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Welcome to Issue 02 of  

GIRLFORUM Monthly

The main body of this month’s newsletter is the transcript from 
the discussion group we held at Croydon Arts Store on Saturday 
6 October. Leading on from the research that formed the basis 
of Issue 01 of GIRLFORUM MOnthLy, we developed a title for the 
talk encouraging the idea of mentorship and generosity as a way 
to counter the current exclusive and competitive model of the art 
world: ‘We Should all be Mothers: How can a model of mentor-
ship, empathy, and care within art create a committed, uncompro-
mising, and inclusive approach to transforming both ‘art world’ 
and ‘real world’ structures?’ We used the the term ‘mother’ in an 
abstracted sense to encompass qualities of care, empathy, and 
altruism – as well as coinciding with the exhibition ‘Mothers’ at 
Turf Projects (below the venue) curated by Dyveke Bredsdorff and 
Bronte Dow.

Given our lack of funding, it was invaluable to be able to use 
the ‘LOFt’ space at Croydon Arts Store (regrettably not an accessi-
ble space)1 free of charge, and tie in to the 2018 Art Licks Weekend 
programme. At the time, the obstacle of having to source our own 
chairs (due to full programme across CAS and Turf) seemed like 
a small issue. We quickly realised, however, that without funding 
these seemingly small obstacles can become quite pressing (and 
time consuming). Having tried without success to find a local 
partner to lend us some chairs, we decided to change the format – 
using floor cushions, blankets and rugs from our own living spaces 
to create a more comfortable and informal setting.2 

The title of the talk called for an intergenerational discus-
sion, so our starting point was to ask W, an artist and art school 
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lecturer in her fifties (who was also one of our tutors at art school) 
if she would come and have this conversation with us. Her contri-
butions to the discussion that developed on the day demonstrate 
a real depth of knowledge and experience. We were joined by K 
(not working within the art world, but with experience of racist 
and sexist structures within her own context and academic field) 
and L, an artist and curator based between Geneva and London. 
K and L came to the discussion group together and their existing 
friendship, alongside the other close relationships present within 
the group, helped initiate a really thoughtful and caring dynamic 
– something that we hope comes across in the transcript that 
follows. We initially anticipated that this issue of GIRLFORUM 
MOnthLy would be a digestion of selected sections of the discus-
sion. Having typed up and re-read the transcript, however, we 
felt that paraphrasing and analysing any of what was said would 
detract from the real care and generosity enacted throughout 
the conversation by K, L and W. We have had a lot of interest 
from people hoping to hear a recording of the afternoon, but we 
elected to publish a written transcript to better ensure the ano-
nymity of the participants. 

While the group was small, we came away feeling that the 
resultant conversation was the best outcome we could have 
hoped for. The discussion moved between the theoretical and 
deeply personal in a way that might not have happened as readily 
within a larger group. We are hugely grateful to K, L and W for 
letting us publish their words here, and would especially like to 
thank K and L for making our echo chamber less echoey during 
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the course of this discussion3. Our thanks also to those we spoke 
to in the lead up to the discussion, who couldn’t attend on the 
day. We so appreciate the time, input, and insights you gave us. 

In connection with the discussion, the transcript is followed 
by an open call for contributions from Nous Professionellxs (us, 
the professionals) – a group working from Switzerland to gather 
anonymous testimonies from artists and cultural workers who have 
experienced systemic abuses of power. See the call out on p.22 for 
details of how to take part, or help them fund the symbolic remu-
neration of 2ChF they are giving each participant. Thanks to the 
group for sharing this crucial project with us.

The final part of this month’s newsletter is the first ‘Artists 
Anonymised’ interview. We are so grateful to our first interviewee 
for her generous and thoughtful insights (p.24). If you’d like to take 
part in ‘Artists Anonymised’, email us at info@girlforum.org. 

1 With funding, we will make it a priority to ensure that 
the spaces we use for future events are fully accessible.

2 Again, regrettably this would have increased the issue  
of accessibility. 

3 As we did in the last issue, to highlight the privileged 
perspectives we may reinforce, we would like to restate 
that the discussion group and this newsletter have been 
put together by two white, cis-gendered, heterosexual, 
young, London-based women artists (one of whom is 
also an art worker) from mixed working class and middle 
class backgrounds.
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We Should Al l Be Mothers

free spaces like this and we’re asking people like 
you, W, to come and give your expertise and 
knowledge for free. I think there’s a really impor-
tant differentiation (which I think is highlighted 
in the Chus Martinez article2) between free 
labour propping up organisations which don’t 
value it and come to expect women, especially, to 
give extra emotional labour within institutions, 
in art schools etc., which isn’t paid for. But then 
actually, the way we’re looking at it, at the grass 
roots level and within smaller groups, friends, 
and networks, we should all be supporting each 
other and it’s brilliant when that generosity is 
there and we all give extra time to each other. 
 G2 Yeah there’s like a difference between a 
generosity that’s given upwards towards a big-
ger body that a maybe doesn’t respect it and can 
afford to pay for that generosity... 
 W That’s good, that’s a really useful distinc-
tion I think...
 G2 ...but then there’s also generosity that can 
work on a horizontal level...
 G1 Yeah, which I think is exactly what is 
needed right now. But also we felt very uncom-

fortable asking certain 
people to contribute, or 
asking people to come 

[Tape starts, after initial introduc-
tions and discussion about where to 
begin the conversation]

 G1 Something that we are constantly thinking 
about is this idea of unpaid labour – and really 
I think it’s very important to understand the 
kind of contradictions we’re upholding through 
what we’re doing. There’s that statement from 
Electra, a feminist curatorial collective, do you 
know of them?
 W No I hadn’t heard of them, actually, where 
are they based? 
 G2 We hadn’t heard of them either until we 
started researching towards the newsletter. I 
think they started in the early 2000s and they’re 
still working, but in a slightly quieter way. 
 G1 They had a list of ways to enact a feminist 
art organisation, and one of the points was that 
everyone gives more than they are paid for even 
though they are challenging free labour, and how 
that’s conflicted at its core.1 And I feel like that’s 
exactly what we’re dealing with. I mean, we are 
doing this [GIRLFORUM] completely unpaid and 
unfunded, and in order 
to get anything done, 
we’re having to ask for 

How can a model of mentorship, empathy, and care within art create  
a committed, uncompromising, and inclusive approach to transforming 

both ‘art world’ and ‘real world’ structures? 
(a conversation) 

 W  Artist and art school lecturer
 L  Artist and curator 
 K  Working outside the art world
 G1  Artist and administrator of Girlforum
 G2  Artist, art worker and administrator of Girlforum

1 on-curating.org/issue-29-reader/we-falter-with-feminist- 
conviction.html#.W_ExDRanzYU
2 e-flux.com/journal/92/204117/but-still-like-air-i-ll-rise/
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than me having to go and meet them, and then I 
don’t mind.
 G2 Thank you for making an exception for us 
here!
 W [to L & K] Have you two both been at art 
school? 
 L Yeah I have, in Geneva.
 W And how did you find that experience? 
 L Erm, difficult. I’m not sure if I could say 
like on a necessarily gendered basis, but more on 
like a racial basis.

[GAP In RECORDInG]

 L  goes on to talk about the expectation placed on 
her at art school to educate her white peers about her 
experience as a person of colour – being othered and 
being asked to perform free labour for the institution. 
 G2  talks about examples she and G1 have seen 
happening with their own peers at art school. She men-
tions a particular instance of white students failing to 
understand the context of a work presented by a black 
female student – and framing this as a problem with 
the work rather than their own failure to understand. 
She then mentions a symposium that students of colour 
organised to address a lack of conversation around race 
in art school. 
 G1  mentions how unbelievable it is that students 
who are paying for their education are having to fill in 
the gaps in the curriculum.
 W  mentions slow improvements in representation 
within art school, but that she feels that there is still an 
unspoken sense that working to widen the demographic 
of new students being taken on is seen as taking a ‘risk’ 
by some. She mentions that one of the students who 
organised the symposium about race had hoped to be 
here today, but it conflicted with paid work.
 G2  mentions that the student took last Saturday off to 
do an  event with  , 
and mentions that obviously it’s hugely important that 
that takes precedent. G2 says how generous it was of 
her to stay for the preparatory meeting G1 and G2 

had with W and give them advice. 
 G1  mentions that we asked other people if they 
would be interested in coming to this discussion, to try 
and create a discussion that could be representative of a 
range of experience. She mentions that it is significant 
who is able to give up their time. 
 G1   and G2 bring up the process of asking W to 
be here, with the aim of creating an intergenerational 
discussion and the value of speaking to someone who 

here today to speak where it was conflicting 
with paid work or conflicting with an exhibi-
tion, without us being able to pay for that time 
we would have been taking up. It’s uncomforta-
ble that we’re not in the position to pay.
 G2  Yeah and we hope that as we move along we 
will be able to get funding and become a body that 
can be ‘generous’ in the sense of actually paying 
people to come and contribute to these conversa-
tions, which will be really important to us. And 
this whole idea of doing this today felt really con-
flicted, asking W to be here, and asking the other 
people who weren’t able to be here because they 
had paid work to go and do. We kind of reached 
points where were like ‘should we even do it? 
Is it ok? Are we just compromising?’ And then 
we wanted it to be more of a discussion group 
because of that reason, so that everyone was par-
ticipating and it wasn’t being led by a panel that 
were directing the conversation so much.
 K  It’s just individuals together!
 G2 I’m glad it feels like that! Maybe, W, we 
could ask you about your experience inside the 
art school as an institution, and the kinds of gen-
erosity you are asked for maybe from people like 
us, or the institution itself?
 W Well, you get asked by both really, and it’s 
tricky because if you’re conscientious and care 
about the job and the institution – you want to 
do it well. But that can easily be exploited, and I 
wouldn’t say it’s necessarily attached to gender, 
because that would be overstating it, but you can 
see – lets put it this way – there are people that 
are very clear about a boundary and then others 
that are less clear about those boundaries. And 
one is conflicted because you want to be able to 
help and you want to do as much as you can, but 
you also don’t want to do things unpaid. If you do 
things that you shouldn’t be doing, the institution 
subconsciously recognises that and is very happy 
to take that, and comes to expect that. So that 
is something that’s difficult at times, so I don’t 
have a complete answer, I think it changes, and I 
think supporting people once they have left – you 
basically start accumulating ex-students, [guilty 
laughs from G1 + G2] so – yeah, it can become 
quite onerous if you want to help. But I think on 
a case by case basis, you should at least provide 
a kind of emotional support, even if you’re not 
able to give a certain amount of time. And often I 
say to people, ‘can you come to meet me?’ rather 
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much like a London phenomenon? I mean obvi-
ously all these things exist elsewhere, but I think 
the pitch of it feels quite London, so I’d be inter-
ested to know – is that totally naive, wishful 
thinking on my part. How is it being in Switzer-
land – does it feel different, between Switzerland 
and London?
 L Yeah it does. I think even just the separation 
that you mentioned between curators and artists, 
I think that’s something that separates London. 
All roles are much more defined. In Switzerland 
we have a situation where there’s a lot of public 
funding for arts and culture. So there is also a lot 
more artist run spaces and that creates not such 
clear cut definitions or even titles. And also more 
dialogue, but then also it creates this whole thing 
of ... I mean I think there’s a lot of comfort and 
people feeling very comfortable and ok with hav-
ing to work in a restaurant or having to do what-
ever money job you need to fund the art practice. 
But in terms of institutions, I think there is less 
like, mix there is less – for example – Tate Lates 
and stuff like that doesn’t really exist so much 
– institutions are more like up high – you’re not 
invited into the institution to do events. I think 
that’s quite a big difference.3

 W I think that is a big difference. I mean a 
positive, at least, having the ability to have art-
ist run spaces – which obviously exist here, but 
not in the way they used to. I mean I certainly 
know that the people I was taught by and the art 
world that I was around, that I looked at, was 
much more full of artist run spaces, and then 
because I’m sort of the YBA generation and all 
of that, you watched it completely change. So 
all those public spaces, say like South London 
Gallery etc., which are publicly funded – now 
they have ‘relationships’ with private galleries. 
So does the Serpentine gallery – the Serpen-
tine gallery wasn’t like that in the past. In fact 
a lot of the people that taught me had had shows 
there because there was a very strong sense of a 
public gallery system that was able to operate, 
and wanted to operate, in a very different way to 
the market. That was just annihilated in the late 
’80s, early ’90s – it was completely flipped and 

it’s never gone back.
 G2 Do you think that  
the spaces that do exist 
now are kind of respon-
ses to that hardship  

was and is a mentor to us. In response, W talks about 
learning from our meeting with the student mentioned 
above. She goes on to address the importance not only of 
mentorship, but also of listening and learning from those 
in a different generation or on a different ‘level’ of the 
art world to you. She talks about hierarchies in the art 
world and the rigidity of these structures in defining the 
position of artists, curators, gallerists, technicians and 
so on – mentioning how she has always identified much 
more with (and felt more comfortable talking to) techni-
cians when setting up shows, rather than curators. 
 G2  responds by saying that mentorship always 
sounds like it’s coming from above to below [...]

[tAPE RECORDInG StARtS AGAIn]

 G2 [...] but generosity can kind of happen – as 
long as there’s not this kind of big gap between 
the people that the generosity is happening 
between and it’s not going upwards – there’s this 
sort of space where it can happen around and 
within, there’s no directionality of it as such – it 
can become maybe just like a mass...
 W Where you don’t necessarily expect some-
thing to come back – something may come back, 
but it’s diffused and you don’t know whether it 
will – that’s hopefully not why you do something. 
Which isn’t always the case. In the art world, 
there definitely seems to be a sort of calculated 
sense of people... And you know, we’ve probably 
all done it – we’ve probably all thought if I do this 
this might generate this opportunity. We’ve all 
done that, and there’s not necessarily anything 
wrong with it, but it can easily slip I think into 
just switching off in certain situations, and only 
being strategic. And not giving up one’s time and 
energy to things that you know won’t build your 
own career or whatever.
 G2 There’s definitely a sense that there’s a 
kind of competitive ethos that is like an absolute 
default in the art world and unless you’re con-
stantly checking yourself and working out why 
you’re doing things or not doing things, there is 
absolutely a sense that you kind of just slip into 
that naturally – and if you’re not thinking about 
being generous or how you can interrupt that, 
then you’re definitely 
not interrupting it.
 G1 It’s the default.
 W I wonder – that 
always feels to me very 

3 We wanted to add in here that we have since read testi-
mony from The White Pube, who mention that they were 
approached to take part in Tate Lates without being offered 
a fee, indicating that their programming is being propped up 
by unpaid labour on a wider basis. See iheartwomen.co.uk/
thewhitepube/
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made to feel problematic, and like it’s some-
thing that will hold you back. It’s become a tired 
notion – its all about the speed and the ease of 
the individual to progress, but you’re absolutely 
right, and that’s different for different people in 
different situations. You know, I’m already white 
female so that’s – and I came from a well-off ish 
background – nothing major but you know –
 G1 All these privileges add up...
 W Yeah, those structures are an inheritance 
and I’ve used them – and other people don’t have 
them. 
 G2 I think we’ve been wondering, in particular 
relation to the structure of GIRLFORUM, whether 
anonymity can help us to achieve some kind of 
safety, or a position of strength, because there’re 
no one individual or there’s not a set of individ-
uals necessarily who are exposed to the wider 
world. People, like you, can come along and 
be part of it, or meet us and thats like a really 
nice relationship to have, at the grass roots level, 
where maybe people do know who you are, 
and they can talk to us. But we’re hoping that 
there’s some way to maintain this duality where 
to larger bodies and institutions that we might 
come into contact with and want to question in 
some way, that there’s a way that we can do that 
from within this framework that keeps us some-
what hidden or...
 W Do you mean sort of protected?
 G2 Yeah, I think so.
 G1 Yeah I think we’ve really come to realise 
that as well ... within one of the situations we’re 
in at the moment, where we’re questioning an 
institution, the director wanted to meet us, and 
we were a bit like ‘we’ll do it over email for now, 
thanks!’ We just felt they were a bit like, ‘we’ll 
get you a coffee and we can chat’ and we felt they 
were really going to sweet talk us and it felt like 
we were a lot more powerful as a faceless body 
of GIRLFORUM rather than just the two of us  
turning up. 
 G2 And being like ‘thanks for the coffee...’
 G1 Yeah, I think it’s a much more power-
ful position to negotiate from, and like we say 
it’s then something that I hope can potentially 
become a support network for individuals who 
would feel uncomfortable or unsupported about 
making certain decisions, even just to come and 
chat through things. I know that you and me [to 
G2] feel a lot stronger about decisions that we’ve 

rather than being born out of a generosity that 
was pre-existing, they’re kind of a reactive thing? 
 W I mean I don’t know so much, now. I think 
they’re wanting to operate in the world of a cul-
ture of visibility, and they want that. 
 G2 Visibility in the sense of marketability...
 W Yeah exactly – and I can understand why 
– it’s just on what terms do you join that culture 
of visibility. Other people’s terms, or do you 
attempt to try and make your own terms? And it 
would be really great if that happened a bit more. 
[pauses] Are you two freezing cold? [to L & K]
 G2 Do you want another blanket?! There’s 
another one here you can have one each! [throws 
them another blanket]
 K  I do think though that negotiating your 
own terms is something that comes at a huge 
cost as well. It’s extraordinarily painful and it’s 
basically – it’s like an unveiling of yourself – an 
unmasking of yourself again and again to basi-
cally bear the brunt of whatever effects you’re 
willing to take on and – at what cost does that 
come? And...
 W Yeah, I think you’re absolutely right. 
 K  ...it can be done but it’s asking for a lot of 
person in a space where there’s already a lot of 
expectation on them and maybe not as much 
understanding of that as there needs to be. To 
call for that and to say that that’s important is 
one thing, definitely, but then what exists to cra-
dle that person? Because that’s a human being.

[G1  & G2 agree]
And then what effect does it really have, because 
if it results in some sort of change or it results in 
some sort of movement – but where is the sup-
port? And the realisation that in that moment it 
can feel like free fall – into what? It’s asking a lot 
for somebody already in that position to teach 
people that it might not feel – it’s just incredi-
bly difficult to teach people – the articulation 
of that, the expression of it, the process of going 
through it – the experience of that...
 W And the consequences of it – because if you 
stick your head up above the parapet, inevitably 
you get a reputation for it...
 G1 And you’re punished for it.
 W ...and it takes it’s toll. You’re absolutely 
right [to K] and I suppose that’s where, hope-
fully, the emphasis here, on a kind of collec-
tive action – which again is another thing I’ve 
watched in my lifetime be really eroded and 
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that a lot of us were having particularly in our last 
couple of years at art school, but I think when 
you’re kind of thrown out into not being in a nice 
bubble of those conversations ... I didn’t know 
where to put them while trying to have my stu-
dio practice and it wasn’t things that I wanted to 
make my work about. It felt like a very confused 
space in my head in relationship to my art work 
and these kind of concerns, and how to navigate 
and negotiate the art world whilst making art. 
And then, I think when we started having these 
meetings and developing these ideas and reading 
and discussing, we both felt like it was an out-
sourcing of that information into a different space 
and it freed up that kind of ... to be able to make 
work in a way that doesn’t feel overwhelmed by 
other concerns. 
 G2 I think it’s really easy for those things to 
leak into your work or your practice and that’s...
 G1 And of course not in a way that you want 
it to – if you’re using that to make work, great, 
but I felt like it was really not helping my mak-
ing process actually, and I feel like it’s brilliant 
having a space to come and work through these 
things in this way. 
 W So you can take something that’s very per-
sonal and specific, do you mean, and get a bit 
more distance?
 G2 Yeah, I think you can maybe understand it 
through shared experience...
 W I mean it won’t stop those emotions or those 
feelings, and nor should it, they’re important. 
But are you saying it kind of helps you unpick 
them? and then reframe them? reuse them? 
 G2 Yeah there’s maybe a kind of structural dis-
tance if you’re thinking about those things in a 
different way that’s sort of external to yourself, 
but you can re-internalise those things and kind 
of use them to structure what you’ve...
 K  With the intention of forming a response to 
something, that doesn’t feel so much like a per-
sonal response?
 G2 Yeah, yeah I think so. If you can external-
ise it somehow I don’t know... How do you feel 
about that?
 K  I’m just trying to work through and under-
stand – I’m not asking because I don’t feel that, 
I’m just trying to get a sense from and within my 
own very removed – not removed, but different 
context, but also mutual shared experiences and 
understandings. I guess in terms of articulating 

made and can make now just through talking 
between us. It does actually feel like a kind of 
support network in process. 
 G2 Yeah I was saying to you yesterday that I 
feel like there’s a very real sense in which this 
has been an exercise in growing a backbone for 
us, where there’s this external thing that helps, 
not make personal decisions, but there’s some-
thing a little bit rigid there, a sense of purpose 
that helps to make things known that we’re not 
comfortable with that we might have otherwise 
struggled to do. 
 K  Do you mind if I ask – has that come from 
having experienced any personal hurt and harm 
and maybe not knowing how to voice a response 
to that before?
 G2 Yeah.
 K  So there’s that – 
 G2 Yeah, I think so. I mean in quite a ‘low-level’ 
sense, I had a situation where a male artist that...
 K  Not low-level! 
 G2 No, of course. Compared with what other 
people have experienced I don’t want to claim it 
as something that was a deeply traumatic expe-
rience for me, but it still was quite harmful to 
me. It was a situation where a male artist who I 
thought of as a friend – 
 G1 And mentor, more importantly! 
 G2 Yes – who was not so much older than me 
but still had this greater extent of experience in 
the art world – 
 G1 And that was the dynamic that you met 
under as well under, the dynamic in which he 
was introduced to you and the dynamic in which 
you had conversations at the start was very much 
a mentoring one...
 G2 But yeah, there was like a ... changing of that 
context initiated by him that I very much didn’t 
appreciate. But at the time that it happened it was 
quite difficult for me to speak up, I couldn’t even 
process it, but I went away and just developed the 
idea of how I could respond to that in relation 
to my position here, with GIRLFORUM – which he 
knew about –and it helped me develop this way 
of explaining to him how it made me feel which 
was really useful I think. To come at it from a 
perspective of also having this, not responsibility 
to GIRLFORUM as like an institution, but like a 
relationship to it helped me to express...
 G1 Yeah, and just a space to talk about it. We’ve 
really felt, I think, that these were conversations 
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a connection – but that’s important, that she was 
able to not only operate within her own context 
at that moment in time. I think her core values, 
she’s kind of carried on. She was an utter pleas-
ure to deal with, but recently she’s been involved 
in some kind of dispute, and she’s been made out 
to be being ‘extremely difficult’ etc. –
 K  What a shock!
 W Extremely difficult, bit over the top, you 
know ... and I don’t know the ins and outs, 
but I just thought, isn’t that absolutely typical? 
and there’s not a hint of it from the two times 
we’ve done the show – and she absolutely got the 
premise of the show, which was about labour 
and authorship and hierarchies etc., and about 
unpacking those. So it doesn’t change, even 
when you have that level of status, if you’re some-
one who’s got a desire to call things out you’re 
going to attract that kind of...
 K  You’re not given permission to react to 
your trauma but you’re still expected to produce 
work and they want it to embody that trauma but 
without accepting your reactions to it – 
 G1 Absolutely, because they want to profit off it 
but it if makes difficult conversations for them at 
a certain point they’ll be like ‘shhh, not that bit!’. 
Yeah I think we see that a lot. 
 W Well Adrian Piper – she’s worth looking at 
in relation to this, because there are a lot of issues 
that she addresses from all different positions and 
she realises that they all intersect. She’s not an 
essentialist. And she’s got a sense of humour – as 
well as being deeply serious – deeply deeply seri-
ous. I mean she studied philosophy and she’s a 
philosopher. I can’t always understand her writ-
ing – it takes work – but it’s worth it, definitely.
 G2 I think we really have a sense that obviously 
there’s no way for what we’re doing to become 
this kind of fully accountable, structured body – 
it’s more like a personal response to things that 
can hopefully become outward facing and bring 
other personal responses into it, and proliferate 
those personal responses and attract or be mag-
netic towards all the other personal or group 
responses that there are. And if there’s some way 
of us being productive in helping to network all 
those responses, then maybe that’s the best thing 
we can achieve from what we’re doing. Because it 
is absolutely personal and it’s a small group right 
now, but I think that’s our sense – that there’s a 
way for all these horizontal groups being one kind 

an experience, if you do that within this forum 
and then return it to the experience to say like 
‘actually this is bullshit, these are my terms and 
this is what it is’ – if that effects change and if 
that’s positive for you, or if it’s something differ-
ent? And how that works, and if it’s – you men-
tioned the word earlier [to W] but in relation to 
your art school and taking in a new demographic 
of students – but risk as in, I feel like so many 
people feel that they are in precarious spaces, 
in different circumstances, different bodies that 
embody different politics and in different ways, 
but precariousness is something that I feel is evi-
dent throughout, whether it’s your subsistence 
– economic, London – whether it’s this notion 
of competitiveness – which I wanted to under-
stand – what does that mean for different people 
in different spaces. Is that who gets into what 
show and how, and then how you celebrate your 
friends, or how you don’t? –
 W Yes, exactly. 
 K  – or as the body of a black woman in a white 
space on whom expectations are made because of 
that, and then you have to navigate those things, 
or if it’s just many different aspects of those, and 
what risks you’re willing to take to impact that, 
and what this serves as. Is it a voice outward to 
amount to something or just to attempt to revive 
something? I’m just trying to work through that.
 G2 I mean, so are we!
 G1 Yeah, exactly.
 W I don’t think, honestly, I’m not sure there is 
and answer and a solution – I think it’s an ongoing 
scenario. And it’s personal – each person is going 
to have their own way of handling situations. For 
some reason when you were talking there I was 
thinking about Adrian Piper, do you know her 
work? She’s extremely – super intellectual, and 
she made work about her race – she has a calling 
card that she gives people when they make a rac-
ist comment, that says ‘I know you didn’t mean 
to make a racist comment, but actually...’
 K  ...but actually this is what happened!
 W And she did funk lessons for white people 
as well. But I did a show, curated a very particu-
lar kind of show, and through the other person 
that I organised the show with, he knew her from 
Germany and he asked her to be in the show. 
She said yes and we had no funding, we did it at 

 , but she’s a very high profile artist 
and she was willing to say yes – there was a bit of 
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too. But then once they’d done the research 
under the auspices of the institution without hav-
ing been asked to come and be involved, they 
then withdrew that work and took it off as their 
own project, and left the institution with an essay 
about that process, which...
 W Have you met Lis Rhodes? I didn’t know 
her very well but she’s made some very interest-
ing work. But she also, when she was teaching, 
previously at  if you were a part time 
member of staff you were told by  that 
you were not eligible for promotion. So you could 
not become – if you were a lecturer – a senior 
lecturer, or a reader or professor. I don’t think 
it was just  , it was a sort of standard 
position at the time – but she challenged that. 
She went to the union and she challenged it and 
she was the first part time member of staff to 
be promoted to a reader. So I suppose that’s a 
good example of showing that if you just have 
one person who decides ‘I don’t accept that’, or 
‘that’s not right’, and they make all the effort to 
challenge that, then suddenly the landscape that 
comes after that is changed. So I often think 
about the fact she did that. And she won’t get the 
credit, again –
 G2 Hugely generous! 
 W – I mean obviously she was doing that for 
herself, but I’m sure she was not solely doing it 
for herself. 
 G2 Yeah we’ve been thinking about the ques-
tion of unionisation, because obviously there’s a 
sense that it’s just never occurred to us to join an 
artist’s union, and I don’t think it’s occurred to 
most people in our generation whatever job they 
do – 
 W I mean you try getting a lot of art school 
staff to join! Most of them aren’t members of the 
union...
 G1 It’s so strange for very politically engaged 
people to not even to be...
 W But are they politically engaged? 
 G1 Well, maybe not...
 W I mean, sorry my colleagues, but they have 
political views, but I don’t think having politi-
cal views is that same as political engagement. I 
think you actually have to do something. Some-
times, not necessarily all the time. 
 G1 Yeah I think that’s definitely something we 

want to do next is have – 
 L We’re back! 

of mass that can deal with really specific issues 
that are specific to the people that are in those 
groups. And that’s what big institutions can’t do. 
They totally fail to ever be intersectional because 
they’re these huge monolithic things that bring 
these things into them temporarily but kind of 
let them go. But maybe there’s a way that all of 
these smaller groups that can be so reactive ... 
and they’re mobile in their horizontality – I just 
hope that there’s a way that that can be – 
 G1 Yeah it’s been really exciting for the news-
letter doing a lot of research and reading and 
how many groups we’ve come across that have 
got very similar concerns: presently but also in 
the last forty years or so – 
 G2 It’s nice to look at precedent 
 G1 Yeah Electra in particular, some of their 
statements felt like word for word what we were 
thinking at certain points and it was really excit-
ing and encouraging...
 W ...but also depressing! 
 G1 Yes, that too! But I think there was a really 
interesting point that Electra was making – that 
they had a lot of Arts Council funding, and then 
a lot of it got taken away and they were told it 
was because larger institutions were taking on 
these kind of jobs. Like they are now talking to 
and addressing these concerns – as if it was being 
done better by institutions – and no it’s not! 
 W Do you know the names of the people 
involved? 
 G1 Lina Dzuverovic and Irene Revell wrote the 
text we mentioned. 
 W Irene Revel yeah I do know that name. [K 
& L leave the room for a few minutes] so you 
haven’t made contact with them yet? 
 G1 No, we need to! 
 W Yeah I think that would be really good. 
Because I think it’s so... 
 G2 Yeah we talk about them quite a bit in the 
still-to-be-finished newsletter, so we’ll send them 
a copy and introduce ourselves and we’ll see... 
They’ve also got this really lovely precedent that 
they recognise in this text4, which is Lis Rhodes 
and a group of women artists in this exhibition 
about film – I think Lis Rhodes was initially 
invited on her own to address this gender imbal-
ance in the program, but then she invited her 
friends, a network of women who were dealing 
with the same issues as 
her to come and do that  

4 on-curating.org/issue-29-reader/we-falter-with-feminist- 
conviction.html#.W-tYw3r7QWp
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And there are many, many examples of that, and 
I’d still say that is a lot of what happens but it 
isn’t always. I have had various experiences of 
dealing with the union. At a previous institution, 
my colleague and friend, who was pregnant for 
the second time, we were only paid for our day’s 
work – we weren’t tenured, we weren’t paid over 
the holidays. And they calculate your access to 
maternity pay based on something called your 
EWC – your ‘expected week of confinement’.  
[shocked laughter from everyone]  Now even 
the language before you’ve even started is just 
staggering – it might have changed now but I’m 
not sure that it has. So your expected week of 
confinement comes at a certain point in the 
pregnancy and hers, of course, happened to fall 
during the holidays I think, which meant that it 
wasn’t one of the weeks that she was even paid 
a salary. So despite having worked there for 
seven years, employed for seven years, she was 
told that she would get no enhanced maternity 
pay. So she would just get statutory maternity 
pay – which is nothing. So it wasn’t based on her 
salary. So she was really in quite a tricky finan-
cial situation and I just thought it was appall-
ing, so I said ok, I’m going to go to the union 
about this. And I did go to the union, and there 
were 2 union reps – one of them I saw said, well 
I’m about to not be the union rep because I’ve 
been voted out (which I won’t go into but basi-
cally over something absurd) and then there was 
another union rep. And the union rep that was 
no longer the union rep, he helped me, and he 
helped me kind of articulate the whole case and 
reference EU law, etc. etc. – and he did it all in 
his own time because he was no longer a paid 
union official. And basically we got the univer-
sity to change their policy, so she did get proper 
pay. And it took a lot of time. Then there was 
another situation with a member of staff, well 
more than one member of staff, being threaten-
ing and abusive to one of our female colleagues 
who was too frightened to do anything about it. 
And this person had a major drink problem, I 
mean I won’t go into all sorts of detail, but we 
had also found the behaviour of our head of area 
very problematic. There was research money, 

we found out he didn’t 
put in our bids – he just 
put them in the bin –
 G1 Oh my god... 

 G1 Hi! – is have ... I met a woman on a panel 
just under a year ago and I’ve forgotten her 
name, but I mentioned at the end what we were 
doing here briefly and she was saying ‘if you 
ever want to get hold of me about information 
about artist unions, I’m doing a lot of research 
into them at the moment, and there are a cou-
ple of new ones coming forward that are looking 
incredibly useful’. And she was saying it looks 
like it’s kind of an area which might start to get 
a bit of traction. And I think it would be great 
for us to do a lot of research on that and hold 
an event where people can come and find out 
some information about it, because I think it’s 
a really really pressing issue with artists and 
art workers. I mean there are so many situa-
tions of friends we know who have been com- 
pletely fucked over, and have absolutely no leg to  
stand on.
 G2 [To L & K] We were just talking about 
unions as an external body that is actually there 
to kind of deal with these situations that maybe 
should be more professionally dealt with, where 
there should be someone who is able to handle 
those things for you, as a professional within the 
art system, but yeah, I don’t know what either of 
you have experienced has been but I mean here, 
in the UK there is not a lot of unionisation...

[L  & K  shake their heads]
 G1 Yeah I really wouldn’t even know where to 
start in terms of joining an artist union, I know 
there a couple but I don’t know anyone who’s 
part of one, and it seems crazy when you think 
about the kinds of issues that we face are things 
that in other areas are so dealt with by unions and 
with human resources. And it feels like – who 
was it, was it Elvia Wilk that was talking about 
how we actually start to approach and deal with 
these situations and these things that we’re being 
faced with, and she kind of concludes that maybe 
it would look like something very much like a 
union – and yeah I guess it is! 5 
 W I mean I think unions have a significant his-
tory and they are the model that – they started 
grass roots and they believe in collective action 
and when one person doesn’t have the energy to 
fight a specific fight, the idea is they will take on 
the fight and carry a lot 
of that load, and they 
will get the expertise 
and they will be there. 

5 The text mentioned is here: frieze.com/article/no-more- 
excuses/ It is important to acknowledge the racist and sexist 
history of unions here – see p.28–32 of ‘Why I’m No Longer 
Talking to White People About Race’ by Reni Eddo-Lodge 
for a discussion of unions upholding racism.
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nice but I just remembered finding my colleague 
in tears after what this guy was doing to her, and 
I would just hold on to that in my head, and all 
the other things that had occurred. And it was 
a toxic, abusive situation across the board. And 
it’s not great, because you know your reputation 
– to be someone who’s done that – the word gets 
out. And then when I found myself in another 
difficult situation at  and I thought 
I should really make a complaint, I just didn’t 
want to. Because I thought, well I’ve only been 
there a year and already someone’s lost their job 
because of me – well they’ve lost their job, but it 
doesn’t necessarily get represented that way. I 
could be personally rejected because of it. And 
I just thought this time ... I knew that the per-
son I was going to make a complaint about at 

 , I knew that they’d already been 
given the boot from another art school for other 
things. So, you know ... you can’t always take on 
these things.
 K  Of course. 
 G2 Yeah it’s so understandable not to be able to 
fight all of the battles. 
 W But I make sure I tell the story and the 
second story – which I won’t do on tape! but I 
make sure I tell it as much as possible. But you 
know, it’s not a nice feeling because the prob-
lem is that you deal with these people – and you 
know they’re not always men, but they’ve gener-
ally been men – and they’ve got some ‘redeeming 
features’. They’re not all monstrous, they’ve got 
sides to them that are not so bad. And then it is 
difficult – and that’s where lots of other people 
shy away from doing anything, because they say 
‘oh yes, well so and so is quite nice, quite sweet 
sometimes’, or they’re charming ... so it isn’t 
easy. But I think – but it is shocking that not all 
members of staff feel quite the same way. That’s 
the part I find strange. And certain people will 
come and quietly say to you –
 G2 Yeah I think that’s the thing we know about 
the stage that we’re at right now. We haven’t yet 
realised the level of shock that we are going to 
get with people not realising the same things that 
we feel. And that’s a huge thing to deal with. I 
guess being in a field where people are not going 
to have the same drive to – 
 W And you know they’re not, because the 
recent strike – it is a personal decision. Some 
of them financially couldn’t, but others perhaps 

 W – he just put in all the applications from 
male members of staff but not ours.
 L What?!
 W – I mean sorry I’ve got so many stories like 
this! 
 G2 That’s why we asked you to be here!
 W – and so basically my other colleague who 
was in a tenured position, she was too terrified 
because she thought she would not be believed 
about what he was doing. So I went back to the 
ex-union rep and he said you can have what’s 
called a class action. So rather than one per-
son – an individual making that complaint – it’s 
a group of you, and if there are other incidents 
you collect those as well, so it doesn’t become 
a personal thing. So that is what we did. And it 
caused mass polarisation amongst staff. By then 
the nice ex-union guy had gone, and I had to 
deal with the salaried union rep – and he was a 
classic sexist pig if ever I have met one. He pro-
ceeded to tell me how he had got the maternity 
pay changed at that institution. He said ‘I’ve just 
recently changed the maternity pay’ –
 K  And you thought ‘motherfucker that was me!’ 

[All laugh] 
 W Yes! I did, and I said ‘No you didn’t, that 
was actually me, I did that with the help of your 
ex-union colleague.’ Now you’d think that man 
would want to crawl under a stone wouldn’t 
you?! No no no, all it does is generate a level of 
hostility because you’ve called them out – you’ve 
called them out. Anyway that class action case, 
it went in and what we didn’t know was that that 
member of staff was already on a final written 
warning. We did not know that, so he lost is job. 
Which is a big thing – it’s not a great thing –
 L Well...
 W  – but it was a very very emotional, intense, 
really difficult thing to do – 
 K  What were the personal effect for you, actu-
ally? How long did it go on for?
 W Very strong actually, this whole process 
lasted a good year. And you know, I had other 
colleagues ringing me up, saying ‘I want to sup-
port you, I want to, but I can’t – I can’t say why, 
he’s got something on me’... and I had someone 
else ringing up and being really abusive...
 K  And how was it at that time? How did you 
cope, what did you do?
 W Erm, I’m quite a tough cookie I suppose. 
Some of the time, not all the time. It wasn’t very 



1 5

We should all be mothers (a conversation)

GIRLFORUM Monthly Issue 02  |  Nov. 18

 G2 Yes please do!
 L There’s a feminist festival – or festival that 
calls itself feminist – celebrating women in the 
creative industries, not just the visual arts or 
fine arts, that is being directed by two women. 
They invited a collective of curators to invite 
three artists and one person for education (e.g. 
guided tours…), and I was one of the artists. 
We were asked to produce a project and submit 
it for approval from the city since it was going 
to be in public space. So we did all the project, 
everything was kind of set more or less, and then 
we met for the site visit, the two directors of 
the festival said in the beginning of the meeting 
‘we’ve got some bad news actually, we have to 
cancel the whole project and we’re also not going 
to pay you as previously agreed upon’ –

[G2  & G1 : intake of breath] 
 G1 Oh my god!
 L – which is obviously a very violent act. And 
the reason they did that was because they felt that 
all three of our projects weren’t addressing being 
a woman in public space directly and simply 
enough so it didn’t align with their vision for the 
festival. So – since we were seven people – that’s 
the positive here, that’s why I’m telling this...

[All laugh]
 G2 I was wondering where the positive was!
 L Since we were seven people all really out-
raged at the way they had behaved, we were able 
to ask them to please reconsider, what you are 
doing is actually really violent, you can’t pull 
this off as directors of a feminist festival...
 W Yeah! and what did they say to that?
 L They just said ‘the tone of your email is so 
angry this just reaffirms our decision –’ 
 G1 No!
 L And there was this whole back and forth, 
back and forth, and yeah – but the positive is that 
it’s a really nice experience to be in a group of 
seven people who all feel the same way and are 
very clear on the fact that we don’t just want 
to say ‘ok, let’s get paid between nothing and a 
third of our artist fees, let’s just accept that and 
not say anything’. We all kind of – there was a lot 
of solidarity in that and also a wish to continue 
working on this case even though it’s not paid, 
and also to inform other people they need to pro-
tect themselves with contracts. 
 W Ok, so I was going to say did they not make 
a contract?

just didn’t feel so strongly about it, which was 
staggering to me because it’s such an important 
issue. But you don’t want to generate a sort of 
them and us scenario – that’s not helpful and 
it’s not right because sometimes you pigeonhole 
someone in one place and then two years down 
the line they surprise you and they do step up 
and say something. So you know, I’ve learned 
through experience not to totally regard – I 
mean obviously some people are the enemy for 
sure. But there are –
 G1 Yeah, and I think it is important to under-
stand that it is definitely a luxury to be finan-
cially stable enough to go on strike...
 W Exactly.
 G1 ...and we’re very aware that we both work 
other jobs [gestures to G2] but we’re lucky in 
that we are stable enough in those jobs to have 
enough time to do something like this on the 
side and we know that other people can’t be here 
and have those conversations. But hopefully we 
can create a space where people can drop in and 
out when they can, and that will be there to sup-
port them, or conversations will be there to look 
back on – you know that something’s here that 
people can use when they need it I guess. I mean 
that’s all we can hope for at the moment I think. 
And it’s really important to understand that we 
are in a privileged position being able to have 
any extra time...
 W I mean it requires courage to stand up to 
things, and not everyone is able to find that at 
certain moments to do it and you can’t judge 
them for that. 
 G1 Yeah...
 G2   Are there positive experiences that either 
of you two [L  & K] have found – 
 G1 Yeah I feel like we need some positives! 
 G2 – I don’t know, have people helped you in a 
really generous way or...

[L  & K  look at each other]
 G2 Each other?!

[Laughter, L & K  nod]
 G1 Yay!
 K  Yeah, L is my positive presence of generos-
ity and mothering – !
 L That is positive [laughs] I mean I guess – 
[exchange between L & K  not audible to tape]
 L Yeah, at the moment I’m in a situation in 
Switzerland – [to K] um, should I tell the whole 
story? [K  nods]
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[to L] sums up everything that we’ve been talk-
ing about. And that divide and rule – that ‘you 
can get paid if you ... that’s just – 
 W That’s really fascinating to hear actually, 
because that to me is such a classic...
 G2 It’s amazing to see those things played out 
so clearly – what a case study!
 L It’s also obvious that they’ve seen a lawyer 
in the meantime to do that, because otherwise 
we would be able to say no you have to pay us 
because we’ve done the work – 
 G1 – but now that they’ve offered it and it’s your 
choice to turn it down, they’ve closed that loop-
hole. I see. 
 W I mean it’s got that sense of people who have 
power and they’re used to knowing how to use it. 
 L They also said they weren’t in a position of 
power – saying ‘it’s our first year of being direc-
tors and we’re not getting paid –’
 W They’re not getting paid? Is that true? 
 L I don’t know for sure, but even if they’re not 
getting paid then that doesn’t define their power 
position. 
 W Of course not. 
 G1 Power doesn’t just come as money!
 W I’m just amazed if that is the case. It doesn’t 
quite add up to me...
 L But for the discussion of representation, 
and like just changing numbers – I think there’s 
two sides, two different aspects in that. On the 
one side, maybe within the art system, or in the 
art world it doesn’t change much, but I think it 
does change in the broader scale.
 G2 Yeah.
 L That you can feel as a human being or as a 
body you can can feel represented and you can 
like – I don’t know if I’m speaking like as – I 
guess I’m speaking more as a person of colour, or 
as a woman of colour, but you can see ‘ok, there’s 
actually space for me to exist in this world’.
 G1 Yeah you’re absolutely right. 
 G2 I guess in terms of the conversation on 
representation I’m thinking about things at the 
moment like Frieze is happening and they’ve got 
that curated section ‘Social Work’ – 
 G1 I mean the fact that they call it ‘Social 
Work’ is like, what?!
 W What’s that?
 G1 It’s called ‘Social Work’ so basically, eight 
women artists who were seen to be radical and 
revolutionary in the ’80s and ’90s were selected 

 L Not a written contract, but an oral con-
tract. And there’s a whole other thing after that 
– so we met with them again because we real-
ised email wasn’t going to do anything and then 
the directors decided to send the three artists 
another email, not with the curators who invited 
us in the first place, saying they couldn’t possibly 
work with the curators because they were just 
difficult and problematic and – 
 G1 Trying to separate you all up?
 W Ah, divide and rule... 
 L But they wanted to invite us back in. So if 
we accept then we can get paid but if not then it’s 
our decision basically to say no. So – 
 G1 That is so divisive. 
 L – even if we had a contract at this point, it 
wouldn’t have meant much at this point I think. 
But I mean what we’re going to do from it is one 
of the exhibition spaces that was going to offer 
its space to the festival is still interested in doing 
something with us, so we’re just collecting dif-
ferent letters of resignation/reclamation/com-
plaints to show how many there are. So I guess 
that’s the positive from this, solidarity...
 G2 Yeah I think it’s amazing the number of 
these really depoliticised feminisms that are kind 
of floating around in the art world and creating 
all manner of horrible situations under them and 
under this name which is not applicable at all – 
and I think that’s something we’ve been really 
disturbed by...
 G1 Yeah a real kind of on-trend feminism.
 G2 Yeah or like this politics of representation 
that comes without any conditions attached to 
it, so it’s like you enter the space but nothing 
changes, there’s a celebration of women or women 
of colour but then it’s just numbers, there’s noth-
ing to really help the person in that situation...
 G1 and it’s so often not actually changing 
the conversation or conditions as well, I think 
often that tactic of getting more women or peo-
ple of colour into a space or into an institution 
isn’t good enough if it isn’t followed with actual 
structural change. You know, there are women 
at the head of major institutions but they’re not 
functioning any differently than they did then, 
twenty years ago. Which again might be quite a 
depressing look at it, but I think it’s about tak-
ing more than just numbers, and actually taking 
the politics that comes with it I guess. But that’s 
everything we’re talking about – your situation 
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good that it’s still happening? Like, I don’t know 
... It’s like the drag show at the Hayward at the 
moment which, I definitely felt like it wasn’t 
given enough space. It felt cramped and it felt 
just like this conversation was not really part of 
the main body of the institution – it felt weird 
to me. But I was like, ‘is it better that it’s hap-
pening, even though it might not be being given 
enough space?’ Is it better that these things are 
happening? I don’t know...
 W I don’t know. Well again I think maybe at 
one moment you can think one thing, and then 
perhaps at a later point you perhaps rethink 
sometimes. And it can go either way you can 
really feel, oh they’ve screwed this up, this isn’t 
right, but later you can think yeah, but maybe 
certain people see it. They see it and then later 
they do something else because they were moti-
vated by it, so it’s tricky.
 L I think it can also be a stepping stone, I 
mean even for the different artists. I don’t know 
who the artists are at Frieze ‘Social Works’, but 
even for them they can also use their appearance 
in Frieze...’
 G1 That’s the other thing, they’re all artists in 
their fifties, sixties, seventies-plus, or dead!
 W Ah well thats a special case – 
 G2 It’s that historicising lens... 
 W That’s a thing they like to do for women 
artists.
 K  It’s retrospective. 
 W Yeah, you have to be in your eighties and 
they decide you’re really interesting because you 
can’t really doing anything – 
 G1 And you’re not going to be around for much 
longer and then they can just take all your work 
and it’s worth lots of money ... not going to men-
tion any names but!
 W Oh it’s an absolute phenomenon! I’m per-
sonally hoping – that’s my only hope for an art 
career!
 G1 That you get picked up in twenty years! 
 W Is that in twenty years time – 
 K  You’ll get your corner of Frieze! 
 W Oh no, no I’m aiming higher than that! 
But you know that kind of thing where there’s 

a myth, there’s a myth 
that can sell. You know 
Geta Bratescu – she’s 
just died very recently 
– and her show at Cam-

to be in this curated section of Frieze. And then 
a lot of the coverage on Frieze that I’ve read at 
least – have ended up focussing on that and talk-
ing as if Frieze is a force for change and it’s like 
... none of those politics are being represented in 
the fair, I mean I don’t know what the figures 
are this year but what is actually the divide and 
break up of all the statistics...
 G2 Obviously the majority of solo booths are 
still white men... 
 G1 And there’s this rhetoric that they’re being 
really at the forefront...
 G2 And there’s no moderation in what is meant 
by women so often in these conversations in the 
art world I think [as in, there is a persistent, uni-
versalising assumption that women means cis, 
het, white etc. ...], things aren’t looked at inter-
sectionally...6 
 G1 And then this thing that keeps coming back 
to us that like maybe there are these conversa-
tions and spaces given now for non white males, 
but its so often so much on the peripheries and 
like these small kind of side conversations. I just 
feel like actually how much space are these con-
versations getting? And the fact that it’s a side 
thing in Frieze, I mean it’s not actually translat-
ing and getting that conversation and that rep-
resentation isn’t translating into the actual fair 
or into the market. It’s just a very funny distinc-
tion of we’re dealing with the social bit over here 
so it doesn’t matter that it’s not being dealt with 
in the fair. We still haven’t seen that though so 
we should probably go and see it! 
 G2 Or not!

[Laughing] 
 W But yeah, I guess everyone’s got to be wary 
of being coopted, to be used as some sort of cul-
tural capital to –
 G1 – Yeah, to profit off. 
 W – to prop up. I mean I think that does go 
on and it’s really tricky because you don’t always 
necessarily know that that’s what ... you can’t 
actually see it. 
 G1 And – I really don’t know the answer to this 
– is it better that these shows are happening even 
if they’re maybe happening in compromised 
conditions, or maybe in 
the service of profit for 
a larger body that isn’t 
actually invested in 
your conversation – is it 

6 We would like to add here that we really appreciate the 
work of the artists and curators involved in ‘Social Work’ 
in bringing together important works by a diverse group of 
artists. Despite our reservations about Frieze as a context 
and our suspicions that the ‘inclusion’ of these spaces is often 
trend-driven, it is good to see these platforms used well. 
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a conceptual artist and she’s never really shown 
in an exhibition about conceptual art.
 W Which is absolutely not fair, because her 
work is so much more that that, and that doesn’t 
mean that there’s something small about address-
ing some of the other issues – she’s just a really – 
she’s just a really good artist and a very inspiring 
individual, on an individual level. And the two 
don’t always go together in my experience either 
unfortunately ... So... 

[All laugh]
 W They don’t have to ... you know...
 K  That’s so true. 
 W I mean unfortunately, it pains me. 
 K  That’s true, and actually...
 W It does pain you because if you like some-
one’s work you want to hope that they...
 K  ...that you have an affinity with the sub-
stance... 
 W But I’m afraid it doesn’t always work out 
like that. Nor does it necessarily follow that 
someone who you think is terrific and really 
good at certain things, their work isn’t perhaps 
as interesting or as vital and successful and 
someone who you think is a bit ... And I always 
find that confusing and a bit complicated. 
 L I think art schools are playing a big part in 
that, just in like the art history classes in fine art 
courses. I don’t know how it is in the schools you 
went to but in Switzerland its often structured 
on a timeline, and then once it hits the ’60s, ’70s, 
’80s it’s also divided up into civil rights, and if 
you’re talking about artists of colour it’s black 
artists from the US, hardly ever from Europe – 
like Europe never, maybe UK. So even that cat-
egorisation, that’s a way to also I think target 
groups of – that’s a curriculum tailored to white 
students – 
 W Absolutely.
 L You’re not really given the possibility for 
anything else.
 G2 You encounter work as like politics first and 
artwork second?
 L Yeah, and even just in the discussion of the 
representation thing, that goes hand in hand 
with me being asked questions that others are 
not being asked. And that whole kind of – the 
only time you see people who look like you or, 
even just as a woman artist, if most artists you’re 
being told about as great minds are male and 
women artists are just for women’s issues on the 

den Arts Centre. Or Alina Szapocznikow at the 
Hepworth. And I don’t know if any of you went 
to see the show at White Cube, the feminist art-
ist show...
 G1 No I didn’t actually.
 W Last summer – oh my god. I mean, there’s 
a case in point. I did see a few artists that I had 
never heard of, that I suddenly became aware 
of and looked up. But it was like an art fair to 
rebrand feminist art and recuperate feminist 
art and make money out of it. It was absolutely 
repellent!
 L But I think that’s one thing like maybe you 
said before, that you don’t want to necessarily 
address these things in your work but you have to 
accept as some sort of force in your work – and 
that’s also the thing about this festival. They said 
to us, you all look great on paper – 
 G1 But it’s not in your work – ‘where’s the fem-
inism in your work?’
 K  It’s like it’s not adequate to be represented, 
we want to show how diverse we’re being – it’s like 
put your colour on – on the page, effectively...
 L Yeah but it’s also that thing of what I expe-
rienced in art school, that I’m asked to speak 
about certain things or certain questions are 
asked to me to link things to my identity more 
than any of my peers...
 W Which must be really very annoying. And I 
think, to me, you have to hold onto your critical-
ity, and in your case, your judgement about what 
you want to talk about as an artist – what you 
want to make work about is up to you. It’s not 
up to someone else to define that and so ideally 
that’s what one’s looking for – a free space –
 L Yeah. 
 W – where people can be autonomous and 
there’s not this kind of sense that you have to 
represent certain things or – because issue-based 
work can be amazing, but it can also not be. It 
can be not very good work. 
 L Yeah and I understand why people do it 
because it comes out of urgency, so I was just 
going to say that that push to put identity always 
at the forefront as soon as your not white and 
you’re not a man and you’re not straight is also 
a way of separating and putting into categories. 
I mean for example also Adrian Piper is a good 
example of that – that she’s always put into the 
civil rights movement or the feminist movement 
and she’s actually saying herself that she’s just  
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examples, because I was thinking about some-
thing else. So even I’m guilty –
 K  Yeah but is that ok? 
 W I mean it is ok, and it isn’t. It is and isn’t
 L I think that’s also maybe because during 
that time where David Hammons was working, 
or those specific periods where sculpture was 
maybe even more important than now – more 
revolutionary or whatever, was a time when these 
systems were very present and anyone else who’s 
not a white male... So those are also the names 
being pushed and I think it’s really important to 
add the perspective from nowadays and look at 
that – these names are big now also because they 
weren’t able to be then.
 W Yes – I mean when I started looking at 
David Hammons, the reason I knew about him 
was that two friends of mine who’ve done quite 
a lot of work about diversity but quite a long 
time ago, they published his book here, and 
they worked with Iniva. So I would be showing 
images that I had made as actual physical slides 
of his work, and nobody knew who he was. And 
obviously now, he’s really quite ‘successful’ but 
he wasn’t really, not much. He was quite periph-
eral at that point. But it is difficult, because I did 
feel a bit embarrassed because I thought well 
I’m coming here (today for this discussion). And 
I had to actually think – oh! I haven’t got any 
female artists and that isn’t good because I did 
need to make sure – and I didn’t say ‘this is a 
female artist’ – I just said you know, the name. 
And also, for me, because they’re a lot of the peo-
ple I have looked at. It’s just that my focus was 
on having you know, Fischli and Weiss’s shoes 
stuck together because they’re just shoes and 
then I’m going to have a marble sculpture from 
the baroque period. Because I was just thinking 
very formally. But sometimes you just have to 
just re-jig and think ‘but it’s not just about that’ 
that’s really important but this is also important. 
So it’s like tuning the radio or something. I sup-
pose – so you don’t just tune in to the one chan-
nel – you have to tune into quite a few others and 
remember to do that sometimes.
 G1 Nice metaphor.
 G2 Yeah I guess that question of precedence, 
and who you’re given to look at as precedence 
in your work is really important – and a kind of 
mentorship that’s not an actual relationship but 
like a cognitive one. And obviously the smaller 

side in their own little movement – then that is 
also telling you ok this is where you can fit in if 
you want to perform as an artist.
 G1 Yeah absolutely.
 K  And being further and further and further 
fragmented from everything – because then 
you’re a woman of colour and then you’re a black 
woman, and then you’re non-binary and then 
this and this and this – and every part of you is 
spliced until you have that category that you fit 
into and then that’s where you must stay. And 
that’s freedom in the art world, darling!

[Everyone laughs]
 K  I speak from a different academic back-
ground but I think it’s the same for all institu-
tions of learning or imperial knowledge, but it’s 
painful in art because that’s meant to be some-
thing that embodies a different ideal of freedom, 
but then when you get there it’s quite scathing...
 W Yes.
 K  I don’t even think that curriculums are 
even designed with the intention of catering to 
the white student, I think they’re designed from 
a white perspective –
 G1 And then it’s self-perpetuating...
 K  – that doesn’t even consider there’s an alter-
nate knowledge, or if it does it’s othering already 
within its capacity to do that. And then learning 
that you take on board, or consultants that come 
in and do these things – it’s like this is great, this 
is such good learning, let’s slot that in. It’s not – 
 W It’s not integrated – yeah it does become like 
ring fenced when it shouldn’t be. I mean even – I 
had to do a little presentation to  , 
and it was supposed to be about sculpture, and I 
was trying to think, ok I don’t want it to be too 
long, and I’ve got to think of some artists that I 
quite like and that show something about sculp-
ture. And maybe something quite historical that 
they might not expect to see, and something con-
temporary, and to mix it up. So I was thinking 
very much from a structural point of view about 
what would make sense visually – and how to 
shift around between different notions of mak-
ing or thinking about sculpture or space, and 
then obviously artists that I liked. And I only 
had a few but I suddenly thought, oh, I haven’t 
actually got any female artists here. And I had 
David Hammons, whose work I really think is 
fabulous, but I didn’t have any – and I love look-
ing at female artists, but they weren’t the first 
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and smaller the box that you’re fitted into in the 
art world, I guess the less opportunities you can 
find for that – and that can be really quite a diffi-
cult thing.
 G1 Should we round up? 
 G2 Yeah I feel like we’ve done enough talking!
 G1 I hope it wasn’t too negative – it’s hard to 
think of ways we can enact all of the things we’ve 
spoken about, but I think there are small things 
we can do – 
 W I think it’s about keeping up the conversa-
tion, and making connections and yeah, making 
sure that things don’t get totally hidden, and that 
people share some experiences. And I bet there 
are precedents out there, for people who have 
just pushed back a bit, ways that have worked. 
I mean there has to be, because it used to be a 
hell of a lot worse. As someone who’s in their 
fifties, I can tell you that it used to be a hell of 
a lot worse. I cannot tell you – no matter how 
shitty, how compromised art school is now, it’s 
not a patch on how it was. There weren’t even 
any women teaching, there were no women any-
where across the threshold. And not to mention 
any other diversity.
 G1 Just white male tutors. 
 W Yeah and of a very particular type, mostly. 
Not all, because it would be wrong to say that, 
but yeah. 
 G1 It’s changing a bit. 
 W It was a shocking environment in many 
ways. So I hope it is a bit better. It is a bit better 
that what it was. But that doesn’t make it – 
 G1 I guess in the next thirty years or so that 
kind of tutor will have had their day and then 
we’ll have some fresh blood coming through, 
some new conversations...
 G2 I guess we should wrap things up. Anyone 
got any off-record things they want to talk about 
before we finish?!
 G1 Yeah, I’ll stop the tape.

[Tape stops] 
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Above Sir Henry Rushbury and students, the Life Room, Royal Academy Schools, 1953 Photographer: 
Russell Westwood (1911–1982); royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/sir-henry-rushbury-and-
students-the-life-room-royal-academy-schools-1953

Below Slade Diploma committee, 1966; blogs.ucl.ac.uk/slade-archive-project/2013/02/27/i-have-a-few-pho-
tos/slade-dip-committee/
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CALL FOR CONTRIBUTIONS

Did you first learn about the press text of your exhibition at its opening?
Was your project casually cancelled on the sidewalk, between two meetings?

Has your artist credit ever been forgotten? You don’t write your name like this?
Has the magazine printed your pictures upside down?

Did the project you proposed see the light of day without you?
Are you still waiting for apologies and/or salaries?

We collect all types of correspondences related to professional relationships 
and those within educational institutions that reveal structural discriminations 

(sexism, racism, classism, ableism, etc.) and imbalanced power dynamics 
in the arts:

emails and messages that you have sent, those you have received and those you wish 
you had written.

We propose to pay a symbolic remuneration of CHF 2.00 for 
each correspondence sent.

The submissions will be shared on our blog and Instagram account. Those sent in 
before November 9, 2018, will also be included in an exhibition at Zabriskie Point, 

Geneva, from November 16, 2018, until January 6, 2019.

This is how it works:

Please submit your correspondences to info@nousprofessionnellxs.com 
in text format (.pdf, .rtf, .txt, .word).

All submissions must be entirely anonymous: please replace sensitive information 
(names, institutions, project titles, or anything other details that would allow parties to 

be identified) with ***.

There is no deadline, as Nous Professionnel.le.x.s is an ongoing project. 
However, we hope to receive a significant amount of submissions 

before November 9, 2018.

Anyone who wishes to help facilitate the compensation of contributions can send 
money to info@nousprofessionnellxs.com via Paypal. 

Any donation is greatly appreciated.
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Above Opening party for ‘Freeze’, part 2, with Richard Patterson (left) and Damien Hirst (right), 1988 
https://uk.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2017/june/07/a-movement-in-a-moment-young- 
british-artists/
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How do you support your art practice?
I used to work part-time as an artist’s assistant but the job was very 
demanding and I was spending most of my salary on a studio that 
I had no time to use. I took the risk and quit as I had paid my lease 
for the rest of the year but I spent every last penny on making new 
work. Luckily I was able to sell work to a very supportive collector, 
which means I will be able to keep this going for a little longer.. 

How much time do you manage to spend making work?
Every day now.

What support (financial or emotional) has helped you sustain your practice so far?
The period after I left my job was very stressful as I had to really 
watch my spending. I had very ambitious works in mind, which 
required a big budget for the materials, and the best support I’ve had 
came in the form of free meals. Friends would come by and visit me 
in the studio with lunch, or on my way home from the studio I’d stop 
by another friend’s place and have dinner with them. A decent meal 
a day with friends is what kept me going.  

How has your identity impacted your experience in the art world?
Well, I wouldn’t say that it affects my practice but it definitely affects 
everyone else’s interpretation of it. This is something I am wary of, I 
do not want to find myself in a position where I am asked to perform 
this role because of any art world quotas, so I try my best to make the 
right decisions regarding the shows I am offered. Since moving back 
home it has been easier to manoeuvre my way around it and I was 
able to make more sustainable choices.  

How do you negotiate making within the politics of the art world? (Does it inform 
your making/distract you from it?)

This was a hard lesson I had to learn early. Having worked for 
another artist for so long my experience of the art world was only 
through theirs and it left me paralyzed for a while. I questioned my 
approach to my own work and decided that this was a losing battle. 
Every time I would put something out there no matter what deci-
sions I made with the work, I was still completely powerless against 
the art world’s bastardisation of it. It wasn’t fun, to say the least. I 
was caught up in all that negativity but getting back into the studio 
reminded me why I had decided to do this in the first place and I was 
able to work my way back in. Being an artist from my region, living 
and producing there is a big challenge, people want to see work about 
what they know of your nationality from the news. I believe in mak-
ing work politically rather than making political work, it’s in how you 
do it not what its about according to a little blurb on the wall.  

What sustains you as an artist and keeps you making work?
I really enjoy being in the studio. Everything else, the shows, the 
socializing are all burdens that I have to bear in order to have my 
time in there. As long as I can afford the time and space to be in my 
studio producing something out of nothing I am happy.

Artists Anonymised

The first interviewee in the series is a young Arab female artist,  
who has returned to the region after studying in London. 
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