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This book is an evaluation of a festival 
we had very little control of. 

It shares the work of 23 commissioned 
artists who you never got to meet in 
person, through the eyes of four artists 
who you also didn’t get to meet in 
person.

The writing, annotations and images 
shared through this book were created 
as part of Independents Biennial 2021. 
We didn’t open.
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Foreword
- Laura Marie Brown

There are a few times in your life when you are acutely aware that 
the way you behave is highly unusual, both for you and in the context 
of the world around you. Periods of grief, when everything is crystal 
clear and, in some ways, simple, but also down the rabbit hole. When 
you’re very, very high. And, I think we’ve all discovered, during a 
global pandemic. There is a strange sense of disconnection, where 
you are working hard at behaving and acting normally, in a hugely 
abnormal situation, while in fact your behaviour is entirely atypical. 

It has been acute in the arts, especially as venues closed in March 2020 
and activity switched to online. You want to stay normal, you want to 
behave normally to make a welcoming, safe, engaging environment 
for both audiences and artists. And yet and yet and yet. There have 
been moments over the past year when you have felt you’re papering 
a rictus grin over catastrophe, trying to make everyone feel OK or 
make things feel normal while they are so patently not. That has led 
to a lot of talking, especially over screens, which is hard for a tactile 
bunch of arts practitioners, a lot of five minute conversations turning 
into three day reflective benders, a lot of giving people space. 

And, crucially, it’s led to an insight as to how important art in person 
is. Creating art digitally has opened so many doors. It has helped us to 
engage with audiences from far afield, and those kinds of connections 
are vital. But they are only made stronger by having a physical 
world offer. There is something profound about an artist creating a 
piece of artwork, be it a painting, an installation or sculpture, about 
building and setting it into a space and then inviting other people into 
that space to see it. Especially if it’s a place that isn’t a traditional 
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gallery. There is a moment, when you stand in front of a piece of 
artwork that gives you an insight into a human’s perspective of their 
experience that you do not get anywhere else. There is a fragility 
and a vulnerability that you can only experience when you stand in 
a room by yourself looking at a piece of work an artist could not 
articulate in any other way. 

When you programme and present art, the flip to digital creates an 
interesting challenge. You still want an emotional connection, and 
you still want to feel as though you are connecting people, especially 
at this period of time. What work will work, which artist is going 
to feel comfortable about that? And, when you are an arts festival 
that is focused on raising the visibility of independent and grassroots 
artists, in our case in Liverpool City Region, can you still maintain 
that mission when you are online? 

2020 was meant to be an Independents Biennial year, and it was 
through several tearful conversations when it became clear the 
pandemic was not going to be over by July 2020. It is a lot to expect 
artists to be at the forefront of recovery, of encouraging them to 
create work for a physical space that might or might not even be 
open. Postponing to March 2021, when of course we had far more 
confidence that at least some physical art might be seen, was critical. 
But it was also important that we gave artists the time to create the 
work they wanted to create. As a producer, you are very protective 
of artists, and there is a sense of not wanting to put a huge amount of 
demands or expectation on artists, particularly when many artists felt 
it was beholden to them to create something insightful, poignant and 
culturally significant. 

Yet as we began to talk to our artistic community, a slightly different 
narrative began to emerge that was both entwined and separate from 
Independents Biennial. The Artist Studios of the city were struggling 
to both access support and to understand if they were eligible for it. 
It illustrated a gap in their connectivity with the rest of Liverpool’s 
arts community and became a focus of our work in 2020. With Arts 
Council England Emergency Funding, we used time, energy and 
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collaboration,

resources to compile the Liverpool Artist Studios Report, establishing 
a studio network to bring representatives of each of the 35 studios 
across the Liverpool City Region together. Publishing and sharing 
that report with the Network first in December 2020, and then to a 
wider public in April 2021 has helped to kickstart a conversation 
about the role of Artist Studios in our community, about the role they 
play and the support they need. 

The third lockdown starting in December 2020 and continuing until 
at least April 2021 meant plans for Independents Biennial had to 
shift, again. A physical gallery space felt out of reach, especially 
as there was continued uncertainty over restrictions, access and 
comfort. Many of the Independents' works are often monitored and 
managed on a regular basis by their artists. As a festival we have a 
duty of care to both artists and audiences. Without knowing what the 
situation would be in a few weeks and months, we decided to make 
an early decision on being digital first. That has enabled our artists to 
connect with each other and to allow their work to continue to evolve 
and develop as the festival has continued. 

This Independents Biennial has emphasised one of the strengths of 
arts festivals that is often overlooked. In having an audience in a purely 
digital setting, much of the focus has shifted to artist and organisation 
interactions. There are bonds that have been built between artists that 
may not have happened if focus had been on building a physical 
gallery, on each performance, each exhibition, each work being 
unveiled. There is a shared experience in having been part of a digital 
festival in a most extraordinary year. On a parallel timeline, there’s 
an empty shop that has been a gallery for the past 12 weeks which 
may have changed its role in a local community, and there is little 
chance that this festival will ever give up the opportunity to do that 
again in the future. For the Class of 20/21, it has been a year that has 
brought us together, that we have forged through and that has created 
a new artistic landscape online. 

- Laura Marie Brown
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chapter 

Merseyside: State of Independence?
- Matt Retallick 

This short piece is written at the end of Independents 
Biennial ’21. It does not aim to provide answers but 
should instead be read as a means for questioning and 
to promote wider discussion. This text is based on both 
my own observations and questionnaire responses 
from members of Merseyside’s cultural community. It 
is an attempt to understand what independence / the 
independent means to them. Just as we have for the last 
eleven weeks, and with discussion in mind, the text is 
annotated by my fellow Artist’s Hosts. 

For Independents Biennial ’21, I’ve been exploring 
the cultural landscape of Merseyside. What 
does independence mean for artists and cultural 
venues? How do we define the independent? 
Where can we find it? 

I moved to Liverpool at the end of October 2020, 
and although we had the temporary relaxation of 
Tier 2, I still feel as if I am yet to truly arrive. As 
someone who ordinarily would spend free time 
visiting galleries, museums, cinemas and theatres, 
my sense of identity has taken a severe knock. It’s 
the same for many of us. So, when shutters were 
closed for an unspecified period, and our entire 
lives moved online it seemed there was nothing 
to do but walk. Sometimes these walks seemed 
meaningless, at times even frustrating, but 
Independents Biennial gave them a new purpose. 

Harriet Burns
3:48 PM May 18
What particular 
aspects of your 
identity have been 
most affected? Your 
social needs, your 
cultural needs, ways 
to occupy yourself 
with things you 
enjoy or some fresh 
air? 
Did you feel 
threatened? Or just 
limited?

Matthew Retallick
4:21 PM May 18
I think I came to 
realise that it’s 
all of the above. 
Art galleries 
and museums 
in particular are 
integral to my 
identity. I visit them 
professionally, for 
leisure, as social 
activity, they are 
a huge part of my 
life. Something 
that’s been missing 
for ages. I certainly 
felt limited, but also 
threatened (a good 
word) - working 
on a PhD, and only 
seeing paintings, for 
example, on screen, 
etc, it was anxiety 
provoking.
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I’ve used walking as a research methodology for 
many years; I am a flâneur, someone who walks 
to understand a given location, joining the dots, 
understanding through observation. 

As a prompt, I sent questionnaires to artists, 
practitioners, and curators living and working 
across Merseyside, and their responses shaped my 
routes. Of course, COVID-19 restrictions meant 
this approach looked very different. I could only 
travel as far as my feet would take me, and with 
almost everything closed, I had no choice but to 
approach my questions using what I could observe 
on the surface. As I don’t drive, most of my 
walking routes were within seagull flight of the 
St John’s Tower; but as questionnaire responses 
came through, I could begin to build a picture of 
what was important to a sense of independence in 
the city, and beyond. 

One of my questions asked about the positives 
of living and working in Merseyside, and almost 
everyone, without hesitation, said the people. 
This probably can’t be said for many places, 
and it’s something I continue to hear repeatedly. 
Harriet Burns questioned the construction of the 
Scouser, positing that this as a collective identity 
that was forged by constant political neglect, 
something that was built-up out of necessity. In-
line with this, the tribe or collective is something 
I am particularly interested in when questioning 
the independent. For example, so many responses 
mentioned Liverpool’s Bold Street or Lark Lane, 
some noting particulars, such as News From 
Nowhere, or the bombed-out-church. As I walked 
past the church, down Bold Street and into town, 
I wondered if a sense of independence 

Elizabeth Challinor
5:53 PM May 18
How do you 
translate walking 
into research? 
How do you think 
this helps you 
to understand 
the locations/
communities you’re 
walking in?

Matthew Retallick
2:03 PM May 19
Whenever I go on 
a research walk, 
I take notes. If a 
thought comes into 
my mind, I jot it 
down - usually on 
my phone. I’m a 
firm believer in 
being in places to 
understand them. I 
use this approach in 
my PhD research as 
well. I’ve learnt so 
much more about 
Liverpool, and i’ve 
been to new and 
interesting places, 
all of which help 
join the dots.

Jo Mary Watson
8:45 PM May 18
I haven’t heard 
this word since 
uni. Thanks for 
reminding me. 
(I mean this in a 
sentimental way, 
not sarcastic.)
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is in-fact about finding your tribe? The church 
steps are dotted with people sitting, eating, 
reading, chatting, it’s a meeting place for many. 
Bold Street, even during lockdown is bustling, 
independent businesses flanking either side, 
the same goes for Lark Lane. If, by definition, 
independence is ‘being free from outside control 
or subject to another’s authority’, do any of these 
examples match this description?

Instead, it seems to me that Liverpool’s conception 
of independence is linked to the collective, and 
the idea of a togetherness. The businesses of Bold 
Street and Lark Lane are stronger in numbers, the 
steps of the bombed-out-church are constantly 
populated. As I walk further into town, I noticed 
an amusing example of togetherness in a gift-shop 
window, a replica purple bin for your desk. Why 
would anyone want this? It is of course a territorial 
marker, a symbol. We’ve got a purple bin, so we 
belong to something bigger, to Liverpool, set 
apart from other places, but together as a city. 
Patrick Kirk-Smith, however, explained that a 
‘myth of connectedness’ was, for him, one of the 
negatives of Merseyside, and linked this to a ‘lens 
of Scouse culture’. So, according to questionnaire 
responses, how do cultural organisations play 
their part in this connectedness? I asked people 
to give examples. This question, it seems, was 
one of the hardest to answer, but this difficulty is 
probably quite telling. 

Although Bluecoat, Dead Pigeon Gallery, Writing 
on the Wall, OUTPUT Gallery, FACT, and the 
Liverpool Central Library were mentioned, 
amongst many others, it wasn’t due to their 

Harriet Burns
3:55 PM May 18
Lol I actually 
HAVE this for my 
make-up brushes
#scouse
sentimentality

Patrick Kirk-Smith
3:56 PM May 18
Same. It’s full of 
tiny files & flush 
cutters.

Harriet Burns
3:59 PM May 18
What is our 
obsession with 
brandishing 
these trinkets of 
relatability amongst 
other scousers? Me 
ma has a load of 
lamb bananas. It 
was quite cute and 
kitsch having it in 
my flat in london, 
but is it just a bit 
corny and indulgent 
to have it in my 
room at home?

Jo Mary Watson
8:54 PM May 18
I want one now, too.
Even though E. will 
probably use it to 
put her snacks in 
before I can decide 
what I want it for.  
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individuality, but instead, their place as part of a 
collective cultural fabric. I refer again to Patrick’s 
lens of Scouse culture, and I’m sure that the myth 
he questioned is due to an external perception of 
what culture is in Merseyside. 

Culture in Liverpool, for example, is probably 
known to most for Giants and Rivers of Light before 
it’s known for Liverpool Biennial, or even the Tate. 
The former examples are where the money goes, 
and empty, unchallenging, costly mass spectacle 
becomes a worrying bar of ambition. So, maybe, 
therefore the projection of a connected cultural 
fabric of galleries and artists exists as a reaction to 
this, a tribe to counter overarching authority, the 
idea of strength in numbers. As Montse Mosquera 
mentions, culture in Merseyside should instead 
be driven by its artists, and therefore more power 
needs to be afforded to them. How many artists 
could the money ploughed into mass spectacles 
assist instead? 

Montse’s response gets me thinking about artist 
studio complexes and collectives. What is it like 
to be a studio holder? Does this offer a sense of 
community? Or does an artist work in isolation 
under a branded umbrella? Interestingly, artist 
studios received the least mentions in the 
questionnaire responses. Pubs, bars, and cafes got 
more acknowledgement. So, is ‘the independent’ 
something we must always share with others? 
Artist’s Studios require permission to enter, prior 
arrangement, but pubs and bars are open to all 
(lockdown aside). It’s also worth noting that the 
cultural organisations listed in responses above 
have free admission. I suppose, they are again 

Harriet Burns
4:02 PM May 18
This was a really 
interesting section 
and something 
I hadn’t thought 
about before. 
Militancy in the 
Scouse attitude 
propels us to 
get into readily 
accessible spaces 
and condemn the 
ones that could 
be called elitist. 
There is also 
distrust toward 
individuals that 
uphold and inhabit 
these spaces. And 
I completely agree 
that independence is 
flexed at individual 
level and simply 
absorbed or quietly 
appreciated by 
those in proximity. 
It might be the 
only quiet and 
subtle thing about 
scousers. 

Matthew Retallick
4:29 PM May 18
It’s something I am 
keen to do a little 
more digging on. 
It’s not something 
I had thoroughly 
considered until this 
project.
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places to be seen, places to exercise independence 
collectively. Artist’s studios, in contrast, do 
not offer this, they are mostly closed, and our 
relationship to, and perception of them is entirely 
different. 

Freedom certainly applies to our green spaces, 
and my walks took me through Princes Park 
into Sefton Park, from Cathedral Gardens to 
Abercromby Square, from Calderstones and 
beyond. These parks allowed valuable and much 
needed headspace for me during lockdown, 
but they also became one of the only places we 
could be seen together. Luke Skiffington sees this 
abundance of green space as a missed opportunity, 
something which should be used as a platform for 
sculpture, performance, or film screenings. This, 
with all the necessary social distancing would 
have been particularly welcome over the last 
year. Liverpool’s docklands, in the same way, also 
offered valuable headspace. Not just the tourist-
tidiness of Albert Dock, but the unglamourous 
industrial authenticity that stretches into Bootle. 
Albert Dock is another location that is mentioned 
repeatedly in the questionnaire responses, and I 
was initially surprised by this. Elizabeth Challinor, 
however, offers a reason, it’s a place preserved, it 
hasn’t suffered the indignity of being turned into 
student accommodation with the bland facades to 
match. Yes, there’s a picture of Paul O’Grady’s 
face made from jelly beans, but there are also 
world-class museums and galleries, alongside 
independent businesses, and great views across 
the Mersey. It reminds Jo Mary Watson of her 
native Hamburg, the docklands there, just as here, 
are a symbol of the city, and as a result they are 

Harriet Burns
4:05 PM May 18
I was here the other 
weekend. I felt a 
bit sad. It was so 
dead the noise of 
the seagulls was 
deafening.
It was a very 
quiet place before 
lockdown, too, yet 
it’s the landscape 
of choice for 
those tasteless 
b’n’w canvases 
of the skyline. I 
think this might 
tie into that myth 
of connectedness, 
but not one upheld 
by the locals but 
one imposed by 
souvenir shops.

Jo Mary Watson
9:10 PM May 18
It does feel very 
much like it is to be 
“used by tourists”.
(Something about 
Hamburg and its 
port and docks that 
I like and miss is 
that even though 
it’s a big tourist 
attraction, it still 
feels like an active 
and vital part of 
the city. Probably 
because the port 
is massive, full of 
light and movement 
and the city is kind 
of build around it.)
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a focus point, they bring people together. Albert 
Dock, whatever your opinion, has become an 
indelible motif of the city. Elizabeth isn’t the 
only person to mention the blight of student 
accommodation, Sorrell Kerrison mentions this 
as a real threat to Liverpool’s people and their 
creativity, where ‘culture is built, and then large 
companies come and knock it down’. So, if the 
constant construction of student accommodation 
is a threat to Liverpool’s sense of independence 
and cultural landscape, what positive changes 
should be made? 

Grace Collins suggests that the larger institutions 
must do more to work with artists locally, and 
this should be at the heart of their programming. 
Artists should also have the opportunity to work 
more cohesively across Merseyside’s boundaries. 
This concern is something that Sarah Gilman 
shares, and explains that it should be easier for 
artists to connect and work together across the 
region. This certainly links back to Patrick’s myth 
of connectedness, but are larger institutions the 
key to enabling and facilitating this? What are the 
existing boundaries? Why do many artists feel 
this isn’t happening? 

In my recent walks around Liverpool, and in 
conversations about Merseyside more widely, 
I now see the cultural landscape as increasingly 
nuanced and complex. Before I moved here, my 
perception of the region was different, possibly 
blinkered. Although I was a frequent visitor, I was 
here for specific exhibitions, art events, theatre 
shows, performances, and it seemed to me that 
Liverpool championed the independent. However, 

Patrick Kirk-Smith
5:23 PM May 18
Supporting? There’s 
a willingness to 
facilitate it, but 
it’s always ended 
up with a handful 
of artists rotating 
around the same 
circuit, rather 
than being open 
to all. Maybe it’s 
about supporting 
wider networks - 
sharing skills and 
knowledge, and 
resources with 
studios and smaller 
spaces, so they can 
share the ground.

Matthew Retallick
2:06 PM May 19
Supporting is a 
much better word, 
you’re right.
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I now feel the reverse is true, that the independents 
champion Liverpool, and importantly each other. 

Independence is something I still believe defines 
Merseyside, but this is not about individuality, but 
instead working, or striving to work together. The 
questionnaire responses offer suggestions of how 
to strengthen this, how to join dots, how to make 
connectedness less of a myth, but a powerful 
backbone of culture in the region. This short text, 
as I explained at the start, is not about trying to 
give answers, but instead to take a temperature. 
I am incredibly grateful to the team at IB21 for 
allowing the opportunity, time, and space to 
explore my new region, and I look forward to 
visiting much more of it now that restrictions 
are easing. From Birkenhead’s Oxton Road as 
highlighted by Alan Dunn, to World of Glass 
in St Helens recommended by Emmer Winder, 
I’m looking forward to further explorations 
into what independence means to Merseyside. 
I thank everyone who took part in this project, 
for their time and fascinating insights. All the 
questionnaire responses are available to read on 
the IB21 website at: independentsbiennial.com/
artists/artist-hosts/matt-retallick/

- Matt Retallick

Jo Mary Watson
9:03 PM May 18
I really like this 
reflection, Matt! 
Thank you for 
sharing your work 
and words.

Matthew Retallick
2:05 PM May 19
Thank you so 
much, and it’s been 
a pleasure to work 
with you, Harri, 
Elizabeth and 
Patrick over the last 
few months.
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Preface
“There’s a real sense of almost urgency for you to remind the reader that this is 
the first time you’ve done something like this, the first time you’ve been paid to 
write etc etc...But don’t give it more credit than it deserves. Fucking own it, yes it’s 
the first time you’ve been paid to write but what a brilliant first gig to have, your 
writing can stand on its own.”
 - Matilda Cracknell, Saturday 22nd May, 12:11.
“not politically correct, get cancelled fam”
 - Mathew White, Sunday 23rd May, 14:15
“At 30, you finally call it a day, having no assets or savings, and bail the sinking 
ship. Discard the optimism and meet your mates or family at the pub and say: 
“you were right, guys, I’m fucking sick of being broke, thanks for buying me this 
pint. I’ll get on Indeed.com tomorrow.””
 - Taken from ‘Artsy people are weird’, Tuesday 30th March

Get(ting) to the point
I’ve never had to write a reflection on my own writing.
It’s not an extension of all the writing done up to this point, but something I’ve got to refine 
and edit into a coherently presentable and digestible piece. With that being said, there’s no 
right or wrong way of doing it so long as it evidences some analysis and evaluation.
It feels a little odd, chronologically, to be writing a reflection before the official 
‘end’ of the festival. 
This piece isn’t a summary of the perceived success of the Independents Biennial 
Festival 2021, although it’s pertinent to include a formal affirmation about the 
unorthodox nature of it.
Being given a string of musings and informal soundbites from Patrick at the 
beginning built a landscape that could be described as the ‘ethos’ of the festival, 
which I have tried to apply at regular intervals throughout my involvement. 
The ethos didn’t really outline any definitive points as to what the challenges 
or expectations were. This, paired without guidelines on how to approach it, I 
haven’t felt any external pressure that has, in turn, moulded the outcomes.

“To come to something (at the end of the job) that you wouldn’t otherwise have 
come to, had we not undertaken the role.” 
 - Patrick, Monday 1st March
I still don’t really know what that means. I’m not sure if it’s supposed to be something 
personal, as obviously I wouldn’t have done any of this work had I not been employed, or 
whether it was meant to structure our contributions. 

The objective of the Artist Hosts role, as I understood, has been to ‘live’ document 
the workings of the festival, to use the work of the Artist Hosts as production to 
present the work of others. Including content creation, alongside updates, to create 
an ongoing loop of feedback as research, offered to the public.
There is an attempt to close the gap between artist practice and public consumption 
of ‘finished’ work. Unlike a festival that culminates in an exhibition, the 
Independents Biennial leans in favour of exhibiting what happens between point 
A and point B.
We can understand point A to be conception, and point B to be production.
The documentation was used to make the audience privy to the contextual and 
momentary aspects of artist practice. This could valorise the practice unseen, 
display the ugly bits, show methodologies and how they contribute to production. 
Affording the audience a possibility to have a greater appreciation for the work 
generated (as they tend to be impressed by ‘hours of labour’ as a measurement of success 
and validity), and an informed understanding of the work displayed in the galleries. 
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Both of these elements could help encourage the engagement of the audience 
with contemporary or conceptual artwork. They do not feel condescended by the 
profundity of artworks, where process isn’t traditional or traceable. 

The nature of the festival timeline gives some framework through themes (best 
catalogued in the Artist Host Podcasts), and offered a broader context to how we 
might link the concurrent work of the artists to a creative cultural sphere with 
unconventional permissiveness.
I could be entirely wrong in these assumptions. But I don’t feel I’ll be berated for them. I 
haven’t been ‘told off’ for anything I’ve done so far, and if there was an issue then it’s too 
late in the game to bring it up now. 
With what I could garner, I proceeded to discern my role as someone that needed 
to be transparent, generous, open and honest.

D I S C L A I M E R
Subjectivity to avoid Accountability   Don’t cancel me

I feel it important to mention that I have never been paid for my creative output 
before.
And I’m not counting the few bob I’ve made doing some pretty, but conceptually 
impoverished paintings for family friends.
The anxiety to come across as ‘valid’, and prove that being paid for my work was 
justified, I ended up trying to shoehorn a latent Productivist disposition into the 
projected requirements of the role. 
This self-indolence urged me to act as a machine, to churn stuff out, because of an 
amateur understanding of ‘creative’ productivity.
However, when engaged with the Artists’ Union England and the podcast about 
‘Artist Pay’, as documented in the ‘fuck you pay me’ piece, I was edified and 
reassured that the unseen work contributing to the writing was as important, and 
as valued, as the stuff that ended up on the website.

I utilised Google Drive (which, FYI, if my creative writing career goes to shit and I’m 
generally regarded as the world’s worst graphic designer and still can’t seem to use my 
BA Fine Art degree for anything, I’m going to apply to be a spokesperson/advertisement 
campaigner for the benefits of Google Drive) and the parallel ‘updates’ section on my 
Artist Host page to create a matrix with subheading folders, informal document 
titles and immediate responses. 
The responses were led by a visceral reaction to stimulus, so to get down the 
thoughts and feelings as soon as possible, feeling little responsibility to tidy it up 
with an applied cognition at a later point.
The method was reactive. 

Using the artist line-up from the website as a checklist, the subsequent writing 
was an approbation of the individuals, collectives and associates. The ‘call and 
response’ method is something that has become part of my methodological toolkit 
in all traceable creative endeavours this year.

I have said it, in my application interview for this post, in my Artist Biography, in 
my proposals and summaries on my MA course, and I will say it here again: my 
response style is hermeneutic.
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Hermeneutic
[adjective] - concerning interpretation.
[noun] - a method or theory of interpretation.

Alongside hermeneutic, the other important buzzword/smart arse terminology to 
mention is apperception. Everything that I say manifests in proximity to my own 
experiences and understandings, and I tried to elaborate on this where I could 
within the documentation.
Two other words, far more informal and less impressive, that I use to describe my 
writing-as-research are ‘fodder’ and ‘dump’. I have all the tabs open, all the websites 
and instagrams, the links and the videos, and then I dump them into a Google Doc, and sit 
with it, and write some shit about it. Nothing exciting or ostentatious.
The benefit of working empirically and assimilating formatively shaped 
commentary, was to then reflect that new knowledge back into the world - like a 
series of mirrors whose image oscillates inwards and outwards.
But where a mirror may insinuate a very close likeness to reality, this metaphor 
isn’t perfect. 
The image transformation, more like them daft ones in a ‘hall of mirrors’ in the circus, 
is not substantive. 
The image is an echo of my thoughts. My thoughts are carried by my narrative, 
and if this narrative reaches more individuals, then there is capacity for further 
interpretation by the audience that could result in more semantically rich 
understandings.
Of course, no one really likes people who shout. And there have been instances where I 
suffer from voice-loss.

Reclaimed subjectivity in the critical realm was the tone of my contributions. 
If you admit that it’s ‘only your opinion’, you reverse away from criticism, in a 
protective manner, simultaneously shouting and shrinking from the platforms. I 
did my best to preface the writing, or backtrack at the end of the writing, to re-
enforce this requirement of leniency from the audience.

It is important to understand that my contribution to the IB Festival is defeasible, 
in that I am giving formal and written consent for it to be absolutely annihilated 
by others. It is not the outcome of my efforts that are precious to me, for I am on 
a path of enlightenment which is not possible if not for the scrutiny and feedback 
from others. I am far more defensive over the effort in and of itself. 

Sorry for chatting absolute wham
“So ye...basically do what the fuck you want so long as it’s able to be viewed digitally 
over the course of 11 weeks in response to some broad ass topics (that can basically be 
interpreted in whatever fashion) make some shit and get paid. This surely is the ideal.”
 - Taken from the very first page of ‘Dear Diary’, Monday 1st March 

It is unavoidable to have to explain the stylistic use of the different coloured and 
sized text: 
the black 11pt text vs the red 9pt text. It becomes a metalanguage that elevates the 
internal monologue and gives credit to conscious rambling. I’d borrowed it from 
the way in which I document my projects on my MA course.

I offered up the live writing in order to have the reader as interlocutor, by giving 
the textuality needed to engage passively in the conversation.
The dual narrative gives an account in two ways to the same stimulus, to create 
an emphatic commentary. 
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The tone of the commentary, especially the red text, matched the tone of the 
talking in the podcasts: sardonic. In a crude way, not in a refined, witty or intelligent 
manner - like the Guardian articles.  

The writing isn’t supposed to be a contentious polemic, but because of the use of 
emotive, pithy language and profanity, it probably lands as such.
I am well aware of being guilty of circumlocution, superfluous and a tautological 
deployment of words. I try to confidently govern these flaws to establish an 
idiosyncratic documentation style, in the same vein as wielding subjectivity to 
that end.

In respect to the sections, the writing was an appraisal. Whether or not I’m 
qualified to deliver that isn’t really my concern. The responses to the updates (the 
fodder), are prima facie, unless or until I revisited the subject matter.
If I didn’t, it’s because I ran out of time or there was nothing more to add.

U P D AT E  Exegesis
The text’s aesthetic doesn’t solely encompass the entire style and format of the 
documentation.
For the majority of the writing, (safe, perhaps, for my Artist Biography on my 
Artist Host page and this piece of reflection), I have opted for exoteric over 
esoteric language. 
To add credibility to the writing, I have used the work for the festival as a chance 
to exercise a sensibility within the sphere of writing and critique. Therefore, I 
hope that the writing carries the sincerity from the place where it was conceived: 
my mind, and that wouldn’t be complete without the imbrication of imagery. 
By including links, instagram handles, memes, screenshots and google images, 
embedded as the only breathing space in the long slogs of text, the documentation 
as a packaged whole, aimed to be heuristic for the reader. The imagery-as-breaks 
were to act as signposts for the reader and reassert the nature of the content I was 
babbling on about, and offer a very acute space for meditative contemplation.

it_is_wa_it_was
“My entire life has become my practice. I can’t work out where ‘Dear Diary’ ends and 
my dissertation starts. I can’t remember if my thoughts about being lonely and ‘not good 
enough’ are part of a conversation about my poor self esteem or fodder for a collage. I 
love it, I love the things I am doing for uni and for the festival, but it’s almost like creative 
doom-scrolling.”
 - Taken from ‘Artsy people are weird’, Tuesday 30th March 

Identity, Imposter Syndrome, the ‘who’ questions of our existence are better 
covered across other parts of my documentation and within the discourse of the 
podcasts.
Although, because of the sentimental emotions I’ve experienced during the 
course of the festival, it would make sense to offer some refined thoughts on the 
importance of ‘who I am as a person’ *shudders* in the creation of the work.
I’ll also assert the fact that I was doing my MA at the same time under this 
‘identity’ section.
Ey, did I mention that I’m doing my MASTERS?

I am constantly trying (to the point of unhelpful and self-destructive rumination, at times) 
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to define my creative identity, to find the right words for the practice for the praxis, 
research and writing. 
I don’t think I was fully aware just how intrinsic writing is to my practice. Although 
it has been difficult having to divide my creative energy proportionally between 
doing my Masters and my role as Artist Host concurrently has quickened the pace 
of ‘self-discovery’ *shudder*. It has encouraged me to continue to question every 
step, and forfeit reliance on answers. It puts marks on the paper which forces me 
to reflect on it and dissemble its components. Even when I’m not confident, I’m 
willing, because the framework of the commitments requires it and gives me a 
contextually appropriate and secure space to do so.
Procrastination arises from a fear of confronting what is needed, and it is strength 
that is needed to escape that. Once you’re in that place, it’s never as scary as 
what you think. When that place includes your contemporaries, your co-editors, 
your boss, your mates, then the fear continues to diminish. Having to update, 
in all ways, allows for that momentary reflection, that ‘here and now’ presence 
that is absent when afforded more time. When having to give remarks nearly 
instantaneously, then the rawness and openness of the response is heightened.

Elizabeth asked if it weren’t for the pandemic, if our approaches would’ve 
changed. I said no.
Obstinate attitude, irreverence, my little foibles, a capricious predisposition, a few mental 
health issues, incongruity...this is the only voice I have.
Having an adherence to deontological ethics and structuralism, I care less 
about what purpose the work serves in the world than how it adds to a wider 
archived conversation within a cultural sphere. There is an appreciation for 
context over content at times. This might be a little lazy on my part, just spewing 
things indiscriminately into existence and leaving them to fester, to become the 
brickwork in the depiction of phenomena.

When self-representation isn’t something you struggle with, but something 
important to the fulfilment of needs, then freedom is essential in the space of 
creative expression. This has been afforded to me through this role. When my 
identity that I am unable to keep mysterious or at bay is based on an existence between 
any two extreme states, then it’s unsurprising that the work demonstrates similar 
polarities.
Having to manufacture the balancing act to create a subtler spectrum between I FUCKING 
HATE THIS and I FUCKING LOVE THIS is so hard. And I won’t pretend I’m any good 
at it.
So it’s with an unconvincing ‘bastardised scouse accent’* that I say ‘take it or leave it’, ‘it 
is what it is’, or, if I was so inclined, ‘sorry, not sorry’.
*This was written of me by Dayoung Min in our collaborative publication project: 
shitormemories.wordpress.com*

NO RAGRETS™
There were a few things stated in my Artist Bio that I didn’t get around to doing.
I didn’t manage to do a piece of work where I revisited the theme of ‘sentimentality’ 
in regards to the work of the artists.
After this festival, I would love to use what I was exposed to in furthering my 
exploration of a Liverpudlian-branded sentimentality and continue to make 
reactive work to it’s aesthetic manifestations so possibly keep an eye out for that, if 
you can be arsed.
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I shared only one video on my Artist Updates page. And I’ll be honest, I’d made it 
before the beginning of the festival. I didn’t get a chance to make any other video 
work. This is a time management issue. It takes me a ridiculously long time to 
splice and edit the videos, and although this excuse is one of self-efficacy, 
it’s the only one I’ve got.
I didn’t actually make visuals, outside of cack-handedly executed memes (that 
I either did on Google slides and screenshotted, or ended up with shit loads of draft 
Instagram stories), and ‘The Gift that no one asked for’, which fell flat like a 
poorly delivered joke. I suppose the aesthetic tweaks on the documents could be 
shallowly valorised as image-making.
 
The writing in ‘Dear Diary’ and ‘woke up in the ‘am’, composed a beat’ would 
have benefitted from a greater dedication to refining and editing. Because the 
process was essentially write it, and fucking bail it, and only come back to it on a different 
day to do some different writing altogether. There is a lack of explication on topics and 
concepts that have been dropped in there. At the end of each section, or each day, 
there was an exploitation of arbitrate sign-offs, which further aggravates the issue 
of accountability and accessibility.
These creases needed ironing out and I didn’t do it. It’s something I do in my 
other writing, where I’ve got a word count (my fucking worst thing, if you couldn’t 
guess) and there’s a mark scheme and a court of cruel judges (family members and 
the quality control at uni). 
Working without guidelines has been challenging. The only time I’ve worked 
this way is for my personal journaling for my course projects. Otherwise there’s 
obvious structural formats to follow: I’m answering a question, exploring a topic 
with ‘Intro’, ‘Methodology’, ‘Conclusion’, and ticking the boxes and jumping the 
hurdles. In all fairness, I hate having to jump hurdles for the sake of it.
That’s why this reflection was absolutely necessary, largely to prove that I am 
capable of reflection and refinement, and if this is the only piece of writing you 
bother to read of mine, then it leaves a better taste in your mouth.

Contingency has been a limiting factor. Having to rely on the updates of the 
festival to steer the output. I do feel guilty now [Friday 21st May 2021, 10:23], that I 
wasn’t able to capture the efforts of some of the artists, and postulate as best I can. 
Namely Alan Dunn, and his work with FOUR WORDS. So I’ll use this space to 
just urge you to check it out.

Conversely, playing catch up has hindered some of the motivation needed, and 
freshness of the writing. When managing unpredictable spates of ‘artist/writer’ 
block, in the form of procrastination and general unwillingness to face the tasks of 
bringing myself to get up to speed with what’s on the website or Instagram feed, 
only induces greater pressure.
It’s a relatively exciting notion to think you’re constantly obsolete as soon as 
you’ve typed one word, knowing the subject matter is about an inch away from 
your grip, and mirrors the structure of the Festival in general.

I didn’t capitalise on the opportunity to consider the geographical implications and 
contexts, in conjunction with the way the work is fabricated and disseminated, 
which seems like the biggest disappointment in trying to uphold the laudable 
efforts of Liverpool to make its mark on the Northern cultural landscape.

And I’ll be honest, I’d made it 
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It’s a means-to-an-end, right?
The podcasts that took place between myself, Patrick and the other Artist Hosts, 
I’d prefer not to describe as ‘podcasts’.
For me, the podcasts are a symposium. They transcend the commercial appeal 
of ‘podcast’ as something that needs to be consumed in order for it to be valid. 
Through these symposiums, I have been directed to useful thought exercises, to 
understand the writing in silo as propaedeutic - that by having those as starting 
points would inherently demand a reflective point elsewhere.
Having the opportunity to open out conversations in ‘real time’, like the unfolding 
of origami, to find the process that underpins it, was a fulfilling experience.

Uncovering the shared sense of inadequacy experienced by creative practitioners 
(do I belong here? Am I good enough? Does anyone care?) and simply laundering these 
thoughts imbued me with a sense of confidence. I find it quite profound how the 
common struggles can negate the negativity of the impacts. It’s like following the 
guidelines of ‘reaching out to a friend’ when things are difficult, but by being in 
an inherently creative and collaborative context, the support one can gain in both 
personal and professional faculties is not to be underestimated.
Where I have failed in the aspects of my work, I have full faith that the other Artist 
Host’s approaches fill in the blanks as well as enrich the interpretive deliverables 
of the festival work. They have distinct voices and processes that are very well 
articulated in contrast to my own contribution. In being privileged to navigate 
their methodologies, it is an opportunity to continue to self-define and understand 
self in relativity. 

Equipped with a better knowledge of the workings of projects such as the 
Independents Biennial Festival, having to share my work publicly and engage with 
methods of ‘self-promotion’ *shudders* has proven challenging and satisfying.
I do not see the close of the festival as ‘the end’.
It’s a bit of a cheesy thing to say, so I’m not going to be as trite to make the ‘it’s just the 
beginning’ statement, but this is the formalised start of things to come for me. 



26

space

Dedication
James Schofield, @dleifohcssemaj
For sending me the link to the job opportunity.
Patrick Kirk-Smith
For hiring me, essentially. 
For believing in what I had to offer despite a very limited CV, 
with very few examples of work.
Matilda Cracknell, @matilcracknell
For being my platonic and professional ‘better half’ this year.
Matt Boyle
For being my tutor and supervisor, but behaving as my 
cheerleader to give me the confidence I’ve needed to navigate 
the design world.
Jo, Matt and Elizabeth
For talking to me, giving me things to think about, and helping 
me appreciate that creative people are creative second to being 
‘normal’ people.
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Reflection
- Jo Mary Watson

In the following reflection I am using the words “Motherhood” and 
“Parenthood” to talk about the focus I have set on my work for the 
Independents Biennial and my practice in general. Those words, 
the former mainly, describes my reality and experiences regarding 
my identity of being a cis gendered woman best, but is by no means 
meant exclusive. Please note that those words are synonyms for each 
other, as well as “Fatherhood”. Depending on your own identity, 
reality, and experiences, please use whatever word feels best for you.

I describe my practice as “mostly writing and also chaos”.
This is because I am a writer who, due to ADD, depression and 
anxiety, struggles a lot with productivity, concentration, and the 
ability to function in a capitalist system that focuses so heavily on 
(marketable and monetizable) end products.
Learning about how Independents Biennial, instead of focussing on 
outcomes, works without a theme and highlights that ideas can form 
and change at any time and point in the creative process, made me 
want to get involved immediately.
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Even though I love and support the idea of transparency regarding 
working and sharing my own creative processes and unfinished ideas 
publicly, I paradoxically decided to set a focus that comes with a 
need and an importance of keeping most of the work private:
The Impact of Motherhood on being an Artist.

Becoming a parent shifts and changes your identity in ways 
unimaginable beforehand.
I hide a lot of the negative and heavy feelings that come with being a 
Mother, because they carry tremendous amounts of guilt and shame, 
and are massive triggers regarding not feeling good enough. Those 
feelings are probably strengthened by my Imposter Syndrome and 
various other symptoms of medical concerns, however that does not 
make them less valid, or myself less deserving of a safe space to 
explore and share them.

This, knowing that I am not the only Mother longing for a space like 
it, and only seeing one other artist publicly sharing some pieces of 
their maternal experiences, within the context of IB, made me want 
to set a focus on this topic. 

So, I have spent most of my time during the festival in private 
conversations with other artists, some of them involved in the 
Independents Biennial themselves, and others not. Mothers and 
Fathers, talking about what impact having children had/ has on their 
practices and identities as artists.
I have heard stories about only children (like mine), siblings with 
big and short age gaps and twins; Stories about boys, girls and 
non-binary children. Stories about the wish to become a parent, 
about trying (once or for years), about IVF, fostering and adoption. 
Stories about easy births, traumatic births, c-sections, complications, 
stillbirths, and miscarriages. Stories from single, married, unmarried, 
straight and queer parents. Stories from parents who still parent their 
inner child, bravely trying to break old habits, and stop the cycle of 
generational trauma being passed on; Stories about infants, toddlers, 
teenagers, adult children, grandchildren.
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There were only a handful of people that I asked for their involvement 
that I already knew. All other parents generously offered me their 
time, stories, vulnerabilities, fears and views into their private life 
without knowing me or my practice before I contacted them.
What is important here and in general, is of course to be open 
regarding your own experiences. I could and would never ask for 
stories of such vulnerable nature without sharing my own. Opening 
up space for others to feel seen and heard is massively important to 
me, it was therefore never a question of only taking; It was and is 
always about collaboration and connection.
I am so grateful for the trust I have been given and the other parent’s 
belief in my abilities to hold space and love for all the things – heavy 
and light – that have been shared with me. At the same time, I am 
thankful for the room that others have opened for me and the ways 
they have kept me safe.

When struggling with Imposter Syndrome, you feel like you are a 
fraud, like you do not belong and that in the next second others will 
find out. Trying to juggle Motherhood and being an artist feels like 
that too, a lot of the times. You feel like you must handle both at a 
hundred percent without letting them negatively influence each other, 
all whilst living in a capitalist society that expects you to nurture 
without nurturing you back.
Feelings of failure are inevitable, and you end up thinking you neither 
fully belong in Motherhood, or artist spaces, or any other part of your 
identity.
In the conversations I had it became clear, that art, in whatever form 
regarding each individual practice, takes on the role of maintaining 
oneself.
For some, being an artist is an “escape” from parenthood; a way to 
create a difference between those parts of their identity.
Others involve their child(ren) sometimes, a lot, or always; their 
practice becomes part of their parenting and a way to express both 
identities at the same time.
Being a Mother is part of everything I do, I am not able to disconnect 
it from myself. And I do not want to. So, the way that maintaining 
myself, as well as my practice, works best for me, is involving my 
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child as much as possible; sharing with her what I love while at 
the same time showing others how much becoming a Mother has 
changed me and the way I can and want to work.

The Independent Biennial has given me the opportunity to create 
and explore safe spaces – guilt and judgement free, from parent to 
parent. The act of holding space for one another and sharing happy, 
vulnerable and painful moments can make the voice telling you 
you’re an imposter disappear: you belong in those moments and 
connections, you deserve to expand.
After feeling how safe, healing and therefore sacred spaces like this 
are, I have, contrary to what the Independents Biennial is about, not 
been transparent about all my processes, thoughts and ideas. I want 
to share the vulnerabilities of artists that gave me consent to do so, 
while at the same time protecting the individuals.

The importance and need of a safe space and preserving its privacy 
makes the work I have done in the last three months just the start of 
its exploration. And I do not believe that there ever is an end to it.
Motherhood is never finished, there is an Undoneness about it.
With "undone" I mean "not finished" in this context; never being 
finished with anything before something else is needed, never being 
done being a Mother.
Simultaneously it means "becoming undone": falling to pieces, 
breaking into bits.
In German that translates to "Auseinanderfallen" or "Zusammenfallen".
The latter is, like so often in German, two words put together which 
translated back to English are: "together" (zusammen) and "falling" 
(fallen).
Together Falling / Falling Together.
Motherhood: falling to pieces and pieces falling together at the same 
time.
There is something about this that other Mothers can understand. 
And that is needed.
Even though every single story I have heard has been completely 
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child as much as possible; sharing with her what I love while at 
the same time showing others how much becoming a Mother has 
changed me and the way I can and want to work.

The Independent Biennial has given me the opportunity to create 
and explore safe spaces – guilt and judgement free, from parent to 
parent. The act of holding space for one another and sharing happy, 
vulnerable and painful moments can make the voice telling you 
you’re an imposter disappear: you belong in those moments and 
connections, you deserve to expand.
After feeling how safe, healing and therefore sacred spaces like this 
are, I have, contrary to what the Independents Biennial is about, not 
been transparent about all my processes, thoughts and ideas. I want 
to share the vulnerabilities of artists that gave me consent to do so, 
while at the same time protecting the individuals.

The importance and need of a safe space and preserving its privacy 
makes the work I have done in the last three months just the start of 
its exploration. And I do not believe that there ever is an end to it.
Motherhood is never finished, there is an Undoneness about it.
With "undone" I mean "not finished" in this context; never being 
finished with anything before something else is needed, never being 
done being a Mother.
Simultaneously it means "becoming undone": falling to pieces, 
breaking into bits.
In German that translates to "Auseinanderfallen" or "Zusammenfallen".
The latter is, like so often in German, two words put together which 
translated back to English are: "together" (zusammen) and "falling" 
(fallen).
Together Falling / Falling Together.
Motherhood: falling to pieces and pieces falling together at the same 
time.
There is something about this that other Mothers can understand. 
And that is needed.
Even though every single story I have heard has been completely 
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unique, this feels like a collective experience. My conversations with 
other parents have created bonds, we carry each other’s stories in our 
minds now, always holding that space for the other Mother’s grief, 
the other Father’s guilt and all other collective worries and joys.
We belong because and despite of that.

“Belonging is not a one-and-for-all condition, a static identity 
tattooed on our skin; it is a constant self-examination and dynamic 
revision of where we are, who we are, and where we want to be.”
(Elif Shafak – How to stay sane in an age of division)

- Jo Mary Watson
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edition 

“Feminist Art and the 
Maternal”
Andrea Liss

“Of Woman Born: Motherhood 
as Experience and Institution”
Adrienne Rich

“100 Essays I Don’t Have Time 
To Write”
Sarah Ruhl

“Dept. Of Speculation”
Jenny Offill

“The Argonauts”
Maggie Nelson

“Heidi’s Horse”
Sylvia Fein

“Motherhood”
Sheila Heti

“(M)otherhood: On the Choices 
of Being a Woman”
Pragya Agrawal

„Das Unwohlsein der modernen 
Mutter“
Mareice Kaiser

“The Maternal in Creative 

Work: Intergenerational 
Discussions on Motherhood and 
Art (Interdisciplinary Research 
in Motherhood)”
Elena Marchevska (Editor), 
Valerie Walkerdine (Editor)

“Black Milk – On Motherhood 
and Writing”
Elif Shafak

“The Motherhood of Art”
Marissa Huber, Heather Kirtland

“Hold Still”
Sally Mann

“Dept. Of Speculation”
Jenny Offill

- Jo Mary Watson

“The Impact of Motherhood on being  
an Artist” (very short) Booklist 
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festival 

The following pages share artists’ work 
from the predecided festival window.

For the most part they’re presented as 
a beginning, middle, and end. But in 
keeping with what was quite a messy 
programme, some have a beginning and 
a middle without an end. Some have an 
end , with no real beginning to speak of. 
Others have a beginning, and some loose 
reflections.

As a structural guide for the next block 
of this book, they open with reflections 
by Harriet Burns, followed by the work 
of each artist and an interview with 
Elizabeth Challinor, and notes from Jo 
Mary Watson, with some concluding in 
reflective digital collages from Harriet.
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[Taken from ‘Dear Diary’, Tuesday 16th March]

Emmer Winder @socialprescriptiontracker
“Trusted, common experiences of getting through 
lockdown dispensed as medication. The social 
pharmacy is almost open for business...”

Okay so this particular subject matter hits a little more close to home
So the instagram page is pretty new. Not that many 
posts. But of what is there, is quite sincere. Posts around 
Mental Health awareness are unembellished and frank, 
which makes for a far less saccharine engagement with 
the discourse.

Emmer’s ‘about’ section, which mentions a BA in 
Interactive Arts (didn’t even know that was a thing but it sounds 
interesting as anything) then rolls out into a list of ‘projects’, 
‘clients’ and exhibitions. The use of language of a 
medical persuasion is innovative and different, and 
bodes perfectly with the humorous caricature that acts 
as a stagnant performance piece.
I love it

Now typically, I hate that vintage-y aesthetic from 
bygone advertisements, and even usually find the 
appropriation and recontextualisation (in say, feminist 
imagery) to be a little obvious and unimaginative. 
However, Emmer seems to use them in a fresh and 
wholesome way that is unexpected. They look like 
interactive colouring sheets, whilst having that urban 
anonymous sticker-ing activation. 
The colour scheme carried throughout the website 
[emmerwinder.co.uk] carries the work congruously and 
seamlessly. Perhaps their background in interactive arts 
has afforded them the digital skills to articulate such a 
fun and fluidly navigable website.
This is one of the best formats of a portfolio I’ve seen, 
especially in its ability not to present as a portfolio so 
obviously.
This practice is rooted in generosity, education, play, 
fun, not taking oneself too seriously, progressive 
processes and accessibility. It’s everything that more 
practices need to be.
I wonder if they take commissions for building 
websites?

I don’t even hate her etsy page
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“Believe it or not, it’s not that weird to go into a chemist and ask for 100 
empty bottles. They just give ‘em yer. Pretty weird.”

“I’d rather it be outside.
Because the whole idea of this is 
that you don’t go somewhere to 
find the advice, you don’t have to 
go to a special building - it’s just 
there. 
I like the idea of it [the cabinet] 
being somewhere random, just a 
space.” 

“I think I could say this for every 
single one [the printed text/senti-
ments on the bottles], I can’t think 
of any that would not apply if there 
hadn’t been a pandemic, and you’d 
read these, they’d still make sense.
Maybe that is the message at the 
end of it, it’s not that we needed 
more positivity during that time, 
we’d recognised that we should’ve 
had that all along.”

- Emmer, Saturday 22nd March
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The word “vulnerability” has seemed to pop up a lot in your 
responses, do you think this is a common/ theme or an important 
aspect of your work? Or something that’s just happened as a result 
of your work? 

This is a weird one. I had a conversation a few weeks ago with the 
guy I share my studio with following an article that Harriet wrote. It was 
about identity and whether you subliminally put some of yourself in your 
work. I was in two minds, and often I get angry at the notion that certain 
people should make art about things specific to them, or at least that it is 
expected. We should all be free to make work on any subject without fear 
from judgement that the theme is outside of our lifestyle/culture etc. This 
may be a reaction to me feeling pretty boring. I would say the majority of 
my work has reflected socio-political news and events or issues related 
to mental health. But none of these things have really reflected me, they 
were happening around me, but not TO me. I think maybe it's possible 
that I feel vulnerable in some way because I don’t make work about me 
as a person. That notion is completely untouched because I feel like I've 
nothing to say. I don’t know if that even makes sense! Anyways, my friend 
was adamant that all my work completely manifested my opinions and 
character, which I weirdly fought against?!

Work’ by Kate Bush) and had my best friend walk around London holding 
it. I think that is possibly the most personal work I've ever made, that 
really was about me. But, lots of people, particularly children, completely 
understood what was going on in those images, even without explanation. 
All the words in that song are incredible, I still cant listen to it without 
crying. I had done similar performances previously, but with different 
phrases that I have used repeatedly over the years, statements I see as 
being mine… ‘You’re not the only one that feels this way’ and ‘belonging 
is everything’. When I look at these as a set of 3, I clearly see a vulnerable 
person. I reckon I would get an awful lot out of someone asking me more 
questions like this! You have broken me…ha!

“This is a bit like m
y baby. I’ve had it before. 

B
ut it just felt ridiculous to not have a pharm

acy, now.
I’d left it alone for over 10 years, but this just felt like the right tim

e to bring it back again. 
B

ecause this is som
ething I’d done before, it felt m

ore precious.”

“Honestly, I just feel like I’m a big emotional ballbag.

I can’t understand how this has happened. Or why.

I don’t know - I can’t even put it into words.

When Patrick said the festival was coming to an end, 

in the last email, I went ‘WHAT! When’s it coming to 

an end!? What am I going to do when it’s over!’

It’s been the best time.

It’s been the thing that’s got me through thinking how 

crap this year is, is that all of this [the IB Festival] is 

happening.” 
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Feiyi’s pool of 
imagery is a constant 
concoction of 
recycling, editing, 
processing, filtering 
and showcasing, 
before it goes back 
to being in that pool 
but bringing with 
it several iterations 
of the same original 
material. Therefore, 
this pool essentially 
becomes a giant 
‘WIP’, and anything 
fished out from it is a 
‘WIP’ offspring. It’s a 
constant metamorphosis and rethinking that pushes 
their concepts to the max and is probably the most profound 
exercise in draining research material for all it’s worth that I’ve ever 
seen.

We begin to see the next chapter, ‘Wood, Water, 
Rock.’ take shape and emerge through the festival, 
where it is obvious to trace the influences of their 
previous projects. We are given some new images to 
contemplate, and even though the monochromatic 
aesthetic and landscape/nature subject matter only 
varies slightly from experiment to experiment, 
the sequential viewing of the work makes for an 
engagingly thorough display of form and concept.
It’s kind of like watching ‘Paranormal Activity’, because of the 
slowness and subtlety of the build up from scene to see, the slightest 
movement makes us completely shit ourselves because it’s amplified 
by the exposure to similar content. Sorry. I couldn’t even think of a 
more intelligent and relevant comparison.
Because of the visual similarities in the work, it 
pushes the viewer to navigate, become aware of, and 

Feiyi Wen, Wood Water Rock

[Taken from ‘IB Artists Final Write Up’, Wednesday 12th May]
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A few days before this went to print, I 

received these in the post:

They’re test prints from Wood, Water, 

Rock, and I haven’t found a frame yet. 

Feiyi mentioned they were one of a about 

200 tests, and not the best outcomes. Maybe 

it’s just because this programme was pretty 

much all produced remotely, but seeing 

(and feeling) these on paper was really 

special. This book won’t do justice to the 

print marks, ink or paper.

rethink the ‘mind-
body dualism’ 
Feiyi seeks to 
articulate. 

I really enjoyed 
doing a closer-
study of the 
specific concept 
that Feiyi deploys 
in the work. I love 
conceptual shit, I love 
learning new things: theories/philosophies, and being forced to investigate and understand 
what Feiyi was influenced by helped break out of solely western concepts. Looking into 
unfamiliar concepts adds to my toolkit/bookshelf of references relevant to my personal 
practice, and affords me the language to best describe what I’m doing. 

A particularly interesting idea is ‘mono no aware’. This actually comes 
back to an appreciation and acknowledgement of the the associative 
contexts of the work - like the work of Montse. 

Jo Mary Watson
9:23 AM Today
E.: "Yes yes yes yes yes." (She really 
likes this. Didn't tell me why.)
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[Taken from ‘IB Artists Final Write Up’, Wednesday 12th May]
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Jay Hampton, Weeds Wanted

“This piece was inspired by a taxi driver who I 
spoke to on the way to my practice viva. There 
is nothing like a member of the public deny-
ing climate change on your way to present about 
climate change!
A miniature working slot machine. Money is won 
when the correct words align to form a true 
sentence about our climate. Climate change out-
reach can feel preachy or boring so this style 
of #gamification tries to use the idea of bet-
ting with our natural resources in order to 
make more #money as a way to question current 
circumstances.”



49

extent 

23
6 

O
bs

er
va

tio
ns

85
 S

pe
ci

es



50

of 

What are you working towards during this 
residency/what are you looking to achieve 
with your experience here?

While I'm here I would like to enact change 
within Liverpool, with the Independents Biennial 
being a catalyst for Liverpool to become the 
first rewilded city. Scotland is already making 
great strides in this area but to have a densely 
populated area leading on an important 
environmental issue would be great. Especially 
in the run up to Cop26 in November. 

I really wanted this experience to connect with 
other artists. My background in science means 
I need to start to build a network, being an artist 
is lonely! Due to the digital nature of 
IB (because of Covid) I don't think I'll 
achieve that.

What is your practise about 
generally & what processes/
methods do you typically use? 

I'm a sciartist but most people have 
no idea what that means. My practice 
focuses on climate change, mainly 
microscopic organisms in the ocean 
and the barriers that working class 
people face.

It's nice the world has finally caught 
up but I wish it hadn't taken this long 
and unfortunately greenwashing is 
everywhere. Usually I use microscopes 
to take detailed images and work with 
climate data to predict the future of 
Liverpool. The sea, beach, Mersey 
and oceanic organisms are my 
preferred collaborators. Growing up 
in Liverpool we are never far from the 
water, it's in our blood.
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It's nice the world has finally caught 
up but I wish it hadn't taken this long 
and unfortunately greenwashing is 
everywhere. Usually I use microscopes 
to take detailed images and work with 
climate data to predict the future of 
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[Taken from ‘Dear Diary’, Tuesday 9th March]

Sufea Mohamad Noor @sufeamono

Real scouse voice here. Irreverent. Crude. Funny. Critical.

‘This Week in Pics’
These are endearing little collections of images. They 
are performative but also very personal. They are 
reactive and serendipitous and a really generous use of 
social media.
There is a real honesty to the posts and captions, very 
unpretentious and unfiltered (but not in an inconsiderate 
way) that carries an artist voice and narration very well.

‘The Personal is Political and Professional’
Committed to institutional change
Intersectionality (as value)
Interdependent systems of both discriminations and 
privileges
Canon and the blue tick (of approval)
‘Plural’ world
What does the beast look like in your eyes, through 
your role, as separate to your personal experience?
What is the new canon?
How does it become authentic, above the tokenism and 
gimmicks?
What does the discourse look and feel like?
Hierarchical modes - to be abolished through equity? Or 
to be upheld but with a new sense of regard in equality? 
Can we give the megaphone to the quietest voices, or 
do we have to be the translators (those with the loudest 
voices?)

52
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“Postcolonial discourse and anti-racism work 
are not new areas of research to me
and I anticipated that the residency would 
be a challenge
but I didn’t think it would be this hard.

The pandemic has restricted the nature of my 
work over the past year.
The current inequality faced by marginalised 
communities has a direct affect on my life.
I am touched by the act of kindness from 
those who recognised my struggle and took 
the time to check in on me.

Thank you for checking in.”
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Sorrell directs us 
to her ongoing 
projects and 
future endeavours 
creating 
excitement and 
anticipation, it’s 
self-promotion 
of the most 
authentic kind. 
It’s a dedication 
to a cause, a 
championing of the 
craft-as-art that’s 
gotten her into 
the right spaces 
as she challenges 
those she’s not yet 
broken through.

When did you first start your residency? How did you get 
involved with IB21?

I was initially supposed to start my residency in March 2020... 
but obviously that didn't go ahead. So, it was reinstated from 
Feb 2021. I am in residency at Metal in Edge Hill Station until 
August 2021.

What are you working towards during this residency/
what are you looking to achieve with your experience 
here? 

I'm currently working on my project called 'Otherhood Mixtapes' 
about the procreative journey and the various nuances within 
that often go undocumented in the art world. We are often split 
into the binary experience of having or not having children. 
Where there are so many more different twists and turns in 
that journey. 

I am really enjoying having the space to spread out and work on a much 
larger scale in my residency. I am hoping to complete 3 quilts and some sound 
installation work within my residency period.

Did you have plans for your work before the festival was moved online?

My initial ideas for my project was to have it exhibited as a walk through with 
triggered sound installations. I had a few other physical pieces in mind which I 
wanted the audience to interact with. Since it has moved digitally I have reset my 
approach to the thing as a whole. I'm still making physical work.

How did you get into making textile work/embroidery? 

I like my art to be useful as a blanket or a piece of clothing. It is both beautiful and 
useful. I find that there is a bit of a gap between 'crafts' and 'fine art'. Textiles is 
definitely a medium that is seen as lesser than and relegated to "women's work" 
in a demeaning way. Pregnancy, birthing, post birth, Motherhood, choosing not 
to have children, endometriosis, puberty, periods, miscarriage, PND.... I mean a 
lot of these things are brushed under the carpet in one homogenous lump and 
not dealt with out in the open, often leading to feeling of guilt and shame on the 
light end of the spectrum and inbuilt darkness, PTSD, mental and physical health 
issues on the other end. 
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Sorrell Kerrison, Otherhood Mixtapes          

“Having the residency 
delayed has actually 
been really helpful. I 
just carried on with the 
research portion and I 
built some WhatApp groups 
where I invited women to 
talk with each other and 
share their experiences. 
Also to create a bit of 
a network in this odd 
time.”
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Kevin: The working restrictions 
that we were placed within during 
the period of production forced 
us both to consider more flexible 
and accommodating working 
practices. The project that we 
have produced together enabled 
me to consider alternative 
methods of production.
 I didn’t have any preconceived 
ideas as to how the work would 
evolve. I obviously had a defined 
idea about what the work was 
about, as well as an open idea 
as to how the ideas would be 
resolved and presented.
 

Callan: I’ve been really interested 
in collage poems for a while and 
working with Kevin has provided 
me with this great opportunity 
to produce complementary text 
alongside his images. I’ve worked 
with artists previously but never 
this closely in terms of how the 
work is presented. 
I’ve never worked this remotely 
with an artist before and it’s 
reassuring to know it’s possible(!) 
to create a coherent body of work 
with someone over email (and 
Zoom / phone / remote tools).

Kevin: The original intention was to exhibit the work in Thatto Heath Library. This was obvi-

ously then reconsidered in response to COVID. We are now planning to go ahead with the 

installation of the work with some alterations due to the restrictions that are now placed upon 

the physical display of the work.
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Kevin: The original intention was to exhibit the work in Thatto Heath Library. This was obvi-

ously then reconsidered in response to COVID. We are now planning to go ahead with the 

installation of the work with some alterations due to the restrictions that are now placed upon 
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 FOUR WORDS: WIRRAL:

What a punchy website, the type of light and 
playful punch your mate gives you after you’ve 
teased them but they’re laughing in approval at 
how objectively great some of the shouts were.
The composition and colour is infor-
mal, urban and unnatural, in contrast 
to the title with its blunt-edged serif 
typeface so formally bracketed with 
straight lines. It promises so much 
with its centralised sticker telling me 
to wait.
There’s nothing else there. I am 
forced to shuffle sidewards to the 
word of Alan Dunn if I want more. 
What it does offer on the brief blurb 
on the IB website is narratives and 
A Clockwork Orange so yeah, count 
me in.

iPhone screenshots are what we are given on 
the project page as ‘previews’. The thing on 
the left gives me Pokemon Go vibes. And why 
not? I loved that shit, for a while, before the 
novelty wore off. The sign on the left plays with 
Minecraft/Roblox-esque construction but gives a 
more high quality feel to the content of the stick-
ers. I wonder when these filters, or, ‘augmented 
realities’ are given to us to bastardise?

What is FOUR WORDS: WIRRAL? 

Alan Dunn: I like to work on long 
projects over many years - tenantspin at 
FACT for example was 6 years and the 
RAY + JULIE sculpture on London Road 
is 25 years and counting - so FOUR 
WORDS: WIRRAL is part of a broader 
project that I started in Liverpool back in 
2016 and one that will continue. Each 
iteration uses some form of digital media 
to present FOUR WORDS statements 
(never questions) from a range of 
people in response to very specific 
themes. So far, I’ve used the giant 
electronic billboard opposite Lime Street 
to think about the month of January and 
hired a 30-second advertising slot on 
Channel 4 for works about the future, 
both projects developed in collaboration 
with Metal who are a hugely supportive 
agency we have. Contributors to FOUR 
WORDS have ranged from Turner 
Prize winners to former Liverpool FC 
players, a gardener, a priest, teenagers, 
a machine, a retired sea captain, art 
students and ancillary university staff. 
They’re all gathered here: https://
alandunn67.co.uk/fourwordsportfolio.
html
FOUR WORDS: WIRRAL is the latest 
version and it emerged very early 
during the first lockdown. I lecture in Art 
& Design at Leeds Beckett University 
for part of the week but with that 
switching to online, I had more time 
in my studio which is in my garden to 
think about new ways of working and 
I wrote the ACE application fairly soon 
as I knew what I wanted: a version of 
FOUR WORDS that didn’t involve large 
numbers of people gathering to stare at 
a big screen, involving only artists with 
whom I could safely meet up with, as 
opposed to emailing ideas across the 
globe, and I wanted the ‘local’ to be the 
theme to explore 

[Taken from ‘Dear Diary’, Sunday 14th March]

Alan Dunn, Joseaph Cotgrave, Malik Al Nasir, Steve & 
Phaedra Hardstaff, The Singh Twins - FOUR WORDS: 
WIRRAL
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When

What area of The Wirral did you 
research, and how did it actually 
influence and inspire your 
response? How does the work relate 
to the location?

Steve Hardstaff: I concentrated on Port 
Sunlight Village with one piece partly 
referencing an event in New Ferry. I 
am a Port Sunlight resident and have 
close links with the Port Sunlight Village 
Trust; I was interested in exploring 
some of the anomalies of this situation, 
also accessing some lesser known 
Village information. Thus the work 
looks at Lever Brothers product and 
the darker side of its manufacture; the 
war memorial re-imagined as an icon of 
Gospel music; ‘Surf’s Up’ in New Ferry 
and Pete Burns, the popular music icon 
brought up on Bath Street.
  
What was it like actually doing the 
research? The general experience of 
exploring the place? 

Steve Hardstaff: The research was 
very much influenced by the lockdown 
situation and the emphasis was ‘on line’ 
more than I would normally be used to. 
Walking round the local environment 
looking for different or hidden aspects of 
the ‘well known’ was in turns frustrating 
and invigorating.
 
What’s been your own experience of 
working with Four Words: Wirral?

Steve Hardstaff: This has been a total 
departure for me particularly in terms of 
media. Alan has been ‘on the end of a 
computer’ for help and advice throughout 
the process and although we’ve not 
been able to meet up as a group, the 
artists have shared their work/ideas via 
Alan all through the process.

How did you get involved with Four 
Words: Wirral? 

The Singh Twins: By invitation from 
Alan.

Do you think the local community 
was an integral aspect to how you’ve 
created this work?

The Singh Twins: Our interaction with 
the local communities was unfortunately 
very limited due to covid. But we did try 
to think about how different communities 
might relate to the spaces we explored. 
With Port Sunlight for example (which 
is a ‘pretty’ tourist attraction generally 
regarded as a showcase village 
associated with Lord Leverhulme as 
model employer and philanthropist) we 
decided to look behind this rosy picture 
and encourage people using the four 
words app to think about the politics 
of built environments like Port Sunlight 
which (being the product of an Imperial 
era and experience) have darker colonial 
connections that are often less widely 
known. For Dibbinsdale we wanted to 
highlight how natural environments are 
not just places of recreation and social 
gathering but also sources of spiritual 
contemplation and artistic inspiration.
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 it 
[Taken from ‘IB Artists Final Write Up’, Wednesday 12th 
May]

I think I’ll probably be accused of bias or favouritism in respect to 
my responses to Grace and George’s work, and I’m not going to deny 
that, I’ve had the absolute pleasure of talking to these guys and a 
greater closeness to their project and the personality that enlivens it 
through their workshop.
I didn’t always appreciate their work and output. I 
was totally confused during the initial write up by 
what was put on the IB website. I didn’t know what the fuck 
was going on. 
I was honest with them in admitting I genuinely had 
no expectations about who they were or what they 
did.
It was confirmed that the ambiguity of the answers 
to my questions was, in itself, part of the work. 
On the website, this isn’t obvious to the viewer, 
and it’s tough because making it obvious would 
shatter the fragile but intriguing illusion that Grace 
and George are constructing. This mystery being 
built becomes the string that pulls the audience into 
the project and builds desire to have the necessary 
answers, and essentially makes them work hard for 
context and background and becomes a quest for the 
truth, which mirrors their own aims.

It’s for this reason that I’m not going to offer the 
truth here. It’s not my job, and I don’t want to do 
it anyway. I want you to have the same enriching 
experience that I had having to work for the 
information I wanted from the pair.
The pair have been good with their updates that 
can be followed straightforwardly enough and 
have a growing intimacy to them, where thematic 
terminology and sterile explanations are replaced 
by quotations and informal conversational excerpts. 
This is an endearing rawness of the artistic 
insecurities that other artists are acutely aware of and 
an absolutely inspiring practice that helps narrow 
the elitist divide between the ‘genius’ artist and the 
‘ignorant’ layman that perfectly echoes the festival’s 
desire to be transparent.

The workshop hosted by the pair was one of 
the most entertaining yet. It was structured to 
include concept exploration, showcasing of 
background research and other outcomes so far 
(including a captivating audio/video piece) and 
eventually opened out into a practical task with 
clear instructions and a ‘here’s-one-I-made-earlier’ guide to 
creating something ourselves.

Instead of the typical inclusion of 
a task to simply tick the box of 
the workshop being ‘interactive/
engaging’, the artists actually 
intend to use what was created. 
Who doesn’t fucking love the idea of being 
included in someone’s work? Or is that just 
me, being vain?
Encouragement and celebration 
followed very organically, and 
everyone involved was given 
the opportunity to talk about 
their work irrespective of how 
technically ‘good’ it was or how 
profound the interpretation of the 
questions were. 10/10 would go to a 
workshop of theirs again, and will use the 
successful elements of it should I host my 
own one day.
The natural outworking of 
a casual and welcoming 
environment, I truly believe, 
comes from the integrity of 
the artists themselves and 
their confidence in admitting 
their flaws and weaknesses, 
which actually shows a greater 
strength and self-awareness than 
comparable experiences.

I’m so excited to see whatever 
culminates as outcomes for the 
project, it’s not as though there 
is any disappointment that there 
isn’t a deliverable in line with 
the end of the festival but some 
snapshots of the direction that it 
is going.
I have every intention of keeping 
myself up to date with the 
collaborative work of Grace and 
George, and their own individual 
practices. I even hope one day 
I get a chance to chat to them 
again.

That’s enough gushing for today.

“an infinite book. burning an infinite bookmeans it will burninfinitely.”
[Taken from when Grace and George hosted a workshop, Wednesday 28th April]
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this 
“Oh, I CAN make work with other people! It’s allowed!”

“I’ll do this bit, and you do that bit”,and we pass it back and forth

I think everything I’ve done, I’ve sent to ____, like,  “is this okay?”
But I also feel like every single time, you’ve just been
like, “yep.”
Maybe, they just like all of the work.

“____, you can give it some legs!”

In the work that you do, it’s not 
“here’s ____’s bit,
here’s ____’s bit.” 
You are just offering it as one identity,
even though 
there’s two separate people.

Yeah.

I think it stops you getting too wrapped up in the roles.

If you want to get all 
‘airy-fairy artsy-fartsy’ 

about it,
who’s to say 

that the research isn’t the work?
Yeah.

Definitely.

One thing, 
and this is quite a personal thing, 
don’t feel like you have to answer 

it, but what would you say is 
your favourite part of either this 

collaboration, 
or collaboration, 

in general, is?I immediately think of...
not being responsible for everything, 
I think that’s my own anxieties kicking in.
I think that covers a lot of stuff,
but also not being responsible in terms of 
if it’s shit?
Like, 
one of the main things, 
whenever I make art by myself, 
I make it and then I’m like, 
“oh god, what is this?”
whereas, I feel like if you’re doing a 
collaboration,
as long as you’ve had fun making it... 
I think having someone else responsible 
for the work as well, you’re kind of like 
“meh, this is just a silly thing we
made, doesn’t matter if no one else likes it, 
we like it.”

Maybe it’s too bold of a claim to say that this 
is the way

the art world is going now.
Collective, collaborative...people sharing the 

burden,
people being brought together by their 

struggle and their
resentment, and the inequality that they face 

as individuals
in the art world, and they’re banding together 

to get that
sense of solidarity and strength and 

confidence,
because it’s very difficult as an individual.

Is it pushing us more?
As I said, bold claim, nothing to back it.

100%

Definitely makes things less cringe,
If everyone’s cringe.
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book 
“Oh, I CAN make work with other people! It’s allowed!” [Taken from ‘In Conversation with GRACE and George’, Sunday 18th April]

“we are researchers digging into this, archaeological information, and deal with it”
in that way, as opposed to 

“we’re two artists and we’re making a book”.
What if you didn’t consider us as artists? 
What if we actually had MAs in history?
Might as well, for all the bloody googling I’ve done.

I really like that it’s posing a challenge to the prejudice or
preconceived notions of when people interact with work
and what they might think, and what they might attach to

the label “artist”.
I don’t call myself an artist. I never ever have. 

And if I have, it’s always been in an ironic way, like, 
“oh I’m an artist, yeeeeeah.”

It’s almost like you overselling yourself or underselling your-
self, depending on what the context is. There’s an insecurity 

from that as well.Imposter Syndrome.
That brings so much confidence 
to the work, that can be so absent 
in solo work, because you’re so 
riddled with anxiety, self-scrutiny, 
you know, imposter syndrome, 
all those things.
Whereas, when you bring that 
confidence to the work you
create through collaboration, it 
can be so much stronger.
I think the audience can even get a 
sense of that, as well.
You’ve found somebody 
like-minded,
or somebody that also enjoyed it 
or also likes it,
you’ve got two people really 
imbuing it with that
confidence. 
That ‘strength in numbers’ 
type of thing.

We’ve not worked with each other 
before, so there’s that anxiety of 

“What if ____ hates me?” 
that would suck.

I think, not everything 
has to be a brand?
It does feel like a 
commodification of 
collaboration to think 
that you have to brand 
yourself.
But also, trying to 
see this work as a 
culmination of two
people, that’s multi-
layered and faceted

Maybe it’s too bold of a claim to say that this 
is the way

the art world is going now.
Collective, collaborative...people sharing the 

burden,
people being brought together by their 

struggle and their
resentment, and the inequality that they face 

as individuals
in the art world, and they’re banding together 

to get that
sense of solidarity and strength and 

confidence,
because it’s very difficult as an individual.

Is it pushing us more?
As I said, bold claim, nothing to back it.

100%

I think it’s 
because when 
you’re working 
with someone, 
it’s kind of like, you admire them?
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will 
[Taken from ‘Dear Diary’, Friday 19th March]

Fiona Stirling @fiona_stirling_

“Fiona Stirling made up two terms ‘painting ad hoc’ and 
‘inbetweener painting’. These terms describe the process of painting 
in between other jobs or responsibilities.”
There is nothing to dislike about the above.
I’m all about people making up their own words and meanings. The height of semantic 
supremacy.
Unfiltered, unchecked note-making has the potential to be more 
profound than writing impeded by grammatical concerns and 
tentative narration.

Even that which is seemingly offered as outcome has a very 
experimental feel, as though its afterlife (post-photo and upload) is 
full of promise and opportunity. The tactility of the work adds to 
this, compositions, angles, occupied space is all up for contest in the 
objects, maybe less so in the flat surface work.

I can see the sense from the notes informing the praxis. But I do 
wonder, what comes next?

[Taken from ‘IB Artists Final Write Up’, Wednesday 12th May]

Unfortunately, at the time of writing this [Tuesday 18th May 2021, 09:15], Fiona has not 
yet led the symposium. 

She shares accessible wisdom, with quotes to back it up, alongside images of 
the home between posts focusing on her sculptural pieces, in a valiant attempt 
to blur boundaries between art and non-art. This hosts a wholesome interaction 
with her followers who seem to thirst for these posts.

I really like the sculptural work. Yes, that’s what I’m committing myself to calling it, because 
it does not read as painting or flat surface to me at all. It probably starts as flat surface, with 
the intent of being ‘wall based’ but it lands as something far more 3D. In this 
fashion, we are brought closer to process in a very literal sense through creases 
and folds and washes of colour with obvious elements of ‘foreground’ and 
‘background’. It’s quite graphic in this way.

The importance of studio and situ to Fiona is apparent in the work and docu-
mentation. This was confirmed in her guest appearance on the IB Artist Host 
podcast (#3).

When did you first start your project? How did you get involved with 
IB21?

The project started when I began my PhD in 2020. I was lucky enough to receive 
a commission from Cultural Hubs St Helens Libraries to support my research, 
and this commission was partnered with the Independents Biennial; this is how I 
became involved with IB21.
 
What are you working towards during the biennial/what are you looking to 
achieve with your experience here? 

I am working towards creating a collection of paintings that explore how time and 
space impacts upon my practice and how this shape the form of the work. I’m 
also organising a symposium that explores this theme; I’ve invited three other 
artists to talk about their practice and to consider how time and space manifests
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likely 
itself in their paintings. This will be an online event and will take place on Friday 
4th June at 1:30pm. It’ll be hosted by St Helens Libraries, and free tickets for it 
will be available on Eventbrite.
  
What is your practice about generally & what processes/methods do 
you typically use? How has your work that you’re doing for the biennial 
evolved from this? Is there a big difference between this specific body of 
work & the work that you usually do? 

My practice explores the implications of time and space on the paintings of mid-
life women painters. In terms of processes and methods, I tend to use whatever 
is around, sometimes I mix paint with other media, create work from my notes, 
job lists, left-over work from my teaching sessions or make paintings from work 
that has come from time spent with my children. I’ve come up with two terms to 
explain my methodology, painting ad-hoc and in-betweener painting. Painting 
ad hoc describes the unplanned, impromptu, makeshift method that I use. I 
fit my painting around my teaching and caring responsibilities or incorporate it 
into these activities. Inbetweener painting further explains my methodology as 
it gives more information about the space and time when my practical research 
occurs, that being, in-between other commitments.

Ad-hoc also means ‘as necessary or needed’, this added extra meaning to the 
term and to my work. This suggests that my practice is an essential task, an 
act of maintenance which connects to Mierle Laderman Ukeles ideas about 
maintenance art. I make as necessary, when I have time, whilst doing other 
things, in an ad-lib kind of way. The work has a rawness, it’s about the material, 
about being and doing. Ukeles, like Joseph Beuys believes in the transformative 
nature of art and that’s something I’m thinking about at the minute. 

Embracing ‘chance’ and following Dada methods of ‘appropriation’ I repaint over 
discarded canvases and use materials that present themselves to me whilst at 
work or at home. I leave work on display in the spaces that I occupy so that 
I can consider and respond either practically or intellectually when the time 
presents itself. Using the paintings as teaching examples in my studio sessions 
connections are made between the art works in terms of the colour palette, 
imagery, scale, shape or mark making allowing time for reflection and reflexivity 
which is key to the development of the work.

The materials I use extend beyond the traditional use of oil, acrylic and canvas, 
using pens, biros, rags, cardboard, elastic bands etc. In utilising such ‘throwaway’ 
material I connect with the methods of the ‘Arte Povera’ artists particularly with 
the practice of Marisa Merz and her work ‘Untitled (Living Sculpture)’, 1966. 
This sculpture was originally made in her home and traced her movements 
around the kitchen. Merz like Ukeles saw no division between life and work and 
the exploration of the domestic through her sculpture is evident in her choice 
materials.

There’s no difference in Biennial work and the work I usually do, it’s just evolved 
even more as I have been able to talk to other IB artists, organisers and hosts 
about my work which has made me feel really supported and given me the 
confidence to develop my research even further.
  
Did you have plans for your work (& to present it physically) before the 
festival was moved online? Did this change in platform affect you (& your 
work) 
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inform 

at the time of writing, Pierce ‘s performance is scheduled for 
next week. 
At the time of printing, it will have happened.
So these are reflections 
on an idea rather than 
an event

[Taken from ‘Dear Diary’, Tuesday 9th March]
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Pierce Starre @piercestarreartist
They//Them
Queer | Neurodivergent
Liverpool | Performance Artist
Artistic Director: @dripliverpool

Pierce seems like a very established artist. I am impressed and 
interested in the way they have constructed their online 
portfolio with their instagram corresponding (and 
conversing) with the work created through the stylistic 
employment of the ‘grid’, square images and red 
framework. It’s modest, but it’s loud. 
It works well, as collage, of a practice that isn’t confined 
to a flat surface (as one might be usually acquainted with 
in other fine art disciplines). Having to frame and archive 
performance as practice has given birth to this very 
effective way of cataloguing, whilst carrying their voice as 
someone neurodivergent and queer. 

It feels like an interview sans interviewer. This feels like 
an effective decision that helps support the platform for 
marginalised artists within the fine art discourse. 
The fact this is a one-shot monologue, without visible 
prompt or interjection, empowers Pierce and allows any 
of the possible critiques of the delivery of information to 
be dissolved in favour of an acceptance (as opposed to 
pity or sentimentality*).

Labels
Failure on the part of the institution
Academic framework and capability
‘Not good enough’
‘Strategies’
Networking - is this something you find easier? 
What is the difference between providing an audio/video 
proposal vs the work you do on camera for performances? 
Is there two different faces of Pierce?
‘The amazing way it does’ - how difficult has it been 
to understand and acknowledge this, given the lack of 
support and the later diagnoses of your dyslexia?
Expectation to be concise
Making an impression
Demonstrate charisma
Do you need a preface to accompany you with 
applications, in regards to your disability? Does this 
preface (or the need to, in the same breath as stating 
you’re dyslexic, state that you’re not stupid) undermine 
your right to fairness and accessibility?
Depleting/debilitating - how do you cope, where others 
are not able to support you?
Have you ever worked alongside someone/another 
creative practitioner (in a collaborative spirit) who better 
excels at the things you find difficult, in order to have 
your voice heard or encapsulate the greater confidence in 
communication via means you don’t feel as comfortable 
occupying or exploiting?

[Taken from ‘Dear Diary’, Tuesday 9th March]
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great
Pauline Cummins, Joy

Jazz beats repeat melodically.
Saxophones float rhythmically
Captivating hearts, soothing the 
senses
comforting the soul.

Dancing unseen.
To soundtracks that electrify,
swaying, entranced.
‘At one’.

Friendships spanning lifetimes
Offer hope and security.
Finding ourselves in each other
As we comfort and reassure.

Displaying magnificent branches.
With seasonal shades of green.
Autumnal palates of rusts and 
reds.
Delighting as it is uplifting.

Creating pictures with words.
Fashioning images
through dialogue.
Forming what was formless.

Life brings unseen challenges.
Faith unexpected answers.
Hope, new possibilities.
Determination our desires.

Fartun Abdulle, How Lucky Am I?

You can tell when a new day is 
about to start
By how the clouds shuffle
Ever so slightly
Into position
Waiting for their cue to part
But it’s only when the stage is set
just right, with hardly a trace 
left of last night 

That our star gives her nod, and
The colour show begins;

Strobes of light leaning in,
On,
Into one another
Lingering, 
Waiting for the moment 
They can reconcile

And I think, 
How lucky am I to witness their 
embrace?
Where the pinks bleed into reds
Where the yellows run into blues
Where the beginning greets the end

How lucky am I?
To brush up against the same winds 
That stir the heavens above me

Annie Kamara, My Joy

My Joy is my joy
Joy is the gift has been given to us,
feeling in the same way but living in the different ways
It’s the same gift each of us received with the same meaning.
Joy is not to bother someone but to let him in to enjoy it too
My Joy is my joy
I am living with it
No tears can take me out of my joy
My Joy always be with me.
No-one, nothing, no money, no sickness, no suffering, no food-less ,
no money-less, no homeless life, no job-less, can separate me to my 
joy,
can destroy my joy, or damage it.
No negativity can take me out of my joy.
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 deal 

Tony O’Leary, All You Need is Joy

I thought this would be a great title for a song
Joy all you need is joy, joy, joy all your really need!!
I think someone already did something along these lines.
Joy can be found in the smallest moments in life, the wave 
from a  child with their Mum pushing the pushchair along the 
street in return to a wave from your self as they pass by.
I do see the joy in the eyes of lots of people enjoying the 
most simple times in life.
A smile of a ‘thank you’ when you simply allow a person to go 
ahead of you in queue
To pick up something for someone who has just dropped it
Smiles mean joys
Joy is simple
It does not need a Lottery win 
A simple phoned ‘hello, how are you doing’ from an old friend
A simple postcard from a grandchild at Uni in Yorkshire
A simple kiss on your cheek from the one you love.
One can find the most joy in another person’s joy
It is everywhere
If you are looking hard enough
When you wake each morning,  decide today is going to be a 
good day, come what may. not always works, but at least, just 
give it a try.
We had a new grandson born on Boxing day at 1 am
My son and his partner had lost a son in childbirth a little 
more than one year before.
They had spent time at the Hospital in the dying days and ar-
ranged a proper funeral for Max Bella,  the name their son 
Reuben and daughter Niamh chose for him.
My son told us, “do not cry” at the funeral, they had had the 
joy of being with Max Bella when he had passed away.     

How come you decided to focus on Joy?

Joy is truly interpreted differently from person to person - sometimes 
people only feel Joy when something large or significant happens - 
and other times people feel joy in regards to simpler, more everyday 
occurrences. Both versions of joy are valid, and since the world has 
suffered immensely during this pandemic and everything onto - looking 
for things that bring us joy may aid us emotionally in our everyday lives. 
However, to feel joy sometimes is a privilege, so we take this into account, 
too. Joy to us means that people are content with their artwork or writing. 
This is because sometimes creativity is fleeting for some and constant 
for others - but if it brings happiness in any aspect, we’re all for it.

ROOT-ed, on JoyFartun Abdulle, How Lucky Am I?

You can tell when a new day is 
about to start
By how the clouds shuffle
Ever so slightly
Into position
Waiting for their cue to part
But it’s only when the stage is set
just right, with hardly a trace 
left of last night 

That our star gives her nod, and
The colour show begins;

Strobes of light leaning in,
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To brush up against the same winds 
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A simple phoned ‘hello, how are you doing’ from an old friend
A simple postcard from a grandchild at Uni in Yorkshire
A simple kiss on your cheek from the one you love.
One can find the most joy in another person’s joy
It is everywhere
If you are looking hard enough
When you wake each morning,  decide today is going to be a 
good day, come what may. not always works, but at least, just 
give it a try.
We had a new grandson born on Boxing day at 1 am
My son and his partner had lost a son in childbirth a little 
more than one year before.
They had spent time at the Hospital in the dying days and ar
ranged a proper funeral for Max Bella,  the name their son 
Reuben and daughter Niamh chose for him.
My son told us, “do not cry” at the funeral, they had had the 
joy of being with Max Bella when he had passed away.     

How come you decided to focus on Joy?

Joy is truly interpreted differently from person to person - sometimes 
people only feel Joy when something large or significant happens - 
and other times people feel joy in regards to simpler, more everyday 
occurrences. Both versions of joy are valid, and since the world has 
suffered immensely during this pandemic and everything onto - looking 
for things that bring us joy may aid us emotionally in our everyday lives. 
However, to feel joy sometimes is a privilege, so we take this into account, 
too. Joy to us means that people are content with their artwork or writing. 
This is because sometimes creativity is fleeting for some and constant 
for others - but if it brings happiness in any aspect, we’re all for it.

ROOT-ed, on Joy
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When did you first start your residency?

In March of 2020 my university tutor told me my project could 
match a briefing of a contest launched by Independent Biennial 
in collaboration with the Open Eye Gallery. A few weeks after my 
submission I received an email by the Open Eye confirming that my 
work was selected for digital exhibition.
After a month I kept in touch with Patrick for the first time and I would 
say my residency didn’t start properly until the beginning of 2021 as 
the COVID-19 made it very difficult to plan anything.

How has your work that you’re doing for your Open Eye 
residency/biennial evolved from this? Is there a big difference 
between this specific body of work & the work that you usually 
do?

Currently I’m in a moment where I’m still trying to find out what it is 
I want to explore and work on. However at the moment my practise 
uses more street photography. Its main purpose is to serve as a 
journal for myself of my time in Liverpool. It doesn’t differ too much 
from the project I’m working on in my residency. I enjoy having myself 
or my experiences as the subject of my work, I’m a very sentimental 
person and I always enjoy working in a project that fulfills both my 
personal and professional aspirations, where I get to discover and 
understand myself a little bit more. Apart from photography, which 
so far has been just a hobby, I’m a graphic designer and most of the 
work that I have done as a designer is very different from what I’m 
working on.
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Montse Mosquera, Too Foreign
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Parts of Montse’s work were revealed earlier in the festival, and we 
were given the trailer of ‘Too Foreign’. I did a more thorough review of this 
in ‘Dear Diary’. 
I was introduced to the concept of ‘reverse culture shock’, 
something I’d not formally been aware of, but something that I’d 
actually experienced once I was able to understand what it was 
about. 
This was roping in some metaphysical questioning into the 
discussion, think ‘how long is a piece of string’ very individual perspectives, for 
example: how long would someone have to be removed in order 
to experience this reverse culture shock? The incommensurate 
notions of ‘home’ and ‘foreign’ that consistently cannot be 
satisfied by dictionary definitions, but at the very base-level can be 
understood to have the capacity to be displaced or replaced. 
It isn’t fair to describe these base-level concepts as ‘basic’, just 
because they’re more easily determinable. Montse actually focuses 
on these accessible concepts as entry to her work, in favour of 
trying to establish an all-out philosophical debate around those 
aforementioned intangible themes. In that way, Montse asks 
important questions of whose answers might be reached, instead of 
answering questions impossible to answer.
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This seems to be orchestrated in the visual components of the work. 

The use of iMessage, social media screenshots, lo-fi photography and 

portrait-orientation of video footage is an unobscured direct reference to 

smartphone usage. Immediately recognisable, even to those android users, and is 

something that certain conceptual artists abandon in a snobby pursuit of 

something more ambiguous.

 and 

portrait-orientation of video footage is an unobscured direct reference to 
and is 

portrait-orientation of video footage is an unobscured direct reference to 
and is 

portrait-orientation of video footage is an unobscured direct reference to 

Parts of Montse’s work were revealed earlier in the festival, and we 
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What are you working on during this residency, and what do you 
hope to achieve during the time here? 

The fact that it was put across to me as a residency, like I didn’t really 
know that was something that was happening til I was informed by Patrick 
that the opportunity for the residency was available. But when you say 
residency it can mean so many different things, so I didn’t really know 
what that meant, like obviously could it be physical, or like what does 
that word residency even mean. When I think of the word residency, 
I think of going somewhere you wouldn’t usually go, which obviously 
isn’t really possible so for me the residency was with the funding, and 
the money Patrick was able to secure has really paid me for my time to 
sort this whole project out. I’ve literally got like 30,000 photos not sorted 
out, so I’ve spent hours and hours going through everything and getting 
all the higher res images, and also I needed money to be able to pay 
someone to make the film because it’s beyond my technical ability. It’s 
just kinda paid for my time to sort through and it’s taken a long time 
to get through everything because it’s just stockpiles of stuff basically. 
So in the traditional sense of a residency it’s not really manifested into 
anything like that, it’s kind of just gave me the opportunity and paid for 
my time to do something that I’ve really wanted to do but not really did 
have time to do. 

The images Sam offers seem to be able to perform as artefacts that will one day 
become telling of the locality and time of which we occupy. Could history books 
referencing the grimness of ‘up North’ be entertainingly and informatively created using these 
photos? I think so.

The banality of subject matter then shoved into an artistic photography context 
does well to arouse emotions in the viewer, where the instantiations of the subject 
in day-to-day life inspires nothing. Under this microscope, things are funny, 
stupid, pleasing, disgusting, reflective and profound.
(‘cornetto’, ‘Dr. Pepper’, ‘Morrisons’)

Sam Venables, Bonanza

Sam’s photography seems to be reactive. Allowing the landscape 
and spaces she passes between to influence what’s put under the 
microscope. It’s an interest in the uninteresting and insignificant. 
It’s a performance in irony and appreciation, and the use of 
language (signs) and captions, using stupidly funny mascots for 
businesses juxtaposed against derelict shitholes with that unloved 
northern english feel, is smart and witty and highly favourable 
and relevant to the interpretative capacities of ‘locals’. 
Sam places no hierarchical value on resources and research 
sources, holding the gabbing of strangers on the street in tandem 
with socio-political factors and data. 
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Okay. No context amusement. 
Always going to be a good thing.
What does it mean to curate a non-
art-centric instagram? 
You can see a specially nuanced 
aesthetic and comic appreciation 
here, and I’ve seen the likes before, 
why should we take this type of 
thing seriously? Why do we?
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“In delving into the history of part of my local landscape, namely Billinge Hill and its role during the Cold 
War era, I have been investigating other sites of historical interest and uncovering stories which have been 
forgotten in the mists of time. Due to the research I’ve been doing into the vast network of secret underground 
bunkers (with the one at Billinge Hill as a starting point) I have made return visits to Formby, Merseyside, as 
I found out that there was also an underground bunker situated here as well. Whilst I strongly believe there is 
still more work to do concerning my Threads of History project, looking at the landscape and history connected 
to Formby has put me onto the idea of making work in response to a long-disappeared Lighthouse which was once 
a key landmark in that area. I am in the process of researching it as I have uncovered the tragic tale of a 
lighthouse keeper who, along with the volunteer lifeboat crew, set out to rescue a stricken vessel one very 
stormy night and sadly they did not return. There are lots of other interesting twists and details to this 
story which I won’t bore you with now, but it is giving me plenty of food for thought on how I might encompass 
this in an artwork whilst dealing with other related themes such as memory, the human condition, landscape and 
even the role of this particular lighthouse given that many of the ships it would have assisted giving safe 
passage would have been involved in slavery during the very early days of the lighthouses’ incarnation (it was 
classed as a landmark having been built in 1719).”

I’m watching the Threads of History video.
It opens with some soft (although powerpoint-esque) transitions 
between still images, and a pleasant narrator’s voice talking through 
the theme of the work. This is nice, and a great way to get that 
background content into the work without a heavy load of text 
accompanying it.
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“In delving into the history of part of my local landscape, namely Billinge Hill and its role during the Cold 
War era, I have been investigating other sites of historical interest and uncovering stories which have been 
forgotten in the mists of time. Due to the research I’ve been doing into the vast network of secret underground 
bunkers (with the one at Billinge Hill as a starting point) I have made return visits to Formby, Merseyside, as 
I found out that there was also an underground bunker situated here as well. Whilst I strongly believe there is 
still more work to do concerning my Threads of History project, looking at the landscape and history connected 
to Formby has put me onto the idea of making work in response to a long-disappeared Lighthouse which was once 
a key landmark in that area. I am in the process of researching it as I have uncovered the tragic tale of a 
lighthouse keeper who, along with the volunteer lifeboat crew, set out to rescue a stricken vessel one very 
stormy night and sadly they did not return. There are lots of other interesting twists and details to this 
story which I won’t bore you with now, but it is giving me plenty of food for thought on how I might encompass 
this in an artwork whilst dealing with other related themes such as memory, the human condition, landscape and 
even the role of this particular lighthouse given that many of the ships it would have assisted giving safe 
passage would have been involved in slavery during the very early days of the lighthouses’ incarnation (it was 
classed as a landmark having been built in 1719).”

I’m watching the Threads of History video.
It opens with some soft (although powerpoint-esque) transitions 
between still images, and a pleasant narrator’s voice talking through 
the theme of the work. This is nice, and a great way to get that 
background content into the work without a heavy load of text 
accompanying it.

The wet, almost painterly, surface of the stone structure is humorously interrupted 
by some vandalism. You can hear the intonations of Stephanie’s frantic 
notetaking.
I like the ominous staring-down-the-hatchet. I do not like the siren noise. 
Although I appreciate that this may be an attempt to reconstruct the daunting act 
of having to escape down there. A harrowing experience? I really like the parallel 
shot of looking up toward the bright sky at the bottom framed by the square of the 
portal. At once, it is sci-fi, it’s WW2 film, it’s apocalyptic, it’s pleasantly non-Spielberg.

Now I’ve went through and scrutinised every artist involved with the 

festival, I need to note that the earlier ones were done using only the 

artist’s instagram or website, before their updates or bios were added to 

the IB website.

This might mean another deep dive at a later date as an update for me 

and being nosey at progression.

Also realised there are associate artists/programmes which means I may 

have to go through them.



76

abnormal 

“We were just on our way back from picking 
up some ‘essentials’ at tesco when you took 
our photos. It’s been difficult explaining 
Coronavirus to a two year old. I’ve been 
putting the raincover over her pushchair 
when we’re in shops “but why?? It’s not 
raining!” and telling her we need to stay 
away from people in case they catch a cough 
“but I haven’t got a cough!” She’s adapted 
pretty well, I think I’m finding it a harder 
transition. I’m missing my job and don’t 
feel cut out for this. Thanks again, Sally”

Mark Hobbs, Chorlton Lockdown Portraits

Mark’s work was completed before the festival, it was one of a few we shared without 
residency outcomes, including Sarah Gilman and Rule of Threes. Their work is available 
to view in the archive at https://independentsbiennial.com
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19/04/2021 (extract from ‘Dear Diary’)

What are the animals that eat the food first, and then spit it back up for their young? Or is 
it birds I’m thinking of? Where they go get the food, eat it, fly back to the nest and then sick 
it back up for the baby birds? Fuckin dunno.
The point is, or the metaphor I’m fumbling for is one to describe what 
it is I’m doing for the IB festival. I woke up today and turned on the 
computer, because no matter what happens after that, it’s always going to involve being 
on a computer, but then I stopped because I wasn’t sure what to do after that, 
for the first time in ages.

I rely a lot on using a diary and making ‘to do’ lists for the day or the week. 
I’ve got my dissertation and collaborative project due next Thursday and 
Friday. Those projects are all writing, now, as the practical is pretty much 
done and it’s all reflective and evaluative and summative.
But that’s also what the work for the festival is. Reactive. Seeking out fodder to respond to, then sitting with it and reflecting on it and making some evaluative judgements.
And it’s all I’ve been doing. And I’ve done it to a point where I’m 
oversaturated (burnt out, if you will) with reflective writing that I’m 
struggling to apply myself to do more of it.

It is extraordinarily liberating to write in the way that I am allowed to 
write. However, giving your internal monologue a megaphone means your own voice gets so tiring. 
The subjectivity and sound of your own voice gets incredibly irritating 
and it’s a one way conversation, meaning you never get the balance of 
challenge or critique or argument. It’s just full-force ahead with your own 
voice as your sword and shield against an enemy that is not possible to see 
or even determine who is objectively the ‘good guy’ and the ‘bad guy’.

ANYWAY!!!! SORRY!
Back to the metaphor of the bird throwing up the worm for its kids. Where was I going with 
that one again?
Week on week we (the artist hosts) have different themes to consider and 
use as a springboard for thought and research. It’s very helpful to have this 
tangible pivot to respond to, especially for my way of working.
Patrick generously presents us with some of his writing, which can 
contain links and other resources to muse over. I digest this, and then spit 
out some comments. Sometimes those comments have room for greater 
expansion and exploration (and often are brought up in our podcasts: 
https://independentsbiennial.com/new-podcast-artist-hosts-conversation-
3-unknown-visibility-on-where-are-artists/) 
so they form the basis of parts of this document or little offspring 
documents.
I don’t always believe I’m bringing some new light or information to the 
themes, what I’m offering is an interpretation (or reinterpretation) of the 
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existing information. This is given through my channels to the audience, 
in the hope that the interpretation itself can be read and consumed in a 
way that provides alternative thought, entertainment, or awareness to the 
subject matter.

I’m not sure this way is a good approach. I’m not sure anyone bothers to read it. I’m not 
sure if it’s fucking stupid, to be perfectly honest, or lazy, because of its reactive natures as 
opposed to a procreative one. But it’s what I’ve got to offer, it’s my way of working. And 
unfortunately, it’s how things are going to continue until someone stops me.

By the time I’ve fed the last chick with the regurgitated worm, the first chick is hungry 
again. So I have to go out and find more worms. The initial worm has been fully digested 
once I return. It’s the cyclic nature of constantly playing catch-up.
Even more morbid a thought to extend the metaphor is considering who the baby birds are, 
if I am the mummy bird? I’m projecting that the audience is the baby birds, but if there is no 
audience then I am simply a tortured pigeon with no children, whose instinctive nature is 
to want to feed my offspring in a delusional frantic endeavour, bringing worms to an empty 
nest, piling fresh ones upon the rancid dead ones.
Yes. That is what you can consider the work to be.

Sorry. A bit of a selfish, insecure, anxiety-riddled rant today as my offering, as my worm. It 
hasn’t really got anything to do with art, has it?

It has taken me a month (starting around 20th March) to catalogue all 
the participants of the IB festival, which is basically the artists and the 
associate programmes.
In between, as I’ve mentioned, has been keeping abreast with the weekly-
rotating thematic considerations led by Patrick.
It’s finally finished, and now it’s time to go back to the start and do it all 
over again.

- Harriet Burns
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EVALUATION / REFLECTION
- Elizabeth Challinor

In Conversation With IB21 (a title I started off with, and never actually used) is 
a project focusing on the artists featured in Independents Biennial, an ongoing 
series of informal Q&A’s that focuses on how the artists had adapted to having to 
work with a now-digital festival and to explore what their overall experience was 
with Independents Biennial. The aim was to give a transparent insight into how 
the artists organised, planned and made their work, and now the shift from tan-
gible work to virtual work might have affected their outcomes. The development 
stages of work are more crucial than the work itself, and I really wanted to try 
and highlight the ~behind schedule scenes~ of the work, the moments that lead 
up to the work being presented. I personally wanted to do this just because I’m 
an inherently nosy person, and I really love understanding how and why things 
are done. Like you know that programme where Greg from Masterchef takes you 
round the factories and shows you how tins of beans are made, like from growing 
all the ingredients to actually sticking the labels on the tins, basically just like that 
but for Independents Biennial. But anyway. I really love being able to fully under-
stand people’s work, to know the ins and outs of everything, to see the rejected 
ideas and the progression. I think it’s something I’ve always been interested in. 
Even when I was in uni, I’d spend most of the time wandering around all floors 
of the studios seeing what everyone else was up to, letting me play with all their 
materials or teach me how to use their fancy machines, just sitting at someone 
else’s desk for hours and watching them paint. Being able to see how the work 

82



83

Independents

is made, and how the artist has managed to get themselves to that point makes 
the work seem so much more real for me, and I think it makes it seem a bit more 
human and personal. When we see work in galleries, most of the time it’s just 
the work offered to us with hardly any information available to us (I’ve already 
complained about this in one of my google docs lol), and it just makes me lose 
interest, it makes the work seem quite alienating. I need the context to enjoy the 
work, I need to have some sort of idea of what the artist is about. I need to know 
more, and that’s what I’ve really tried to get into with this project. I think especially 
with the festival being fully digital, it’s a necessity to have a bit more than just im-
ages on a screen, cos we can literally get that anywhere. I could go on Instagram 
now and find images of all the work that’s been featured in IB21, and it literally 
just feels like looking at any artist's work through social media. Having the extra 
information and content available on the website really helps to put it in perspec-
tive and to understand the artist's intent, and I’m really interested in focusing on 
making this information accessible in my work. To make it feel like by accessing 
Independent Biennial’s digital space, you're learning more and developing a bet-
ter understanding of the artists, who they are as a person and how this impacts 
their work, putting everything into perspective.

Transparency / open / explicit / informative / 

I don’t really know if I’m trying to reflect on my work or my own experience as an 
artist host or what. I just know I wanted to have something that actually felt like 
it was solely from me, and not regurgitating answers that artists have given me. 
Saying that though, it’s been really great having these conversations with the art-
ists each week. I haven’t even been discussing my own creative work throughout 
all this, but through learning about people’s work, and having them telling me 
about what they do and what inspires them, where all their ideas come from, it 
really helps to put my own work into perspective and reassess how I view my 
own work. I think we underestimate the importance of conversation, especially in 
terms of discussing your work as an artist and being able to verbally present your 
work. Having the space to actually speak about your work, to think through all 
your ideas, to actually communicate what you’re doing to someone else is such a 
valuable thing, something that a lot of the artists I’ve spoken to have pointed out 
to me. It gives you the chance to think about all the work you’ve done in the past 
and helps you evaluate your position as an artist or creative. 

Thinking back on everything, I think there’s a couple of things I might have done 
differently. I started off by sending everyone the exact same 5 or so questions, 
really generic questions about what they’ve been getting up to for the festival and 
what their experience has been like, just to give it a bit of thematic consistency. 
(Is that even a thing?) Like person A replied to it like this, but person B replied 
to it like this. Like a point of comparison. But anyway, I’d send this first batch of 
questions out, with the full intent of asking more in-depth questions once they’d 
replied, focusing on their work more and being a bit more specific. Sometimes 
this happened, and I was able to have an ongoing discussion about their work 
and it was all great, and then sometimes I’d just get responses for the first set of 
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questions and then I’d never hear back from them. I think it’s more that I wanted 
to be able to have like an equal level of conversation across the board, to be able 
to dedicate the same amount of time and energy and devotion to each artist. But 
then obviously people are busy, life gets in the way, we have to go to work and 
all that stuff, so I can’t really complain. I think when you plan something out, you 
just assume that everything’s gonna be sound, everything will happen straight 
away and it’ll all work out. Which for the most part it has. I wish there was more 
time to IB21 so I’d still be able to have lengthy conversations with everyone about 
their work. I mean obviously there’s nothing stopping me from doing this, but it 
would’ve been nice to have it all 100% done within the context of Independents 
Biennial. 

As cheesy as it is, being an Artist Host has really enabled me to ~develop new 
skills~ (excluding killing the massive insect that just walked into my kitchen as 
I’m writing this, proper HUGE, so vile). But yeah. I’ve found myself writing a lot 
more, but writing intensively & with a purpose. I’ve wanted to get into actually 
writing things for a while now, but it’s always been one of them things I’ve just put 
on the back burner. But IB, especially with Patrick’s weekly themes and topics of 
discussion during our “podcasts” (not a podcast, mostly just chatting shit for an 
hour or so), but it’s actually forced me to think about things and allow myself to 
translate my opinions a bit more clearly and make actual fully formed sentences. 
(This probably isn’t even a big deal, but my head’s been like mush the last few 
months) I think what’s always put me of is the idea that if you’re gonna write 
something, it’s got to be like ~academically styled~ with big words and I just can’t 
do that. I probably could if I really tried, but I just don’t see I would want to write 
something where I’m trying to sound a lot cleverer than I actually am. Like I’m 
not stupid, but I just write how I speak, how I talk to myself in my mind while I’m 
thinking through what point I’m trying to make. And it’s something I’ve definitely 
got better at over the last few weeks, so it’s really great that I’ve been able to chat 
absolute shit for this long. 

I’ve never had a paid arts job before. I’ve done a few voluntary things here and 
there, a few self-initiated projects, but I’ve never been paid for my work before, so 
that was a big step for me. It’s the first time I’ve actually felt a little bit professional. 
I’m really grateful to Patrick for giving me this opportunity, a chance to actually 
develop my own work into something useful. It’s been great to sort of reevaluate 
where I’m at in my ~creative career~ and think about where I might go next and to 
find new interests and skills. I’ve really enjoyed meeting all the artists and groups 
that have been involved this year, literally just getting the chance to talk to them 
about their work and see what they’re up to. And even getting to chat with the 
other Artist Hosts all the time. Having a chat with Harriet, Jo & Matt every week 
has been so great, and being able to discuss things and learn all about their work 
and who they are beyond that as people has been so beneficial to me, and I’m so 
grateful to have been able to share ideas with them every week. 
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Anyway, I’m done. 

- Elizabeth Challinor
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Artist Host Conversation
- Elizabeth Challinor

Elizabeth Challinor 
Jo Mary Watson
Harriet Burns
Matt Retallick

Elizabeth: So yeah. I wanna ask like general questions and we can just sort of 
chat, if everyone’s okay with that? So basically how did you decide to do your 
individual projects, like what made you turn round and be like “right for the next 
few months this is what I’m gonna work on, this is what I’m gonna write about”, 
like how have we all got to that point? 

Jo: I didn’t really have any other choice. It was just a chance for me to concentrate 
even more on being a mum and how it all works together. So yeah, I applied to 
be an artist host already with this focus and already being honest, saying I have 
a child and there’s some things I can’t do, and time wise it’s probably going to be 
super chaotic, so I wanted to embrace that rather than shut it out, if that makes 
sense? So that’s why I concentrated on what I concentrated on.

Harriet: Can I just ask you Jo, in regards to coming to fruition as we’re reaching 
the end, how has that actually worked for you? How have you used your 
understanding or your like in the moment of parenthood, with either the themes 
of people’s works or the actual contributions you’ve needed, how has that been 
for you? 

Really good in a sense of that I had lots of conversations with artists that were 
involved with Independents Biennial and artists outside of that with similar 
experiences, but because we shared so many personal experiences as well, 
there’s so much that I can’t share, but still it gave me a sense of belonging, like 
belonging with you guys because you were interested in what I was doing and I 
never think that anybody’s ever interested in what I’m doing, so it was a chance 
for me as well to just put myself out there, and it was a really good experience for 
me to see that there’s actually people who feel similar or are interested and stuff. 

I love that thing of like I don’t think that anyone cares about what I’m doing, like if 
I don’t have that thought at least three times a day, I’m doing something wrong. 

It’s like if you just do it and no one pays attention, like haha lol. 

See this was really helpful for me as well, hearing you guys say that you feel the 
same, like you have this too, because it can feel so lonely as well can’t it, like the 
imposter syndrome thing. Like you think you’re the only person who feels that 
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way, because everyone else has their stuff together, but nobody has their stuff 
together. No offence.

I think cos we’re all working from home as well, it’s not as if we’re all there. Like 
I think if we was all there together in the same room, it’d feel a bit different.  It 
because we are separated at home, it does feel like solitary. Like my mum comes 
in and she’s always like “oh aren’t you meant to be doing work today” and like I 
am, and she’s like “well you’re just sitting there watching telly”, and I was like well 
the tellys allowed to be on in the background, it’s not as if I’m just sitting there. 
She tells me I need to take it a bit more seriously, be a bit more professional, but 
I don’t think the point of it is to be professional, like things are still happening, I’m 
not just watching telly. It’s weird. It feels like it should be dead serious but then 
it’s not at the same time. 

Matt: I think what you’ve just described is how a lot of people think every creative 
job happens. They go “what do you actually do though”. I was given a great bit of 
advice once by a former lecturer of mine, and she said remember when you’re in 
the creative industries, if you’re sat there for half a day doing absolutely nothing, 
if you’re lying in the bath for two hours, if you’re doing all this kind of stuff, it’s 
a completely valid way of working. Because everything’s up here, it’s all sort of 
ideas generating, so you’ve got to allow yourself just to do nothing sometimes. 

When I was in uni and going into the studio and stuff, I’d take my dressing gown 
in with me and I’d just go straight back to bed, just lie in the corner. And they’d 
always be like oh what are you doing today, and I’d just be like “oh I’m having a 
thinking day, it’s fine”. And then they’d always be like oh so you’re just hungover. 
But you do need to allow yourself time to sort of like reset yourself sometimes. 

I completely agree with that. Like it’s so funny when someone’s like you’re not 
doing work you, you’re just sat there on your laptop all day, and it’s like what 
the fuck do you think I’m doing with this time, just sitting there? And even when 
I’m just endlessly scrolling on Instagram, the way I see it is that it’s all research, 
I’m always digging for something, even if it doesn’t look that way, and that thing 
of “ what do you actually do” has been a question that I’m looking at in this 
reflection that I’m writing. You know like what am I actually doing? What am I 
being paid for? How has that shown or followed? I think Jo saying about we’re 
all on the same page of this “I don’t have any confidence in what I’m doing”, but 
actually because we’re all in that same mindset, I’ve found confidence from that, 
and that kind of echoes what I think to be the ethos of the festival, which is to 
do with transparency, updates, showing that rawness of “hey I don’t know what 
I’m doing, does anybody else?” This collective. But Matt, reading through what 
you’ve written, I was thinking what’s the relationship between collective, either 
insecurity, coming back to the imposter syndrome, or collective “hey we don’t 
know what we’re doing”, how does that link back to a sense of independence?

It’s been like the biggest question of this project for me. I probably wouldn’t have 
even thought about that if it wasn’t for going on these walks and sort of noticing 
how people were interacting. I used the example of the bombed out church 
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because it was perfect really, in that everyone feels this sort of ownership over it, 
but the ownership is on mass, because everyone is drawn to it, everyone uses 
it, everyone sits there, so it’s this kind of independence, but together as a group. 
I found that really interesting, it’s not something I’ve thought of before, and it’s 
a question that I don’t have any answers to. But what you was saying about the 
sort of  construction of the scouser was really interesting in line with that. Do a bit 
more digging, see what I could find really. 

How have you all actually being doing your work? That feels like it’s a really stupid 
question, and you’re gonna be like oh well I’ve just been writing. But obviously 
like from my approach, mine has literally just been me constantly sending emails 
to people, being like “oh answer these questions for me please”. But it’s weird cos 
with my work, I just started off by sending everyone the same 5 or 6 questions, 
just so it had a bit of consistency to it, so it was a bit connected, and then I’d go 
on and go into more detail about their work and discuss it more. So that was a 
lot of back and forth, and a lot of waiting, but like what’s it been like from your 
sides of it? 

I think that the sort of structure of the Independents Biennial has been really 
helpful for that, because it has been quite open and there’s no pressure on you. 
In my average work like, I hate moaning that I’m busy but I am very busy at 
the moment, curating an exhibition, doing a phd, two writing commissions, all 
of this has been going on over the last month or so, and it’s really nice that I 
didn’t have to force what I’m doing for Independents Biennial into something in 
particular. I could use those gaps in my week to form that, and I was trying to 
devote Wednesdays and Fridays to Independents Biennial but in reality it didn’t 
quite work like that, so I’ve had to borrow time back from myself. The structure’s 
been really valuable in that respect, if there is a structure, there probably isn’t a 
structure really. 

It’s interesting that you’ve said that you don’t feel like you have to force yourself, 
because the way I’ve been working is by forcing myself to keep updated so that 
I’ve got visibility of things that I can respond to, so this idea of being reactive and 
responsive to whatever’s there, be it the themes of the week or artists work, I 
do have to force myself to dig for that, but then everything that comes after that 
is not forced, and when I do that it’s not forced, like you said you had the idea it 
was gonna be Friday and Wednesday, and that’s not how it’s manifested, and it’s 
the same for me. I’m probably not as busy as you, but having to separate time 
for uni work and for IB festival work, that’s not felt forced, but in order for me to 
continue generating stuff, I do have to force myself to research those things. Like 
the associates programme, I’d done all the artists, done all this, and I got to do 
that now, and I don’t want to do that, I’m gonna watch these videos of the studio 
spaces, and obviously once I’d done it, that’s fine. I’ve got all the motivation and 
groundwork to write stuff for it. But yeah, that just comes from the actual way of 
working, which is reactive, or has been reactive for this festival, where it’s less 
idea generation, and more looking for the idea generation from other people and 
then responding to it.
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What did you think about the associates programme?

I’m not sure, maybe we can ask Patrick at some point, but out of all of them, 
FOUR WORDS and Alan Dunn’s work feels very much like another artist, and it’s 
a shame that I don’t have more time to reflect on his work as part of the reviews 
I was doing for the artists. Whereas you said, the other ones, are they just there 
to simply get their name out? Which is fine, because looking into Make or ROAD 
Studios, or the other spaces that are actually available to book and use by the 
artists, it’s really great to get visibility of that, but by the way of what can I add 
to that, what can I get from that, what can I write about, what do I wanna ask 
them? I was drawing a bit of a blank as well, and it’s like what can I possibly do 
that they’re not already doing, which essentially is trying to draw awareness or 
attention to their work, or their facilities. So I don’t know, basically. 

I wonder if we were back in the real world and there was physical spaces and 
stuff, if that would feel very different? 

I thought that because like the last few biennials, it never used to be called 
Independents, I think it used to be called Biennial Fringe or something and it 
changed to Independents Biennial, I can’t remember. But it wasn’t formatted 
the same way as Independents, I might have got this completely wrong, but it 
didn’t feel the same. But it was literally all the galleries and studios just doing 
exhibitions alongside Liverpool Biennial. But then the past few years it feels like 
Independents Biennial has been more of a thing than that way, so I don’t know 
if they’re just using the studios in the same way as they would have if they were 
showing exhibitions at the same time.

I agree. Like you’ve got some crossovers with those who are doing residencies 
with Metal who are also artists on the programme, you’ve got some people who 
have spaces in Hazlehurst and stuff, but unfortunately as much as their work is 
interesting, because we’re not being given a visibility of that because they’re not 
part of the artist listing, and because we can’t get into those spaces which maybe 
we would’ve been invited to if they were open, they might have said why don’t 
you guys come down and document it. I don’t mind that it’s not like that because 
obviously the thing Patrick was banging on about was that there is no exhibition 
at the end, there’s no final product, it’s not about that, but it does make it difficult 
because it’s such an unorthodox approach that we’re expected to adapt to and 
understand. It has been difficult but I’ve enjoyed it, cos obviously it’s given me 
massive freedom in what I want to do in response to that, but I agree. If things 
were normal, we would’ve probably been invited to those spaces or could’ve 
at least just turned up, and drawn something from the physical navigation from 
that, whereas obviously all we get is their website or Instagram, which is what 
everybody else gets anyway, so what information are we even drawing from 
responding or reflecting about that?

I’ve been in contact with Bold Street Studios, because they’re like a women-only 
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space, and I have a meeting with them next week I think to talk about that, and 
about women who are mothers and what kind of ideas they have in place. Like 
are kids allowed, are kids not allowed. But that’s the only studio that I can reflect 
on. 

Do you think all your work would’ve been different if we ended up doing a physical 
festival? Like do you think you would’ve ended up doing the exact same work 
you’re doing now, or do you think that’s a result of purely working online? 

It’s hard to say because the work I allow the way I work for the festival to basically 
mirror how I write for my course in regards to documentation, and I’d have to 
think like if I was gonna be physically there for uni, what would that have looked 
like and how would that have moulded what I’ve ended up with for the festival. 
A part of me wants to say no, because I have had access to university, and I 
have got a certain way of “I’ve got to document that to use at a later point”, and 
it’s the same for this festival. You know, would it have been less writing, more 
interview, more interaction, more primary photographs of my own, but I don’t 
really think so. It would be fundamentally changing my style or approach, which I 
think far exceeds what’s been the limitations of lockdown, so I can say that I think 
I probably would’ve approached this the same way, but I can’t say how everybody 
else feels. 

I think that in some ways the way I have had to work has been quite positive 
for me actually. I think that ordinarily even though I walk as practice, and have 
done for years, I think if we were back with physical exhibitions and I could visit 
studios, I probably would’ve done that, and those walks would’ve been to artists 
studios to have a chat with them. But actually the thing I’ve learnt in doing the 
phd is you get quite canny in gathering information, and I think the questionnaire 
actually worked quite well for me, but it’s not something I would’ve considered at 
all, and it just felt the easiest way, like a necessity to do it that way really, because 
I wanted precise information that I could cross over and see where the trends 
were, so I think it would’ve been very different, but I think it’s been a positive 
change I suppose. 

My approach would’ve been the same, like I would have included E, but I feel like 
if we were able to go to places and actually see people, it would’ve been more 
interesting, to see the way she reacts as well to spaces, people, artworks we 
would have seen, so we missed a big opportunity of seeing her react to stuff,  but 
that’s just how it is right now. 

I really liked it last week when you took her to the Biennial and you was posting all 
the things being like oh this is her favourite piece of work, it was so cute. 

I was just about to say that, that Instagram post where she’s talking about the big 
boobies or whatever it was.

Literally she shouted “look it’s mama’s boobies” through the whole room, and I 
was like oh okay.
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I love watching and listening to how kids react to artwork, I find it fascinating. 
They don’t have the trappings that we do, they just see what’s there, and it’s 
great.

Yeah, they don’t have the whole thing of being like “oh this is not art, is just this, 
it’s just that”, they literally just think “oh this is cool, let’s find something to do with 
it.”

That innocence of association of like this is the visceral thing I think of when I 
see that when I see the sculpture of the boobs, but I really like that, and I keep 
it close to me and my practice, so yeah that’s probably what I thought or maybe 
it’s not, but eventually thought that. Or when something reminds me of a meme 
or some other stupid, non-artistic thing, I try and keep that close to my own 
documentation so that whoever’s reading it doesn’t feel stupid for thinking “well 
it does look like that”, but youse aren’t saying it looks like that so I feel stupid for 
thinking that it does look like a pair of boobs, because whatever reviewer or writer 
isn’t addressing that immediate connotation, and it’s the unfiltered, unblemished, 
essentially naive and possibly uneducated reception of the work, where they’re 
not thinking oh it’s about feminism, about fauvism, is about this thing, that thing. 
But obviously what they say then, you can think okay they’re talking about 
boobs, motherhood, feminism, all the rest of it, so it’s not ugh it’s not pertinent 
observations, and actually they can probably open up into more profound writing 
than if you’ve got loads of critics and writers putting their own two pence in. 

I think visual analysis has become really out of fashion, and actually it’d be really 
nice to go back to that bit more. I remember in the Pompidou, I was there years 
ago, there was of them great big Yves Klein things, you know where he’s using 
women as brushes, questionable, there’s a lot to be said about that, but this kid 
just went up to it and said “that’s a dog”, and I looked at it, and it was absolutely 
a dog. 

It was like Patrick taking E’s drawing, cos she said it was a bear, and he said well 
it is a bear. 

Yeah, and he sent it back and I was like what!

Yeah. Loved that. 

I’ve found that I do that kind of thing when I’m writing, like I can’t remember what I 
was talking about the other week, but right in the middle of it, I literally remember 
mentioning the village from Hot Fuzz, being like this it what it feels like. I can’t 
remember why, but it was just so weird. But that’s how my brain works, cos I end 
up watching so much shit on the telly, and like that’s the only way I can relate to 
things cos that’s all my head is full of. It’s just weird isn’t it. 

If someone is reading about your writing and they see you’ve mentioned the 
village from Hot Fuzz, I’m sure more people would go “oh my god, yeah”, instead 
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of you saying “it reminds me of this composition from this thing that you’ve never 
seen before”, and writing for an audience, especially the Independent Biennial’s 
audience where we’re trying to engage the audience, whoever that might be, it’s 
so important to have those references, so the layman people out there can go 
“yeah actually, she said that, so that’s the thing”, and it’s balancing the identity of 
you as an artist with you as a normal person who watches crap telly, and using 
that to influence the writing to make it more accessible. 
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Responses to ROOT-ed on Joy
(Fauziya Johnson & Amber Akaunu from ROOT-ed published a series of 

poems on Joy for Independents Biennial 2021. Their purpose was to illicit 
responses and recollections of Joy in their readers.)

I think Joy is quiet. I think Joy is the sort of quiet that 
knows there’s nothing on next.¶
Joy comes from solace. I think. Not Silence or solitude, 
but quiet confidence in what you’ve done, or what you 
are capable of doing.¶
That’s one form of Joy at least, which is rarer than it 
should be, but this is the last page, and I feel it.¶

- Patrick

To me, joy is getting up dead early and spending the day 
watching every Die Hard film. Sitting in bed and doing a 
bit of knitting while it’s pissing down after a long time. 
Making plans with mates I haven’t seen in ages. When 
you go to a gig and the lights turn off just before it starts. 
Seeing Jurgen Klopp on the telly. When I’m visibly 
upset and my dog comes and sits on my knee to comfort 
me. Managing to keep my plants alive. 

- Elizabeth

53°32'44.1"N 9°58'13.2"E

Tiny Indoor Fireworks (Biffy Clyro).
Vanilla Oat Milk Cappuccino.

Embracing my Queerness.
Finding words that move something inside me so 

suddenly and powerfully, I notice I’m not the same 
person I was before I read them.

E.’s smile.
Franzbrötchen.

- Jo
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- Harriet



Independents Biennial 2021
an evaluation [of sorts]

“probably the third best publication I’ve worked 
on” - Patrick Kirk-Smith, Editor

“Back to the metaphor of the bird throwing up the 
worm for its kids. Where was I going with that one 

again?” - Harriet Burns, Author

“One of the topics from our podcasts that really 
resonated with me was the one you four talked  

about when I forgot that we had a meeting” 
- Jo Mary Watson, Author

“Everyone got asked the same bog-standard 
questions to begin with, and then more specific, 

focused questions afterwards. But obv some  
people replied to more emails than others” 

- Elizabeth Challinor, Author

“It makes me wonder if the difficulties we 
experience as Artist Hosts attempting to define the 

independent, stems from the fact that none of us 
are free from outside control or influence?”  

- Matt Retallick, Author




