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Ellen Mara De Wachter: You’ve 
worked with a variety of media 
in this exhibition. Could you say 
a little about your starting point 
and why you have adopted such 
different modes of production 
in one show?

Berry Patten: The initial ideas 
for the show came from 
a series of images from a 
government campaign designed 
to discourage Bulgarian and 
Romanian immigrants from 
coming into the UK. The 
imagery focused on London, 
with an emphasis on bad 
weather. I became fascinated 
by these images, their absurdity 
and their reversal of the typical 
purpose of advertising. Soon 
after their release they became 
almost completely unavailable 
online, as though somebody 
had quickly withdrawn them in 
embarrassment. 

I am interested in journalistic 
discrepancies, and so I correlate 
articles from the BBC, the 
Daily Mail, the Independent 
and the Sun, searching for the 
fact, the fiction, the real and 
the imagined – a narrative that 
exists between news reports.
 
The pieces in this show 
reflect different senses of 
identity within an apparently 
homogenous stereotype, and 
offer an opportunity to explore 
naturally emerging narratives. 
As a starting point, the stile 
connects the other elements 
within the installation. Stiles 
as structures are starting to 
become a declining feature 
of the British landscape, as 
farmland becomes increasingly 
arable, and stiles are no longer 
being replaced. I constructed 
this piece using endangered 
woods such as English elm 
and ash. The stile becomes an 
artefact, an island to pause at 
before choosing a forward path.
 
I was initially attracted to 
the structure of the stile, as 
I sensed its dual personality: 
its physical function is to 
divide the land and therefore 
it is territorial in nature, yet its 
associations are romantic, and 
it has a Disneyesque character 
in some senses. Anchored 
within the installation, my 
version of a stile seems to have 

evolved into a jetty, offering 
different approaches to the 
surrounding works.
 
Just as the works are grouped 
together in this room, websites, 
magazines and newspapers 
group articles together in 
a particular format. They 
may appear to have little 
correlation but a fragmented 
narrative naturally evolves. I 
am interested in how we make 
sense of disparate objects and 
in how the materials I use make 
sense of each other.

EMDW: Notions and feelings 
of Britishness run through your 
work, from your use of heritage 
wood in the stile sculpture, to 
your inclusion of cultural signs 
and photography of urban 
scenes. Can you say a bit about 
the meaning you are aiming to 
produce by contrasting these 
familiar visual elements?

BP: It’s about highlighting 
the moment of balance and 
reconciliation. I’m interested 
in visual stereotypes, identity 
and the idea of imagery 
holding some kind of promise. 
I don’t think of my work as 
autobiographical but rather as a 
kind of filtering of information. 
This process has an effect 
on the imagery and ideas I’m 
attracted to. Being British, 
having grown up in a very rural 
setting and then having spent 
the majority of my adult life 
within an urban setting also 
contributes to the themes and 
motifs that recur within my 
works.

I use photography, print, 
sculpture, film and performative 
collaboration to examine the 
gaps between transmitted 
and received ideas of social 
aspiration and its reality. The 
works immediately offer scenes 
fully-loaded with optimism and 
promise, and my role is then 
to chase and question the 
authenticity of the imagery. 
By addressing the intersection 
between the physical and the 
digital, my work also controls 
the ways in which we view and 
emotionally respond to these 
composed visions of fulfilment.

I aim to neutralise any political 
charge and reconsider the 

existing associations between 
the elements in my work 
by creating a narrative in 
light of my surroundings. By 
approaching an exhausted 
stereotype and reconciling it, 
my interest can then turn to the 
navigational process and the 
tensions of the investigation 
rather than the stereotype 
itself. This exploratory process 
has to stay animated in the 
works, there has to be a sense 
of energy and open discussion. 
To side or decide would be to 
flatten the object or image, 
whereas I think of these images 
and objects as cells extracted 
from an animation in mid-
narrative. 

EMDW: There is an interesting 
and carefully judged inclusion 
of symbols of childhood and 
adolescence in your work. 
These relate to toys, cartoons 
and fantasy worlds. But you 
also include quite sober symbol 
such as corporate logos 
or elements from political 
propaganda. What purpose do 
these different kinds of symbols 
serve in your works? Do they 
operate in relation to nostalgia 
and memory?

BP: It is carefully judged 
because, again it’s about 
balancing. Disney cartoons 
and fantasy worlds tie into my 
notion of promise. Growing 
up in the countryside, plastic 
was incredibly appealing and 
promised so much, and my 
imagination ran riot in my 
muddy surroundings as soon 
as I saw something shiny and 
manufactured that I could take 
to my secret places. It’s this 
sense of promise that I find 
so addictive, but it is twinned 
with a sense of melancholy and 
depression that shadows every 
project I do – a realisation that 
you’re trying to make nothing 
into something. 

I’m not particularly interested 
in the notion of nostalgia as 
it doesn’t bring anything new 
– it’s more about using a logo 
or reference as a common 
atmospheric ground within my 
work.

For this project the imagery is 
all from the London Borough 
of Southwark. I wanted the 
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work to challenge the way the 
media seeks to universalise and 
categorise areas of Britain and 
the repeated set imagery that 
is used to describe poverty and 
depression. This is where the 
idea of Ariel (the little mermaid) 
as a mascot or viewpoint comes 
in. Her image became a symbol 
of my discoveries. She stands 
for immigration, exploration, 
territory, curiosity, translations, 
absurdity, the Disneyfied. I 
willingly lend my camera to this 
universal muse, rediscovering 
my surroundings. I stare into 
the glassy rock pools of car 
windows, exploring their private 
and personal interiors. I spend 
afternoons capturing shadows, 
studying the overlapping of 
swaying kelp-like leaves and the 
dark still spirals of wrought iron 
gates. Discarded crisp packets 
and micro-straws sparkle and 
blossom in the sun as though I 
had adjusted the tonal curves 
on a Photoshop image. They 
decorate the hedges like 
characters and it’s unthinkable 
to me that this might not be 
their natural habitat. Using 
Ariel’s imagination, our visual 
language is broken down. 
British Telecom’s trumpet-
playing logo becomes our loyal 
guardian, a friend. Southwark 
Council transforms green, blue 
and brown bins into resort-like 
islands.

Having not yet seen The Little 
Mermaid, I feel even more that 
I’m travelling or discovering 
with her. My fragmented 
knowledge of Disney’s version 
of the character is entwined 
with Hans Christian Andersen’s 
original – the imagery inevitably 
sickly familiar but the narrative 
unsettled. She is delightful and 
charming but with deep under-
currents of fact, fiction, the 
visible and the imagined.

EMDW: You have an exciting 
plan for supplementing your 
show with a collective project 
which you’ve invited friends and 
colleagues to contribute to. Can 
you describe this piece and its 
aims?

BP: I’ve invited a number of 
friends from different creative 
and cultural backgrounds to 
contribute in any way they 
want, which ties in with the 

idea that this project is an 
exploration of a community 
and keeps the project fluid by 
creating platforms for future 
collaborations. I’m really 
excited to see what directions 
everyone’s pieces will take 
– like ripples on the water’s 
surface. 

EMDW: Can you briefly 
describe your Artist 
Presentation and the link it has 
to the work in the show? I’m 
thinking about the concept of 
Britishness and its malleability 
when it is treated as an export.

BP: I’m going to prepare a 
simplified Sunday lunch: an 
ex-pat Sunday lunch from 
my Gran’s recipes, which 
for her is a blend of British 
and Greek. This links into my 
exploration of how we respond 
to our visual language in the UK 
depending on our backgrounds 
and identities, the different 
attitudes we adopt under the 
labels of ‘tourist’, ‘ex-pat’, 
‘immigrant’, and how these 
roles are portrayed in the 
media. While authenticating 
the culture of passing down 
family recipes and adhering to 
a traditional ritual, I also hope 
to break down the stereotypical 
routine and formality of 
contemporary art spaces.


