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ACCA is delighted to present this major 
exhibition of newly commissioned work 
by Melbourne-based, English-born artist 
Claire Lambe. Encompassing sculpture, 
photography, performance and 
theatrical mise-en-scène, Lambe creates 
intimate and intense psychological 
spaces in an ambitious attempt to 
describe the human condition in its cruel 
reality and horrifying glory.

Known for her strange and often abject 
sculptural forms, Lambe’s work explores 
psychological narratives of gender, 
sexuality, identity and class, leading to 
anxious objects full of revelatory and 
emancipatory potential. In a deeply 
subjective and sometimes transgressive 
practice of psychodrama and catharsis, 
Lambe draws upon a rich bank of 
personal history and reference material 
as a starting point for her investigation 
into the ambiguity between memory and 
experience, reality and re-enactment.

Claire Lambe: Mother Holding 
Something Horrific charges ACCA’s 
gallery spaces with a series of 
corporeal sculptures and dramatic 
tableaux that are at once uncanny, 
anarchic and full of life and libido. The 
installation will be further enlivened by 
an occasional series of performances 
by contemporary dancer and 
choreographer Atlanta Eke, developed 
in the gallery space over the course of 
the exhibition, continuing an ongoing 
collaboration between the two artists.

Claire Lambe: Mother Holding 
Something Horrific continues ACCA’s 
ongoing series of exhibitions that 
support the development of influential 
Australian artists at significant 
moments in their practice, through 
new commissions and surveys of 
their work. We would like to sincerely 
thank Claire for the commitment, 
ambition and energy that she has 
devoted to the project, as evidenced 
by the extraordinary new work that 
is documented in this publication. It 
has been stimulating, and an absolute 
pleasure, to have worked together over 
the past year, shared conversations and 
observed the development of Claire’s 
work and thinking. It is especially 
rewarding to see the realisation of the 
exhibition take such spirited shape.

This publication presents work in 
progress, production stills, studio views, 
artist notes and reference materials. It 
serves as an accompanying platform for 
Claire’s practice, and our consideration 
of its implications, and we would like 
to acknowledge contributors Emma 
Jane Unsworth for her dialogue with 
Claire which has led to her evocative 
essay, to fellow artist Elizabeth Newman 
for allowing us to republish a poem 
on Claire’s work, and to designer Matt 
Hinkley for the handsome design of this 
publication. 

FOREWORD I would like to especially acknowledge 
my colleague and collaborating curator 
Annika Kristensen for her ever-present 
insight, intuition and seemingly 
effortless orchestration of this project. 
And I equally acknowledge ACCA’s 
wonderful staff across all areas of the 
organisation, along with our steadfast 
installation team, all of whom have 
contributed to the project with great 
enthusiasm and professionalism. We 
also thank the artist’s representatives, 
Kate Barber and Vikki McInnes at Sarah 
Scout Presents, for their support of the 
exhibition and Claire’s work. 

Finally we would like to acknowledge 
our government partners for their 
support of ACCA’s programs, along 
with our corporate sponsors, media 
partners, donors and patrons, without 
whom we could not achieve the bold 
and ambitious nature of ACCA’s projects 
in support of artists and cultural 
communities.

Claire Lambe: Mother Holding 
Something Horrific conjures an 
intoxicating brew of sculptural forms 
and cultural contexts and we look 
forward to the engagement of our 
audiences over the course of the 
exhibition and beyond.

Max Delany
Artistic Director and CEO
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CLAIRE I AM

Elizabeth Newman

dissection articulates a modern malaise
society frays at the edges
decay and deformity challenges
beauty manifests
in modes of display.

When I was 15 I had a stalker, 
I lived in Macclesfield, North England, 
and it was 1977
edgy abject nightlife
modernism was king
weld big chunks of metal

draw from all learning experiences
underpinned by a passion
the curator brokers an extraordinary 
relationship
wooden clad boardroom
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tells me that she has been experiment-
ing with the use of subtitles, seeking to 
utilise film tropes without conforming to 
narrative: taking the form of a discipline 
and trying to find new spaces within 
that. That’s what makes her work excit-
ing: the gleeful antagonism. The risks. 

Playful it may be, but it’s also emotional 
stuff. That’s something else we end up 
talking about: sensitivity. Because if we 
create things, how much do we want to 
feel? Enough to create, but not enough to 
be driven to distraction; to be prevented 
from working. It’s a very very very fine 
line. Worry can be crippling, but wearing 
your nerves on the outside now and then 
is necessary for empathy, and the best 
raw material. Anxiety is a big theme in 
Claire’s work. ‘Anxiety is a questioning of 
the self constantly,’ Claire explains. But 
how to pull out that constant questioning 
and capture it in an image? Especially 
within the current global crisis, when 
it’s potentially problematic to go too far 
inside yourself. Claire tells me that she 
fears being self-indulgent, and I get this 
strong sense of responsibility from her, 
a commitment to engage rather than 
detach. To give a fuck. Not that her politics 
play out too overtly in her work. We both 
agree that the best art keeps its politics 
implicit. It embodies them as a skeleton 
rather than wears them as a costume. 
The term feminism has been branded and 
rebranded almost beyond recognition in 
recent years. We need to keep an eye on 
it. Capitalism keeps us all in our places, 
after all. We need to get weirder, braver, 
wilder if we want to really rail against the 
expectations and normative pressures 
of society; if we really want to unpick 
these structures we’ve been stitched into. 
So where is the safe environment for a 
woman to be out of control? Art? Intox-
ication? As a female artist, Claire seeks 
to create this space within her work but 
also comment on it. A manifold aim for a 
manifold effect.

SPACES IN BETWEEN AND 

UNDERNEATH

Emma Jane Unsworth

Layers. That’s what we end up talking 
about. Layers in work, and in life. The 
people we are, the places we come from 
– how these are like skins and coats that 
we wear, building up over the years, 
woven by memories and experiences. 
At the time of our conversation, Claire 
Lambe is back in the UK, revisiting 
filmic memories in her old hometown 
of Macclesfield to feed into her new 
exhibition, Mother Holding Something 
Horrific. I’m fascinated by how it must 
feel to have moved to the other side 
of the world and then come back and 
confront visuals from your past, as a 
foreigner, as a free spirit, in a place that 
is both home and not-home. Lambe’s 
work is multi-layered, skewering wide-
screen themes of gender, sexuality and 
class with ballsy brio. She tackles things 
head-on, as a sculptor and a thinker, 
even that most elusive of modern ills: 
anxiety. In this way, she’s opening chan-
nels of dialogue in tricky, uncomfortable 
areas; peeling back the sheets to reveal 
spaces in between where there’s room 
for manoeuvre as an artist, for conver-
sation as a viewer, and for an emotional 
response that’s perhaps beyond both. 

There are literal layers evident in the 
new work. Mirrors and frames. Bodies 
covered, half-covered, buried, wrapped. 
The images-in-progress I’ve been privy 
to are a mix of jumbled film stills, 
experience and passed down cultural 
memory – from jelly wrestling in Tokyo, 
to the petals of a pornographic bronze 
flower, to Claire’s son covered in choc-
olate. Truths and identities masked and 
unmasked. Things unfurling. The tease 
of this. The threat. There’s a wild fun to 
Claire’s style. A fierce playfulness. She 
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Politics, implicit and explicit, also relate 
to a sense of collective experience and 
collective memory. Claire’s work inter-
rogates how memory conditions our 
actions in the present. Memory that is 
learned through education and family 
histories. Memory that is ideologically 
brought in. The layers of who we are 
and where we’ve been – and what we’ve 
been told – become filters for us to look 
through. We are all the sum total of 
our experiences. Our identity is often 
constructed around things we haven’t 
directly experienced, but our ancestors 
or allies have. All these different layered 
levels in memory build our experience 
of the present. Can you ‘restage’ some-
thing without the the contemporary 
being part of that experience? Can you 
channel the old emotion without the 
nostalgia? Maybe… maybe through the 
objects and materials you use, and the 
thoughts or feelings that they provoke. 

Which brings us to the layers in the 
experience of the work itself. Claire 
ponders whether sending a sculpture 
into a situation, a strip club say, would 
make the sculpture the victim or the 
voyeur. If it’s a staged exercise, it be-
comes stylised not true. If you insert a 
form into a real situation, you become 
complicit. But, she maintains, our own 
objects are witnesses. I find this so inter-
esting. I think of Nick Cave’s line about 
‘objects and their fields’ from his song 
‘The Mercy Seat’ – things humming with 
their own shape and potential. Most ob-
jects have witnessed intimate moments, 
and are carried with us throughout life. 
These objects then fall into various 
categories. The things we display in our 
living rooms. The things we stash under 
our coats. The things we hold up to the 
light and look through. Objects also 
often play a part in our rituals. In our 
personal pleasure, and public violence. 
Claire is interested in the relationships 
between objects and images, and how 

these might disturb conventional no-
tions about gender, class and sexuality. 
Anger helps with the disruption, to a 
point. ‘I feel like I’ve always been angry, 
which is another layer,’ she says. But it’s 
not sheer rage she illustrates. It’s more 
that she draws on that darkness and 
takes it to another place.

That place might well be Northern 
England. Certainly in terms of the humour 
– cheeky, mischievous, sexualised, cruel 
– which I recognise in glorious abundance 
in Claire’s work. The humour on the 
streets up North, in the clubs, in the taxi
queues, is a peculiar brand of banter. It’s 
warm but also challenging. Deployed in 
art, it’s a way of keeping the channels 
of communication open whilst 
simultaneously making powerful points. 
I do wonder about humour, though. In 
Claire’s portrayals of parts of the female 
body. In my own use of descriptions of 
women’s bodily functions. I wonder how 
aggressive we’re actually being, despite 
the laughs. Are we pushing it as far as we 
can in an attempt to test the boundaries, 
to test what people can take, what they 
will stick with us for, and where they will 
draw the line and turn around? And isn’t 
that reaction, a reaction worth having 
sometimes? When people tell me they 
had to stop reading my novel at page 
50 because they just couldn’t take it any 
more, I’m not always as offended as they 
might like. If I am making you laugh, is 
there a power dynamic in that? As in, am 
I controlling your response? Or, if it’s a 
pleasurable experience for you, is it just a 
gift? Does the reader or viewer have the 
power? It’s a complex relationship with 
humour – it can make us feel good, but it 
can also disarm us. In general, I suspect 
Northern working-class sensibilities are 
a stubborn skin to shed. Formative years 
spent in the North of England often play 
out time and time again, in concrete 
colours and atmospheres, sliced through 
with brutal fun. 

The layered environment of Claire’s new 
exhibition has one last element I want 
to talk to her about: collaboration. The 
mirrors and frames will act as a backdrop 
for a performance with Atlanta Eke, an 
artist, dancer and choreographer Claire 
has worked with before, blurring the 
boundaries between artwork, set and 
experience of the work. Collaboration 
fills me with dread and wonder. How do 
you work with someone and maintain a 
single vision? How does she feel about 
her work being a ‘backdrop’? Is it hard 
trusting someone, letting someone in like 
that? Novelists usually work in solitude, 
with novels to be read in solitude. 
I’ve experienced collaboration as a 
screenwriter, but it’s not easy. I’m curious 
as to how Claire approaches it. She 
explains that she enjoys the process of 
‘generosity and openness’. She says that 
she doesn’t always know how to express 
herself in the moment, but Atlanta ‘works 
with her body to find the abject’. In this 
way, the process develops the work. It 
seems that the layers go on and on – way 
beyond the moment of the work being 
produced. There is always more to find. 
In a way, it is never finished. Again, it’s 
a case of Claire’s work keeping dialogue 
and communication open. It’s a generous 
way to operate. Brave. Open. Full of 
hidden spaces, and possibilities. 
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ON BEDWETTING AND 

FUCKING CLAY:

Claire Lambe in conversation 

with Max Delany 

and Annika Kristensen 

AK: I’m going to start with a broad 
question in relation to the title of the 
exhibition: Mother Holding Something 
Horrific. Who, or what, is the mother?

CL: I don’t know... I suppose that initially 
it’s self-explanatory. It’s a connection 
through time – for example, you are 
both a mother and a daughter… and 
I think that’s where we started our 
thinking for the show, through all 
those temporal connections. What is a 
mother? I don’t know what a mother 
is. I guess that’s what I try to do: ask 
questions to myself that I can try and 
answer, or I can try to animate. I don’t 
want to make any grand claims about 
the work. 

MD: And so what then is the horror? 
What is being held?

CL: It’s one of those binary things. What 
are you giving birth to? That can be a 
metaphorical question – sometimes, 
you don’t realise what you’re doing, 
you’re just going through a process, 
and you have to deal with the horror of 
what you’ve produced. And it can be a 
reality as a mother, as well as a creator. 
It’s as simple as that. I think that’s the 
trouble: I don’t want to think too deeply 
about the initial start of production and 
then I get into trouble because you have 
to then look at what you’ve done and 
sometimes you can’t explain it, or – if 
you try to – it can be confronting.

pp 88–90: Atlanta Eke, Miss Universal 2015
Commissioned  by Chunky Move for the Next Move Program
Artwork by Claire Lambe
Courtesy the artists and Sarah Scout Presents, Melbourne

AK: In that process of not knowing what 
you will inevitably produce, do you look 
to art-making as allowing you space to 
be either in, or out, of control?

CL: Out of control.

AK: And so what is it that you are 
seeking, in wanting to be out of control, 
and creating a space for that?

CL: Being out of control, for me, is such 
an important space, it’s like dancing when 
you are off your face, intoxicated. You 
have this structure, a beat, rhythm and 
space to move in, you either consider the 
audience and perform to that or you go 
into the body, shut everything out and 
feel your way through, moving intuitively 
but slightly out of control, dislocated, 
uninhibited. It’s trying to push yourself – 
and others too – exploring what you are 
capable of. That can be both positive and 
negative. Being out of control means you 
can’t actually tell which direction you will 
go in. I look for that space where I am 
allowed to make mistakes. I definitely 
think that in growing up in Macclesfield 
in England, in the 1970s, we couldn’t 
be seen to be subversive. As a young 
woman – if you wanted to explore your 
sexual identity, or gaze into a different 
class, literally to get out of what you 
were locked into both sexually and 
socially – if you got into trouble, or you 
pushed it too far, it was your own fault, 
not that of society. You had to find a safe 
environment in which to be out of control. 
It was about trying to find a place where 
you could push every single boundary 
and still be able to come back from that.

AK: Maybe we can talk then about 
collaboration, in light of art-making as 
a space in which to relinquish control – 
or the idea of not knowing what you 
will produce. In Emma Jane Unworth’s 
text she has quoted you as talking about 
ideas of ‘generosity and openness’ in 
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your collaborative process. Could you 
elaborate on that idea of giving over, 
asking others to interpret the work, 
and why that is of interest or importance 
to you?

CL: I’m not a good collaborator. I find it 
difficult to see what I am doing within 
the process and I find it problematic to 
articulate what it is I am trying to find. 
I’m uncomfortable with directing others. 
What excites me about collaboration 
is the undetermined result of that 
experience. Atlanta [Eke] and I email 
each other late at night, after our other 
lives have wrapped up for the day. I’ll 
send her an image text and then she’ll 
respond. To quote Atlanta: ‘I’ve been 
thinking quite a bit on horror, about 
its relationship to the invisible Mother 
Holding Something Horrific. For a 
performance to avoid producing 
representations of horror, when most 
real horrors are invisible, the challenge 
is choosing how and why to make things 
visible’. That response is her own, that 
response opens the work up to me, it is 
generous and whatever direction Atlanta 
goes in will be relevant, I can’t control 
that, nor would I want to, so I suppose 
collaboration is a trust of sorts.

MD: The role that Atlanta plays, what she 
offers to the project, and the way that 
you set things up for her, is related to the 
role of the audience as well, who bring 
their own experience to bear?

CL: I don’t set things up for Atlanta; we 
start with initial texts, questions and 
conversations, and her response is the 
work. Like me, I think she opens up to 
such an extent in the process, filtering 
every possibility, uncertain but resolute 
to keep expanding, so collaboration 
isn’t always easy, nor should it be. What 
is interesting about performance is the 
discipline within, and inclusive nature 
of, the development process. It’s the 

same with Daniel [Jenatsch]. As soon 
as I sent him an email about the project 
he immediately fired one back, diving 
straight to the point of the work. I want 
an audience to experience the work as 
is, allow it to be what it is, rather than 
necessarily to understand it.

We presume that the artist knows 
everything about the work. But working 
with Atlanta and Daniel allows me to see 
the experience of making, so hopefully 
collaboration will create another space – 
one that I don’t yet know. 

MD: Your work involves sculpture and 
film, plus photography, plus performance, 
plus narrative. And as well as formal 
collaborators, you have brought in 
family and friends to set up relationships 
between people and the environment. In 
thinking about the kind of dramaturgical 
situations that you set up, and the 
biographical elements of your practice, 
there is a kind of relationship between 
memory and experience, and then the 
reality of their re-enactment. Do you 
want to reflect a little bit about what you 
are trying to put into play? Which also 
relates to what Annika was saying about 
the orderly and the anarchic – you often 
set up situations that have a rational 
structure, but then things happen…

CL: I think what happens with hindsight 
and experience is that you learn the 
layered outcomes of certain situations, 
so you can’t place yourself in those 
situations anymore. Memory conditions 
every action in the present. Memory 
is comprised of influences that we 
have been inserted into – for example 
education systems and family histories. 
Memory can be ideological, brought 
to you through community politics 
or beliefs. We carry the memory of 
events we are historically part of even 
if we weren’t there. Memories can be 
transferred across generations. All these 

different layers or levels of memory build 
our experience of the present. Both the 
future and past dwell in the moment.

I am at a point where I have more time 
behind me than I do in front, so maybe 
it’s more about restaging memories now, 
so I can, not necessarily understand 
them, but I can remake them if I want. I 
can tell a lie if I want. I don’t have to be 
truthful. And I can push it, I can push it 
further than maybe I wanted to go, or 
I can retract from where I did go, and 
present something that is more palatable.

MD: The titles of your new works 
reference art history and psychoanalysis 
as much as they do your biography. The 
Waterfall 2017 is constructed like a hall 
of mirrors, a Mirror Stage, and its title 
makes reference to Marcel Duchamp’s 
Étant donnés 1946–66. The Manual of 
Instructions 2017 includes a photograph 
of yourself giving birth, and elsewhere 
in the exhibition you have a replica 
of Freud’s chair. The childbirth image 
might be seen as a feminist riposte to 
Courbet – a restaging of the Origin of 
the World 1866. Freud’s chair and the 
mirrors suggest a staging of desires and 
dreams and hopes and delirium. Are they 
conscious or unconscious impulses that 
bring these things together?

CL: I got called a narcissist the other 
day, which I had to look at. So, I hope 
it’s unconscious – I don’t want to be that 
person. It’s hard to make a case for this 
self-indulgent position in light of our 
contemporary global awareness – amidst 
chaos and war – but it’s still important 
for this transgressive space to exist, and 
to have a right to a deeply subjective 
position or voice.

It’s unconscious but then, as a lecturer, 
as a teacher, you are constantly telling 
your students who are going through 
certain levels of anxiety that we have a 

choice not to place the self in the picture, 
to remove the self and research the 
subject, theme, or object of that anxiety. 
So it’s unconscious, but maybe I’m still 
trying to remove myself…

MD: I would argue that it’s not so much 
narcissism, but putting social situations 
in place to incorporate others and, by 
doing so, test the self in relationship 
to the world. You create space for the 
viewer, where they end up watching 
themselves in the space of looking.

AK: Absolutely, it’s about allowing the 
viewer to enter a psychological space, 
as well as the creator, and to think about 
their own anxieties, or emotions, or 
thoughts…

MD: … and their relationship to those 
primal scenes…

CL: After an event, you can actually 
process that moment, look at it, and 
then remove yourself from it. I’m not 
ashamed of anything I’ve done – even 
though some of those things are 
shameful – because it’s all a learning 
curve. I talked about this with Emma 
Jane Unsworth [who is also from the 
north of England] because I think, 
coming from a certain place and wanting 
to get out of it, you had to be so forceful. 
That force can manifest as a pretentious 
angry front, just to push through. The 
class thing in England was so hard to 
get out of, so you had to really fight. And 
then when you get to your education, 
into art school, into the structure of that, 
then you realise that you are coming 
from this Benny Hill world, and you’re 
quite ignorant and foolish. You are 
constantly being confronted with lack. 

Recently, I wrote this to Atlanta: ‘When 
I was in the US, I saw Simon Critchley 
give a lecture at the New School. He 
talked about a study he had read by 
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Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of 
the British Working Classes, from the 
early 1900s, stating that they did not 
read Marx but Dickens, Walter Scott, 
Charles Carlyle and mostly The Pilgrim’s 
Progress by John Bunyan’. That’s what I 
struggle with, moving from one place to 
another, one class to another, leaving a 
part of one’s self behind. I’m still trying 
to look at that self and find a connection 
(Dickens), rather than trying to impress 
the scholarly self (Marx). I don’t want my 
work to be just for other artists.

MD: There is a particular, very British 
tradition of social realism: from Hogarth 
to Mike Leigh’s movies, and Mary Kelly, 
Sarah Lucas or Nathaniel Mellors, and 
you also just mentioned Benny Hill. To 
what extent do you see your own work 
as being informed by that trajectory – a 
kind of kitchen-sink, social realism, a 
critique or comment upon class?

CL: When I saw Nathaniel Mellors’ 
Ourhouse 2010, where Babydoll is 
trying to teach Bobby Jobby how to 
spell potatoes – you know that bit? I 
understand so many layers in that one 
scene: the child, the teacher, the mother, 
the power we have as parents to destroy, 
crush, her sadistic nature, the surreal 
space of not understanding, the English 
establishment, the Irish, the dunce, 
the idiot, the fool. It makes me laugh 
because it’s so cruel. I think it is cruelty 
combined with humour – that’s where I 
feel galvanised. But we are all laughing 
together, because it’s reality as well. I 
suppose it’s why I’ve looked at Pier Paolo 
Pasolini’s work, ‘cruel reality’. How can 
you illustrate cruelty, make an image out 
of that? You’re not allowed to get away 
with anything in the north of England, 
so everybody deals with it through 
humour. If you don’t buy a pint, or you 
don’t contribute in some way, or you’re 
monologuing, then it will be said. But it 
will be said through humour. It’s humour 

that allows people to get away with 
being cruel. Or it’s humour that delivers 
a truth in a less brutal way, allowing the 
awkward to be said. It’s a generous space. 
Again that can be both productive and 
reductive.

AK: Would you say that humour is also a 
method of coping or surviving?

CL: Yes. And it’s a way of being truthful. 
It’s a way of letting someone know 
what you really think. It’s a way of 
communicating and dealing with the 
real. It’s so direct. I think I’d like to 
be crueller (in the work), but I find it 
difficult. Fiction seems to be able to 
articulate that space, as does film.

AK: In our studio visits together, we 
talked about the cruel, abject, or 
depraved aspects of your practice and 
how you’ve been interested in pursuing 
the horrific, but not yet knowing if you 
had found it in the making of the work. 
Do you think now that you’ve arrived 
at a point of realising the horrific in the 
new work that you’ve produced for this 
exhibition?

CL: I think I have in the self, in my 
thinking, in the development and where 
I would like to go next. I don’t know 
whether I have in the work. I want it 
to be harder and true, still with some 
humour in there, but I don’t know if I 
have found the horrific yet. That’s why 
I went home [to northern England]. We 
can talk about class, but I’m not that 
anymore, that’s the trouble – I’m in no 
man’s land. You go back and you’re not 
in that space anymore, you’re not part 
of it anymore. You’re looking at it from 
behind glass – at a past, or at another 
self. I’m glad I’m at the point of looking 
through the glass – but it’s also a loss, 
because you’ve lost simplicity – I have 
lost simplicity. 

AK: Can you talk some more about 
the relationship between the past, the 
present and the future in your work? 
Because you have spoken before about 
memory being a continuous narrative, 
which sort of relates to what you have 
just said about having glass screens 
that separate the chapters of your life, 
but that you can look through. What is it 
about looking forward, or looking back, 
or questioning the now, that you are 
interested in examining in your work?

CL: I suppose that ‘now’ is always an 
in-between space. Memory of personal 
history is one body of knowledge I still 
draw from, but I also want to synthesise 
my knowledge of process to pervert some 
of those stories, to push them. It’s too 
limiting to be based in the real. Writers 
draw from their own experience and take 
from what they absorb around them, the 
factual and constructed. I suppose that’s 
what I’ve been doing really. Everybody 
has a different memory of one moment 
because as individuals we are each 
in a different emotional headspace at 
the time. One event could produce an 
ever-expanding body of work, because 
you can constantly re-contextualise 
it with present information, and past 
recollection, or the imagined future… I 
don’t want to be stuck in any generation. 
I don’t want to be stuck making sculpture, 
I’d rather give the sculpture a memory 
from three different times and shove it 
out there into another fiction, or another 
relationship. I want to be able to move 
through any time quite loosely and freely. 

MD: You’ve spoken frequently in the 
studio about the influence of German 
film-maker Ulrike Ottinger. She refers 
to her films as ‘living pictures’ and 
tableaux, and your recent work in the 
studio has very much involved creating 
tableaux vivant – wild tableaus or mise-
en-scènes involving people, sculpture and 
photography. A kind of narrative picture-

making, with people. In an interview 
that you sent us, Ottinger talks about the 
principles of collage and montage that 
inform her work, and three key drives: 
stylization, fantasy and ethnography. 
Fantasy is about dreams, desire, unreality 
and the unconscious, whilst ethnography 
is about human behaviour in real social 
situations. Is that a helpful reading for 
your own work – a mixture of fantasy and 
ethnography?

CL: I was drawn to how Ottinger 
worked with different groups in Berlin 
in the ‘80s. It seemed like a similar 
environment to the one that I migrated 
to. On a really surface, social level, 
that’s initially why I was drawn to 
her work. Also, when I originally saw 
Ottinger’s film work, it was of the time. 
When you are inside an event, watching 
a film in the time that it was made, 
it’s hard to summarise that period. 
Time marks itself. What I have taken 
from dramaturgy is that to develop 
a character you need to give them a 
past, as well as a present and hopes 
and dreams for the future. It’s about 
separating time. That’s been quite 
interesting because that’s what I’ve 
been trying to do, I think, to reinterpret 
experiences within a different, or 
fictional space. For example, I talked 
about making a porn movie with the 
bronze flower…

In 1987 I was a hostess in Japan. Apart 
from the formal structure of hostessing 
(i.e. providing company for a guest), 
there was another world that you could 
be drawn into, for example paid sex, 
or paid to watch sex. I drew a line in 
the sand, not morally, but for self-
preservation. I had to ask myself what 
my limits were, personally.

If I instead sent a sculpture into that 
situation, and didn’t go personally, 
would it still feel as if I had crossed my 
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line of self-preservation or would I have 
become the client? How is it possible 
to extract that experience or feeling? If 
I stage the exercise it becomes stylised, 
not true. If I inserted the form into a 
real situation, I would also become 
complicit. It could just exist as an action, 
that the sculpture has witnessed sex, not 
porn. It could witness sexual encounters 
or intimate moments. Most objects have 
witnessed intimate moments, and can 
be taken with you throughout your life. 
Architecture and place tend to stay put.

MD: You have mentioned Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales as one of the first 
English-language fictions, with 
characters devised so that people could 
relate to them. Can you talk about 
the role of folk songs and vernacular 
humour in your work – we just had 
a look at a new image that you’ve 
produced, with the wonderful caption: 
‘I wish I had a cockerel to raise me at 
dawn’…

CL: Well again, I guess it’s trying to look 
back at the culture that you’re from... 
identifying a collective moment and 
trying to imbed that in the work. I do 
want people to relate to what I produce, 
as a character, or have empathy… There 
is a lot that you bury when you leave a 
place – you bury it because you can’t 
bear it – and I suppose that through 
time, and with fresh eyes, you can 
revisit certain situations and draw from 
them. Or maybe I’ve been getting a bit 
too serious and I just felt that I needed 
to get some good old-fashioned humour 
back into the work…

AK: Let’s extend that idea of becoming 
too serious, or maybe digressing from 
yourself, from who you really are. 
We’ve spoken during the course of 
your making work for this show about 
the process of art-making as trying to 
achieve a truth. Do you think that you’ve 

reached an inherent authenticity here, in 
making this new body of work? 

CL: I feel that I cannot see it. I don’t think 
you can until you can step back – even 
in a year’s time – and really see it. I am 
in it. I realised when we had an earlier 
chat about finding the horrific. That it was 
important to me but I also want a dark 
humour, and some pleasure – even if it is 
a bit bawdy. 

MD: The construction of visual pleasure 
and sensual pleasure is apparent 
throughout the work – do you see that 
as related to women’s sexuality or libido 
(in counterpoint to certain branches of 
conceptual art which sought to disavow 
the sensual…)?

CL: Oh, you know, this is going to 
sound really fucked up. But I remember 
when I used to wet the bed as a child, I 
remember the pleasure of just pissing 
in the bed. You know when it seeps out 
and you just relax? I think if I could just 
get to that point in the work, dealing 
with the kind of horrific realism and what 
comes from your actions afterwards, 
then maybe that’s what it is all about. It’s 
about having to deal with it afterwards. 
After you’ve made your mess. But you 
also need to be able to look back and 
laugh about it. 

AK: And enjoy the moment of it! You’ve 
written ‘bedwetting’ on a note on your 
studio wall – which appears as an image 
in this catalogue. And also: ‘fucking 
clay’. Do you want to talk about some of 
these references to materials, and your 
relationship to them?

CL: I think, maybe, that’s what I didn’t 
have the courage to do in this show…

MD: You’ve gone some way towards it 
with chocolate, and mud, and burying 
your family…

CL: I think that’s the trouble – I would like 
to go further. But I have to digest what 
I’ve done initially. Especially now, I feel 
like we are being censored more than 
ever. We are told how we should behave 
– there is a lot of normative pressure 
today. It makes me wonder where the 
safe environment is in which we are 
allowed to be out of control. So do we 
create that space within the work or am I 
commenting on that?

Art, for me, isn’t therapeutic, it’s a pain 
in the arse. Although I did have a fetish 
relationship with Freud’s chair. I used 
to go to Freud’s museum and I wanted 
that chair. So some of these interests 
are definitely subconscious. I love the 
research and the connections that you 
find in the process of making work, but 
then you need to put the blinkers on and 
get back to the guts. We don’t initially 
have to understand what we are doing. 
Because once you’re holding the horror, 
you can start looking at it from other 
angles, another time, another voice, 
another history and be a bit braver…

I spoke to Lou [Hubbard] the other day 
and she said: ‘Are you embarrassed 
about what you have done‘? We both 
think that’s important... but the answer is 
maybe not enough.
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LIST OF WORKS

Claire Lambe

House of bones 2017
acrylic screens, steel and wood frames, 
photographic prints, sculptural objects
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sound: Daniel Jenatsch
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The manual of instructions 2017
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prints, light
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250.0 x 500.0 x 1000.0 cm  
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Atlanta Eke

Mother Holding Something Horrific – 
The dance 2017
dancers: Atlanta Eke with Annabelle 
Belharry
musician: Daniel Jenatsch
A weekly performance with music as 
accompaniment and films; edited via 
live-feed video recording and playback 
on TV screen
Courtesy the artist
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