
          

‘The friend I have/is a passionate friend’

Interview with curator Gill Hedley on the occasion of Bradley’s exhibition of the same name at 
Mummery + Schnelle, London, UK, 2014

GH We’re sitting on your new friendship bench, a joint project with art fabricator and framer Mark 
Darbyshire. Tell me more. 

JB Yes, Mark has been closely involved in several of my recent public projects and we decided to 
make a bench for two. Our friendship started at Goldsmiths in the late 1980s and our paths crossed 
again recently when I asked him to work with me on several commissions including one for The 
University Hospital in Lille where I will be transforming a corridor with a promenade of large-scale 
light boxes. Part of the commission is for a furnished library using Douglas fir which Mark and I are 
designing together: the bench is made from the same beautiful, warm wood. 

GH The exhibition has at its centre your 1989 sculpture Naming Spaces. It’s a confident gesture to 
look back over twenty five years – can you say why this work is so important to you? 

JB It is a prototype of who I am as an artist. Effectively, it contains all the elements that still matter to 
me, including ideas of choice, especially choice of relationships, in this case friends. For me, 
choices are linked to identity, they make you who you are. The text is from Proust and, in a child’s 
voice, he writes of the dilemma in choosing which theatre show to visit for the first time ever, 
knowing nothing more than the names of each. What seems so casual is also irrevocable. 
I was just starting to make light boxes at this point. I had moved from rural Kent to London and 
wandered the city as a flâneur seeing advertising signs as odd companions, lighting my way home 
on the underground or night bus. There is a strange warmth in their fluorescence when you’re all on 
your own, even though they are trying to sell you something. So I disrupted the commercial 
message to focus on the personal. I photographed my three flatmates on top of our building: the 
images now have all the currency of a selfie. I am not in the image but I do think each portrait of a 
friend is, in a way, an implicit self-portrait. 

GH Can you talk about the white metal sheets which are integral to this piece? 

JB They evoke minimalism and introduce the idea of the blank page. Like you, they stand or lean 
against the wall and invite you to occupy the space. They have a fleeting, reflective quality while 
underlining the significance in my work of pairs; twins; couplings: duality. 
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GH That duality is very present in the new light boxes. They seem to me to be very confident in their 
reduced scale which makes them more intense and focussed. 

JB They are now boxes of light. The white element is folded round the image to create its own world 
and the reference to sculpture is stronger. I have been hugely influenced by Donald Judd, especially 
his use of proportions and light as volume not merely as a source. There is also a sense of the room 
in these works; the light’s on. As if friendships have their own architecture.

GH That leads us to Wilma and Ann – which portray two women – friends of yours – at private 
devotion in their churches. 

JB They are amplified by stillness. They look identical and we do not see them as individuals but 
nonetheless sense different personalities through very particular contexts. 

GH Can you describe the period in your career between Naming Spaces and when you and I met 
on another bench, at the Arnolfini in 2005? 

JB, I spent many years writing for radio and came back towards the visual arts through performative 
works and then large scale projects like The Fragrant Project at the Arnolfini. This work was 
participatory, and it involved the creation of a succession of back-lit panoramas using plants and 
flowers during the re-opening months at Arnolfini. This work prompted me back to my studio to look 
at the light box as a language of identity, subverting once more to the personal. 

GH I always sense some danger in your earlier light box installations. But in the new works I 
experience nurturing and care in the way that the boxes protect, hide, partially reveal and make me 
think of domestic places – windows, shelves and cupboards. 

JB In c.f. I have deliberately evoked the idea of the bookshelf – you create a space in your life for 
your friends. There is a literary quality to that space. 

GH You’ve undertaken major international commissions: Folkestone Triennial this autumn, Lille from 
this December and, last year, you were invited to mark the centenary of Canberra at The National 
Library of Australia. But you have also been producing series of drawings, which you term ‘light 
drawings’, in the quiet of your studio. 

JB Yes, because I wanted something immediate in contrast to the fabricated works which require 
teams of people. I use an antiquated photocopier as a primitive camera, sweeping light and 
manipulating paper. Some of the drawings revisit my experience of the companionable light in the 
underground when I first moved to London whilst others are made with herbarium paper from 
Canberra that, over the years, has been subjected to the sun. The suite of drawings Architecture 
makes form; trees create space came about through conversations with the 94 year old Italian-
Australian architect Aldo Giurgola. He designed Australia’s new Parliament House and we talked a 
lot about the role trees play in urban design, especially in terms of light, how you meld the natural 
with the artificial. Like him, I have always felt the tug of both country and city: I was born in 
Folkestone, moved to London, back to Kent, now back to London. 



GH The show here is punctuated by discreet zinging sculptures of hop pole slices and sheets of 
acrylic – like Thomas’s ‘force that through the green fuse drives the flower’ – which you call Zips, 
honouring the vertical lines with which Barnett Newman opened up his colour field paintings. These 
relate to Green/Light (for M.R.), your installation for the Folkestone Triennial on the site of the Old 
Gas Works there. Is that a very significant work for you? 

JB I had an instant reaction when first shown this site by Triennial Curator Lewis Biggs. It was the 
place where electric light was first created for the town and I immediately knew I wanted to evoke  
the hop gardens of my childhood. I have used their centuries-old technology to re-create the 
elaborate string patterns that allow maximum exposure to light for the plants while retaining a 
circular footprint of the former gasometer using aluminium poles, LED strip and these zips of 
luminous acrylic. It’s a light drawing on a massive scale and a very important development in my 
work. I spoke earlier of dualities. In this case the work has a tension between the childhood of 
nature, fir poles and coir with the adult urban, human- made acrylic and aluminium. In this work 
there’s an ‘elective coupling’ – to coin the phrase Liam Gillick uses in his companion essay to my 
show – of unlikely materials, ages and experiences. They shouldn’t really exist in the same orbit. 
Green/Light (for M.R.) is an attempt to somehow square the circle. I see it, in many ways, as a self-
portrait. 


