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At Portugal Prints, we believe that art can empower people to 
express themselves, to learn, to build resilience and to nurture 
meaningful relationships. In collaboration with our artists, we run art 
workshops in our studio as well as offering gallery visits, one-to-one 
support and development opportunities for our artists. 
 Established in 1979 in Portugal Street, Holborn, London, 
by occupational therapist Gaynor Reynolds, Portugal Prints has 
a long history as a community that supports artists with mental 
health difficulties. Portugal Prints embraces many approaches to 
art practice: our artists explore and experiment, sharing ideas and 
practices to find their own creative voice and identity.
 Sikelela Owen has become involved in our project over the 
last four months and has shared her practices and ideas with our 
artists. Together we have made portraits, prints, maps and photo 
transfer paintings, to name just a few. With Sikelela inspiring us, 
the studio is a space to learn, to make, and to be curious. 
 It is a privilege to share our work now, with the support of the 
Zabludowicz Collection and Arts Council England. Just… As an Artist 
captures a moment in our forty-two-year history. It realises our artists’ 
demand to be seen, recognised and appreciated as creative people 
rather than by their biographies or any other marker of identity. 
To be seen just as an artist is to be an artist only and an artist 
exactly; it is to engage with the world primarily through curiosity and 
creativity. It is a demand that is difficult to make – not least, because 
we hope the way that we want to be seen will be reflected back, 
shaping how we see ourselves. We hope that this exhibition is a bold 
step in the right direction. 

Patrick Conlon, Manager, Portugal Prints

Foreword



Sikelela Owen and Portugal Prints artists working on the collaborative wall drawing, January 2022.



These words were spoken directly by one of the artists participating 
in this exhibition. This was chosen as the title of our exhibition 
because it outlines how we all approached the collaboration and how 
we want – and deserve – to be seen, understood and acknowledged.
 This project represented a unique opportunity for me to have 
an extended and meaningful experience working with artists living 
with and through complex mental health conditions. I have seen first-
hand how a mental health diagnosis can transform how the world 
receives, and sees, people. 
 It was an honour to be invited to be part of Portugal Prints’ 
long history of providing a supportive environment for their artists, 
and a real act of trust by the other artists, who welcomed me into 
their studio – and their community. For all of us, it felt necessary to 
be part of a supportive artists’ community following the isolation, 
uncertainty and fear we felt during Covid-19.
 Over the last four months at Portugal Prints, we have carried 
out a variety of short and sustained projects using paint, collage and 
print. As a visiting member, I came with a handful of ideas for what 
might guide our time. My practice is predominantly figurative, yet 
after two weeks of participating in the group’s existing programme, 
I understood the complexity of self-representation in this context, 
and noted how I enjoyed the supportive and nurturing environment, 
where staff support each artist’s individual practice.
 My approach to teaching is one of honesty: attempting to 
highlight other artists’ ideas, acknowledging my own subjectivity, 
being flexible and developing a communal way of learning. I came 
to understand Portugal Prints as an artists’ community: a group of 
like-minded individuals working together in the same time and space, 
allowing influence and mutual respect to guide the connections 
between them. What struck me most was the respectful, safe 
environment for creativity that has been cultivated there. At the 
end of each session the artists share their work and reflect on each 
other’s development. In this way ideas, motifs and processes are 
shared, often appearing later, reinterpreted, in another artist’s work.

‘Just as an artist’  This time with the group allowed me to frame and reframe 
my ideas of what I could bring to the programme. It’s been a pleasure 
to work alongside artists, introducing them to new processes and 
helping them develop their knowledge and skills. If anything, I’d say 
that four months wasn’t quite long enough, but my time at Portugal 
Prints has emphasised the importance of the studio and community 
that enables one to be ‘just an artist’. While I facilitated and helped 
select artwork for the show, its title and the ideas that underpin it 
came directly from the group. During a forum held in preparation for 
the exhibition, some of the artists shared how they benefited from 
making art and discussed their reasons for making art. Here are some 
of their words, which I hope we have allowed to become visible in 
the exhibition: ‘uniqueness, expression, communication, playfulness, 
achievement, respect, how essential making is, the desire to be seen 
and to make contact, and to put forward unseen perspectives’. 
 Of the forty or so artists in the community, fifteen decided 
that they wanted to be involved in the exhibition. We collaborated 
to make a wall drawing that depicts the Portugal Prints studio – 
a place not many people have had the privilege to visit. It felt 
important to acknowledge the importance of this space and to 
bring it into the exhibition in some way. The wall drawing allows a 
multiplicity of voices to co-exist on one plane. On it symbols are 
printed, placed and overlaid, allowing the flexibility for anyone who 
wanted to contribute to do so. 
 For all artists, while it’s a necessity to make work, it is a 
privilege to have it seen, discussed and acknowledged. Artists rely 
on each other for this understanding and validation to maintain our 
impetus and provide objectivity. At Portugal Prints I worked with 
different kinds of artists: many have sustained practices, while others 
make art only when at the studio. A few graduated from the same 
art schools as I did, so it was easy to see them as just artists. Yet to 
be ‘just an artist’ requires space and time, resources and connection, 
community, passion and momentum. It’s a balance of the individual 
and communal, subjective and objective: this balance is often difficult 
to negotiate, but at Portugal Prints, it has been integrated holistically 
into their way of working. 

Sikelela Owen, artist in residence



Portugal Prints Artists working in the studio, December 2021. Photos by David Bebber.



This, the opening line of Gombrich’s The Story of Art, feels like an 
important reminder to all us art lovers that, while we seek to enlighten 
and entertain ourselves, it is vital to acknowledge the author and 
their practice in our interpretation. In our culture I would posit that 
artists are held up as individuals who have something to teach society 
about what it is to be human. To an extent, what we might call ‘Art’ 
depends on the interpretation of the term ‘Artist’. Joseph Beuys was 
a proponent that all humans are artists and, whatever our endeavour,
it is our attitude, not the outcome, that makes something a work of 
art. I am continually learning what it is to be an artist, because what 
is considered art is continually being re-evaluated and evolving. With 
this in mind, the words of the recently deceased bell hooks have 
resonance: ‘The function of art is to do more than tell it like it is – 
it’s to imagine what is possible.’
 Just… As an Artist is an exhibition that anchors itself in the 
caring, the generative and the communal. Like all exhibitions, it is a 
place where many hours of thought, conversation, effort and, above 
all, work are made public. It is not an endpoint but a marker, because 
all these things – and more – constitute art making.
 A temporary display by fifteen artists all working out of 
Portugal Prints in Camden, London, the exhibition aims to create 
a space for exchange, acknowledging that accessing an engaged 
audience is a privilege not available to all artists. The exhibition 
is a result of many interactions, each entered into with care and 
awareness: an idea and methodology carried through from
Portugal Prints, a unique organisation that supports people with 
complex mental health needs who are some of the most excluded 
from society. 
 The artists that come together in the artists’ community 
at Portugal Prints are from all walks of life; they have been brought 
together by a shared passion for art, not just by their mental health. 
Our aim was to work with these artists to create an exhibition on their 
terms. To do this, Zabludowicz Collection helped to find an artist of 
international repute who would bring out the excellence of the artists. 
That artist was Sikelela Owen, a London-based painter working 

‘There really is no such thing as Art. 
There are only artists.’

predominantly in oil. Her subject matter is personal and her work 
often represents members of her communities: women, Londoners 
and the African diaspora. She was selected for her collaborative 
way of working and her generous skill-sharing. Her idea was not to 
differentiate between her work and that of the Portugal Prints artists, 
but to discuss artists who have inspired her, such as Julie Mehretu, 
Joana Choumali and Kudzanai-Violet Hwami, and explore their 
methods, from photo transfer and printing to direct mark-making.
Via these material and conceptual interactions the artists found a 
mutual space of enjoyment and development. 
 On display are a myriad of styles and mediums, sometimes 
by the same person, selected by Sikelela. The exhibition’s variety of 
practices and approaches to art making aims to encourage the idea 
that being an artist is a testament to the variety of human experience, 
and that being an artist gives us ways to communicate what it feels 
like to be alive, while acknowledging that being seen ‘just as an artist’ 
is a freedom not granted to all people equally. On the end wall the 
artists have made a collaborative wall drawing. It is underpinned by a 
sketch-like rendering of the Portugal Prints studio in Arlington House 
in Camden. Made in situ by Sikelela, this has been added to by the 
Portugal Prints artists. Working with Sikelela, they each identified and 
developed a symbol or marker that represented them as an artist. 
These have been applied in various ways to the collaborative image. 
 We hope that this exhibition helps to create a space that 
considers access to audiences as a critical part of the meaning-
making process. 

Elizabeth Neilson, Director, Zabludowicz Collection
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Sikelela has been working with Portugal Prints since August 2021 and is 
their first professional artist in residence. Her placement was supported 
by Zabludowicz Collection and Arts Council England. 

Thank you to: Arts Council England; Sikelela Owen; Patrick, Tatjana, 
Marta and the entire Portugal Prints team; Barney and Dougal at 
Burgess & Beech; the team at the Zabludowicz Collection, including 
Lizzie, Ken, Chris, Sophie and Olivia.
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