
GH 
Jesse, we are here in the old bar at the Museum of 
Cambridge surrounded by beer bottles, tobacco 
pipes, pub signs and old hoovers. These displays are 
dense and brimming with objects that all have their 
own very particular histories – a long way from 
the neutrality that we are used to in white walled 
art galleries. How have you found working with an 
environment like this and presenting your work in 
such a different context?

JW
I think the great thing about this museum is that 
it provides an opportunity to fit artworks into a 
‘scene’, and a lot of the time in art that is what 
artists are trying to generate – this sense of scene. 
Here it is overbearing in a way, because this is such 
a particular scene, the building is so old and has 
so much defined history, it is undeniable and you 
can’t get away from it. I think that is both really 
challenging but also really generous. 

There was a project that I did over the summer 
with a painter called Nicholas Party for a film 
festival in Switzerland, we made this cinema 
environment for a horror film called Häxan [by 
the director Benjamin Christensen] to exist in. The 
film was essentially about medieval witchcraft 
and medieval behavior towards woman. That was 
before you’d asked me to do this show, so curiously 
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my gaze had already shifted to the time period in 
which some of the objects in this museum would 
have existed or been activated. 

Over the last few years I’ve begun to work in a 
way where I would produce a show, or objects, 
that couldn’t operate in the world as anything 
other than art. Then I began to clutter them with 
remnants of human behavior like cigarettes, or 
a mobile phone for instance, all in clay, different 
things depending on what the exhibition might 
be. For this display, where we are dealing with 
and sorting very eclectic objects, that method of 
working felt really natural. 

When I’m in here I’m not thinking ‘I want to 
clear the spaces and make them white, let’s get 
a concrete floor in here’, because I’m actually 
thinking about the ways in which the spiritual 
home of art is more in the studio or where it 
ends up, in a collectors home say, than in the 
gallery. The gallery is this purgatory moment. 
No work stays in the gallery forever, probably 
more like the inside of a crate, or on a wall above 
someone’s couch, or in the studio are the most 
likely environments. So in a way this place is really 
good for contemporary art, because it lends itself 
as more of a natural habitat. I think we’ve seen it 
with a few things here, you hang something and 
you’re like, ‘wow’, that just works.
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GH
When we first started talking about this project 
you said that you’d been interested for a while 
in creating a sound-driven experience, which is 
what you’ve done here, what is it that drew you to 
making a work in this format?

JW
Originally I wasn’t imagining it would include 
dialogue when I’d been going over the idea in my 
head and seeking the right opportunity to do it. 
Like the gesture of putting Barbara [Hepworth’s 
Group of Three Magic Stones] in this case for 
example. I think doing this type of project in a 
gallery or a contemporary art museum would be 
really tough, in terms of ascertaining that level of 
control over the viewer. In this museum it’s much 
easier to take control of the viewer because you 
are naturally moving from room to room, and 
the rooms are quite small so there is a greater 
opportunity to control the way in which people 
behave and move through the space physically. But 
also the museum is made up of a series of semi-
functional rooms that are easy to write into any 
story about life, because you can imagine any of 
these scenes happening in any room so easily. The 
Museum became the best place that I had been 
offered to do a show of this nature that I have been 
longing to make. And as with making any art show 
there are really great moments, like for example I 
didn’t realise there was a church across the street, 
and once in a while the bells ring. 

GH 
When we’ve been discussing your new work and 
some of the work in the Kettle’s Yard collection, we 
talked about your interests in modernist sculpture 
and also surrealism, in fact we’ve been describing 
this whole show as a surrealist gesture. 

JW
I think it is definitely a massive surrealist gesture. 
None of what you’re seeing in the context that it’s 
being presented is real, or at least its true meaning 
is skewed. I mean, that tone is actually set not by 
me, but the story of Joseph Hempsell, because the 
story is at least to me untrue. I don’t believe in 
ghosts, and so to start with something fictional is 
actually really liberating because you can generate 
total freedom from that. 

Surrealism in art was something that I began to 
consider a lot, this moment when things meet. 
Surrealist painting in particular is a great example 

of that. In Giorgio de Chirico’s work you might 
have a neoclassical head meeting a rubber 
glove that you would use to do the washing 
up; those kinds of moments. I remember the 
artist Brian Griffiths saying to me years ago 
when I worked for him, the notion of being 
original in terms of the way you make, its so 
tough and intangible to attach any value or 
notion of progression, basically if you attach 
anything to that its going to be really hard to 
see what you’re doing and when you’re doing 
it. He thinks a really good example, and I 
agree, is the moment when two surfaces come 
together, like when you get your leopard skin 
material up against a neoclassical sculpture, is 
such a good opportunity to be idiosyncratic and 
original, that’s when new things happen. I think 
in a way that’s potentially one of the strongest 
points about this exhibition - like what do you 
do with a Barbara Hepworth? What can you 
possibly do to her work that is going to make it 
essentially any better or any more informative? 
It’s really tough retrospectively, because the 
work is already incredible. Point being, you 
need to try something. It feels to me like you 
need to be slightly aggressive with it in order for 
something new to happen, and maybe in being 
aggressive with it nothing new happens, and you 
sort of like ‘oh well’ that’s that. It’s just trying 
to re-present the object in a way that hopefully 
brings something new to the conversation about 
Barbara Hepworth.
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(above right) Installation view, a boot belonging 
to Moses Carter, ‘the Histon Giant’, circa 1850.





I’m reading a book called Rats at the moment, which is 
about a guy who is watching the behavior of rats in New 
York – you don’t see them so often in London, it’s very British 
– everything is there but you don’t see it. New York is very 
American – everything is more on the surface, present and not 
ashamed to speak about its presence. Since I first moved to 
New York the work was becoming grotesque, more explicit 
and figurative. I think this is to do with being closer to trash 
in New York. In London everything is concealed – you walk 
down the street but you do not see bins spilling out on the 
street. I think the work naturally became more explicit at that 
moment because it competes with its environment, not that it 
lives in but that you see, when you go outside. I’m also living 
in a very diverse area, with extremely different, independent 
communities rubbing closely alongside each other. I guess it’s 
the nature of moving to a new place - it seems surreal at first. 

GH 
In the time you’ve spent studying the collection and in 
particular Jim Ede’s seminal publication A Way of Life, has 
there been something in particular about Kettle’s Yard, in 
terms of its collection or Ede’s approach to collecting, that has 
particularly resonated with you?

JW
I think the most crucial thing that I took from looking at and 
examining the collection, and a great example of this is when 
we discovered that there is a Ken Price in the collection the 
other day, is its sensitivity and how surprising the approach 
is. When you imagine Kettle’s Yard you imagine its collection 
of modernist museum-standard objects, which is obviously 
what people know it for first and foremost along with its 
relationship with Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, but actually to me 
that’s not what it is at all – it is a actually a great example of 
curation or poetry. To me, Ede feels like a Buddhist. 

As someone that makes things, I go through different 
emotional phases of making; the first is that you really like the 
work that you’re making and you’re really happy with it, and 
then maybe it’ll go to a show and you really hope that if this 
work sells or it goes to a museum that the level of care will 
be the same in that place - the care and thought that I have 
projected onto it in the studio, but of course essentially it is 
never true. You might find one collector who is wonderful and 
really takes care of it – well Jim Ede was that one collector. 
He was that one person who allowed an object to not just 
take on a new life but blossom in its new life. I think that’s 
the most amazing thing I took from it, and also Jim’s really 
socialist values, where a pebble is as important as a Henry 
Moore. 

I often think that I wouldn’t ever collect art myself, I’ve traded 
work a lot in the past but I don’t think I’d ever exchange 
money for it, it just seems like a totally abstract idea. But 

(left) Henri Gaudier-Brzeska Sleeping Fawn, 1913 (cast 1960)
(previous page) Installation view, Jesse Wine, As I Am Now One Day 
Ye Will Be I, 2016 5



also I don’t feel I have the temperament to collect 
in a way that I’d respect, but I think he had the 
temperament to collect in a way that any artist 
would be extremely thankful for. It undeniably 
worked for all the artists.

In terms of the collection itself, it is wonderful 
and surprising. St Edmund is one of the most 
compelling objects I think possibly I’ve ever seen. 
It’s insane. Maybe it’s a great example of Jim’s 
reputation as a passionate collector – that the 
person who found it thought to give it to him.

GH
As well as the new pieces, we’ve included some 
existing works of yours in this show, including 
Chester Man I and Chester Man II both from 
2014. How did they come about?

JW
These works are self-referential in a way – but 
they came from the idea of Cheddar Man, or the 
Bog Man, which are these archaeological super-
finds that were found in remarkable condition, 
totally amazing. I was making these in series - in 
the process of making both works there was an 
equal amount of material and time, the task was 
to complete a head in a certain amount of time, 
but a completely idiosyncratic approach for each 
work. Originally there were four of these pieces, 

supposed to be this idea of people producing 
things with the notion of the hand – the 
idiosyncratic approach to making being the most 
important thing about the work operates. 

When you’re in the Met in New York you go 
through the Greek and Egyptian sections which 
are really dedicated to reproduction and finery, 

(top) Jesse Wine Chester Man II, 2014
(bottom) Installation view, the ‘Guest Room’ at the 
Museum of Cambridge, with Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, 
Sleeping Fawn, 1913 (cast 1960) and Jesse Wine, Chester 
Man I, 2014.



Installation view, the ‘Guest Room’ at the 
Museum of Cambridge. 7
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Installation view, the ‘Dining Parlour’ at the Museum 
of Cambridge. Jesse Wine, I Really Care I, 2014, and 
I Really Care II, 2014



where there was no hand of the maker left on these 
things. Then you go to the Oceanic or African 
rooms and you could not imagine more of the 
opposite  - every single thing has an identity, a DNA, 
and stands as an independent thing. To me there 
was this great difference; one was about making 
art, and the other was making craft. The Oceanic 
and African room was so much about indulging in 
the fact that everyone was different and wearing 
it through material. And I think that is really what 
art is. Not in terms of its pursuit but the way it 
looks and feels. So in these works I wanted to give 
the impression that four different people were 
same amount of material to make exactly the same 
thing in exactly the same time by exactly the same 
process, and they came up with four completely 
different outcomes, but which all speak a really 
similar language.

GH 
In some of the works or vignettes that you’ve created 
there’s a distinct feeling of absence – the plates 
of food deserted at the table, the clothes slumped 
over the empty chairs. Like somebody has just been 
here and left. Some of the rooms here shared that 
feeling when we first visited, they are all given names 
that refer to their original function back when the 
building was a pub, but some had begun to lose 
their identity. I was keen that through the narrative 
and the objects that you chose to bring in, that we 
should try to reactivate some of the rooms and think 
about the show loosely in terms of how you might 
organise a thematically arranged exhibition, room 
by room, in a more conventional gallery show. 

JW
Yes, for example one of the rooms is called the 
‘Guest Room’ so instead of treating it like an 
artists studio or a gallery by bringing in plinths, we 
chose to display artworks on Jim Ede’s bed, which 
we brought over from Kettle’s Yard next door, in 
order to reinstate the room as a bedroom. And 
again this is testament to Ede and his amazingly 
flexible collection of art. This room actually I think 
had the longest list of potential objects from KY 
to go in it – a room about the notion of sleep and 
dream - so works that had a philosophical feeling 
emitting from them, a sleep-like feeling, like Henri 
Gaudier-Brzeksa’s Sleeping Fawn. Or Alfred Wallis’ 
dreamlike Trees and Cottages. And then we’ve 
hammed it up a bit with what are supposed to be 
Jim’s clothes; woolen trousers, V-neck jumper which 
I’ve seen a picture of him wearing, a nice tweed 
blazer and a shirt, which are laid out neatly at the 
end of the bed as if ready for the occupant to get 
dressed.

That chimes with the story of Joseph Hempsell, 
which the narrative of the audio tour is based 
on. His story charts his transition from human 
to ghost, life to death, and so for the figure to 
be present and not present is the crux of the 
story. It tackles ideas that are transferable to all 
of us. I made these plates I Really Care I and I 
Really Care II in 2014 when I was having a life 
crisis, so in a therapeutic capacity I decided to do 
things that would hopefully identify and remedy 
it, through making stuff. So in a way these are 
conceptual works. I made this series of plates 
with food on which were glorified versions of 
the food I had eaten the night before, so there’s 
this really reflective way of working which was 
already defined before you had to do it. ‘Last 
night I ate mackerel for dinner so today I’m going 
to make a plate with mackerel on it’. It was also 
about this idea of acknowledging existence; ‘I am 
me, this is what I do’. So instead of working on 
something fantastical that is somehow dislocated 
from who I am, it was a way of looking directly 
at who I am. 

[walking through the Museum into the Fen and 
Folklore room]

JW
This is an amazing Gaudier-Brzeska object [Head, 
1912]. The chin on this, the way it goes into the 
neck, it is such a great example of fine application 
- that cut upwards is really beautiful, it just 
animates the object so well. 

This is the room where the show really begins 
to get extremely animated, where the story 
takes over the experience of the museum and of 
the objects. I think one of the great things that 
we’ve spoken about a lot is how because the 
story which you are told as you go through the 
museum is a fictionalised version of the museum 

(right) Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Head, 1912
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(this page) Installation view, ‘Fen and Folklore’ room 
at the Museum of Cambridge. Richard Hopkins Leach, 
painted sign for The Hopbine and Barley Ear public 
house, 1843

(page 10) Installation view, ‘Fen and Folklore’ room at the 
Museum of Cambridge. Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Head, 
1912, with bones.



itself or the area itself, then the museum becomes 
this animated fictional backdrop for all of these 
objects to flourish within. I think this room is 
where that peaks. I like in this room that the 
lighting connects the KY objects with mine, and 
also this bizarre painting from the folk collection 
[Richard Hopkins Leach, painted sign for The 
Hopbine and Barley Ear public house, 1843, 
illustrated p.11], it’s so dark, I’m not sure if it’s 
picked up smoke or something over time, and so 
when in the narrative our Joseph is fictitiously 
picked out as one of these guys working the land, 
with this scythe, which is obviously what the 
grim reaper carries around, and the characters 
are obviously a god fearing bunch, it all starts to 
come together quite beautifully I think. Ominous, 
and somehow tongue in cheek. 

GH
Also in this room, displayed with Gaudier-
Brzeska’s Head, is one of the new pieces that 
you’ve made for the show, As I Am Now One Day 
Ye Will Be II. It fits with a series of other tableaux 
works that you’ve been making recently, some of 
which will be included in your solo show at Mary 
Mary in Glasgow later this year.

JW
This one does fit with the series but it is the most 
autonomous. This one has a thumb, whereas 
within the pieces that I’ve made for the show 
at Mary Mary there are a number of figurative 
works but none of them have opposable thumbs. 
It’s a gesture towards how the only physical thing 
that sets us apart from other species on planet 
Earth is the fact that we have opposable thumbs, 
and it would appear as though a lot of the world 
is behaving as if we aren’t the sophisticated 
mammals that we believe we are. So I’ve removed 
it as this gesture about how everyone’s basically 
behaving like an animal at the moment, going 
back towards something like a tribal instinct, the 
rise on the political right and how problematic 
that is in terms of overlaying those kinds of 
politics onto a fully diverse nation. 

GH 
We have been led up the stairs by the pulsating 
purple lights right to the top of the building to 
the attic, so we are now standing in the bell tower 
as we are calling it. There is a Barbara Hepworth 
sculpture in the case on the floor, beside it a 
weather-beaten stone carving that you discovered 
outside in the courtyard – it looks like it’s from 
a tomb. There’s an Alfred Wallis painting and a 
Henri Gaudier-Brzeska etching of a skull on the 
wall, all lit by an orange light.

JW
I think this room operates most clearly in relation 
to contemporary art where there are these 
nuanced moments, for example the church across 
the street that you see out of the window and the 
bells ringing. They’re leading in a way that still 
gives you some work to do as the viewer, whereas 
the other rooms are very much narrative based. 
This one is a little more abstract and spiritual in 
the dialogue that happens in here. There’s this 
great line from A Way of Life which is  from 
an Austrian priest [Meister Eckhart, p.68], ‘we 
should become what we have eternally been’, 
that made me think of carbon and matter, and to 
use the word in a different capacity, how much 
nothing  matters. And, I think in relation to that, 
the title of this work was the thing that drew me 
to it the most, Group of Three Magic Stones, I 
thought, wow, that is extremely pertinent with 
the objective of what I’d like to achieve in this 
room, to have this sense of the supernatural or 
of magic, which is in a way conceptual art; when 
what you’re looking at is not necessarily what 
you’re picking up or sensing. I hadn’t heard of a 
work of hers titled in that way before, something 
so abstract and spiritual, just to overlay so much 
onto these objects that they are three magic 
stones. It’s effortless but completely leading.  

This display case that it is existing in, which 
we found in the Museum’s store, is probably 
something that was made in her lifetime, it looks 
as though it is probably from the 40s or 50s. I 
thought that there was something quite funny 
about the idea that she was making modern art 
and in a way fighting against this kind of thing, 
but in relation to the line ‘we shall return to what 
we have always been’ which is not mid-century 
display furniture, but just this idea that however 
much you seek to control your position in life, 
there is a part of you that acknowledges that that 
is a futile notion because beyond life there is no 
control. We’ve also got it hovering a little off the 
floor, which is nice touch, and a great way around 
wonky floorboards. 

12(previous page) Installation view, Jesse Wine, I Really Care I, 2014
(right) Barbara Hepworth, Group of Three Magic Stones, 1973



Something that I’m also really interested in 
is presenting art to a broader audience and 
communicating with friendly tools as there is 
undeniably great exclusivity that exists within 
contemporary art, I find that really problematic. 
Just the simple notion that this is what conceptual 
art can look like, this is representative of the 
notion of death, and you do not need art tools to 
read that. And I really appreciate those kinds of 
moments in theatre, when I have a really beginners 
moment where I’m like I really took so much 
from that moment, and a seasoned theatre goer 
might say, well good maybe you’ll go to another 
production now, this way in, and so in this kind 
of environment, and with the sort of people we 
know will be coming to this museum, those kinds 
of gestures are going to operate really successfully. 
Whereas in a contemporary art museum those 
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(top right) Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Skull, n.d
(page 15) Installation view, the attic at the Museum of Cambridge.
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kinds of gestures might be a null point. In this 
environment they are elegant. Barbara is extremely 
elegant in this setting.

I also think something nice about this room is this 
strange sculpture, or part of a tomb or something, 
is really singing in here, because unlike all of the 
contemporary art that we see and are precious over, 
this has been out in the world and is battered.
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