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In some important respects The British Art Show 5 continues in the tradition of its predecessors: it is a large-scale survey of art produced in the UK; it will be shown in a number of major cities in England, Scotland and Wales; and it is separated from the last British Art Show by five years.IT shares with previous British Art Shows (and The British Art Show in particular) a tendency to spread itself – across venues, and across media 0 and to infiltrate areas traditionally considered off-limits to visual or ‘fine’ art. Beyond that, there are few similarities. The British Art Show 5 is new, now, and different.


The purpose of this guide is to provide some background information about the works and the artists. What this piece cannot do is to point to the relationships between works as they occur at individual venues throughout the  exhibition’s tour. For one vital characteristic of each The British Art Show is that it re-invents itself with each showing: works appear in different surroundings, with new contexts, new reverberations and new audiences.


Inevitably – and this is one of the exhibition’s unique excitements, especially for those fortunate enough to be able to see it at more than one city – unexpected frissions, correspondences and associations happen under these condition. But it would be very limiting simply to look at what ideas ignite between works shown within four walls in one particular building: the special opportunities offered by this multi-site, indoor/outdoor exhibition are to make connections beyond the confines of particular spaces, to take as it were an aerial view of the whole.


Themes, links, connecting threads will become apparent, but they will change with each new enactment of the show. For all this, certain repetitions – shared subjects, ideas, objects, words, experiences – echo throughout and are worth listing because of their recurrence. Where they lead will be largely up to you…

Appropriation (thought of as theft by those who feel injured by it, but a 

constant source of art from the earliest times on)

Chairs (and ghosts)

Cities – ideal, Utopian (ie. of nowhere, but basically benign), dystopian (ie 

abnormal and essentially malign)

Chrome (as in achrome and monochrome, but also shiny metal and the 

colour yellow)

Collaboration (think &s)

Conceptual art (for and against)

Craft (as in skill or – more derogatorily – ‘handicrafts’) 

Detritus (aka rubbish, found objects)

Everyday (aka commonplace or, to be really up-to-the-minute and cool, 

quotidian)

Facts/Fictions

Flags (there are at least three)

Identity (that old hot potato)

Installations (often linked with Detritus and always involving Space)

Loss (one of the great themes of art and life)

Maps (internal, external, leading to nowhere)

Me (subject of quite a few artists’ work)

Memory (reliable?)

Minimalism (its ingredients might include air – of whatever temperature – 

and even magic)

Nam (I don’t know what this is either, but it’s worth considering whether 

there’s more than one)

Projects (something undertaken from primary school on, but of current 

importance to art)

Series (linked to Projects – many have been going on for quite some time)

Sampling (more to do with Appropriation than Sewing)

Sewing (including thread, chintz and thimbles)

Space (personal, communal, social and intellectual)


For convenience, this guide lists artists alphabetically. The whereabouts of individual works can be discovered by consulting the free leaflet produced for each city. If you have access to the internet, information can be found on The British Art Show website (http://britartshow.org.uk). The linked Hayward Education website (http://haywardeducation.org.uk) has an interactive site which provides further information on the artists, the works, and art in Britain over the past twenty-five years.

ARTISTS AND WORKS

LEA ANDREWS b 1958, Sonning common, Oxforshire; lives and works in London.

Leas Andrews’s work turns and returns to the village where he was born and brought up. He recognises that ‘in going home I am trying to resolve feelings from my childhood I experienced there. This has become a great source for my work and my dreams from that time are just as important to me as any other memories I have of it. Making art there is a way of realising my attachment to the past and to the sense of belonging which has always been so crucial to me.’

ART & LANGUAGE


Michael Baldwin: b 1945, Chipping Norton, Oxfordshire,

Mel Ramsen: b 1944, Ilkeston, Derbyshire. They live and work near Banbury, Oxforshire.

Sighs Trapped by Liars consists of texts from the journal Art-Language and other Art & Language writings, presented at Rothko-esque abstract paintings ‘misbehaving’ as furniture. Art & Language was highly influential in the Conceptual art movement f the late 1960s and ‘70s and had a reputation for ‘utter terrifying intellectuality’. Founded in 1968 as a collaborative group, Art & Language is now identified with the artistic work of Michael Baldwin and Mel Ramsden and the critical and literary work with they share with Charles Harrison. They say, ’The paintings depict an open book, a defeated souvenir of Conceptual art… We have often thought that it is a function of our practise to generate a phantom… Perhaps these chairs which must not be used or sat upon are the phantom’s furniture, where she sits and watches, or perhaps they are refugees for other ghosts.’

PHYLLIDA BARLOW

b 1944, Newcastle Upon Tyne; lives and works in London.

Phyllida Barlow’s expansive installations are made with locally-found materials. A critic writes: ‘Underlying all of Barlow’s work are ongoing questions about space: who occupies it and how do we make it our own. Barlow’s art works can occupy a lot of space, sometimes almost the whole room; they push the viewer to their periphery and secure their border… Moreover, they function like a theatrical show or a dramatic tableau; the stops are pulled out to seduce and surprise so that we can only look on like passive witnesses, enjoy and be entertained.’

DAVID BATCHELOR 

b 1955, Dundee; lives and works in London.

David Batchelor’s ‘monochromobiles’ combine intensely coloured, pristine, monochrome panels with found objects – discarded, often broken, grubby, catering trolley (known as ‘dollies’) scavenged from the streets around London King’s Cross station. Neither paintings nor sculptures, they occupy a space somewhere between the two. A critic comments ‘On one level, King’s Cross is simply about visual pleasure, on another it is about commodity. More interestingly, and to the point, it is about confusions between illusion and reality, science and nature that typifies fin de siecle culture.’

MARTIN BOYCE

b 1967, Glasgow; lives and works in Glasgow.

Martin Boyce, whose work refers to late Modernism, uses grids in his wall drawings and free-standing objects, but often subverts them. The tilted grid in The City is of Night recalls the famous opening sequence in Hitchcock’s North by Northwest. On the wall, it behaves perfectly – until it has to go around corners or over doorways when it tangles into a web-like, cat’s-cradle skein. The modular structure, Now I’ve Got Real Worry (Storage Unit), consists of a Modernist ‘design classic’ by Charles and Ray Eames, modified by Boyce. The moving parts are fixed and impenetrable. It cannot now store anything, except the unknowable already within in.

GLENN BROWN

b 1966, Hexam, Northumberland; lives and works in London.

The starting point for many of Glenn Brown’s works are colour photographs of Frank Auerbach’s portraits, in which the usually thick surface of the paint appears completely flat. ‘the first I did was a tromp l’oeil surface, flat onto the canvas, but just behind the picture plane. It was a reproduction of a three-dimensional surface, but done flatly… It was an ironic take on painting, but there was something else there that interested me. I think if there had just been the irony of flattening thick brushstrokes , I would have got bored… The whole notion that there was a character underneath the image kept me wanting to do them. It was that sense of loss, as if they were ghosts.’

BILLY CHILDISH 

b 1959, Chatham, Kent; lives and works in Chatham.

Billy Childish, writer, artist and musician, has been described as ‘a rocker in loose English gallows-bird trousers, a painter and wood carver, a John Lee Hooker, the owner of a label, publisher, poet, master of various pseudonyms (actually he is named after his grandfather, who receives his due in a volume of poems now out of print), and, in very general terms, a benefactor of mankind.’ He has also been called ‘one of Britain’s genuine, if genuinely unsung, heroes’ and has published thirty collections of his poetry, recorded over eighty independent albums and produced over 2000 paintings.

MARTIN CREED

b 1968, Wakefield, Yorkshire; lives and works in London.

Martin Creed says, ‘My work is 50 per cent about what I make and 50 per cent about what other people make of it… Meanings are made, as far as they can be made, in people’s heads, I can’t control them. People can choose not to notice my pieces if they like.’ He adds that his works ‘are like pieces of music in the sense that they’re scores, they’re instructions for Work 200:Half The Air In A Given Space are ‘Choose a space. Calculate the volume of the space. Using air, blow up white 12-inch balloons until they occupy half the volume of the space. As usual the space should be full of air, but half of it should be inside balloons…’

JEREMY DELLER & KARL HOLMQVIST

b 1966, London; b 1964, Västerås, Sweden.

Emanuel Swedenborg, the eighteenth-century Swedish scientist and mystical thinker, anticipated many subsequent hypotheses and discoveries – nebular theory, magnetic theory, machine-gun, aeroplane – and had direct contact with angels and the spiritual world, both in dreams and visions and in his normal waking life. Not allowed to publish his religious revelations in his own country, he travelled to Holland and London where there was greater freedom of speech. One of the starting points for Now it is Allowable was the central position of London for Swedenborg,’ both in the system of his thinking and in real life’. Jeremy Deller and Karl Holmqvist’s wide-ranging collaborative project encompasses the city itself – how London ‘hovers between language and illusion… between reality and dream’ – as well as Swedenborg’s beliefs.

TRACEY EMIN

b 1963, London; lives and works in London.

Tracey Emin asserts, ‘I work with what I know. But it goes beyond that. I start with myself and end up with the universe’. She likes the ‘humbleness of sewing’ and some of her mostelaborate and eloquent works are stitched: appliquéd, quilted and embroidered blankets and bedcovers. A blanket takes six month to make; ‘It has to be a strong idea otherwise I would get bored with it’. After leaving school at thirteen, Emin studied fashion before doing a degree in printmaking, which is ‘magical – paint always seemed a bit basic; you get the paint and you put it on, whereas with printmaking there was always this sort of alchemy involved, something else happens…’

GRAHAM FAGEN

b 1966, Glasgow; lives and works in Glasgow.

Graham Fagen’s work apparently investigates his own history. Weapons, presented dispassionately as museum artefacts, catalogues an arsenal of objects from the period of his childhood. Nothank is a transformation of the council estate where he grew up. David Musgrave explains that ‘Its new name is a reference to Unthank, the surreal twin of Glasgow in Alasdair Gray’s novel Lanark. By contrast, there seems to be nothing hallucinatory about Nothank, but its credibility ultimately draws attention to reality’s susceptibility to our ideas. Even the chairs that surround the monitor on which the sequence is shown are implicated in a social drama: the largest is clearly meant for the management figure.’ The protagonist – planner, architect and the young married couple – carry other references: to Baron Haussmann, who re-planned Paris; John Barleycorn, who personifies whisky; and the Scottish writer and social observer, John Galt.

LAURA FORD

b 1961, Cardiff; lives and works in London.

In wrapping and swathing her creatures, Laura Ford scarcely inhibits their vitality. Thought completely engulfed and sewn up in drawing-room chintz, these mummified skaters glide blindly on… ‘Is this the stuff of good dreams or bad? There is something obsessive, and claustrophobic, about this never-ending dance, just as there is something amusing, and soulful, about its carefully delineated cast of characters. This is a game of Blind Man’s Buff in which anyone might be wearing the blindfold.’

LIAM GILLICK

b 1964, Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire; lives and works in London and New York.

Resignation Platform and Post Discussion Legislation Platform relate to a larger project, Discussion Island, whose title refers to a Celtic myth about an island collectively maintained by various clan as a place to resolve conflict. The names of the individual components take on a narrative spin and suggest a ‘progressive, rational, open approach to problem-solving’. Gillick states that ‘discussion Island articulates the blurred relationship between people and effects in order to consolidate a concept of the future within  post-utopian context, an analysis of possibilities through the creation of a series of environmental tools.

PAUL GRAHAM

b 1954, Stafford: now based in London.

In the series End of an Age Paul Graham set out to photograph people ‘at an age when one has left childhood, but has not quite integrated fully into adulthood’. They are shown at night in bars, clubs, at parties. He points out that ‘The work deliberately jumps between very hard, intense direct-flash images and then the complete opposite; these two extremes combine so that we ricochet between reality and escape/ The point is to speak about this duality – seeing the world clearly, shockingly clearly, with moments of brilliant intensity, then to snap to the opposite extreme… The work embraces ‘amateurish’ things like blur, colour casts, camera shake, red-eye, bad-flash technique… (the red eyes)  were actually the starting point- I wanted to use this fire of life, to deliberately capture it.’

LUCY GUNNING

b 1964, Newcastle Upon Tyne; lives and works in London.

The raw materials of Lucy Gunning’s untitled installation are found objects, but they do not remain quite as found. These pieces of broken and discarded furniture are altered and rearranged. Rather than acting as props, they take on characters and attributed of their own in a motionless but carefully choreographed performance. Walking around it and viewing it from all angles, we become aware of different dramas being acted out in this piece of absurdist theatre.
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