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Ours takes the study of a historical drawing, 
A birdcage by Beatrice Whistler, as its 
foundation. Although absent from the 
exhibition, the sketch emerges discretely 
through multiple female voices, as a hybrid 
and flickering form open to interpretation.

The drawing is held in The Hunterian 
collection, Glasgow, and cannot be lent 
due to the terms of its gifting in 1935. This 
absence has become central to Grace’s 
research process, generating associations 
with other artworks and ideas as a way to 
trace the edges of this object. Outlining a 
birdcage from three perspectives and drawn 
on both sides of a small sheet of paper, the 
drawing was almost certainly intended as a 
design to be built. Ours explores the drawing 
as a transitory site, unstable and dual in 
nature, questioning to what extent close 
observation can be undertaken at a distance.

The exhibition houses art works and writing 
that oscillate around ideas implicit in the 
formal and abstract qualities of the drawing. 
The gallery has been adapted to create an 
intimate viewing environment and is intended 
as a space of shared authorship, as implied 
by the title, layering different mediums and 
positions. Ours includes a painting by Carol 
Rhodes titled Forest, photopolymer prints 
made from archival photographs of Beatrice 
Whistler’s garden, and a newly commissioned 
text by Sophie Collins. Carol’s small-scale 
paintings often depict aerial views of 

fictional landscapes, composed from eclectic 
photographic sources and preparatory 
drawings. The painting Forest made in 1999, 
is anomalous in Carol’s work due to its dense 
and continuous ground of colour. It is placed 
in dialogue with photopolymer reproductions 
of archival photographs currently held in 
the Special Collections at the University of 
Glasgow Library. Depicting Beatrice’s garden 
in Paris, the images create three views of a 
sheltered, circular lawn. The maker and date 
of their creation is unknown, bringing into 
question the nature of origins and acts of 
reframing.

Grace has commissioned Sophie Collins to 
write a text in response to the drawing. The 
text focuses on Pauline Réage’s 1954 novel 
Histoire d’O (Story of O), which follows the 
title character as she submits herself to 
the sexual predilections of a secret society. 
Through a performative reading of the novel 
in successive, unnumbered points, the piece 
constitutes an aberrant, spacious text that 
addresses the notions – including pronouns, 
possession and the very act of naming – 
suggested by the exhibition title Ours.



I first encountered the drawing, A birdcage, 
two years ago in the archives at The Hunterian 
in Glasgow. I was drawn to its small-scale and 
uneven lower edge, which slants at an angle 
as though the paper has been deliberately 
cut that way. The birdcage is sketched in ink 
on both the recto and verso, with simplified 
marks outlining its structure from three 
different perspectives. On one side, there is 
a frontal view, above a hatched octagonal 
form – perhaps an aerial plan or a bird’s eye 
view – that is discordant in shape, as though 
from another design. The side of the cage is 
hesitantly delineated on the reverse of the 
paper, with the bars that should hold the 
structure together remaining incomplete. The 
drawing fragments across the two surfaces, 
and within this duality, it becomes a restless 
and mutable image that cannot be fully 
discerned.

A birdcage was made by Beatrice Whistler 
at her home in Paris between 1892 and 
1893. Beatrice designed trellises, pedestals 
for flowers and birdcages for her garden, 
where she kept songbirds for company and 
observational drawing. Her sketches are 
intimate, gestural and sometimes drawn 
repetitively, on the backs of letters or other 
pieces of paper and card. Her work has 
often been confused for that of her husband 
– the artist James McNeill Whistler – due 
to historical preconceptions regarding the 
‘masculine’ quality of her line. However, it is 
likely that her bold, simplified mark making 
was influenced by the style of the Japanese 
woodcut prints that they collected. She 
often signed her work with a monogram or a 
trefoil, and sometimes with the symbol φ, the 
Greek letter (phi) denoting Philip, which was 
her maiden name. These discrete measures 
indicate a reluctance to designate her identity 

and gender, and when she occasionally 
exhibited her work, she did so under the 
pseudonym ‘Rix Birnie’. 

Late last year I visited the house that Beatrice 
once lived in, at no. 110 rue du Bac, on the 
Left Bank in Paris. Before travelling there, 
I posted a letter to the address requesting 
access to the garden, which was returned to 
me some weeks later undelivered. Although I 
arrived with uncertainty, a series of fortuitous 
circumstances led me to a neighbouring 
apartment. I intended to remember names, 
textures and materials as I moved through the 
rooms and folding doors onto a balcony, from 
where I looked down into the garden. I saw 
the secluded space captured in photographs 
that I had found in the library at the University 
of Glasgow. In observing the garden from 
an elevated distance, I came closer to the 
drawing’s subject, yet it only became more 
unknowable. 

In Ours, the drawing is an intermediary 
between multiple voices and perspectives 
are built through different mediums. Part 
of Speech: a whistle in the gloom is a text 
by Sophie Collins that researches and 
incorporates source texts, re-voicing the 
words of other female writers. Carol Rhodes’ 
paintings begin with a form of collage, 
using a range of found images and intricate 
compositional drawings to construct 
layered surfaces. The photopolymer prints 
in the exhibition are digital files of archival 
photographs, whose images are altered 
through their inscription back into a material 
form. A birdcage cannot be lent from The 
Hunterian due to the conditions of the 
bequest made by Beatrice’s sister, Rosalind 
Birnie Philip, in 1935. Ours, the title of this 
exhibition, is a possessive pronoun I use to 

A birdcage
Grace Johnston



conjure the drawing by naming its absence. It 
denotes oneself and others, implying shared 
interpretations of an object that is denied 
visibility here.

Grace Johnston lives and works in Glasgow. 
She graduated from the MLitt Curatorial 
Practice (Contemporary Art) at The Glasgow 
School of Art and the University of Glasgow 
in 2015, where she previously studied 
Sculpture and Environmental Art. Grace 
was a participant in Curatorial Studio in 
2016. Her recent projects include William’s 
Palm, Glasgow, 2015, and Earth Wire, a book 
made in collaboration with the artist Jamie 
Kane. Ours has been developed by Grace as 
Associate Producer for Satellites Programme 
2017.

Sophie Collins is a poet and co-editor of 
tender, a quarterly journal of work by female-
identified writers and artists. Sophie recently 
edited Currently & Emotion, an anthology of 
contemporary poetry translations published 
by Test Centre. She is Artist in Residence 
at Glasgow Women’s Library, where she is 
researching a text on self-expression, self-
help and shame to be published by Book 
Works in 2017. Her first collection of poetry 
will be published by Penguin in 2017. 

Carol Rhodes lives and works in Glasgow, 
where she studied at The Glasgow School 
of Art from 1977 – 82. Solo exhibitions 
include: Oxford House, Glasgow, 2016; 
OHIO, Glasgow, 2013; Mummery + Schnelle, 
London, 2009 and 2013; Scottish National 
Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, 2007; 
and Brent Sikkema Gallery, New York, 2002. 
Carol’s paintings are in major collections 
including the Scottish National Gallery of 
Modern Art, Tate and Yale Center for British 
Art. She runs the occasional exhibition space 
42 Carlton Place in Glasgow with the artist 
Merlin James.



1. Sophie Collins, Part of Speech: a whistle 
in the gloom, 2017, text in reversible booklet, 
digitally printed, saddle stitch, 20 pages, 21 x 
13cm, edition of 500. Please take one.

2. Carol Rhodes, Forest, 1999, oil on board, 
41.5 x 47.5cm.

3. 110 rue du Bac, 2017, 3 photopolymer prints 
on paper, framed, 33 x 42.5cm. Photographer 
and date of creation unknown. Reproduced 
to scale, by permission of the University of 
Glasgow Library, Special Collections.

Grace would like to thank: Collective, James 
N Hutchinson, Martin Holman, Andrew 
Mummery, Margaret Macdonald, Lesley 
Young, Dominic Paterson, Claire Walsh, 
Julie-Ann Delany, Jessica Crisp, James 
MacEachran, Melanie Letore, David Mason, 
Calum Sutherland, Abigale Neate Wilson, 
Jamie Kane, Rosie O’Grady, Eilidh Ratcliffe 
and Ewan Murray.

Ours has been developed by Grace Johnston 
as Associate Producer for Satellites 
Programme. Satellites is Collective’s 
development programme for emergent 
artists and producers based in Scotland. 
Satellites Programme 2017 includes three solo 
presentations by selected artists Alex Impey, 
Adam Lewis Jacob and Ross Little and two 
projects by Associate Producers Timothea 
Armour and Grace Johnston.

Collective is a contemporary visual art 
organisation that brings people together 
around the production and presentation of 
new of new exhibitions, commissions and 
projects.

To donate to the City Observatory 
redevelopment please visit our website or 
JustGiving for our Buy-a-Brick scheme or text 
COLL38 £5 to 70070. 
(Donations will usually incur your standard text message fee.)

www.collectivegallery.net
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