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‘Make, Mark, End.’ 

I mustn’t bite the hand that feeds me. As a curator working with recent graduates, degree shows act as a 
necessary interface, connecting me to artists from across the country. And yet, there’s something inherently 
disquieting about degree shows. Over the last three years I’ve been to 30 or more of these exhibitions and I 
enjoy visiting them. I don’t go because they are  ‘hot beds of talent’ or to search for the next ‘bright young thing’, 
instead I go because there is nothing more exciting than seeing artists unhindered by the pressure of a gallery, a 
dealer or an expectant fanbase. Graduates hold a youthful anonymity which allows questions to be posed, rather 
than answered. Undoubtedly there’s ambition, but there’s also a hopeful playfulness unmarred by the realities 
of life as an artist outside of the institutional bubble. Exhibiting is an essential part of an artist’s growth. Artworks 
go through a transformation when placed within a space outside of the private studio. How art performs in this 
space and with other work is an integral part of a learning experience. Not to mention how performing under 
pressure to realise an exhibition and abiding by time and monetary constraints is akin to the life of an artist.

However, the problem with degree shows is that they’re not just about exhibiting.  They’re also about assessments, 
examination criteria and all other forms of administrative requirements that come with producing art work within 
the university environment. Before the doors open to the public an entirely different presentation of the artists’ work 
takes place, one that involves internal judgement and ultimately legitimising through the process of grading. As 
Graham Crawley noted in his letter to Art Monthly last summer: ‘Management culture has led to the prioritisation 
of the administrative over the academic. We now certificate rather than educate.’ The degree show has become 
the pinnacle of this process, reducing art making to quantifiable outputs that can be justified in the form of an A4 
personal statement. 

There exists a dichotomy between artwork and work for assessment. In the first instance the proto-artist struggles 
with wider art concerns, the appearance of market forces and the assumption of accepted practices. In the 
second the student is under the obvious educational pressure; where quality is sited and who awards it, the 
ability to provide a summation of their practice and demands to make an end product. While this dichotomy is 
not mutually exclusive, the problem lies in the fact that there is not necessarily a positive correlation between 
the two. 

In hindsight I can see how much of my own work suffered from the assessment element of the degree show 
process.  Not because I was intimidated by the weight of expectation, instead because I was distracted. My focus 
shifted from realising an exhibition, to presenting ‘the best work I’d ever made’, I didn’t stop to think about how the 
pieces would be considered outside of this institutional framework. I layered and crammed meaning, qualified by 
hours of research. I constructed a water tight ‘alibi’ around the work; resilient to all forms of questioning. Visiting 
this year’s degree shows I saw work suffering from a similar manufactured treatment. Students exhibiting too 
many pieces; not wanting to edit their practice for fear of doing themselves an injustice. Placing such onus on 
their ‘big debate’ they clamoured to seem professional. I was struck by the amount of artists showcasing their 
work in the form of small, printed books. Sitting alongside the business cards, rack of prints and postcards I found 
‘mini monographs’; bite size chunks of a practice still in its early stages. These books embodied the misguided 
view that in a world of products and packaging an artist must compete in building all manner of ‘accessories’ 
around their work to be taken seriously. 

How students approach their degree shows is indicative of the general bureaucratic climate of Britain’s art 
schools today: ‘rather than a space for free experiment and investigation, with little regards for careers of 
professional outcomes, art education’s de facto privatisation has bred an acute conservatism among students 
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over the nature of their success.’  Twenty years after the first art schools  began to lose their unmonitored 
independence in favour of regulated university status, where and how students gauge the merits of their practice 
is confused by the existence of a convoluted assessment system that often has little correlation to success as 
an artist post university. Although it is possible to ignore the assessment criteria on the basis that if grades are 
irrelevant they are of little consequence, a problem arises if the student wishes to continue studying post degree 
as the minimum requirement for most MA courses is a 2:1. It’s also difficult to not be angry or resentful towards 
the establishment and let these feelings feed into ones practice. Last year a group of students from Edinburgh 
College of Art broke away from their fellow graduates to curate their own exhibition within the degree show. Held 
in a separate room and entitled ‘Ausgang’ (meaning Exit) the show was an act of self-determination by students 
wishing to present themselves outside of a system they felt had failed them. Although most of the work did not 
comment on their education at Edinburgh, central to the show was a  piece by John Harrington which took the 
form of a four page essay and outlined the failings of staff and lack of practical teaching he received throughout 
his degree. This exhibition not only highlighted the dissatisfaction felt among many students but also revealed 
the extent to which the structures in place do have an effect upon the practice of studying artists. 

Despite all its dissatisfaction and protest, reflecting on ‘Ausgang’ reminded me of another facet of art school 
that holds greater influence than any tutorial will ever have; the importance of ones peers. However critical I 
am of the degree show process, I’d forgotten how integral it is to facilitating a forum for collaboration. I saw this 
dialogue expressed this year also, repeatedly; up and down the country whether it was through fanzines, artistic 
partnerships or flyers for upcoming group shows post degree. Ultimately, it’s the forging of these relationships 
and the discussions that they provoke that provide the most important lessons to prepare you for life after art 
school. There is no denying that the education environment grants students the time and space in which to build 
these bridges, enable critical debate and nurture their ideas. In light of this, as the last performative moment for 
students at art school, it’s not surprising that the degree show is an awkward affair of two facets, one where the 
actions of making and marking collide. 

 

1. Charlesworth, JJ. (2008), ‘Opting Out’, Art Monthly, June 2008/ Issue 317, p38
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The excitement of discovering that the three white orbs suspended in mid-air had an opening underneath to stick 
your head into, was only superseded by the enchanting atmosphere they created within. Each of the orbs was 
lined with a different material and had sounds to match; wood chips with the rustling of small animals, pebbles 
with the peaceful burbling of a small stream and grass with the whispering and whistling of the wind. With ‘Head 
In The …’ Antonia Doyle encouraged the spectator to stop spectating and enjoy the peaceful meditative nature 
of her space.

This piece combined two of the themes that ran through the exhibition; a connection to nature and ecological 
ideas and the personality of the work. The personal nature of several of the pieces gave them a deeper impact; 
the loss of a child explored by a bloodline of red wool and plaster cast teddy bears and a series of backlit slates 
punctured to create cross sections of a pair of lungs, celebrating a victory over illness.

As is often the case with an exhibition of wildly varying works, a lot of pieces were set up in separate spaces, one 
of which enclosed an enchanting little installation. On top of a French dressing table sat a bowl of pink curlers, a 
glass jar with cotton balls, both intertwined with barbed wire. Next to this, a chicken wire beauty case and a cup 
of tea, and on the wall a white dressing gown with a metal chain belt. A clever, spiky comment on femininity, ‘A 
Subtle Invite’ by Emma Phillips, made me sit behind the dresser and almost take a sip of the tea until the thought 
struck me that it might be poisoned…

Around the corner I encountered a fantastical world, created using solely discarded materials such as pieces of 
plastic, pencil sharpeners, parts of plastic bottles and little electro motors. ‘Dwell’, by Joanna John, amazed by 
making these over familiar materials feel new and exciting. In black and white, these recycled parts snaked over 
the walls and covered globes suspended from the ceiling, creating a very alien looking universe from discarded 
every day items of human consumerism. 

The exhibition was very interesting, mixing work that encouraged interaction with those that required a more 
detached approach. One piece took me outside of my comfort zone, and defied immediate understanding. 
Mounds of earth with plaster cast objects, invoking a very abstract archaeological feel, combined with bones, 
hair and feathers hanging from plaster receptacle-like objects on the wall, created a distinct feeling of urgency. 
‘People often talk about being scared of change but for me I’m more afraid of things staying the same’ by 
Christine Thomas presented a real challenge for the audience, which I am still enjoying as I write this. Still 
uncertain exactly how to interpret the piece, I wholeheartedly agree with Christine; I too am more afraid of things 
staying the same.
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Left
‘A Subtle Invite’
Emma Phillips

Right
‘Dwell’ 
Joanna John



Mid-May like clockwork brings the next degree show instalment from Lincoln School of Art students. Curiously 
early in comparison to other degree shows, yet timing allows for Lincoln students to attract some attention whilst 
other students are still working on finalising those degree show pieces. A Mobius strip is best described by the 
idea of an ant crawling the length of a strip of paper which was twisted returning to its starting point having 
traversed both sides of the strip without ever crossing an edge.  The students present a usual mix of strong work 
that shows future promise alongside work that struggles to provide any context. The stronger works that stand 
upon their own are the students who appear to have a greater sense of self awareness and their relation to their 
work as artists.  Jonathan Bradley’s installation consists of a series of blackboards on easels stood around the 
perimeter of the room containing a running lecture on key philosophical theories. Bradley’s statement (one of few 
statements in the show that compliment the work) is composed of heavily theorised ideologies, his installation 
presents a visual battle between an artists struggle to produce work that balances the idea with the associated 
theory: “Today we talk of General Systems Theory or Systems Science to understand men and women in their 
environment as part of interacting systems”

General systems being the act of any group of objects that work together to produce a result is presumably 
generic in its nature, beyond this theoretical façade of the work. Playful in its execution Bradley appears to be 
almost commenting on his tendency to focus too heavily on the theoretical knowledge that can influence his work 
beyond recognition of his initial ideas.  This reflection on his mental processes shows a refreshing maturity for a 
degree show submission. 

Hidden around the back of the Greestone Building lies Lydia Heysmmond’s piece titled ‘I’ll regenerate Your 
Eyes..... If You Walk With Me’,  this video piece held in a cinema like setting (normally used as a lecture theatre) 
in which admission tickets and sweet like refreshments where given upon entering. Hammand uses a wolf 
persona to explore our modern day ideologies crossed with our memories of child like tales. In this instance 
the wolf relates to the character within the tale of little red riding hood. This persona is shown distant and 
solemn as it partakes in various fun fair activities, going on rides and eating candyfloss. The wolf appears 
somewhat bewildered and lost as if this fairytale character has been suddenly plucked from the pages of their 
tale and placed in the mist of our 21st century society.  Sat in the far corner of the space sits the same wolf 
your watching on the screen, sat staring at the same screen the wolf wears the same solemn expression, 
looking bewildered by its own presence in these child like locations,  blurring boundaries between real and 
fairytale realities. Sitting in the presence of the wolf plays questions whether you are indeed part of what 
you are watching. The wolf looks as if it has left and returned whilst never leaving its seat, rather like that  
ant walking along the Mobius strip. Always ending up at the same place it started, totally bewildered, to  
how it happened.  

‘Mobius’ Lincoln
BA Fine Art degree show

Left
‘Untitled’  
Installation 
Johnathan Bradley

Right
‘I’ll regenerate your 
eyes...if you walk 
with me’ by
Lydia Heysmmond
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Alone on a plinth in a long dark room is a naked Jesus made of bread lying on his back with a light shining down 
upon it. I recently saw an article about how Jesus’ face was discovered inside the lid of a jar of marmite just like 
the Turin shroud.

‘Well Hung’ is a piece by Meg Tait, performing in high heels and a horse costume, she mounts 
a harness then a guy dressed as a cowboy hoists her about seven feet into the air, as you cast 
your eyes upwards the words “Well Hung” appear in the line of sight, just to make the point. 
The ritual sense of the performance was convincing though, it was like raising a flag.  While the  
piece is unashamedly juvenile the conviction of its delivery affords it a dry, deadpan resonance that I thought 
was just brilliant.

This is just the tip of the iceberg; it’s all somewhat unruly. First off some prick is having a ‘slagging’ match.
‘Slagging’ match and ‘some prick’ referring to the way somebody has painted the word “Prick” in big black letters 
across Tom Duggan’s text and in the next room the word “Slag” is similarly sprawled across Lucy Burdens’s 
work. I have taken the liberty to assume that perhaps Lucy has vandalised Tom’s work and that he has retaliated, 
hence entering into a ‘slagging’ match? 

Lizzy Harris’s performance carries across half the gallery as she screams in despair. On a TV screen we see 
the artist on a stairwell looking frantic in a classic horror mode, screaming in some sort of live feed from a 
constructed room behind us. In a similar way to Bill Nguyen has burrowed under the carpet of the gallery. It’s not 
a great hiding place,  he’s only a small guy but he still makes a big lump. Their performances seem to exist as 
sculptures as much as performance and are more dynamic than any performance I’ve seen at a degree show 
recently. For example, it feels like that Duggan’s work is trying to play with the viewer as if they’ve been waiting 
for us to arrive, wanting attention.

Cervi’s short and intimate snippets are sandwiched between videos by Dan Green and Ben Wheele. At some 
point Watching Dan Green’s video (a sunrise and philosophical monologue), I completely stopped hearing the 
monologue and was swallowed up by the morning sun rolling out from behind its hiding place. And after, Ben 
Wheele’s animations are technically fantastic. Like a dream recurring, it has an uncomfortable intrigue about it. 

The show is really ambitious throughout. It’s great to see so many people afforded the opportunity to really push 
their ideas as far as they can. The variety is incredible - you can count a cinema, a home-cinema, a living room, 
a red-carpeted landing, a blind date, an Andy Kauffman impersonator, a wall of cardboard (apparently they’re 
dead cool), a staircase with some crazed woman endlessly screeching in terror, taping over home videos, bread, 
paper lamps, the most beautifully crafted kaleidoscope, a miniature settlement built on itself, a slagging match 
and a 15-foot archway covered in latex and dusted with talcum powder.

A good exhibition; quality and variety ensure that it’s up there with the best degree shows that I have seen in 
recent years.

Nottingham Trent University 
BA Art and Design Degree Show
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Left
‘Sit’ 
Bill Nguyen

Right
‘Well Hung’ 
Meg Tait



This show presents the culmination of three years practice from emerging artists as they approach their gradu-
ation. Presented at the beautifully refurbished Cornerstone Gallery the works offer a diverse array of creative 
disciplines representing a broad spectrum of theoretical grounding and contextual influences. Traditional ap-
proaches to fine art such as painting and sculpture are explored alongside more experimental, technology driven 
practices offering an insight into the highly distinct manner of each student’s approach to the course.

The individualistic hypothesis behind each artist’s body of work attests to a vibrant and exciting projection of 
distinctive creative mindsets that combine to offer a highly exciting and thought provoking degree show. Ashlea 
Haynes’ work, ‘The Tent’ (2008-09) uses an amalgamation of photography, painting, printmaking and sculptural 
techniques to present an installation piece that confronts the notion of the cumulative effect of memories on 
shaping the self. Haynes is fascinated by the act of continually layering renderings that are representative of 
human thought, combining to present an incisive projection of human memory. The work seems to also explore 
the social consequences relating to repressed memories, whereby the looming threat of psychological upset 
remains hidden from the victim of a turbulent past. 

Matt Fish explores the emotions that arise from being placed in a crowded environment via a dark approach to 
traditional oil painting. Fish’s works are intimidating in both scale and tonality, instilling feelings of intense claus-
trophobia and panic in the viewer echoing the distress of the figures represented on canvas. Dominic Foster 
appropriates the overpowering sense of detail available via HDR photographic techniques to produce highly 
cinematographic visuals that utilise a film noir aesthetic and work as a visual mechanism for interpreting apathy 
and stagnation within the contemporary socio-political milieu. Foster’s vibrant, large scale photographic enlarge-
ments possess an ambiguous implied narrative when presented in sequence that serves to draw the viewer into 
the images and force them to construct their own interpretation of the visuals. Artist Thomas O’Malley presents 
a visually striking video art installation piece that explores the difficulties faced by those who are afflicted with 
visual impairment. The projected images offer a dark and somewhat disturbing insight into the ocular senses of 
those who’s sight is obscured. Jessie Mason’s work incorporates a mixed media aesthetic and is concerned with 
growth and segregation stemming from a fascination with organic and microscopic patterns. The juxtaposition 
of the microscopic being represented on such a large scale within the striking compositions presents an immer-
sive visual that seems to absorb the viewer into the textured landscape of the painterly works. The diversity and 
poignancy of the works represented offers a refreshing view into the culmination of artistic study from within one 
of the must culturally vibrant cities of modern times. The strength of the pieces exhibited forwards the exciting 
notion that artistic creativity will continue to flourish in Liverpool long after its year as capital of culture, and offers 
an exhilarating glimpse into the stunning artwork that students of the city are capable of producing.

Liverpool Hope University
BA Fine Art Degree Show
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Hosted in the new £24m Art and Design Academy at the foot of Liverpool’s spectacular Catholic Cathedral, fol-
lowing on from a high-profile year as Capital of Culture, and after one of the city’s most exciting Biennial festivals 
yet, the Liverpool John Moore’s Fine Art Degree show of 2009 is rather underwhelming.

From the arrangement of the show, there is a clear lack of confidence on the part of the curators, in the ability 
of the Fine Art students to punch their weight with their peers.  Degree shows from the Design and Architecture 
strands respectively get sole coverage in the profound lower-ground and upper galleries, while the Fine Art 
students are generally relegated to the corridors. The large galleries, with their splayed window and chunky 
display-space interiors, must have been quite daunting when considering how to present mediums that are port-
folio-based by nature.  The answer, it appears,  was to throw money at the problem.  The applied arts students 
are therefore represented by large-scale poster-prints, and high quality print frescos depicting a series of mouth-
watering professional-quality designs.

After this visual feast, it is a shame when one gets to those works marked with a pink dot, signifying the Fine Art 
students, scattered throughout the building.  From Victoria Mulligan’s photocopied pictures of Brutalist architec-
ture, glued into circular patterns on a canvas, to Christine Bithell’s three large squares of paper depicting scrawls 
and pieces from magazines – again photocopied beyond all recognition – you get the feeling that the budget, 
and indeed the expertise, has been largely levied on the side of Design, rather than Art this year.  

Those who do best in this Fine Art show also rely heavily on their image-making and seem destined for a career 
in publishing or web-design. Greg Creighton’s personality with the fine-liner will carry him a fair distance – he is 
represented here by a well controlled trio of works entitled ‘The Institution’, where he has drawn some distinc-
tively entertaining approximations of world leaders onto a tiling of international bank notes.  Petal illustrations 
on post-its and the rather charming use of gridded paper from Natalie Hughes – one of the few pieces where 
the use of paper seems to make aesthetic sense – and Anneka Menzies’ nostalgic prints of trees, both at least 
stand more than a cursory glance.  But even these visual niceties are dwarfed by the achievements of the rest of 
the school, and by the failures in evidence throughout the rest of the Fine Art show. Besides the usual abstract 
expressionist canvas-manglers, paper is the dominant theme throughout. The most visually striking piece, a col-
lection of crumpled newspaper flowers hung down the epic stair-shaft toward the central lobby, is marred by it’s 
already out-of-date word-play (‘Credit Crunch’, Rebecca Houghton) and some rather atmospheric, if ungainly, 
skills with the brush are spoiled by the artist’s baffling use of paper for his thickly blocked acrylic portraits (Tho-
mas Boyle).  I am only sorry that by the time I attended the show, the most talked-about piece of work had been 
removed by it’s creator, Ashley Leach – an intriguing-sounding multimedia installation piece, which apparently 
responded to the sound of the visitors to the room.  If the rest of the work did this, I suspect their corners would 
curl.

Liverpool John Moores University
BA Fine Art Degree Show
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Left: 
‘Deep Sleep’ 
Greg Creighton 

Right: 
‘Inter-reactive’ 
Ashley Leach



Glamour rolls her tongue over a rich world of talent and decadence at the opening night of Northumbria Universi-
ty’s Visual Arts degree show: an event that culminates 3 years of nurtured practise and creative unravelling. All of 
the boys look sharply handsome in suits and girls who I have rarely seen out of overalls seem now, in this early 
June evening, to captivate room fulls of admirers. The crowd is by no means un-daunting; it is thick and feverish, 
elusive dealers and seasoned critics intermingle with other unusually attired creatures and those who have just 
come for the free refreshments. Course leader Sue Spark’s words tantalise and almost dare my mind’s eye to 
submerge itself into what we are about to see, “Observation is necessarily a physical, possibly messy, process 
that provokes our imagination and perception, and agitates us to see beyond the surface of things.”

Wielding a sledge hammer, in a rather hideously decored room, Stuart Herring is the centre of much commo-
tion. Billows of concrete dust rise to the balcony where we observe this strangely wonderful, Samsonesque act 
which the artist calls, ‘Concrete Block, 60 x 60 x 60cm’. He wears a gas mask and a suit; he is puce in the face 
and drenched in sweat. There is a temptation to view this as an obtuse escapist act, but Herring insists upon the 
purely aesthetic quality of his spectacle, “The point of the performance isn’t to reach a goal ... at some point I will 
be able to get free.” Crashes resound around the annex for nearly an hour before our very own Hercules anti-
hero stole the show with his final releasing blow. Herring, together with James Daltry (who’s TV Children were 
an enchanting parody of our mass media suckered society), Miles Harrison and Alex Breeze form the emerging 
art collective AJAM: promising future projects that merge the boundaries of fine art and dance music, bringing 
new life to Newcastle’s somewhat flailing current art scene. The work of Andrew Sandercock was profound and 
mature beyond his years. His small project space was a glimpse at the soul of an adventurer. Sandercock’s 
passion for mountaineering and physical endurance is embodied in his work which comprises ice picks and 
powdered chalk, marks of a struggle and evidence of falls - there is a raw emotion and his slides of mountain 
peaks are quietly beautiful amidst the testosterone and grit. The standard of the sculpture throughout this year’s 
show was exceptional and left the print and painterly exhibits overshadowed. Here, the scale was more modest 
and ambition was less honed. However, the iridescent canvasses of Alison Hayes were suspended above oth-
ers with tranquil certainty and charm. Hayes creates subtle textural landscapes with an idle fluidity to the brush 
strokes; her talent is understated as is her palette, which dips in and out of minor and major keys; her feminine 
notes aren’t saccharine, but freshen the heavy male presence of the show.

As with all BA degree shows, the amount of work was overwhelming and I would love to go into detail about 
every individual, however, I have chosen a few of those that particularly shone for me, and there were many 
more besides.

Northumbria University
Visual Arts Degree Show
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‘Concrete 
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Stuart Herring


