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"THE SPOTFROMWHENCE THE VIEW IS TAKEN IS IN
A FIXED STATE TO THE PAINTER, BUTTHE GARDENER
SURVEYS HIS SCENERYWHILE IN MOTION”

Hurnphrey Repton, The Art of Landscape Gardening (17%94)
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IN CONVERSATION WITH NANCY STEDMAN
Transcribed from conversations over the period of a year

MATERIAL

Although you started off as a painfer, your early work addressed very directly the
physicality of materials — you worked both with and on the land, and brought nafural materials
into the gallery — ‘sculpting with the material of life” — and very consciously manipulating spaces
both within and oufside the gallery.

But for thelast 10 0r 15 years you have worked almost exclusively with black and white
photography, a medium which emphasises the surface, the image — why?

As a young student and prior to art college, Iloved one subject...
geomorphology, which I covered at A level... OS maps... Iloved them, Iliked
the look of them... but more Iliked the way they provided notation, and their
schematic quality.

They provided avisual notation that made me able to visualise an actual
place, and the form of the land. Twould spend hours looking at them and
interpreting them into drawings of landscapes that L had never seen. Idrew
countless river profiles.

Iwould walk and cycle as far as I could from my home in Burton on
Trent, into Derbyshire and Staffordshire, to interpret the form of these maps.
The most exciting part of this was the tactile aspect, seeing a drawing become
actual form and then being in contact with that form... Rocks, gates, bits of
churches — I was always picking things up and taking them into school.

Burton was a place of beer, wood and coal, hops, malt and barley. It
was full of smells and textures, and now I know why [ love STUFE. All of my
relatives worked in the breweries, the mines and the brickyards, and their
conversation and stories were threaded with tactile descriptions... how they
got scars on their knees and arms, what it felt like to be up to your waistin
malt, how to make barrels in coopers yards... and of course all of the stuff they
talked about came from the land.

...Alot of my family lived in Stoke, and that place had even more tactility
than Burton. ['would stay with my aunt... the house was an incredible
museum of a terrace, so small and cave-like that you touched everything in it
and it was built onto the edge of amarl pit and open cast clay works.
Everything was black with soot... this is one of the most formative and
pleasurable memories Lhave...

When I chose to go to art college I chose a place that [ thought would be
like Stoke... so I'went to Manchester. [ wanted to be in the north and I wanted
to be able to getinto the moors. Ijust wanted to be somewhere hard and
gritty.

Before Iwent there Iwas at Burton School of Art, playing with clay all

day... They wanted me to be a potter. In some ways this made sense but to
me the idea of craft did not appeal. This I think matters, and it has stayed with
me throughout my career... the relationship between art and artisanship... its
roots are back then, but there was something about being involved with craft
that did not fit. Perhaps I'was too close to it or perhaps

the idea of the functional was too corrupted for me.

What interests me now is how important some aspects of this
contradiction are still stimulating in my work...

I tried to make paintings at Manchester, but the artifice did not interest
me, the stuff did, and printmaking was OK as long as it did not involve
pictures... Norman Ackroyd taught me etching, no one could have been
better. He used to take plates and acid up into the hills and burn them on the
spot. He would talk to me about the elements doing the job, and the direct
relationship between the subject, the material and the place of nature within
it.

...another guy introduced me to Arshile Gorky and the story of Gorky
standing in a river to make his first abstract communion with nature. Ithink
thatis the one story that has made me think more than any other. It sums up
so much of what matters to me.

Everything I did tried to speed up what nature did... Tarrived in
Northampton in 1971 with the contents of a kit — etchings made of rain and
smoke, paintings made of rain, bird shit, straw, etc., prints of burnt metal. I
made some drawings for sculptures that people could make themselves. They
waould catch the rain in tanks and circulate it over canvasses leaving green
stains and algae on the surface.

In my basement I started to weave all of the grass cut from my lawn into
thatch-like surfaces. I made drawings of these surfaces as they developed,
they became by the nature of the process, cyclical and sequential. Everything
was to do with harnessing nature to make my work for me. Istarted to walk
in rural Northamptonshire... I found thatchers and fence makers using the
natural material of the land in ways that seemed totally in tune with nature
itself.

Ifound theidea of eyclical changes in arural landscape pleasing to me,
it was all so complete and purposeful and truthful — artisanship without the
awful intrusion of decorative craft. This was essential craft that was so deeply
rooted in the very beginning of things that it had not been despoiled or
corrupted — a bit like making beer and bread and digging coal or clay.

And now, yes, I have moved away from the physical processes but I do
not feel asif Thave. Thereis plenty of physical handling in my work that
compensates for the touch of matter and I am very conscious of the contact
with nature as Iwork, especially on location.

Ilike the ‘nature’ in photography that allows a certain aspect of contact
to come through. like etching, which is speeded up rusting, an accelerated
natural process. I try to get my students to think of photography in terms of
natural alchemy.



A SURFACE OF REEDS HARVESTED IN 1973

This was the first work that you exhibited ina mejer gallery and it ssemed to sst the tong of
vou worl for several years, It was perhaps a ‘Povera’ worlc or land worle, Ther were three other shows
and commissions that toolc on that form of wordimgand vou were definitely producing seulpture.

Perhaps we could fall about that period and how veu gradnally moved fo the use of
photogmphy .

Forsome reason the Arts Council selected mete put on a oneman show
at The Serpentine as part of the Sculpture 73 series (those werethe good old
days..1.

! Th?IS was a turning point, and my career started. Iwas scared... my studio
basernent was a mess and becarne a biggermess because [ went to a thatcher
and the thatcher took meto Norfolkwhere I collected Norfolk reeds in the
way they should be collected, each bundle fitting the anmns of the harvester.
The bundles were delivered to my basernent. Trees felled in a local forest were
cut into fencing stakes... Cut ofthis collecting was born “A surface made of
reeds harvested in 1973 and other sirnilar works, and they were shown on
the lawns of The Serpentine Gallery, and the drawings — which gave birth to
the work —were shown inside the gallery.

Iwras called a sculptor. But was the surface a painting placed parallel to
the ground? Andwere the other areas of ralsed turf cut from the lawns and
raised 2 feet from the ground on pine logs also paintings?

Iliked the way the turf turned yellow throughout the show andthe
way the yellows turned back to green when the turf was put backin place.
[likedthe way the grass underthe reed mats could not be cut and grew to
becorne part of the work. Ilikedthe fact that [ hadto construct on siteto a very

logistical planthat I decurnented as sequential photographs... and that those
photopraphs becarne another piece of work born of the first.,

Sothere was work before the work — docurnents — and there was a work
after the work that was documnented. All sorts of cycles were sef up...

[wanted the process of making to becorne an intrinsic part of my
wwork. The process of the archaeclogist was also interesting, in that continnal
documentation becornes outcorne. All stages of my werk were photographed
andvideced. The procedural drawings and the docurnentation were always
shown alongside the resulting form.

Phetography had now becomne an essential aspect of my work, but I was
not satisfied with its supporting decurnentary role. It had to domore than
that. [ also realised that handling the stuff of life was what mattered to re.

WWhat happened in this period has stayed with rme ever since, even
thoughthe work has changed.

Sornewwhere between ‘Arte Povera’ and conceptualistn is me... and the
land.

Maybe I'want to change the shape ofthe land: leaving marks on it is net
very satisfying. I realise that I have morein cornmen with artizsans than artists,
but the conceptual aspect of art 1s all-impeortant tome... some evidence that I
have touched the land is net like leaving a mark on it.

Soat this point phetography saved me; it becarne an agent betvween
myself and nature, It was inevitable that I would becormne interested in the
perceptual aspects of the medinrm. How do we see something as holistic as the
land? How are we as one with it? How does the pictorial relate to it?




PHOTOGRAPHY

30 what are the cross -overs between the different forms that oo worl i, and betwesn notioms
of paimiry, scolpture and photyraphy?

For me photography is a sculptural form because it relates to spatial
perception. Ithink [use the camera in a filmic way, away from the norms of
pictorial space or struchire.

Perspective is a contrivance that hasno relation to the way we see or
perceive; it’ s an invention that seerns to suit architectural space and has
resulted in the conspiracy ofthe rectangle.

This is what began to interest e as soon as [started making full use
of photography. Thethought is of coursenotnew —the Cubists and their
reference to *simnultan eity’ were obviously referring to this in ways that linked
wizion to awider use of the senses and ofmemory. [was not trying to refer to

Cubist spacethough [ was interested in it

Film seems to be a completely ‘sculptural’ form in the way that it
involves uswith space and perception. How do we deal with a holistic
approach to vision and sensation, the fact that we becorme as cne with our
environmment when swe think like this? [ wanted to question the conditioning
aspect of pictorial construction in relation to imagemaking. Iwanted image-
making to fiise with amore sculptural approach. The dilemma of vision
strikes me as an interesting phrase. Idon tknow where it comes from.

Sol+was moving from making tousing photography. Fhotography
was an agent for perception. .. the camera berame a chisel or a means of
deconstructing nature. It was intrinsic with making. Itwould allow me to
chip pieces off the natural world in order to reconﬁgure those pieces.

Through it could ranspose the physical to my studic. Each piece was
not a photograph, it was as close as [ could getto having the actual rock or
vrater. 5o [ vwas enabled through photography to sculpt the land.

The ‘Physical Drawing’ and ‘Catchonent’ series were all about this
thought and process —and also the concern with drawing and the mental
space of the surface on which the drawing was created. Butthework
was carried out in a very sequential and systernatic manner. Theuse of
photography as documentation was still there.

Time seerms ta be very important. ..

Time is of course implicit in the use of photography. The reference to the
filmnic makes that nore apt and evident. I cannot consider cycles and nature
without time and [ cannot say what [have said about visual perception and
memory without time being a key factor.

.. the editing of natural time through material istransferred intothe
filrnic editing of tirne. Film implies a continuurm, the linear, but it also allows
for the fragmenting of time into single, almost indivisible, units. To make a
holistic wision from disparate and indivisible units is fascinating to me.

The gathering of time is as the gathering of material and light: all are
asone, and all can be dealt with through eoncepts Dfperception. oand
photography brings all ofthese things together.

And evidence ?

The authority of the photograph, the evidential —this is a key fartcr that
has entered into oy concerns morerecently. [ can relate this to earlier work in
retrospect. Now it seemns obvious,

While Ithought Dfrny work as sculpture through photography, [ didnot
have tomake a point ofthis. As the work has taken on a more painterly form it
hasbecome an essential concern. Seulpture always IS; painting never IS. There
isno evidence in painting . ..

Sothe argument of evidence in photography is interesting tome, and the
irony tha.ndl]'.ng photography as painting becomes a perverse challenge. ..

[want to keep to the physical evidence ofmatter. To photograph a
darkness —the darkness denies the photo and the only evidence is darkness,
but ithas to be evident.

PERCEPTION

Tou have said that yon are mterested in how perception worls. How does this inferest
mamfest Itself i your work?

Perception is at the centre Dfrny work, more so than landscape or any
other subject that [use. If [look back over nearly all of the photographie work
that [have done, everything Las been driven by perception.

I am intrigued by the way we are always at the centre of our own vision,
hovw we compile and construct our vision torelate to our understanding, heesr
memory is a construct and an ever active force on our interaction with place.
Meorethanjust place but our interaction in peneral ... our commmunication
writh the world in both particular and halistic terms relies on an interaction of
imrnediate reaction and rmemory.

This of course relates tothe conditioning that we accept in relation to the
fixed frame and what has become almost a genetic arceptance of the picture,

We carry this fixed central siew swith 15 as a constant, and n an
extremely ﬂuidway. Webuild composites all the time that invalve both
comnplete and partial visual perceptions. We donotthink about the shape that
welook through. We donot think about the way we use focus, or the part that
continual recall plays in the building of'a personal frame that hasno edges.

Peripheral wision is incomplete but always present.

There are mamy questions rafsed by such fhinking. ¥here did the conzept of frame come
from? And why is it predominantly rectang nlar?

The process Dfphysical perception is a subject that pervades roy w ork.
Ithink of it in relation tothe frame, to the composite view of the selected
moment and the intan gible aspects of memory.

1find it easy torelate such thinking tothe constructive forces and
acticns of sculpture, and I enjoy arguing with them when I take a more
painterly approach. This is why Imove between the two in my work. . 1
likethe dialogue between thern. Previously [have said/ seen this as alinear
developrnent that was happening in oy work, but now [ accept that it is more
of an interchange.

To make visnalisations of plare — in which [utilise a multitude of centres
of view —is a continuum in oy work with photography. 1am at the centre of
every fragment and “frame’ in each piece, just as [am in each moment of my
life. I carry this central position through every moment of my life.

Ewery fragment is evidential ... beranse ofthe nature of photography. The
compiled fagments become personal constructs, yet there is an undeniable
truth about the construct. It is relocated evidence of being in a place.

Ithink of perception in these terms ... therelocation ofthe already
existent, a reformed understanding, or a transmnitted under-standing. I'm

interested in the way we look away vet continue looking, and the glances
away become part of our seeing, This way webuild a picture that includes
association. This is a force that has been employed throughout the making of
pictures. You rannot take us away from plare or possession.

Aslhave progressed through moy work T have become more concerned
with point ofview — how we are always at the centre of our own vision.
There are timmes when T have played gamnes with this and taken the camnera
away from the eye to the eye of an object or as if suspended in flight.

Ihad to gothrough the sculptural phase before I realised all of this, and
itwas in the period of secking an alternative way to transpose or transport the
sculptural that all of this became important to me. But [ must say that starting
as a painter helped.

FPhotography allows me to deal with present, past and minute particles
of tirne. BExistentialism is of interest to mebut [ do not know much about
it. The one central concern —that we are in control and ownership of these
tiny indivisible units of our existence — is the most fascinating aspect of the
philosophy tome It helps me to understand how thisrelates to the idea of
being centrally fixed in the singular picture.

If1 push this further I start asking questions about the actual mechanismes
employed in perception. When Iuse a structured order of composite frames
that follow strict rules (I dothis more inmy figurative pieces eg “From Time
to Time” or “The Penetrated House”) each image is placed back in its place in
a strict order.

“The River’ started like this but slowly broke away from that ‘stricture’.
Meorerecent works have broken away from it completely. . orhave they?
‘From light’ at the Mappin Gallery still hung on to it in places, while “Strand’
relied on not having any element of it.

Werely on some order in the way we reconstruct the elements of our
perception, in that alinear chronology is emnployed. .. so what happens when
wetake that away? and how then dowe construct an understanding of what
wesee?

This why [used a frame in “Strand’, to give the viewer a false
recognition {or cognition), to give them a place which in fact they did not
have What I didnot do of course was give them the question, and this is
what you argue-with in thiswork.

I st step across to the iewrer's place and the reading ofthewoaork. Do
Ipresumethat the viewer employs the samereasoning asmevwhen reading
thework?

Atthat point oftransaction I am playing a game with their conditioning
in relation to thehistory and contextual understanding of pictures.

Thave a contimial battle with this How much do I give the viewer? This
is why I usually include preparatory or developrnental work in ooy shows.

Iwant the viewer toflll each place that Thave occupied. In “Strand’ they
couldn’t. It would be like saying ... being on the end of the brush for each of
its applications.



THE FILMIC

Tell me mor about you interest in what you cdl the filmic. & it dimct reference or a more
general Wea of film strmeture and form? Tou can ses i n sorme wores and not in others. I it still
there in the more painterly word?

Ithink it comes into all of my photowerks.

In beth “Physical Drawing and “Catchment” the camera was very
definitely an intrinsic agent. The resultant work could not be without the
photograph and the sequential nature of photography was as one with the
cyclical and procedural aspect of thework.

The camera became my chisel. With it I could chip pieces off the world,
then those pleces became mine to werk with as I liked.

The camers iz about being fixed and flying at the sametime. How do we
transport experience? How does the camera assist this?

I have always been intrigued by such things as simultaneity of vision
even before I studied Cubism. Before [ employed film in my work [ would
gotoall night viewings at the National Film Theatre. It was abways the

formal aspects of the films that interested me, the camerawork and the
temporal construction orthe art direction. Tarkovsky, Godard, Chabrel,
Bergman, ete: the masters of the photographic, films that take me through
places and spaces in terms that [ can relate to, orthat seemto place mein
them. I was particularly interested in the movement of the camera, how it
negotiated space. ‘“The Conformist’ — what a great example that is. Bertolueel’s
cameraman, whoever hewas, [ loved him. The camera would cling to walls as
it moved and pivots round comers and doorframes. ..

Stand in a doorframe and see two people in different rooms at the same
time, look out of a window and seethe inside of the room at the same time...
Wedothese things without thinking about them. Persenally [am super-
conscious of them, and it became natural for meto employ them in my work.
% hat [ wanted was the sculpter’s curiosity about negotiating space and more
so because that is too fixed.

Much of thetime, whether working with landscape or other places, 1
collect images that go into storeto beused later and when apt —although of
late I have worked to specific projects or commissions and uzed the locations
in pre-determined ways — my ideas are forming as I go along. Perhaps this is
because a particular landscape s not giving me encugh form to work with and
I have to return to another place in order to see a new place clearly.

The contacts get manipulated into small collages that then get reformed
as Iwork through a project. The way I seethe forms in the work is often very
fluid and the eventual form is revealed to me as I'work through the collages
and drawings. In the most recent work the final form has not been decided
until [ have worked at full scale.

Sometimes the form that is revealed requires me to go back to a location

to gather more material orto rethink the work. Sometimes I go back into my
negatives and contacts {rom years before. I regard time as material, and the
idea of working with time iz something that has been in my work from the
beginning. Barly sculptures were cyclical in relation to times within nature
fand processes applied by man to nature).

Az my work became filmicthere were other ideas related to time that
came natural to me. I suppose that the editing of natural time through
material was transferred into the filmic editing of time. Time, of course, is 2
key component of photography, in cbvious ways. Film implies continuum,
the linear, but also allows forthe fragmenting of time into single almost
indivisible units. To make a holistic vision from disparate and indivisible
units is fascinating to me.

This may refertothe detached and scientific {approach) or it may refer
to Zen. It certainly relates to some aspects of Existentialthought.

I do not set out to seek deeper understanding of these things. I'm just
interested inthern.

[may beanalytical but [ am net scientific in my approach. From Zen, the
notion of the long view beforethe action does appeal to me.

There is certainly a long peried of gestation in the way I work, and I
always say that [ don't see a work until [ am in the final stages. This may seem
odd as [ do a lot of preparatory work.

[ might net have sald much abeout film as such but I know [ think and
progess my work like a filmmaker. Digital techniques and video

are pushing this forward for me now and [ see them coming into my
wrork more. But retaining that physical and elemental aspect of photography
iz essential to me.



THE FORMAL

So are you frying fo say” something about our relationship with the land? Is there some
personal expression, or do you have a more defached, almost scientific, approach?

I'm not certain about the scientific. I'm not an artist that wants to get
involved in that dialogue of the relationship of my art with any aspect of
science.

Yes, there is a detached rather forensic force employed. .. formal and
analytical. This often comes out more in the work with interiors and the nude
and has caused me some critical problems. My intent is always to look at the
body as material so there are bound to be problems. Why does this have to
be a problem? My concern is the relationship between the form of the body
and a variety of containing spaces — the room, the bed, the bath, etc. This led
to concerns about quite intimate interactions of perception: the girl stepping
into the bed thatl occupied. .. simply as a perceptual exercise. Entering the
space between two people when I am one of them — how do I deal with that?
I'want to analyse the space, not the people, in ways that make the space a
tangible element.

I'want my work to be about the way we are with things. I feel that art
should be what itis and I tire of a world in which issues corrupt art. There
is so much baggage that artists take on these days. How are we with things?
How do we continually interact with the stuff around us? How are we part of
the stuff’ around us? Perhaps that is why the nude has interested me as much

as the land. Material fusion: I strive to achieve a sense of material fusion,
between myself and the viewer.

Thereis, of course, always an implied narrative aspect to using the figure
especially when you locate the figure, (or in the case of the works you refer to,
the naked figure) to place. Often the places used were the living environment
of the person involved.

But I dealt with the figure in the same way that I dealt with the objects
and space involved.

I'tried to deal with a holistic view in the same way as I do with landscape.

I did for a period allow narrative to enter the work but it was always a
generic action or common event, similar to the way the Impressionists used
domestic edits from life.

The bath, the bed — transactions from one state to another so that the
nude was seen as in the short glimpses that most of us see in cur normal
relationships (not always of course). I did my best to avoid the static view that
becomes voyeuristic. Iadmit the work became rather confused in this respect,
which is perhaps why it has lain fallow for so long.

I'still have a studio full of incomplete work that T intend to return to even
after several years.

This does not worry me, I like to think of such incomplete and collected
material as just reserves in a reservoir. It does not matter what time it came
from and I'will return to it.

I do the same with all of mvy work. T have masses of land related material
that I will return to and re-employ. This is quite important to me and the way
in which Iwork. If Tuse all of the material that I gather immediately, then I
will not have time for the changing processes and concerns to filter through
the work. Itis something that I often have trouble explaining to people, but
perhaps it is just so generic thatitis self evident. It means that I see my work
as one continuum, and it explains why ‘The River’ is a constant thought in my
work.

Back to your question, I see all of my work as having formal and rather
detached qualities. I distrust expression. Iam a very objective artist, if not a
very objective persomn.

This can get confused when one subsaribes to a conceptual approach as
Ido. But then concepts seem to have a very formal inference to me. My first
reaction to any art is an immediate attraction to its formal aesthetic — to its
actuality and physicality. Sometimes my work starts like that — I see its form
before ITknow its content. Though the contentis always driven by a present
concern or conceptual consideration. I know what I'want a work to look like
—butit’s always a surprise to see the evolution of form through the process. I
have some forms for work that are waiting for an idea to come along to give
purpose to that form. I think a lot of this is to do with liking painters like Kline
and Motherwell or more process-led painters. It's certainly a lot to do with
the basic black and white disposition of shape and surface in very elemental
drawing, especially when drawing meets nature .

ROMANTICISM AND
THE PICTURESQUE

Your recent work has used natural locations as the locus — rivers, coastal strandline — but
previously you did very infense spatial and temporal explorations of interiors, the persenal and
intimate spaces of others. In working with issues around the landscape, you have to acknowledge
the long and loaded history of Romanticism thet underpins our attifude o the landscape, and its
useas a genre within art.

How do you deal with that history, or do you fry to avoid if, or leave it behind?

Thave never been certain about Romanticism. Until recently I had not
considered it or its implications, only through the inevitable sojourns into it
as a topic within the academic world of teaching. My personal understanding
of it was in strict terms a misunderstanding of the ‘real”. For me it related toa
love for the inherent aesthetic qualities that make up one’s experience of the
land — this is of course very complex and multifaceted.

Irelate it to nostalgia, in that a personally held romanticism is rooted
in one’s love of one’s own landscape — it’s almost genetic — and how can we
separate this from the conditioning forces of pictorialism and the deep and
very fluid history that conditions us and our ‘view’? Thave had a struggle with
this through most of my working life.

To be taught at a time of an overt American influence, being instilled
with formalism, minimalism and scale, even though my eyes were being
opened to the conceptual and ‘Arte Povera’, I formed a liking for minimal
formality. Ever since, [ have battled with the confusion between this and the

more tactile. Also there were the influences of a more complex abstraction
that came through Gorky and Yves Klein.

Inside me there is a love for the form of my own landscape, but there are
all of these other forces. When we look atalandscape we have to filter all of
these forces.

Iknow that when Ilock at theland Isee the big morphology. I seein the
big simple terms that come to me from formalism, which is perhaps rooted
in classicism. [ see simple divisions of tonal areas and shapes. My eye goes to
a formal view, almost abstract, if that is possible with the land. Then I fill it
in with physical details. I'm not certain in which order this really happens...
it may be that the sequence of processes through which I'work actually
contradict this.

The romantic that interests me is transportable. I can look at Brandtand I
can look at Adams and I can see the obvious differences —a close horizon and
a sense of enclosure againsta view to the moon and horizons that are to be
explored until the next ocean is found. Tunderstand the social forces at work
in these differences. But I see the same formality in both. When we strip this
down, both places are made of the same stuff'and the forms of both places are
the results of similar forces.

Thereis a personal romanticism that we take with us. This seems much
more interesting to me than any academic view of the romantic.

Ifeel that there is a contradiction between the way I see through English
eyes... which has conditioned the physicality that I employ, the formalism,
which is without boundaries. On the other hand you could say that the
physicality is also universal in that it relates to basic human forces and
requirements. More contradictory is that I see this as ‘Romantic’, something
that takes me back to the essential roots that I'm sure are in ‘Povera.’

I had a discussion with Richard Long around similar confusions. He also
was plagued by ‘the Romantic’, especially in relation to his use of poetry. His
process also seems too formal to allow ‘the Romantic” to be applied. Perhaps
that is what Thave been saying: I'm too formal in my work to be romantic in my
view.

But some say that I create very romantic images. Others throw that word
‘sublime’ at me. I can see it and perhaps I can’thelpit. ButIdon’t think I am
looking forit. [ argue with the word and concept of pictorialism. I try to work
against it, therefore I am not concerned with the picturesque. I think I am closer
to the classical but I may be misinterpreting that.

You talked about ‘the Romantic” when you wrote about my ‘From Light’
series for Photo 98 at The Mappin Gallery, I think just because I produced the
‘Gordale Scar’ piece as part of that. Thad no intention to refer to that northern
wilderness romantic view of the land. Gordale was just a great form to work
with and it presented me with a perfect organic spatial frame for the central
intent of recording changing light. It worked as you said -it became vertiginous.
There was no point of view from which the frame of the scar was stable — it was
an experience not a picture.



RIVER

.started as a way of holding togetherthe disparate elements of other
things that were happening in my work. I needed that, I needed that thread of
some sort. There were somany idea: geing on.

And it struck me that the linear nature of a fiver was the ideal thing. It
referred back to things earlier in my work which are quite complex. I had
worked with land sculpture — this also dealt with the idea of catchrnent. Thad
felt fora long tirne that the way an arist works is 2 kinship with the nature of
ariver it has a basin threugh which it flews, so that there’s a catehrment area
and rnaterial from that area cornes down toa central thread, and that’s very
rnuch how the artist works.

Ourrninds, our forays for information, our researches go out into the
environment. We bring it back tothe studie. We re-form it and in that new

formn we carry it along in some weay.

I realise now that the metaphormay go furtherthan that — it could
be about the way we gather knowledge through our lives, how we gather
information and pass it on, or how we process our understanding of things.
This may seemn overthetop, but it comes from feedback, as I observe pecple
vwith thework and their reactions to it

Wetendtoinvert rnetaphor. A story develops from a fact ora force in
life; we create a pictureto explain experience. Does the picture remind us of
the scurce, or does the source take us tothe picture? Once a commeon shared
metaphor is in place we tend to be stuck with it. The riveris a prime example
ofthis. Net everyone who walks a river 1s avare of Greek legend, but it doesn’t
meantosay that they don't have thoughts that relate to them, things that are in
our comnrmon psyche.

‘River’ has changed quite a lot over the years. It started very forrnally,
as a private chronicle. [vwasn't going to show it It started as a serles of srall
collages, and like “Topsy’ it started to grow...

[ started with a tarn in Curn bria — it was a spot I went backtoalot. I'm
never quite certain what I'm deing when I'm collecting the rnaterial. It's
when I get it back to the studio and start working with it that the content
of it begins to develop, and as I'worked on it I began to get the netion —
associations between cloud and water, the broken island, reflections in the
tarn, and s on. It gave e an ideal starting point.

[was working on jeurneys into trees — Itook the camnera into a tree. It
ended up being a 407 piece of work... and of coursewhat I didn’t realize,
should have realised, wras that it wouldn't necessarily beabout the interior of
that tree, it would be more about photography. As the carnera went into the

centre of the tree — set on a certain speed — it went Into a darkness... sel gota
set of phetos that were black, and then it came out into the light...

But [think that’s impontant — even though I den't see myselfas a
photographer. The visuallanguage of photography is important. As with any
ofrny work, [ want it to be about thernedium as much as the content.

‘River is deliberately rough and ready. I see photography as an agent,
with my roots being somewhere back in sculpture, back inthe 70s, and as
a painter before that: the sculptural aspect is very important. Sowhen I'm
handling the phetograph it"s vital to me that I'm handling the material which
is depicted. I feel like I'm actually sculpting with theraterial of life, and that
is the central philoscophy.

Andthat’s why I don’t use coleur—itmakes it too synthetic. I feelthat
there’s a natural syrmpathy between the graininess of black and white: it gives
you that tactile quality, which I find more akin to the nature of stone, orthe
nature of water... black and white gives methe feel of the materials,

There are anbiguities in my work: it gets deliberately abstract; in places
it goes completely blurred, it fades out cinematographically and fades back in.
[ den’tvwant to give the viewer too many clues, ['wantthemn to stand there for
sorne time working it cut.

That relates very rnuch to the way peoplelook: it can betaken az a
corm plete panorama, or it can be locked at secticon by section, like chapters,
different places, orwecan goright in and look at the individual phetograph.
There are $000 separate irnages here. [ feel like I amn there 6000 times myself.

The process 1s: I 2o out and collect on location — Imight take 20 films on
just cnevery srnall section of the river — go back to my studio, process them,
andwork on very srnall collages (1 print at contact size) that will givemea



rough pictorial form for that sertion.

It's not the story of a river; its a river of my making. .. soa piecehere can
befrom Torkshire, nextto cnefrom Langdale.

It’s not the story of a river, it'sa river of my making. .. soa piece here can
befrom Yorkshire, nextto cnefrom Langdale .

It becomes about the feeling_, aboutbeing there .. When you come back
froma place like that vou bring a fesling with you, the sound of the water,
the feel of'a stone— wou don't bring back specifics. .. a memory, nota picture,
memory is to do with feding, mood, touch and so on...

Thetechnique of collage is very important tome. I think collageis
one of the most wital media for cur generation, this perinod. We livein one
massive collage. We can’t goanywhere without east meeting west, history
meeting thefuture, changes, meetings of things. We ran pick up different
stalesand put them sideby side... weliveina collage state. It's the visual
language of now.

The cther reason [ work with collageis thatit isabout cutting,
deconstruction, re-construcion — it's a structural event.

Thereare threelayers of soulpture in this work, Oneisthe
rinematographic — I see the passage of the ramera through spaceas being on
of the most sculptural forces. . the sculpture of the eye cuts the surface, which
isallowing it to pass through planes, which isa mental sculpture; and of
rourse the sculpture of the land... what could be more sculptural thana river
carrying material ore glacier carrying material, making drumlins, moraines,
carving theland out..

This boulder here — Iwasactially standing on that boulder to take the
photosand of course the thing that is missing isme... What'sat my feet stays

in focus, butthe speed of movernent —as Ireach out over the water — takes
OVET,

Scrneone once sid that my work islike Frida';r’s- foatsteps — she meant
that when B obinson Crusoe found the footstep he just knew that a man’ had
been there . ITwork like that, that philosophy still meansa lottome.

[just want to play around conceptually with what God gives me, with
nature. ..

Thisis an examnple where there were just all these textures that fascinated
me, 50 Iveused more highly forussed techniques on it

Therewasa whole series t:\ftheselnng penels, 2 o0 3 of which have been
included. I-walked acrossthe river, and when Iwas that side of it —it"s anly
a wee sirearn —it wasa day when it wasa mixture of cloud and bri ghter clear
sky — we can see further down under the water. but by the time we get here
the sun and cloudisblocking out the surfacre . Theseare like Hme cuts across
theriver.

From this point the whole thing changes quitea lot... whether I'we
gotmore turbulent... cerfainly other aspects of my workhave gotmore
abstracted. [certainly aotless bothered about the photos. being cut just so
and placedin theright place.. We go through a series of sections thatare
much more to dowith the power of the water, not so specific.

What I was hoping was thatas the viewer gets to this point they just
begin to enjoy the stress and strength and turbulence. . Why have I cut, and
ripped. . isit to dowith the peacefulness of nature? probably not ..

Drawing —for meit isa terrific mental process. It'snot about graphite
onpaper;itisaboutthought, and can take placein any form. Sotheidea of
drawing with light . phosis of course i ght, and then graphos —writing,

drawing. The brain has got to think before the eye seesand selects. There'sa
terrific cycle poing on there...

Tiou have on o nom ber of oeostons flked about your perceptinn of the role of an artfstas a
gatherer, 4 collector of information and matertal that you then we, or carry with oo for foture
ose. ¥w'hat is this process? Do vou see the dver as a mefaphar?

Riversare very complex in relaion to ime. What Aows before us now,
wasborn of its source some Hmeago..

It has become fiised with all that has been contributed to it since.

It has pickedup thetimes and experiences ofthe places that it has
passed through since.

It carries a history of its journey.

Wewatch it passtoa future of similar gathering.

Atthesametime it lays down some of that experience.

Cnr reflection fallsupon this passing mirror.

Is that like the way we reflect on art?

How nature makes its form without our interventon isa key factor in
thework. Barlier I'wanted to constructlike a filmmaker, to an order with a
purpcuseful, prescribed, and deliberate structure.

Mow [wantto construct likea natural acereion. That is what very much
happened with the making of *Strand’. Perhaps the forces of the sea and
Hdewere washing the fragments of photo into the form that they took on. 1
was working with much smaller fragments of photothan Thad before and I
wasnottoo concerned with the way they came together. .. Twas working in
a more painterly way, and in this context it becomes clear that the forces of
nature that Iwas working with were much moreimportant than that And
probably more truthful.

STRAND

Since “The River’, all of my work has feltlikea continuation of it. I
intended at the start that it would bean ongoing work with no end. That
seerned inevitablein relation towhatitwasand my thoughts at the time.

Strand’ had obvious connections to it, being about the very edge of
theland andits meeting with the sea. Imade somearmalgams of the five
pieces from “Strand’ and they began tolook ke related islands ora map of
confinents.

Also, Tused the term ‘Landmarks’ while Iwas making Strand” but I
meant perceptual landmarks not fixtures in a landscape or on a map. MNothing
Imakeisabout ixture or stasis, even soil and rock are finid.

Thelandmarks of “Strand’ referred to ever changing features on the shore
and thoughts from that seriesled tothe “landmarksand Signs’ Imadefor The
IMene Valley Way just before starting the year in Fermnyn Woods.

Mow ten years on from The River’ [look at the workfor Fermynwoods
and see fluidity in the ground, the Iight, and of course the poals. Perhaps
the book will bean attemnpt to explain how thoughts flow through theland,
change direcion and by doing soflow into each other. The difference
between thisand “TheRiver’isthat it isnotlinear. Perhaps trying tofind
thatlogical line waswrong The more I makeart the more I realise that
developrnent isnot a line, itsmeorea ternporal fusion —ideas and acdons
came back from much earli er work to be taken forward.

I'want the book Imake of the Fermynwoods project to reflect that;
I'want it to show how you akeideasintoand out of a landscape and that
they evalvein a smilar mannerto the land. Olderlayersare always being
uncoveredand revealed as new on the surface.

Transcribed and edifed by Mancy Stedman.
The Landscape Research Group.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Ros Stoddart Arfistic director of Fermynwoods Contemporary Art
Partrick Duerden Fermynwoods contemporary art
Nanecy Stedman Directorial board member of the landscape research group
Martin Rogers RGAP
Patrick ¥WWalker dust
Di Harper Assistance throughout the project
Printed by Deanprint, Stockport, UK

Fermynwoods Contemporary Art is avisual art
charity based in a rural location in northamptonshire and delivers
exhibitions, cutreach prejects and educational activities.
wwwnfermynwoods.couk

fermynwoods § % w,ﬂ, p—
more than a gallery W ®



	JH_demi_0208_Page_01
	JH_demi_0208_Page_02
	JH_demi_0208_Page_03
	JH_demi_0208_Page_04
	JH_demi_0208_Page_05
	JH_demi_0208_Page_06
	JH_demi_0208_Page_07
	JH_demi_0208_Page_08
	JH_demi_0208_Page_09
	JH_demi_0208_Page_10
	JH_demi_0208_Page_11
	JH_demi_0208_Page_12
	JH_demi_0208_Page_13
	JH_demi_0208_Page_14
	JH_demi_0208_Page_15
	JH_demi_0208_Page_16
	JH_demi_0208_Page_17
	JH_demi_0208_Page_18
	JH_demi_0208_Page_19
	JH_demi_0208_Page_20
	JH_demi_0208_Page_21
	JH_demi_0208_Page_22
	JH_demi_0208_Page_23
	JH_demi_0208_Page_24
	JH_demi_0208_Page_25
	JH_demi_0208_Page_26
	JH_demi_0208_Page_27
	JH_demi_0208_Page_28
	JH_demi_0208_Page_29
	JH_demi_0208_Page_30
	JH_demi_0208_Page_31
	JH_demi_0208_Page_32
	JH_demi_0208_Page_33
	JH_demi_0208_Page_34
	JH_demi_0208_Page_35
	JH_demi_0208_Page_36
	JH_demi_0208_Page_37
	JH_demi_0208_Page_38
	JH_demi_0208_Page_39
	JH_demi_0208_Page_40
	JH_demi_0208_Page_41
	JH_demi_0208_Page_42
	JH_demi_0208_Page_43
	JH_demi_0208_Page_44
	JH_demi_0208_Page_45
	JH_demi_0208_Page_46
	JH_demi_0208_Page_47
	JH_demi_0208_Page_48
	JH_demi_0208_Page_49

