
          

Lovers, neighbours, friends
Roger Malbert

Written on the occasion of Bradley’s exhibition at artconnexion in Lille, France in 2012 (Catalogue 
published by artconnexion, Lille, 2012)

The title to Jyll Bradley’s exhibition points to the primary importance of human relationships in her 
practice. The subjects of her photographic works are either people close to her personally or 
people with whom she has formed a strong understanding during the course of a project. Her 
involvement with them informs her practice at every level; she interprets the artist’s role essentially 
in relational terms, as a mediator and perhaps also – although she would be too modest to make 
this claim - a catalyst for self-awareness. She is a writer as well as a visual artist and often 
combines texts - her own or quotations from her favourite authors - with images to elaborate and 
inflect their meaning. In two of her key photo-works, for example, Naming Spaces and c.f., she 
uses passages from Marcel Proust, both of which are concerned with the formation of artistic 
consciousness. 

In Naming Spaces, the text is drawn from an episode early in A la recherche du temps perdu. As a 
young boy, the narrator is in love with the theatre, but he is a 'Platonic lover', a virgin, in love only 
with the idea of the theatre, since his parents have not yet allowed him to enter one. The closest 
he has been is the posters on the Morris publicity column, which he hurries out every day to study. 
His dilemma is to choose between plays about which he knows nothing more than is conveyed by 
their titles and the colours of the glistening, newly pasted posters. This could be taken as a 
delicate metaphor for the innocence of youthful infatuation; choices, made often on the flimsiest of 
grounds, for example between one pretty girl and another, may have life- determining 
consequences. Jyll Bradley’s pairing of two images of three smiling girls, the arrangement of their 
faces shuffled differently in each, suggests a multiplicity of possible choices and - as Proust 
describes elsewhere the collective charm of a group of girls among whom his desire strays before 
settling its focus on the one he has selected to love - a brief moment of liberty. The neurotic’s 
anxiety is heightened and his indecisiveness exacerbated by the consciousness of the pleasure 
every prospective lover seems to promise, each one so utterly distinct from, and incompatible with, 
another. The act of choosing, which in art - as in life - defines and therefore limits oneself, is 
necessarily an act of negation and loss – the sacrifice of all those alternative possibilities, the 
potential paths, which are in that instant denied. 

In c.f., an affectionate couple pose for the camera in a kitchen. These friends of the artist are 
clearly at ease with each other; their happiness is palpable and the domestic setting signifies 
security and contentment. The text here is taken from Proust’s account of his epiphany on a walk 
alone along the Méséglise way, when overwhelmed by the beauty of nature he is struck for the 
first time by the ‘discordance between our impressions and their habitual expression’; his 
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inarticulate shouts of joy fail to express anything more than a blurred form of his inner feelings. 
Art’s task is, rather, a ‘slow and difficult course of elucidation’. 

More than two decades separate these works, yet they are closely related, both formally - the light 
boxes, the pairing of closely related images and the deployment of minimalist blank white panels – 
and through the Proustian texts that anchor them. The backlit transparency acts as a means of 
intensifying the colours and luminosity of the image and also serves to suggest the life- giving and 
transformative power of light, which becomes implicitly both medium and subject. The mundane 
everyday use of the light box in commercial advertising in bus shelters and on the London 
underground is a conscious reference and source of inspiration for the artist, who recalls the 
warming reassurance of these illuminated signs when wandering the city as a young student. 

There could also be a transcendental dimension, a relation to the radiant light of stained glass 
windows, a reference to which is brought to the fore in another series (not shown here), Airports 
for the Lights, Shadows and Particles, featuring studies of women priests lying prostrate bathed in 
the daylight in London churches. The title derives from John Cage’s description of a group of white 
paintings by Robert Rauschenberg which he hung in the studio at Black Mountain College for an 
event which has gone down in history as probably the first ‘Happening’, in 1952. The paintings 
registered every nuance of light and shadow; by their emptiness they were receptive to the 
surrounding atmosphere and movement. 

That modernist spirit of iconoclasm and quiescence is invoked by Jyll Bradley in the blank white 
panels she props against the wall near to the photographic works, catching the light and by their 
informal placement suggesting the provisional nature of the whole ensemble. A quality of quiet 
understatement is found too in the recent series of small monochrome light drawings, ‘intimate 
allies’, as she calls them, of the photographs, composed of studio detritus, fragments of paper cut 
out in the process of making the lightbox images. In these, photography is again the medium, but 
here in a camera-less form. Using the photocopier as a tool - the impassive tracking light 
neutralising the inflection of the artist’s sensibility – she produces prints of collages in which 
segments of paper have been meticulously cut, aligned and overlaid, producing an articulation that 
combines formal architectural rigour with the suggestive power of subtle detail of line, shafts of 
light and tonal gradation. In Their flight is knowledge, space is their alienation, a shadowy 
Rorschach shape is discernible flitting across each of the ten sheets like Braque’s recurring bird in 
flight. In a second series, Look at me now and here I am, it is the fleeting figures in the passages 
and on the platforms of the Underground that recur, illuminated by the fluorescent blaze of the strip 
lights and advertisements. These anonymous passers-by are so faintly delineated as to seem 
almost ethereal, intimations of the transience of life. 

Another lightbox work, The Bridge, pairs two almost identical images of the River Thames at night 
looking west towards Tower Bridge; the work was made as a way of remembering a fellow- 
student who was her neighbour for twenty years before his premature death. She and he had 
shared the same view of the Thames from their adjacent windows. The text (here the artist’s own) 
addressed to a mother recalls the sight of her son, poised precariously on the ledge outside his flat 
tending his plants - the simple act of gardening charged with danger. "The notion of the bridge", 
the artist says, "stands metaphorically for what tenuously connects one person to another, and the 
position of the two 

lightboxes, offset on the floor, are like 'ships in the night', but also a double-command: do not 
forget to remember." 

Jyll Bradley’s positioning of the pairs of lightboxes is always deliberate and significant: neighbours 
live their lives in parallel; c.f. shows the lovers side by side, shoulder to shoulder; the two images 
in Naming Spaces are hung opposite each other, friends, mirroring and examined by each other. 



"And that," she says, "corresponds to the idea of relationships; these relationships can shift: 
friends can become lovers, lovers can become neighbours. For me, relationships are in many 
ways like works of art, and by turn there is an art to them. They are seldom perfectly executed, or 
understood, or even requited, yet we spend most of our lives striving for them." 

The botanical glasshouse is another great cathedral of light, one that Jyll Bradley first explored in 
a project in Liverpool in 2008. She returns to it now in Lille’s Jardin des Plantes for her New 
Patrons commission at the Hopital Roger Salengro, CHRU, Le Jardin Hospitalier.* These vast 
structures, containing a micro- climate that allows tropical plants to flourish she perceives as 
utopian spaces, where a balance of warmth, light and moisture is carefully maintained and where 
human intercourse too is enhanced by the atmosphere of calm equilibrium. Conversations in them 
are usually more reflective, she has found, and the managers of glasshouses - whom she terms 
with gentle humour the 'keepers of the light' – incline to a philosophical outlook on life. The healing 
properties of plants relate the glasshouse with another generic social space where a stable 
environment is required to sustain life and restore wellbeing: the hospital. 

The idea of bringing images of these tranquil, naturally-lit interiors filled with plants and flowers into 
the windowless corridor of a busy hospital seems extraordinarily apt. The nurturing of delicate 
plants is not merely a metaphor; the light the images will radiate (illuminated as backlit 
transparencies photographs are somehow made actual, in the artist’s words, are "pressed into the 
present"), and the tactile reminders of nature in the wooden handrails and panels installed 
alongside them, communicate a fundamental truth about existence and the interdependence of 
diverse forms of life. The images will be rendered in different ways, some with wooden louvers in 
front so that they are visible when approached from one direction but only glimpsed if approached 
from the other; "there is a sense of 'reveal and discover', views glimpsed in passing, which 
replicates the experience of being in a hospital." The corridor is associated in the artist’s mind with 
the path overhung with hawthorn bushes behind the gardener’s tool shed in Proust’s account of 
his revelation on his walk when, he writes, "between the earth and its creatures I made no 
distinction". This and other quotations from poets, novelists and philosophers on nature, gardens 
and plants will be interspersed along the walls in the hospital corridor. 

Jyll Bradley’s engagement with plants has been a central theme in her work for the past decade, in 
public commissions, performances, flower festivals and installations, including collective projects 
sometimes involving hundreds of people. Although this aspect of her work is not directly 
represented in this exhibition, it is implicit in the commission in Lille, where the therapeutic 
influence of nature will be brought to bear on a hospital corridor, the site of the direst human 
emergencies. "What fascinates me in both the botanic garden and the hospital", the artist says, "is 
the parallel in the 'behind the scenes' working environment in both, the complex scale of human 
industry – equipment, boiler rooms, tubing, etc – to maintain or restore the status quo of humans 
or plants, since it is a disruption of this that engenders ill health in both. When we are healthy we 
are like native plants, we simply require water, food, sunlight, warmth, to survive. When we 
become ill we are like botanic specimens – in need of help to replicate our native state. It is 
important to me that, while showing images of nature in a hospital, it is unidealised nature - that is, 
worked for, cultivated, idiosyncratic nature, like human nature. And in this context the work needs 
to be in sympathy with the viewer, who is unlikely to be feeling ideal themselves." 


