
          

Jyll Bradley in conversation with Caroline Collier in Jyll Bradley, Airports 
for the Lights, Shadows and Particles

An in-depth interview between Jyll Bradley and Caroline Collier, Director of Tate National on the 
occasion of Bradley’s mid-career survey exhibition, 2011. (Catalogue published by Newlyn Art 
Gallery and The Exchange, UK, 2011). 

In the summer of 1989, a year after she had finished at Goldsmiths’, Jyll Bradley had 
already been included in exhibitions in London at Interim Art, The Showroom and Riverside 
Studios. 
Andrew Nairne, David Ward and I were working on The British Art Show 1990. We were 
intrigued by the distinctive force and delicacy of Jyll’s practice and invited her to participate 
in an exhibition that was intended to introduce new art to a wide public, with showings in 
Glasgow, Leeds and The Hayward Gallery in London. As curators of an exhibition that 
would include artists under the age of 35 we were conscious of many of our responsibilities 
but we weren’t prepared for the aggressive response to this new art from some of the 
critics. And we hadn’t prepared the artists. Jyll’s intense, enigmatic work touching on her 
identity, was inspired by aspects of Minimalism and feminism, and drew on her experience 
of living in London for the first time. Her light box pieces, with their beautiful, ambiguous 
images, often of her friends, and their allusive texts (frequently taken from Proust, her 
favourite author) had a sculptural dimension, heightened by the use of reflective white 
panels. These were cryptic, poetic and obliquely political works, puzzling images, offering 
parallel narratives, requiring time and attentiveness. They appeared to be singled out for 
attack by some of the reviewers. 
It was only years later that I realised with shock the impact on Jyll of such a negative 
reaction to her early work. She largely withdrew from making visual art and focussed 
instead on writing for radio, becoming highly successful in this field. The concerns 
expressed in her gallery works continued to resonate in her text-based pieces which were 
characterised by a rhythmic ‘visual’ poetry and a feminist polemic. 
I was working at Arnolfini in Bristol in 2003 and a colleague, Tanuja Amarasuriya, told us 
about a remarkable event she had been to in a church in Vauxhall, London a site specific 
performance and installation in the form of a flower festival. This was the first work in a 
series that Jyll would develop over the next few years, entitled Fragrant. Out of these 
performative works, whose genesis lay in the experience and significance of flowers, Jyll 
made photographic portraits of the people she had met during her research, the flower 
farmers and itinerant workers. Fragrant marked Jyll’s return to the use of an intensely visual 
language. Landscape with Flowers, the installation she made for the reopening of Arnolfini 
in 2005 after a period of closure for building work, was performative, pictorial and sculptural. 
Images of people involved in the flower trade in China, Colombia and the West Country, 
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where Fragrant events had been presented, were displayed in light boxes, the form that 
had appealed to Jyll as a student in the late 1980s, when she took the language of 
advertising and made from it a personal and symbolic visual language. This was Jyll’s first 
appearance in an exhibition since The British Art Show and she worked with us for 12 
months, not only contributing her work but giving us the reference to Walter Benjamin’s 
description of Paul Klee’s angel that provided the title for the reopening exhibition, This 
storm is what we call progress. It struck me at the time that in the Arnolfini work Jyll brought 
together aspects of her varied practice and her distinctive voice as an artist – her ability to 
synthesise, to use her insight and experience in a collaborative and a singular manner, her 
literary, political and intellectual interests and a highly tuned visual sensibility. The Arnolfini 
piece was successful as a response to a brief, and as a significant work of art, transcending 
any brief. 
For me, works such as the Arnolfini manifestation of Fragrant and the major commission 
Jyll undertook as Artist in Residence within Liverpool Botanic Collection as part of the city’s 
year as European Capital of Culture 2008, demonstrate that there is no division between 
Jyll’s ‘private’ or studio practice and her public commissions. Across her twenty year 
practice of art making within the visual and written realms, whether in the studio or to 
commission, there appears to be not only an interrelated set of themes but a remarkable 
consistency of aesthetic. Each aspect of her practice feeds the other. Her work has always 
made the personal political, acting on the mind and imagination as a spur to thought and a 
guide to behaving differently in the world. This publication and the exhibition from which it 
stems provide an insight into her practice and her personality as an artist. 

Caroline Collier

Caroline Collier: What was your experience of being at Goldsmiths’ in the late 1980s?  
Jyll Bradley: It was the most exciting time; though I’m sure that I took many things for granted. On 
the first day after a short address we were each given a space and assigned a tutor. Then that was 
it for three years. The course was what you made of it. But every day remarkable artists would come 
in and speak, or give tutorials. It was the tutors who made it extraordinary – the diversity of their 
practice, and, as I now appreciate, looking back, their respect for the students. The college was a 
huge experimental ivory tower in the most seductive and productive sense. With hindsight too, all 
utopias have their internecine struggles. For instance, whilst 50% of the students were female, this 
wasn’t reflected in the staff, or those with coveted permanent contracts. 

CC: Who and what influenced you at the time? 
JB: First of all Carl Plackman for his wry Beckettsian sense of humour. 
I still remember him saying how annoying it was to have an idea and then have to execute it: ‘Isn’t it 
enough just to have the idea?’ Looking back on his question I wonder if there was ever a better 
introduction to conceptual art for a young student? I was also lucky to get to know a group of very 
strong women artists; Mary Kelly, Andrea Fisher and Helen Chadwick – both Andrea and Helen 
sadly died so young. Through them I became really excited by feminist thinking especially with 
regard to lens-based work and texts, in particular French writers such as Helene Cixous and Luce 
Irigary. It was my first introduction to that rich interplay between the visual and the written word and 
the notion that exploring language itself was the seedbed of creation, rather than making work 
‘about’ issues; and there were many ‘issues’ in those days that pre- occupied me: the women’s 
movement, lesbian and gay rights, anti- racism. It is odd to think that in some circles Kelly and 
Fisher’s work was probably dismissed as ‘about women’s issues’ when, though they were engaged 



politically in feminist thought, what they were so passionate about was the invention of new 
languages and worlds. 

CC: Tell me about a piece of work that made an impression on you. 
JB: One of the very first pieces of work I saw on coming to London was Interim an installation work 
by Mary Kelly at the ICA. I was really impressed by how powerfully contemplative this image/text 
work was; it drew upon the viewer’s emotional energy and concentration. 
It asked a lot and gave a lot. I liked the sense of interdependence – i.e. that the work only existed as 
a group and couldn’t operate on its own. Like a political movement or a Greek chorus. I liked the 
idea that the viewer was contingent to the work’s meaning and became a surrogate for the absent 
figure within it. Mary Kelly’s photo/text works influenced me greatly; that blurring between audience 
and participant has run through so much of my work – from still photographic installation to more 
performative events. 

CC: What was it about Minimalism that interested you as a young artist concerned with questions of 
identity in the late 80s to early 90s?  
JB: Again, it was Mary Kelly and Andrea Fisher who were influential here. At the time, there was 
interest in the ‘universal’ language of Minimalism, which was by and large seen as self-referential, 
overtly male and cold to narrative or emotion. Through a politicised lens, through identity politics, it 
felt exciting radically to appropriate Minimalist forms. Mary Kelly would probably describe this as 
‘radical formalism.’ I wanted to address my concerns through what I saw as the more universal 
language of an anonymous industrial made form like a light box, rather than through a subversion 
of, say, female craft. The mass manufactured light boxes and their fluorescent immanence was a 
way of using an industrial ‘Minimalist’ form, to insist on content vis a vis sexual politics, identity. 
Though I didn’t know their work at the time two American artists who it seems to me were also very 
engaged in this approach were Felix Gonzalez Torres and Roni Horn. They were clearly referencing 
Minimalism, but making work of great emotional, political strength which also extended into new 
readings of the gallery as institution. For me, there is an insistent subtlety within their work, an 
exquisite resistance, rather than a use of the explicit. This is something to which I am greatly drawn; 
the paradox of things that are at once confrontational and elusive. That refuse easy categorisation. 
But, it was the sheer aesthetic beauty of Minimalism that was the entrance for me; a passion since 
childhood visits to the Tate and seeing Carl Andre’s work. I think there is something else too about 
the advent of interest in Minimalism in the 80s/90s. Those times were very messy and tumultuous – 
there was the advent of AIDS, feminist squats in New Cross, Section 28, experimental ways of 
having relationships, looking back it’s no wonder some of us were attracted to Minimalism! These 
were spaces and objects that spoke of a quiet desire for clarity, a paring away to what really 
matters: making choices through listening inwardly. 

CC: So your attraction to Minimalism was emotional? 
JB: Yes. Coming to London I was moving from the rural to the city. There was this new experience 
of abstraction; the shimmery surfaces of urban places; stray light, my reflection on brushed steel 
and chrome and glass as I moved about. Those white, semi-reflective panels that are everywhere in 
the underground – they make me think of John Cage’s words on seeing Robert Rauschenberg’s 
seminal white paintings, describing them as ‘airports for the lights, shadows and particles.’ These 
were the eighties and early nineties when Minimalism was being drawn into architecture and interior 
design. These new buildings had a big effect on me. The Lloyds Building in the City of London – 
watching that go up from my bedroom window was one of the most important things. I 
photographed it a lot. It was a symbol of those times – optimism and beauty tempered by the fact it 
was to some extent a false shimmer of greed. On a personal level that shimmer caught my youthful 
excitement at being in this new place called London. I lived in the docklands, in this converted 
warehouse where lots of Goldsmiths’ students lived for a while – Angus Fairhurst, Liam Gillick, 



Angela Bulloch. The warehouse was part of that docklands revival moment and the view of the city 
that was financially driving it, with those big towers rising up, was a brooding influence. 

CC: Why do you think you were attracted to the language of advertising? How did you come to use 
light boxes in your work?  
JB: I began making work with light boxes 20 years ago when I was at Goldsmiths’. I was influenced 
by Jeff Wall. I once read that he had an epiphany whilst travelling through France on an art study 
tour. He was going home on a bus one evening after a day of museum visits and his head was full 
of the paintings he had seen. From the window he saw illuminated bus shelters (advertising 
hoardings) and it clicked how the scale and ‘bodiliness’ of them could connect the ambitions of 
painting with those of Minimalists he admired like Donald Judd and Barnett Newman. I had my own 
epiphany on the tube at night. Young and new to London I was a flaneur, travelling underground for 
hours, the light boxes in the passages attracted me. What was different with me was that whereas 
Wall’s head was full of paintings, mine was full of literature, of words, a sense of the literary voices 
of my day-time reading crystallising through the darkness. So whilst Wall projected images onto his 
back-lit bus- shelters, I suppose I projected words and images; the form that adverts take. Recently 
I have made a new series of what I call ‘light drawings’ using a combination of photography and 
photocopying that draw upon this experience of walking through cityscapes lit by ambient light 
sources, in particular advertising light boxes. The work is called Look at me now and here I am. The 
title comes from the writings of Gertrude Stein. 
At the time adverts were the subject of much feminist debate, almost seen as dangerous. But to me, 
these light boxes on the underground were companionable, attractive; their light, their warmth. 
There was a sense of anthropomorphism. Like me, I felt they had a notion of ‘becoming’ about them 
implying a performativity of self. That feeling of words and images being pushed into the world 
through back-lighting. Like a young person struggling to be heard; or an ambitious parent pushing 
their child forward! So it fitted to explore identity through a form associated with ‘display’ – 
something that directs certainty and confidence. I was interested in asserting identity as a flux. A 
desire to be seen/heard/chosen, but not categorised. That’s a theme running through all my work. 

CC: Which was the first piece of work you made that you felt was an adult work. The first piece 
where you felt: ‘this is my language’?  
JB: It was a piece called Tiresias and it consisted of four light boxes and a text. It was made over 
the course of my night-time wandering/ wonderings in London and showed couples together, same 
sex and straight, costumed for ‘a night out’. I didn’t stage the images I just came across them and 
each one was attributed to a place like ‘St Martins Lane’ and ‘Charing Cross Road’. They looked like 
tourist ads for ‘theatre-land’, yet showed a range of couples being close with each other. The piece 
was very much to do with the pleasures of looking, and the freedom of wandering, a sense of the 
coming together of self-hood through a synthesis of both; hence ‘Tiresias’, the blind hermaphrodite 
of Thebes who appears in T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Wasteland’. At the violet hour – twilight – he watches a 
couple having sex. Though blind, he sees all. This piece formed my degree show and it was then 
shown at Riverside where Greg Hilty and Kate Macfarlane were Curators. 

CC: Can you talk a little about your approach to representing people in your work?  
JB: At the time, in terms of representation of people, there were two ways of thinking. Mary Kelly 
was very clear that in her view the world was saturated with images of women and her strategy was 
instead to find out how you could give a voice to that subject position without figurative referent. 
Then there was another way of thinking that espoused ‘positive images’ of women to counter the 
negative ones at large in the media. I suppose I was interested in a place somewhere between the 
two. My strategy in the main was to photograph the people around me, friends, people I had come 
to know. There were a diverse group anyway. The Tiresias piece was unusual in that it was people 
and scenes I happened upon. And this diverse group of ‘theatre-land’ dwellers were all in Victorian 
costume! At the time the Tory government was preoccupied with espousing ‘Victorian family values’ 
so the work played with and against this image. The light boxes were staged as an installation, and 



were highly reflective and glowing. There was a sense of intimacy being there with them; not 
something one associates with a commercial light box. 

CC: It is interesting you touch on costume, as for me your light box works are very performative. 
What part does this play in the work?
JB: I would describe this by returning to Wall again. Whereas he has described his work as prose 
poems, I would describe mine as mini- dramas or playlets with the assemblages of text/image/object 
taking different roles. As in the theatre, light is the protagonist that draws these together to create 
the work itself. As I touched on before I also see back-lit images as performative in and of 
themselves. For me, regular photography occupies the present but is betrothed to the past. A 
photograph seems to say ‘I was here.’ Wheras a back-lit image says ‘Here I am’. With light boxes 
there is a sense of players on stage bristling with life. This also accounts for the way I make physical 
spaces with the works – rooms, corridors, corners etc. so there is a conversation between elements 
and the viewer; a journey of walking past and through. Pairings are another performative device; 
suggesting lovers or the interdependency of one element upon another – again like a work for 
stage. This exploring of spaces, images and characters with light as protagonist is something that 
extends through my works, I am thinking of the large scale flower installations/events staged 
between 2003–06. Also my radio pieces. I see sound as light approaching through darkness. 

CC: You still refer to the languages and forms of advertising in your recent work (the use of light 
boxes, the series of posters commissioned for First Great Western Railway stations). Has your 
attitude and thinking changed over the 20 years since you made the piece with the image of the 
faces of the three girls and the quotation from Proust (Naming Spaces 1989)? 
JB: I am not sure it has changed at all. One thing I am sure about is that artists have a ‘time’ for their 
work and we can’t make work outside of our own time. I feel that sense of my time more keenly than 
ever. I think of it in terms of colour, in particular electric blue. That was the colour that the tungsten 
film I used to use went when you took photographs at twilight. It was the blue of the Lloyds Building 
I saw each night when I lived on the river. It still thrills me when I see it, that blue light which 
journeys to itself as evening falls. It was a late eighties blue, the blue of Thatcherite years. It is a 
liminal colour; one that signifies passage between states. Some faiths use the moment when blue is 
distinguishable from green, (as regards light), as a guide to when to say morning prayers. Such 
things really interest me. That blue is coming back now; it is once again the colour of our politics. 
And to me personally, it is returning. It is part of a bundle of things that I see as ‘my time’. So it’s not 
that things change, I think they come in and out of focus. 

CC: I remember seeing Naming Spaces with other light box works shortly after it was made. You 
say that you see it as central to the current exhibition, as a point of reference for your practice as a 
visual artist. What is it about this piece that has made you return to it?  
JB: I remember when you, Andrew Nairne and David Ward were selecting artists for The British Art 
Show 1990 and you came to see that piece. I put it up in my rather small bedroom. It was a very 
sunny day and I had closed the blinds to reduce glare, so what with that and the heat of the boxes 
we were all sweltering, but too polite to say. It was as if we were in a light box ourselves. Lately I 
have spent a lot of time in botanic glasshouses and it’s a similar feeling; there’s an equity of spirit 
pervading places that capture light in this way – utopian almost. Back to your question: I still see 
that piece as capturing an essence of who I am as an artist; it’s almost like a personal prototype. 
What mattered then, matters still. And what matters is this: the juxtaposition between the 
questioning lyricism of Proust, his funny neuroses about choice; the seemingly random, carefree 
image of young women and the 80s slick chic of the ad boxes. Then the blank white panels – a 
moment’s pause for breath in the hyperbole of youth. It’s to some extent a work of faith. I wasn’t in a 
great space when I made it. In a time of doubt, it slipped through. 



CC: Could you talk a bit about the relationship between text and image in your work?  
JB: There’s the obvious aspect mentioned earlier stemming from feminist discourse; the questioning 
of photographic truth through introducing words. But for me it also reflects a very real tension in my 
creative life, since childhood. Whether to pick up a pen and write, or pick up a pencil and draw; 
begging the question whether writing is a form of drawing and vice versa. I have explored this in 
some of my works for instance The Bridge and A Magician without Bitterness. In each of these I took 
seductive images of two iconic places near where I live, Tate Modern and Tower Bridge, and 
introduced texts drawn from personal letters from and to friends. At first what you see as you 
approach the work is a tourist perfect twilight image of Tower Bridge or the Tate, but then the words 
take you somewhere else emotionally. They read like postcards in reverse with the text written on 
the image. It is as though the iconic image shifts to one side as the words come in, but the lure of 
the known image keeps pulling you back. The presence of both words and images offers a promise 
of reconciliation in the visual field, a cohesive brand or identity. I’m more interested in a clash, where 
the two don’t meet easily. It’s that space of tension and frustration that I am interested in. That’s 
another reason I give many of my works distinct sculptural elements – in order to offer physical 
dimension to that experience; maybe it’s here that understanding comes. 

CC: Can you talk about the notion of choice as it plays out in your work – sometimes as subject 
matter, sometimes within the process of making the work?  
JB: I’m interested in the idea of identity and its relation to choice (as opposed to the pre-
determined). Your choices shape who you become, be they artistic or life choices. Thus choice for 
me takes three dimensional form; it becomes sculptural, has a weight and a behaviour. I see my 
light box pieces as choice made form. Whereas in pure Minimalism, that choice/form has no 
function other than itself, my works use choice/form – the light, the advertising reference, text, 
image, box – to insist on content. Minimalism was and is interesting to me because it seems to be 
the furthest you can go in autonomous choice making. Having said that of course all form itself 
comes from a political or social context, nothing is ever made in isolation. 

CC: Can you give specific examples of works that deal directly with questions of choice?  
JB: A number of my works deal with choice directly – e.g. in Naming Spaces the text is about 
Proust’s dilemma in choosing which theatre show to see. Its appearance is light-hearted, but 
it strikes me that it’s just these small choices that make all the difference to who we become. To the 
over-discerning, choice is a burden, as well as a luxury. That’s why in Naming Spaces I paired the 
twin boxes with blank white panels. A Minimalist answer to the dilemma of choosing. It’s this 
question of choice in art and life and the form it takes that consumes me. Another example  
of a work that deals with choice is a new series of ‘light drawings’ made during a long period on the 
studio. Like the earlier ‘light drawings’ I mentioned, the works are photography based. They are 
intimate allies of my light box works as they are made with the ephemera generated through the 
making of those bigger works – assemblages of text, image, paper. They contemplate the hidden 
spaces within the light boxes and conjure the possibilities of what might be. This series is called 
Nobody gives you freedom you have to take it; something that Meret Oppenheim once famously 
said of life, work and choice-making. 

CC: Can you talk a bit about the public commissions involving the participation of people, in 
particular the Fragrant series?
JB: The Fragrant Project has been the space of my public commissions over the last eight years. 
The genesis of the project is the human connection to plants but its core concern is with potential – 
a potential for connection between people. The name of the project implies the tentative nature of 
this – ‘fragrant’ – a scent, an adjective, something you can’t package, but a presence nonetheless. 
Identity is central here: often the invitation for these commissions comes from the deep desire of a 
place or people to mark an important occasion or reflect in some way upon who they are and where 
they are going. I’m thinking here of the work I made with you for the re-opening of Arnolfini and my 
commission for Liverpool European Capital of Culture in 2008. Over the years the works arising 



from Fragrant have been diverse – from large scale contemporary flower festivals created with and  
for thousands of people (like the festival I conceived at Tramway in Glasgow) to bespoke damask 
wallpaper for the Human Cargo exhibition at Plymouth City Museum (marking the bi-centenary of 
the end of the transatlantic slave trade) to the creation of a garden for Chelsea Flower Show with 
gardeners from Liverpool’s Botanical Collection. Often these public commissions build through a 
gregarious process, but the end result is always contemplative. 

CC: How did the large scale Flower Festival event in the church in Vauxhall in 2003 come about?  
JB: I was invited by the nightclub ‘Duckie’ (based at the Vauxhall Tavern) to do a one-off event for 
their ‘Nightbird’ art event season and Simon Casson, the Director, asked me to consider using the 
local church, St Peter’s as the venue. I was struck by its beauty and history and also by the 
remarkable incumbent vicar Wilma Roest. St Peter’s was built with the male priesthood in mind, but 
like so many of these inner city churches is now being brought to life by a new generation of 
powerful women priests. I decided to stage a contemporary flower festival. I drew upon the tradition 
of ‘Flower Festivals’ that I had known and loved as a child. I wanted to see if they had any relevance 
to the modern, diverse London which was now my home. Could something seemingly so pedestrian 
and local have the potential to draw people together? I curated the festival working closely with Rev 
Roest and the producer Bill Gee. It was a vast art installation, very performative. A place of 
possibilities. We worked with the largest flower arranging association in the UK and through this 
curious meeting of worlds, we created something that 1000s of people came to, most of whom had 
never experienced such a thing. It was a three day demonstration of paradise in Vauxhall with lots of 
twists – for instance we staged a ‘flower power night’ at Duckie where two flower arrangers 
‘performed’ the making of two arrangements whilst narrating stories of their lives and there was also 
a late night club opening at the church which Duckie audiences came to. It was at a time when the 
news was full of the deep rifts within the church about homosexuality and it was very moving as the 
Rev Roest bravely got up on stage to address the club, fully expecting to be booed, yet she was 
cheered. Though I suspect, given the context quite a few of the punters probably thought she was a 
performer! Across the Festival there was a blurring of roles and identities, it was celebratory and 
disarmingly un-ironic. In such moments you feel that anything is possible. And that is what I mean 
by Fragrant being concerned with potential. 

CC: What happened after that? 
JB: The work in Vauxhall was the first in a series of about four really large events both in Colombia, 
China and the UK. At The Tramway in Glasgow I was commissioned to create a cross-faith flower 
festival to mark the annual ‘Festivals of Light’ – Eid, Diwali, Channukah and Advent. It was wildly 
ambitious! I had the idea that we should capture the light of the long Scottish summer by growing 
tens of thousands of flowers, pick them, dry them and then transform them into a vast dry flower 
garland which would act as the centrepiece of the festival. So all over Glasgow, all summer long, 
hundreds of people grew flowers. The festival rotated round a crazy sense of shared endeavour. 
Light again was the protagonist. Like Vauxhall and the work in Colombia there was a palpable sense 
of  a ‘happening’; of unlikely meetings through a transformed space. On the last night of the event, a 
marriage took place beneath the garland followed by a bacchanalian party. 

CC: How did the festival connect you to your earlier visual art practice? 
JB: At this point I had been working within radio for some years and I had a great yearning to work 
in a visual, three dimensional realm. The first new light box installation I had made for ten years 
came from this time. After the flower festival in Vauxhall I remained friends with Rev Roest and 
when I heard she was leaving St Peter’s I offered to photograph her there, as a parting gesture. I 
had always been interested in her capacity to make that vast space feel radiant, even with a tiny 
congregation; like a living light box. I wanted to explore the different layers of light at play; how light 
animated both person and architecture to create a space which is at once both culturally specific, 
but also has a universal immanence. Like an airport for lights both ancient and modern; a place of 



arrival and departure. I also wanted to create a contemporary version of an altar piece, such an 
iconic, century’s old ‘male’ image here revitalised and embodied by a remarkable woman, whose 
gender is only legible through the soles of her shoes. I subsequently made other works with images 
of women priests and for the show at the Bluecoat in 2011 I am extending this work to include three 
more light boxes to form a new installation which also gives the title for the show ‘Airports for the 
Lights, Shadows and Particles.’ These works are not made through the torch of document but are 
attempts to draw out light from within. Increasingly I think of the radiance of friends – how one 
person fills a room with light for you. 

CC: What is ‘the work’ for you? 
JB: It is the notion of light as a protagonist, drawing together images, words and form to create 
inquiring spaces and unusual meetings. This could mean a light box work in a gallery; a vast 
installation of sun- soaked flowers swung from the rafters of a marquee on a dark Scottish night; or 
a small drawing made with a photocopier. Mutability of identity; of art, maker and viewer. 

CC: What interests you about plants and gardens? 
JB: I would suggest that what Iceland is to Roni Horn, gardens and plants are to me; they are 
places of becoming – endlessly evolving through sunlight and human agency. The initial interest 
comes from childhood, in particular my father who was a great gardener. I only ever knew one 
garden growing up as we never moved, and so over 30 odd years I came to understand the garden 
as a sort of biography of our family. I learnt that it was a place of creative choice – there’s that 
passion for what to include and exclude – and where form and meaning combine. For instance my 
father planted a cherry tree just for shade; but myrtle to remind him of his mother. It was a place 
where I really began to understand the notion of the ‘unspoken’ and its role in creativity; that the 
garden was an expression of sublimated desires. 
I think of this particularly with regard to my father who, like a lot of men of his generation had had a 
very traumatic time through the war. I don’t think he ever recovered from it and he certainly never 
discussed what had happened. I always felt that the garden was a place where he dealt with these 
things. Thus, I think of gardens as places where we search for self-knowledge and understanding as 
per the image of Eden. They offer the tantalising promise of redemption, which always seems just 
beyond reach. Gardens have multiple readings too; in the west colonialism and politics haunt 
gardens – they are like biographies of our Empire’s past, sown through the soil. 
It’s a paradox; what could seem more humble and innocent than a rose in the hand? I have long 
been interested in that moment; when the flower is cut from its root. To coin Levi-Strauss’s term, it 
goes from being the raw, part of nature, to the cooked, a cultural object, with the possibility of being 
passed on to another in a chain of meanings and relationships. I am very interested in the idea that 
in terms of creativity, women and gay people say, who would in the past have been barred from 
creative pursuits in the wider world, particularly in lasting things, like architecture, would withdraw 
and invest their creativity in gardening, something fleeting and interior. Gardens are often the home 
of the disparate, the desperate, the dissident. Again it’s the idea of the merging of sublimated 
creativity and self. Gardening is not merely decorative. Often those who work with gardens and 
plants are seeking an alternative life and a new identity. 
I have also come to see how plants and gardens are great levellers, there’s an egalitarianism and 
camaraderie. If you go to flower shows it’s great to see people who would normally be poles apart 
talking animatedly over pelargoniums! My comments could equally be applied from the private 
garden of my childhood to the public gardens of say, Liverpool, where I did a large project in 2008. A 
public garden embodies a collective search for a utopia, a desire to express an identity of people 
and place, yet its fluidity, the fact that, unlike a municipal bronze statue, no garden stands still, 
means from the moment the ribbon is cut there’s a possibility for things to go horribly wrong. It’s an 
expression of faith in the largest sense to make a garden, especially to choose it as a beacon of 
civic pride. It’s interesting, when I think back to my father gardening, I see him kneeling before 



flower beds in a sort of prayer, stabbing at plants in unyielding soil. Gardening is surely one of the 
most common expressions of secular faith and creativity. 

CC: The exhibition at The Exchange in Penzance was called Naming Spaces, after the work of that 
title. What is the significance of this concept of defining space for you?
JB: Creative spaces, be they the flower farm workshop or the artist’s studio, are places where you 
are trying to discover your place in the world. As makers of things, be that growing flowers or 
making art, we are shaped by what we make. So defining space is allied to forming identity for me. 
‘Making spaces’ are full of potential; faith and doubt are in the balance. The appearance of that 
creative struggle between the two is very interesting. That is why people’s work places are so 
revealing. It seems to me that sometimes it is in the quietest of spaces that the biggest struggles are 
occurring. I think back to the huge cavern of St Peter’s Church in Vauxhall and women priests – 
taking communion to the most eclectic of 21st century congregations dressed in richly flowing 
gowns initially embroidered for men... cross-dressing or even criss-cross dressing! As an aside – the 
name for the show at The Exchange was taken from my work Naming Spaces. It comes from 
Proust’s idea of a studio being ‘like a laboratory of a sort of new creation of the world’. Something 
that interests me is how he relates this to the scene in Eden where Adam has the task of first 
naming things. Proust likens the artist in her/his studio as engaged in taking away names from 
things and giving them new names. I like the image of a space defined through acts of naming. 
Again it is that moment of choices taking shape. 

CC: Can you talk a bit about your work Fragrant at Arnolfini in 2005 and how your thinking and 
practice have developed since? For one thing, you have returned to making work for galleries, after 
a long gap. Why? 
JB: One of the things that attracted me to the Arnolfini project was the idea of the gallery’s renewal 
and people’s memory of how it was before. So the installation I did there was a curve which cut off 
one of the corners of the space downstairs. When people returned on the re-opening they thought it 
was the way it had been re-built, but of course that last corner was the last bit of the space to be 
revealed – and only was in the next show. My work was a changing installation that resembled a 
back-lit shop window display. It was made up of a sweeping curve, a flower landscape, that looked 
as one, but which was actually made up of many smaller landscapes. Over the course  
of the show, every five days, groups of people from Bristol who had a connection to flowers and 
plants came in and made the work with me; each time using the plants that were meaningful to 
them. I had come to know those involved over the preceding months by finding out about Bristol’s 
traditions with flowers and plants. It was as though Bristol’s life-story was there within this 
superficially attractive and accessible scene, but as you moved closer it was shown to be a woven 
tapestry of great complexity, just like all those who took part. There was a tension between the 
natural and the artificial; what was ‘revealed’ and what was unspoken. The gallery oscillated 
between a place of gregarious activity as each new edition of the landscape was made, and then 
stillness on completion. 
The return to galleries goes with a renewed interest in spaces that can be controlled – an attraction 
to the blank white page of the gallery. It also goes with re-visiting the light box and its particularities. 
For instance, I’m increasingly interested in luminosity and its effect on pictorial depth vis a vis the 
back-lit image – what is happening in that milky space between the image and light source. I’m 
interested in unpacking this somehow. Another new set of ‘light drawings’ I have made begins to 
address this: Their flight is knowledge, space is their alienation (2010–11). As you can sense, this 
last year has been a very productive time! 

CC: An aspect of the piece at Arnolfini was the light box portraits of the people involved in the flower 
trade – in China, Colombia and Cornwall. How do these connect (or did they re-connect you?) to the 
earlier works using text and photographs of people and places?  
JB: As a result of my flower festival in Vauxhall I was invited to make new work in Colombia and 



China; in two cities – Medellin and Guangzhou respectively – which shared the moniker ‘city of 
flowers’. They were both places where flowers held enduring meanings for local people. In each I 
worked closely with groups of students, suggesting we explore the city through meeting people who 
had a connection to flowers. It was a way of opening communication.The students and I interviewed 
those we met and, in turn, shared our experiences. I then invited people I felt a particular connection 
with to sit for a portrait. This process extended to Cornwall during the Arnolfini project where I 
explored the cut flower growing culture of the South West; one which is becoming ever more 
invisible due to globalisation. I showed the Portrait with Flowers series at Arnolfini in relation to the 
large panoramic installation I made; a juxtaposition of two back-lit pieces if you like. 
The journey South West triggered by the invitation to Arnolfini became a personal one; my mother’s 
family came from that region and I hadn’t been back there for twenty odd years. After Arnolfini  
I wanted to continue this connection and was invited to be artist in residence at Newlyn Art Gallery. 
The work in Cornwall was a journey of full re-engagement with the camera. During the residency I 
got to know the farmers very well and I photographed them and their working environments, spaces 
which are disappearing. These became the poster series Flower Train which was presented on rail 
platforms all along the route of the now mythic train that once took West Country flowers to market. I 
have great ambivalence to ‘photographing people’ and the posters reflect this tension between the 
desire to show – to do that thing the camera does of ‘bringing to light’ – as well as acknowledging 
what the image-maker brings and the danger of making a ‘document.’ The posters express this 
ambivalence through the short texts that accompany them. These range from the circumstances in 
which the photograph was taken, say, what was running through my head at the time; to comments 
others made; to one of a glasshouse full of white lilies bearing the legend ‘Lily White’ – my 
grandmother’s name. The point being ‘we see the world not as it is but how we are.’ For the texts in 
Flower Train I had a model in mind: the small summaries that end many Judeo-Christian prayers. 
They are known as the ‘seal’; a moment’s affirmation of all that has just unfolded. I wouldn’t suggest 
that taking a photograph of someone is ‘like a prayer’ but the experience holds something 
conclusive about it, of which respect should be the parting gesture. A moment of ‘I and thou’ rather 
than ‘I and it’ – as the thinker Martin Buber would put it. The texts in Flower Train piece are thus 
meant to throw the viewer; so what at first glance looks like a landscape slides into a portrait; what 
looks idyllic is revealed as a place of personal struggle. The document comes away at the seams 
and the subject breaks loose. You are not sure whose voice it is – the place, the person or the 
image-maker. That’s what I intend. 
As I said earlier my use of light boxes shifts in meaning between sales pitch to index of Minimalism 
to navigation point – that illuminated shelter where the bus stops to take you home. In the Portrait 
with Flowers light box series with images from Cornwall, China and Colombia I see the light box as 
a sort of simple beacon to the time I spent with the subject. Thus the series differs from the very 
early works. Whilst they share that sense of ‘illuminating’ vis a vis identity and a desire to be seen 
(which all who participated expressed for their own reasons), my earlier works involved friends, the 
literary and the fleeting, parts of myself really. The Flower Train poster work and its play with 
fragmentary texts takes me back towards that early subject position. 

CC: Can you talk about the Liverpool project?  
JB: In 2006 I was invited to Liverpool to do a week’s recce for a possible project for their year as 
European Capital of Culture 2008. I asked to meet people who were in some way involved with 
plants. On the very first day I learnt about the Botanic Gardens that had once been the pride of the 
city, but which were closed down in the early 1980s under the city’s militant political regime. The 
story transported me back to my teenage years; I instantly recalled scenes of those times from the 
television and realised that they were some of the earliest memories I had of news and worlds 
beyond my own. In that moment I felt compelled to find out the story of the Botanic Gardens. I spent 
the next two years doing so; it was a shared journey – most of Liverpool also wanted to know; there 
were half-truths and rumours, myths and lies. And it really mattered to so many, not least those who 
were involved, many of whom were still scarred by it all. I discovered that the Gardens may have 
been closed but all the plants remained held away from the public in dilapidated glasshouses in the 
middle of a housing estate. They had been there for 25 years. 



It was an extraordinary privilege to be able to make this journey with people through an event which 
was highly traumatic – the destruction of a garden – and bring things to light. I made a book 
and an installation at the Walker Art Gallery. I also worked with the gardeners of the Botanic 
Collection to design a garden which we showed at the Chelsea Flower Show. As artists we are so 
used to de-constructing and challenging ideas of ‘the established’ history of something, but what 
was remarkable about this situation was that there was no written ‘history’. There were only 
scattered fragments, some glorious, some sorry, all shot through with peoples’ yearning to know. 
This presents a danger of course, the dream of the united story or collection or people, a sort of 
redemption. The beauty of the project was the luxury of time I had to spend on it; of being able to 
get to know people very well and their trust in me with their stories. 
After a lot of research came the challenge of standing back and making art. I started with myself 
and what had drawn me in at the beginning – that scene of a destroyed garden and my own half-
distant memory of it. One of the things I am looking forward to at the Bluecoat is re-staging my 
installation The Botanic Garden, back in Liverpool. My piece, made of five light boxes, is my own 
version of the garden, bringing together images from the disparate collections that are still in 
Liverpool today. I see that work as a portable ‘ark’ for a wandering collection. Here the light boxes 
act as mirrors, the collections are still extant – what do their custodians wish to make of them? 

CC: What is next for you beyond the Bluecoat show? 
JB: As well as longer spells in my studio I have also begun work on  
a project marking the 2013 centenary of Canberra, Australia. I have been invited to be Artist in 
Residence connected to a new arboretum which was established after the city was nearly 
devastated by bush fires in 2003. It is a place where Canberra is literally and metaphorically 
cultivating a renewed identity. This, and the paradox that, being so young, the arboretum is currently 
a place of saplings (trees taking a generation to grow) make it an interesting proposition to me. A 
place alive with potential. 


