divide. In the catalogue for the
resultant exhibition, The Other Cheek (1990),
David Lee commended Keane’s methods. “As a
thinking painter of contemporary history”, wrote
Lee, “he prepared for his fact-finding mission with
investigative journalistic thoroughness, arranging
interviews, attending marches, taking notes and
all the time searching for insights.”

Keane continued his on-the-ground research
approach in Iraq and Kuwait during the 1991 Gulf
War where, for the first and only time, he was
officially commissioned by the Imperial War
Museum to record a conflict, and in 2002 when he
took up an invitation from Christian Aid to visit
Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories.

Keane’s guide and minder on his
Israel/Palestine trip, Dominic Nutt, an emergency
journalist for Christian Aid, says working with
Keane overturned his views about artists. “I’d had
a hard day dodging bullets in Gaza when I was
told John would be visiting us,” he recalls, “and
my first thought was that I didn’t want an idiotic
artist pestering me.” But Keane’s self-reliance and
coolness under pressure won over the seasoned
aid worker. “When I saw John at work, I was
converted. He was completely switched on in
everything he did, which undermined every
preconception I had about artists.”

The idea to invite Keane to the Middle East
came from Jon Barton, then Head of Media at
Christian Aid. Barton thought an artist might help
to put the Israeli-Palestinian situation into a fresh
perspective. “We saw it as potentially a new way of
delivering information, ideas and images,” says
Nutt. “It might give a new impetus to what had in
the public’s mind become, perhaps, a rather dry
and stale issue.”

Christian Aid had no history of working with
artists and saw the project as an experiment, or as
Nutt put it, “a loss leader”. The arrangement
between the two parties was informal. “The deal
was that there was no particular deal. We just gave
John the chance to see what he might make of the
situation. There was no editorial control on our part
and we didn’t see ourselves as patrons; we didn’t
demand this, that and the other.” Nor was there any
financial reward; instead, the aid agency offered
access to places and to people that would otherwise
be out of bounds to even the most determined
artist . “My job was to arrange visits and to get John
through checkpoints and through any other
difficult situations we might encounter,” says Nutt.
“He was the organ grinder, I was the monkey.”

The art of conflict
Paul Glinkowski on the experiences of John Keane 
and Frauke Eigen, who have worked in war-torn 
locations outside official state-sponsored programmes.    

John Keane, Armaggedon Now
2, oil, gold leaf and ink jet on
viscose on linen, 132x82cm,
2003.
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THE ART OF CONFLICT

Though unsupported by a fee or by the
curatorial practices and knowledge that usually
accompany a commission, Keane is clear that
unorthodox collaborations of this kind can be
beneficial: “It is enormously helpful”, he asserts,
“to have the experience and the network available
and the support to get access to places of interest.
I wouldn’t be able to achieve that in anything like
the same way on my own.” Working outside a
formal commissioning structure was not a
problem for Keane, who had undertaken a
previous project with an NGO (Non-Governmental
Organisation) – a journey to the Amazon with
Greenpeace in 2000, resulting in the exhibition
‘Saving The Bloody Planet’ (2001). “If someone
comes along and says ‘look we’ve got people going
out there do you want to come along?’, then sure,
why not,” he says. “There is nothing like getting
that first-hand experience.”

Keane made two visits to Israel and the
occupied territories, in April and October 2002.
After the first exploratory trip he committed to
produce and exhibit work based on the region; his
return trip focussed on specific locations. Some –
Jenin and Gaza – were topical; others – the Church
of the Nativity in Bethlehem and the
archaeological site at Megiddo (Armageddon) – had
biblical resonance. On his return from the Middle
East, Christian Aid supported Keane by arranging
an exhibition, a catalogue and publicity. After a
year in the studio where Keane produced twenty-
five new paintings, ‘The Inconvenience of History’
opened at the London Institute gallery at the
beginning of 2004 and is currently touring the UK.

Nutt regards the collaboration with Keane as
mutually beneficial: “We provided access and
various kinds of support for the research trip and
for the exhibition, and our reward was the
exposure and insights the project generated.”
Keane also decided to donate a percentage of sales
from the paintings to Christian Aid. “We did very
well out of it”, Nutt concludes, “it ended up as
John doing us a favour.”

Keane’s public profile and distinguished track-
record makes him an attractive proposition for
external agencies and ensures that he will profit
from the Christian Aid partnership in the longer
term. Berlin-based photographer Frauke Eigen
demonstrates that less established artists are also
able to find ways to operate in emergency
situations.

In 1996, a year after finishing her MA at the
Royal College of Art, London, Eigen found herself
in Bosnia documenting the work of Technisches
Hilfswerk (THW), a German governmental disaster
relief agency that specialises in infrastructure
repair. Eigen recalls: “I really wanted to go to
Bosnia but didn’t have the courage to go on my
own. I was looking for organisations, like the Red
Cross, who would take me with them. Somebody
told me that I should contact THW. Two weeks
later I was sitting on the plane to Bosnia.” As with

John Keane, Ismael, oil on
viscose on canvas, 126x84.5cm,
2004.
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Keane, the reward is not money but access. 
“I document their projects but I don’t get paid”,
says Eigen, “at the same time though, it gives me
the chance to do my own work.”

Since 1996, Eigen has travelled regularly with
the THW in Serbia, Macedonia, Kosovo and, most
recently, in Afghanistan. Her work in Kosovo in
2000 provided Eigen with some particularly grim
insights into the inhumanity of war. Near the

village where the THW was based, mass graves
were found. Eigen visited the mortuary where the
remains were gathered and, she recalls “on the
way out of the mortuary I saw these clothes lying
there in the sun drying after they had been
washed. For some reason, maybe because the
clothes were more human-like and recognisable
than the bodies, I felt far more touched and
disturbed by them.” These poignant fragments

John Keane, Hopeless in Gaza
(Road to a Settlement), oil on
linen, 137x183cm, 2002.

John Keane, Moment, oil on
canvas, 173x293cm, 2003.
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became the raw material for Eigen’s Fundstucke
Portfolio (Lost and found from Kosovo) which was
recently acquired for the collection of the Imperial
War Museum (IWM).

Angela Weight, the IWM’s Keeper of Art believes
it is important for the museum’s collection to
reflect the work created by independent artists, as
well as by those it directly commissions: “Artists
have their right to a say on contemporary events
just like anyone else and often, without the
mantle of officialdom, they will come up with less
mediated personal responses.”

This applies to artists working and researching
in their studios as well as to those, such as Keane
and Eigen, whose work derives from experience in
the field. Amongst the most recent of the IWM’s
acquisitions, for example, is a collection of ‘anti-
war medals’ purchased from an international
touring exhibition of the same name. Organised by
the Velvet da Vinci gallery in San Francisco – which
specialises in art jewellery and metalwork – ‘Anti-
War Medals’ featured work by 135 artists and
makers from sixteen countries.

What is it then, that drives artists to make
conflict a recurrent subject of their artistic
practice to the extent that they are prepared to
expose themselves to danger in order to gather
ideas and material for their work?

For Keane, looking back in particular to his
experience of covering the war in the Gulf, it is
partly a sense of bearing witness to great
historical events. “To be given that ringside seat in
a place where the eyes of the world were focussed
was a scary but nevertheless thrilling experience,”
he says. “The whole business of war and violence
to achieve political ends is fascinating but
abhorrent. To be amongst people actively engaged
in it is disquieting but it seems to me an
important thing to do.”

Eigen’s motives are partly altruistic, partly
existential: “I always go to places when the press
has moved on to the next hotspot,” she says. 
“I want to give them attention, dignity, respect and

admiration; to show pictures from these countries
which people don’t know because the media has
given them a certain image of what to think.
Although war zones are often very sad and
difficult, these journeys are like a precious part of
my life. It puts my life here into some kind of
perspective.”

Paul Glinkowski is a writer, journalist, researcher
and project manager specialising in the
contemporary visual arts. He is currently the
Rootstein Hopkins Research Fellow at Wimbledon
School of Art.

First published: a-n Magazine October 2004, as the
second in a two-part series.

Frauke Elgen, Unterhemd (vest),
silver gelatin prints, 50x50cm.
Images from Portfolio
Fundstucke – Kosovo 2000

Frauke Elgen, Hose Nr 1
(underpants), silver gelatin
prints, 50x50cm.
Images from Portfolio
Fundstucke – Kosovo 2000
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