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KB: We met briefly for 
the first time at a very 
interesting talk you 
organised with Jeffrey 
Steele at the Hales 
Gallery during your own 
show there in 2009. 
You have been resea rching an d 
instigatin g curator ial proj ects and 
sympo sia involving some of the surviving 
Briti sh Systems and Con struction arti sts 
and their legacie s for some yea rs now. 
I for one have been gratefo l for th is 
renewed and well over du e expo sure. 
\IVhy did you orga nise a talk al that time ? 
AB: T he talk withJclfr ey Steele 
or iginated by him teJljng me on a train 
ba ck li-om a conferen ce at the Henr y 
lVfonn : Tnstitut r:, which wr: had both 
ta ken p art in (l gave a pap er on the 
legacy oft he Ha ywa rTI Ga ller y exhibition 
Pier + O cea n, 1980) how he though t 
n1y work was i11fr-:rior , dt-'.sp ilt-: liis 

appr ecia tion or my engage ment with his 
work ;111d tho11gl11. H,rl~s Galler y wan ted 
me to do somethin g genero us for a publi c 
a udie11ce as par( uf 111y 2009 exliibi tiu11, 
Systems for H esitation , as this eco nom ic 
n-cession w;is ju st kicking in ;rround 
then an d people were beginnin g to 
wake up 01H.X 1uure tu the idea ufb eiug 
publi c and collective. M y respon se was 
to invlte S teele f<..lr an 'in co nversa tion ', 

pu tting him and myself on the spot at the 
sam e tim e. But also, as he was pr obabl y 
awa re, I was putting my Daclaist and 
absurdi st tendenc ies in the foreground 
of the exe rcise, when the obvious th ing 
Lo do would have been Lo hir e a nice 
critic who would give my work a ringing 
public end orse ment. Steele was very 
publicl y nega tive about my work , as 
you will remember , and I responded 
by cracking a j oke and probi ng arou nd 
the position he was taking concernin g 
the ' ra tiona l aest hetic '. Tn the end it was 
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mu ch better [or the after effect than on 
the nigh t itself, alth ough it was exciting 
beca use it has become a ca talyst for all 
son s of subsequ ent re-engageme nts with 
Cons truction and System s arl , as well as 
an an1azi ng learning c urve in n1y own 

dev elopme nt. I should acid, that we were 
friends before this event and are even 
firmer friend s now. 
KB: Vve have a share d interest in this 
par ticular area oflVIoclern ist constructed 
art and paintin g, wh ich has systems 
and mat hematica l approa ches as its 
centra l argum ent. Nl y und erstandin g is 
that the 'ideology ' part or 'dogma' has 
been over stated and generally misread 
- althou gh th e pr emises and moti ves 
arc still be ing deba ted. For me, it begins 
with the visua l: an atl.<"rnpt In unrkrs tanrl 
painting as a difficult synthe sis of logic, 
or the ratio nal , and the percep tual or 
phenomol ogica l. Can you say why and 
whe n ynu wt~rc drawn In f'xplnn ·: this 
territo ry and how it imp acts on 
your wo rk? 

AB: lt is the inh eren t (and appa rent) 
co1dradicli1J11 lw l w t-'l-'.11 ral io 11ali1y a11d 

intu ition , which for me is at the core of 
this work and wha.t rn;ikes it so exciting 
for an now . l would agree with you that 
the importanc e of tl,e rati una l-irr atiu11al 
dialectic has been overplayed in relation 
10 Co nstruc tion ;ind System s. I think 
we are now in a 'dark age ' in tern1s or 
cullunJ de velopm ent where the ab sence 
o f conv incing authoritative structures) 
culturall y and social ly, mean s we have 
to look for othe r ways of und erstanding 
the sustainable an d renewa ble aspects of 
curr ent pr ac tice in relat ion to mod ernity. 
' "' hat exci tes me about the work of artists 
such as Steele , Anthon y Hi ll, Kenneth 
and iVIary Ma rtin , D avid Saunder s etc, 
is that the mom ent where an intu itive or 
subjective decisio n occur s in the work 
cannot be pinned do wn . In Steele's 
instan ce the later systems he deploys arc 
sometimes so complex they cann ot be 
tra ced or wor ked out by eye. 
Suc h situation s within works of art imply 
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(anrl dem and) a leve l of a ttenti veness 
lhat is highly significant as a stat ement 
oft hr purpo sefuln ess of the art ouj ec l. 
Pl1cnom cnology too is und ergoing 
somethin g of a re-investiga tion as a 
philosoph y with somethin g to give lo 
painting. \i\lhcrc this might con nect wiLl1 
the cu11crcte/ con stru ctive is throu gh the 
notion of the obj ec t itself as an imp ortant 
locator ur L110ughL. 
KB:Are yo u comf ortabl e with th e wo rd 
abstract tu desc rib e non-r epr esentat ional 
painting toda y? And wh y and when 
did you dec ide to work with this visual 
language? 
AB:Right al th is rnon1e11t, I don ' t 
particul arly ca re about ahslrn ction as a 
word . I am interested in the distin ction s 
between the con crete and thr minim a l 
and keen lo bur y a n over -respectfu l 
aLLitudc to Nort h Am erica n abstrc1r lion in 
late 1Iod erni sm. Simil arly, I a111 cussed ly 
again st an 'edge of the rea l' idea ahrn,t 
abstract pa intin g tha t wa ters duw11 wha t 
is exciting about a rti sts such as R ann i 
rk Krysc r. T here is enou gh a t stake in 
art at la rge for me not to sec any va l11r 
in br ing a memb er of a sepa rate cluu uf 
austract ion ists. T o answer the second ha lf 
of your rp1rs tion , 1 think f knew as suu11 
as I gu t LO a rt schoo l that I was more 
interested in I he surface and pr ese nce ur· 
the work Jwas making than the images it 
represent ed. Th is bas ic appr oach has 
always u11derpinn ed what I do and what 
I am passiona te and pati ent / impa tient 
abo ut. In cident a lly I love langua ge 
but hate th e way language ge ts laz ily 
privileged witlti11 a rt disco urse, so for 
me 'visua l languagr ' is about the most 
ann oying term 011 earth . 
KB: I have seen wo rd s likr 'o rga nised 
chaos' , 'ge ntly di srupti ve' and 
'm ischievo us medd ling' usr d lo desc ribe 
your rece nt work. Th e ph rase 'schoo l 
studi es' is pa n of a show tillf', wh ich 
Sf'f'rns to re fer to ideas auoul rul es and 
para meters - and of cour se lr a rnin g. 
v\1011 Id yo u say in yo ur case tlrat the 
'playgro un d' has ente red the 'cla ssroom '? 

Ar c there som e rule s hcrr thal are mca m 
to be brok en o r challcr rgcd? 
AB: Difficult to say, oth er th an the va lue 
o f co nt radiction is exlre 1nely imp orta n t 
to m y thinkin g . Schoo l Stud ies wc1s the 
title of an essay from Sirnone \Neil's T he 
Need for R oo ts, which d iscusses hr r ideas 
ahrn,t sta le and nationh ood as a French 
exile in Britain dur ing the latte r clays of 
the Second Wor ld \i\lar.J on T lru rnpson 
writes ve ry well about her th inkin g and 
used th r title or anoth er bo ok, Grn vity 
auc.l G race for a Haywar d G allery 
exhib ition that wa s very import a nt Lo 
me wlre11 I was a swd enl. M ischief has 
alwa ys lxr n essent ial, as a sort of j olt in 
to anoth er wa y of pay ing attenti on, and 
my ea rly lovr of DADA and Schwitter 's 
M erz poem s in pa rticula r has never 
gon e away . 
KB: G hosts, anoth er word from th e title, 
refers to pa rt or t hr p roce s for sta rtin g a 
new painti ng. O ve r the last ten yea rs you 
have used a drawing of a pre vious work 
Lo provid e the 'a rmatur e' or stru ctur e 
for a new one. Co uld you elabor ate 
on this gene rati ve appro ac h and th en 
say somethin g about how th e paintin gs 
develop? 

AB: Th e pai ntin gs ar e rnd lr ss echoes 
of the same pa inti ng. l:ly ge nera ting a 
digital d ra~,~ng of th e grid or a coupl e or 
pa in Ii ngs and then crca ti ng a hybrid and 
cross br eedin g that grid in a methodical 
bu t rando m way - an xie ties a round 
ori gin a lity, gesLUre and system a rc 
remo vr d. ft beco mes a 'w hy no t' mo ment 
in the studio rath er th an a 'why?' that I 
find relaxe d and _joyfu l. Th e ghosts a re a 
furtl 1er way or cop ying/ repeat ing wor ks 
where the colo ur is repla ced by black, 
white and grey . Th ere is a wond erfu l 
Frant isck Kupka ser ies o r wood cuts in a 
book ca lled O r W hi te and Black, which 
creat es a non -narrat ive out of co mplet ely 
abstrac t imagery tha t is enthrallin g as 
a pa ge sequ encf'. I havr a facs imile but 
was delighted Lu li11d out from An thony 
Hi ll that he on ce ownrd an ori ginal o f" 
this boo k (very grn erou sly don a ted to the 

Opposite: OGV 05 [detail] G 
2013 
Acrylic, pencil. oil paint and wat~r1 olouron linen on wood 
/6 x 64cm 

Courtesyof the artist and von Bart ho Garage 
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Abuve left: OGVOS [tilted} A 
2012 
Acrylic, charcoal, oil paint, watercolour, wax on sewn 
canvas on wood 

Courtesyof the artist and Hales Galle I}', Loudon 

Above right: OGV [double spider), dirty A 
2008-2009 
Acrylic, marker pen, oil paint, pencil and wax on canvas 
75.5xtd.5cm 

Courtesya/the artist and vun Ba,tha Garage 

Victo ria and Alben museum ). 
KB: Spac e and deplh are import ant 
factor s. Cou ld we say ' real ' or 'ph ysical' 
rather than ' illusory'? 
AB: Yes, real, ph ysical spa ce in paintin g 
as oppo sed to sc:ulptur c or relief is a 
way of reconnecting Lo the gro undin g 
pr inciples of' constru cted relief, bul in a 
cran ky (i.e. disruptive ) way. Illusion doe s 
gel used i11 more recent work, but then 
ca ncelled out. The ultimale paradi gm 
is contradi ction with out that idea ever 
bein g as simply pleas ing, as a 't rick uf' 
the eye' stru cture, such as in MC Esher's 
work. I like to think ol'the pa inting s 
as spatial ly folding and un folding on 
themselves (a recent t1ext. on my wor k 
refers in thi s way to Lygia Clarke's 
Bichos) and the idea of space som ehow 
ap pearin g mohik and un-r csolvaulc 
within what is a ph ysica lly stalir object is 
something that l aim for. 
KB: Early D e Stijl prin ciples were 
found ed on the idea of' tJ1r, elem ents of 

both colour (primary on ly) and spac e: 
ligure and grou nd should be entirel y 
in tegra tecl on the same pla ne. 
Would you say that what you are doin g is 
the reverse? Complicating tJiings? 
AB: I would pr efer lo see it as 
ackno wledgin g that thin gs arc 
compli cate d, at this mo111cn t, but it is 
too easy to forget the intensely comple x 
imp lication s ofMond rian's work at the 
t.imc it was made ; Ca rel lllotkamp 's book 
on him , which idr.ntifics the destructi ve 
tenden cy in Mondrian 's work, is a 
grea t piece of rc-si,arch as far as I am 
concerned . Seeing lVIondrian as engaged 
in acts of era sure and dtcstru ction gives a 
clear er iclea of the urgency in his work. 
KB: I am interested in ho w d1ese 
app roac hes could br, seen now, as a direct 
md aphor for explorin g and examinin g 
the history of' Moderni st paiming , how or 
why this can' t be avo ided an d then what 
you act ually th ink about painting 
as metaph or? 
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AB: Tarn very wary of an y kind of 
metaphor. T use lhcm too mu ch 
in spee, h. 
KB: Abstra ct pa inters toda y a rc often 
accu sed of' illuslrating' t.hc past, the word 
' trop <'' com es lo mind. 
AB: I tlrink negotiat ing with the past 
is stan dard. On ly in Mo derni sm and 
abs trac tion in pa rticular was th l' rhetori c 
of" a tabu lar rasa and being pione ers 
appli cable. Plent y of interesting ar t. 
histori cal writing (Th ierry D e Duve, T .J 
Clark , Brion y Fe r) ha s got. 10 grips with 
re-interp retation . Fo r many reaso ns, 
artists a re a bit more con fi.,sed about how 
to do thi s and the curatoria l systems we 
have in plac e tend to be domin a ted by art 
making ra ther pr eda tory (and insecure) 
takes on Mod ernisms l<'gacies. Bot h these 
'preda tory ' art ists and over defensive 
(abstra ct) paint f'rs need to grow up a biL. 
KB: So, going ba ck to the p rocess of 
makin g tire work l see a backward s/ 
forwards, build ing/ destroying, 

layer ing/ remo ving procf' ss, empl o)~ng 
an eclec.tie range ol" elements: pa interly 
gesture, draw ing, stainin g, slices 
of geome tric shape s, gricls and the 
matni ality of the yellow-grey linen 
supp ort. T hert' a re ortcn sta rk cont rasts 
iu light or colour: ecce nt ric relation ships 
of cold graph ite tone s, crea my or lemon 
white enea ustic a nd black marker pen; 
synth etic hot pink s, sharp vermi llion and 
the mod ern pr imarie s. I would describe 
tl1e final results as visually open and 
honest - the j ourn eys are tlrere to he seen 
and explored by the viewe r (like a map?). 
You seem Lo know when to slop - wh<'n 
it is finished. J\n articl e I read described 
tlw wo rk as an '<'ngagem cnt with lire 
gra mm ar of paintin g' . Do you agree with 
this - can you say what this 'gram mar ' is? 
AB: I ca n say Ihat you have described 
what is going on very we ll. Sup erficially 
it can secrn a cheerful 111uddle, a sor t o f 
compo sition al post-Cubi st acstlreticism, 
but the syntac tical idea (1 ha t comes from 

Mirror Variant Exit Version 
2008- 2012 
Each panel 1 JB x 122cm 
Left panel: acrylic, oil paint, pencil, watercolour ;md wax 
on wood 
l<ighlµanct: oil paint on CNC machined Perspex 

Courtesynfthe artist und Hale~ Galle!'{,London 
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Installation view, von Bartha liarage, March 2012 

Concrete a rt and peop le like Ste ele) 
co nnects with my long stan ding love of 
co ncrete poetr y and a sense or orde ring 
mat eria ls in a concret e anrl con stru ctive 
way . Pai n t, in its various form s, from 
wa terc olour throug h lo enca ustic, as well 
as line (in the fo rm of dia rcoal, pencil, 
mark er pen, CNC routed line, digita lly 
pr in tf'd line), is trea ted as a mat erial 
to be pla ced in stri ct relation ship Lo 
ot her ma ter ials. T his is then ad justed, 
or disrup ted . I like Lo thin k I am 
spont aneo us about finish ing wo rks, other 
peop le visiting the studio som etime s tell 
me when they are finished, or by asking 
ir the y an ~, trigge r the de cision. Bur 1 
wo 11ld always suuscribe to Th<' not ion of 
ind eterm inacy, rt'.-visiting wo rk in the 
way tha r Raou l de Ke yser did. 
KB : And let's say, p utting it: crudel y, 
that paintin gs are like 'sentences' (p a rt 
of a wider languag e) wou ld yo 11 say 
that pa int ing for you is an ongoing 
co nversation or a rgum ent fi.,11of' 
'qu <"stion sentence s' with no answers? 
Shou ld we be worrying about tl,c 
rL111ction or pa in ting? 
AB: The relation ship with the viewer is 
very import ant to thi s wo rk; it is about 
cr<"atin g sp ace in their m inrls as mu ch 

as good writing ope ns space in the 
imaginatio n . Concep t,ial ly the objective 
is ver y clifleren t from pro viding solutions 
or an swers, but nevert heless I believe 
it addres ses vital issuFs aro un d h uman 
mud es of' a ttentio n. I wo rry mo re about 
the weaknes ses in our infra stru ctur e 
for looking at a rt tl1an I do auo ut the 
pro blFms of making il. 
KB : I know you ha ve used th e word s 
'doubt' and 'un certaint y ' liefore when 
discu ssing pa inting - perh aps there 
is some h umour here! , ,vhich 0Ll1cr 
contemporar y pa int ers do you identify 
or empath ise with at tlw mom cm , wit.It 
regard to the se notion s? 
AB: v\lithouL hurnour I am lost.. 
I have a lrea dy mention ed the Brit ish 
Construct ion and Syste r11s a rtists, rle 
Kr>yser, a nd I wo uld ad d Noel Forster. 
T hese ar c artist s who arc either in 
their eighties or dead. Basil Beatti e, 
in term s of gestura l absrraction of a 
particular inrelligencc wo uld be anot lwr 
on e I would add , and some of my 
contemporar ies in Switze rland such as 
Karim N our eldin and Da niel RobFrr 
Hun ziker a re makin g gn".a t wor k. 
v\lhen I was workin g in Ho lland in the 
mid 19lJ0s, Ma rien Scho uten was mak ing 
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extraordi11ary paintin g/ co nstru ction/ 
installation hybrid s, ancl then colleag ues 
I h<tvc worked with in the UK, such as 
Cullinan Ri chard s, R obert H olyhead , 
Adam Gi llam, D avid Rhud es an d Gare th 
J o11es a re great becau se of' tlw ways 
their work crosses paintin g with other 
territo ries to a grea ter or lesser exte nt. 
Pat rick Fitzge rald is one of my oldest 
friencls and a grt"at paint er ba sed near 
Bilbau. Painter and writer Sherman 
Sam also introduce cl rne to the wur k of 
Thoma s Nos kowski a number of yea rs 
ago, wl1ich was a real discovery. I could 
gu on, tlwrc arc man y oth ers. Th e cru r.ial 
thin g for me is mobilit, , and generosity in 
looki11g a t other ar tists' wu rk. 
KB: I have been loo k.ing a t very ea rly 
Renaissance Florentin e panel painting 
rrce 11tly. 1am struck by the colom 
relation ship s, com positions , and surface 
paintin g and pan ernin g techniqu es such 
as sgraffito. Are there pairnin gs frorn 
history that you stud y in thi s way? 
AB: Not systematicall y, but in the big 
cnUect ions and when Ttra vel . Fif'teen 
minut es in f'ront or· a Piero Della 
Francesca at the Na tion a l Gallery is 
never time wasted. 
KB: Is there a spiritual factor 
somewhere/ Perhaps this might be a 
qu esLion about philo soph y or which 
philo soph ers have been important ? 
\IV hat sustains your pra cl ice? 
AB: Go ing way back in rny own readin g 
and thinkin g, the intellect ual wrestling 
of late Medieva l mystics such as Meisler 
Eckhart (a.round nega tive theology) has 
an obliq ue but critica l link 10 rny own 
approach to making arl. T here was 
logic (having grow n up in a Chm ch of 
Englan d vicara ge) tu findin g a way to 
ph ilosophy via theo logy. M y first f'ver 
catalogu e text, from ,1 writer ca lled Da vid 
i\!Iillcr, discussed my work in relation 
LO n<'ga tivc the ology, and i11 the world 
of ironi c I 990s Brit An my then gal lery 
viewed this as ca rper suicick - suggesl ing 
I drop Lhc essay and ge t Sarah Kent 
10 write something mor e catc hy' The 

in terest in the kind of thought Eckhart 
pion eered hasn 't bee n supplant ed , 
but the no lion of silence (thinkin g of 
concrete po ets such as rob crt lax and 
dom sylvester hoi:clard ) is ca rried in my 
approac h to ideas of atte ntiveness in art , 
not as somethin g qui et or pa ssive, but as 
a social and politir.al f'orce. 
KB: Despite the cr isis in painting , which 
seems to have gone on f'urcver , ther e is 
plent y of ren ewed in Le rest at Lhe mom ent , 
with lots ofp ain ters ju st gelling on with 
it, ' hang ups' gon e and loo king to the 
futur e. Huw do you account for this? 
Or perhap s Jam wron g. You teac h in 
several an colleges and sec what is going 
un first hand. 
AB: l like Thierr y de Du ve's essay in 
Kan t after Ducharnp , T he R ea.clymade 
and Th e Tube of'Paint, in which he 
describe s J\ila rcel Duchamp 's crisis 
with his own inadequac y as a paint er 
as a trigger LO h.is whole arti stic ca r('er. 
Th e truth probabl y is I hat everyone is 
respondin g to painting (or the idea of 
pain ting) all th e time , leadin g LO all sor ts 
of indi vidu al cr isiscs on a near perman ent 
basis. Thi s is far mor e int eresting than 
the end ofpa imin g (in l9fl l - courtesy 
Dou glas Crimp ), it has always bPen 
endin g, the critica l qu estions are more 
abou l if any ofu s are capabl e of having 
a useful crisis with painti11g, or a rt in 
general , or art in a social conlTxt? I don 't 
sec a c:risis of painting in a rt school s. 
Ther e is a crisis of resources, of cultural 
confid ence in the va lue of a rt as an, as 
opp osed Lo a wteak subdi vision of the 
social sciences, but the ener gy and desire 
to make pain ting, arnung stud ents and 
artists in ge nera l remains undimmed. 

Hexad X Six - Katrina Blannin 
2013 
Acrylicon linen 
1 ?Ocm x 100cm 

Courtesyofthemtisl 
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