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During the Covid-19 pandemic and spanning 
various lockdowns, exhibiting artists 
participated in ‘Artist Meets’, an artist-to-artist 
support programme. For this, artists from 
Bethlem Gallery and Primary were paired based 
on their shared interests or approaches to art 
production. The project provided an opportunity 
for artists navigating varying levels of isolation 
and living in different areas of the country 
to connect. The project grew as artist pairs 
continued to meet online, exchanging work by 
post, video call and email, working together to 
navigate a practice of remote collaboration.  

Online group development sessions 
included a workshop around collaborative 
practice facilitated by Bethlem Gallery and 
a session with the Wellcome Collection, 
exploring how artists might practically and 
conceptually approach their own archives.  

The exhibition Being Present, suggested by 
the participating artists as an apt culmination 
of each pairs’ projects, reflects the necessary 
remote approach to this virtual exchange. It 
sees the artists meet their pairs in-person 
for the first time to celebrate the artwork and 
partnerships that they have created together. 

The exhibition shows some of the work 
produced by the artist pairs over a 2-year 
period and will explore what it means to 
be present and the nature and practice of 
collaboration.

Introduction

Being Present is a group exhibition presenting 
work by artists from Bethlem Gallery, London 
and Primary, Nottingham.

With artists: 
Frank Abbott & Mr X 
Michelle Baharier & Chris Lewis-Jones 
Courtney & Roger Suckling 
Fatma Durmush & Jo Wheeler

Frank Abbott & Mr X 
Frank Abbott and Mr X’s work uses found 
materials, moving parts and light to create 
sculptures that are both immersive and 
performative. During the collaboration, Mr X 
and Abbott have communicated over video, 
email and by post, coming up with a project 
that will feature a construction making a 
surprise visit to a small park in Nottingham on 
12 April 2023. This will take place during the 
blossoming of the cherry trees, as a surprise 
‘message for the future’ and culmination of 
a ritual. At Bethlem Gallery, the artists will 
show the construction, their messages for 
the future and, part-way through the show 
after 12 April, a filmed documentation of the 
surprise visit. 

Michelle Baharier & Chris Lewis-Jones 
Michelle Baharier and Chris Lewis-Jones’ 
work together is titled Teatime Presence 
and explores ideas associated with being, 
presence, well-being and the ‘great British tea 
break’. During timed performances on specific 
days, the artists will serve tea to visitors at 
Bethlem Gallery. The names of their teas evoke 
psychological conditions: anxietea, hostilitea, 
and hospitalitea. 

Fatma Durmush & Jo Wheeler
In their collaboration, Fatma Durmush and 
Jo Wheeler explored an exchange between 
their painting and photographic practices. 
As a starting point, they parcelled up prints 
and canvases to post to each other with a 
loose idea that they’d each respond in some 
way to what the other offered. Jo Wheeler’s 
photographs of the scarred floor from an 
old textile mill were integrated into Fatma 
Durmush’s collages reflecting deeply rooted 
childhood memories and dreams. The surface 
of Fatma’s paintings were closely examined by 
Wheeler’s photographic lens to explore and 
reframe Durmush’s mark-making and colour. 

Courtney & Roger Suckling
Courtney & Roger Suckling’s collaboration 
projects images over objects to explore 
community, identity and gender. Overcoming 
difficulties in working remotely and navigating 
lockdown communications, their work 
explores the concept of community and 
distance. Films they have created will be 
shown next to sculptural pieces in the gallery. 

The Pairs



In The Artists’ Own Words 
(in alphabetical order) 

Courtney

Courtney produced an initial series of 
photographic images of his line drawings, 
projected over himself dressed in white. 
Courtney became the blank canvas stripped of 
identifying features symbolling the ‘individual’ 
within a community. Here he talks in more 
detail about his work Towers of Strength 
(Working title, 2022) 

“Many of us have experienced some 
turbulence in recent times in our lives. We’ve 
also witnessed communities divided and 
seen communities coming together in a very 
wholesome way. With this piece of work that 
I’ve been working on for quite some time, it was 
important for me to try and encapsulate some 
of the sensibilities of community. Something 
that I value — and I certainly feel valued and 
within this Bethlem community — I felt it 
important to try and demonstrate that in a very 
clear way. 

What I was struck by was the transparency 
that for me spoke to my mind about openness 
and honesty, and it was something that 
I’ve learnt to really value and place great 
importance on. Not only in my work as a patient 
here at the Bethlem but also with something 
that undergirds success and relationships with 
other people. But in my life generally I feel that 
it’s an important part of that that journey for me. 

I feel that with this piece these towers – 
which are kind of symbolic of towers of 
strength really because they are so densely 
populated — it’s a community and I really want 
to try and drive that point home. So, these 
glass towers are symbolic of that kind of inner 
strength that we probably all have in various 
ways. We’ve certainly seen that more recently 
either through the media or our own personal 

experiences, and I’ve certainly felt it and seen 
it in the community that I live in. I’m struck by 
how people strive to come together to work 
towards something about inclusion rather 
than exclusion, about the betterment of the 
community, and about the health, the wealth 
and the stability of that community.

It was important me to try to think about 
inclusion rather than exclusion; to think about 
something that unifies a community and what 
is it that holds that community together. And 
there are various things, and as we find new 
ways of responding to the vicissitude of our 
life, we have that sense that people will come 
together. Whether it’s family, with friends or 
whether it’s a larger group of people working 
together — I’ve seen that and I’ve certainly felt 
that, and I’ve been part of that journey. So, it 
was important for me in creating this work of 
art to think about those qualities, and to try and 
demonstrate those sentiments. I hope that I’ve 
been able to do that.”

Chris Lewis-Jones

How was the collaboration? 

“The collaboration was/is good. We worked in 
different ways, but there was enough middle 
ground for us to enjoy both our differences 
and similarities. I appreciated the extent 
to which staff at Bethlem [Gallery] felt like 
collaborators during the shaping of our work. I 
also appreciated the opportunity to re-connect 
with colleagues from Primary.
I wouldn’t say anything had been actually 
‘hard’, though face-to-face communication is 
always going to be easier and more convivial 
than on-screen communication.”

How did your work develop? What changed?

“We developed the work by exchanging ideas via 
email, telephone and on-line. We kept an open 
mind with regard to what shape the work would 
take. We kept in touch with each other and, more 
latterly, with Amanda (at Bethlem [Gallery]) 
throughout, sharing both practical and 
theoretical ideas as they occurred to us. Initially, 
our emphasis was on exploring installation, with 
performative elements, but shifted towards 
an emphasis on performative space. The ‘Tea 
Tree’ changed from being an object to being a 
painting on the wall. The contextual emphasis 
also evolved… away from a literary and folkloric 
influenced exploration of presence and tea to 
a class-based exploration of the tea break and 
more of a political exploration of the notion of 
‘being present’.”

What is important about the work that you 
developed?

“The work feels important (to me) because 
it focuses specifically on class, whereas 
my work usually focuses on context, which 
inevitably entails exploring a multiplicity 
of discourse/s. I’d like to think of myself 
as a ‘conceptual artist’, of sorts… and the 
concept that jumps most readily to mind, 
when considering tea, is colonialism, not 
class. However, largely through the influence 
of Michelle, I have found myself exploring a 
specifically proletarian discourse: ‘the Great 
British Tea Break’. This has reminded me of the 
years I spent in badly paid employment, when 
tea breaks offered a blessed relief from the 
tedium of alienated labour. And this experience 
is something I share with Michelle, who 
describes herself as (amongst other things) 
‘a working class artist’. This repositioning of 
class critique within my practice, not just as 
discourse, but as lived experience, seems 
significant.”

What have you learnt about collaboration?

“Although I’ve enjoyed the collaboration, 
and would like to do more, I don’t feel I’ve 
learnt anything new about it, so far. I don’t 
feel I always learn more about collaboration 
simply as a consequence of doing it, but I do 
feel that my practice is always enhanced, as 
a consequence of having done it. And the 
collaboration hasn’t finished yet, so I may yet 
learn new things about it!”



Fatma Durmush

How was the collaboration? 

“The collaboration at first felt like an impossible 
obstacle. Although I was in the same space 
as all the other artists, so I was not alone. I 
realised everybody was going through the 
same thing. Having Jo there made me feel 
better.” 

What was hard? 

“We work in different ways. Jo’s process is 
clean and mine is not. Jo’s process is like she 
is in a space lab.”

What is important about the work that you 
developed? 

“I realised I had a lot of collages and paintings. I 
seem to have a conversation with the paintings 
before and whilst I’m working on new works. I 
was exhausted by the working process and 
I see things differently — like having the skills 
to do the next exhibition. The exhibition gives 
you a voice — although it is always traumatic 
and exhausting, like giving birth, like being 
exposed, but being part of a group who were 
supportive was good.”

What have you learnt about collaboration? 

“When you collaborate, you must consider other 
people, be supportive — and get on with the 
project even if you don’t feel like it. Jo guided 
my work, and I enjoyed the comradeship. It 
was an effort — and now only a few more steps 
upwards, only a short way up the hill...”

Frank Abbott

“The experience of working at a distance has 
been common to all of us over the period of the 
pandemic. The distance experienced by artists 
working with partners from both Bethlem 
[Gallery] and Primary was a double remote. 
We were both remote from one another, in the 
sense that we couldn’t meet up (having to use 
technical means to communicate) but also 
remote to the life circumstances of the other 
artists — either the environment of the in-house 
artist practitioners at Bethlem [Gallery] in 
South London or the studio holders at Primary 
artist-led studio in Nottingham.

Any process of collaboration involves an 
attempt to project oneself into the mind of 
another or perhaps, more accurately, for both 
the collaborators to project themselves out 
from their own forms of thinking into a common 
space that is occupied by their work. That is 
why the opportunity to exhibit the work in Being 
Present is important for us. Whilst we were 
able to communicate and develop projects out 
of our mutual understanding of each other’s 
spaces and experiences, it’s only when we 
can see that work alongside others, outside of 
ourselves and our relationship, that it can fully 
develop its meaning.

Making the work has embodied a series 
of collaborative processes which are 
shared with the experience of the generality 
of people during the pandemic. Online 
discussion through [Microsoft] Teams and 
Zoom. Exchange of images and experiences. 
Phone calls. Posted parcels and physical 
modifications of received items.
The mechanism of the physical exhibition 
involves a number of the forbidden tropes 

Facing page artwork: Collaborative work by Frank Abbott and Mr X in progress.



which took on a rarefied importance over that 
particular period — the meet up for a cup of 
tea, the long-planned appearance at a specific 
event, the chance to see two pieces of work 
alongside in the same physical space. And the 
exhibition itself gives us, as the artists, the first 
opportunity to actually physically meet one 
another in person. 

I know I am going to be interested to see if 
Being Present speaks beyond the restrictions 
and opportunities of online collaboration 
and gives us something more to consider 
about the sensitivities of the artists involved 
and their capacity to generate a space of 
understanding.” 

Jo Wheeler

How was it being paired with someone you 
didn’t know to work with?

“I was excited and curious! I work in 
collaboration a lot so I’m fairly used to working 
with the uncertainty that that brings. What will 
I be able to bring to this? What will the other 
person give back? Where will it take us? Will my 
contribution be good enough? I had all those 
thoughts running through my head. In the 
beginning how we’d work together didn’t feel 
obvious, I think largely because we couldn’t 
meet in person but also because our practices 
are really different, but I see that as the real 
strength of our collaboration now.”

How was the collaboration – how did it make 
you feel?

“In lockdown I realised that I’m not terribly good 
at Zooming! — online conversations felt such a 
compromise. BUT! It felt that Fatma and I were 
both up for exploring what we could do within 
these challenges and it was interesting and 
enjoyable to make a new creative connection 
in those times and see what the possibilities 
might be through exchanging some work and 
some ideas.”

How did it develop your work? Were there 
significant insights or process developments?

“Through this collaboration I was able to apply 
some ideas I’d been playing with around 
collaborating with an old textile building 
through close observation with my camera. I’d 
been using a durational process to become 
absorbed in mapping the surface of the old 

factory, using my macro lens to really press 
my nose up against it, to spend time examining 
and thinking about the traces and marks 
that tell its story. I’d been thinking about how 
buildings hold scars like our bodies; holding 
the ghosts of the building’s narrative; the 
traces of what happened here, of presence 
and absence. I’d photographed the beaten-
up floors and the grilled windows, looking 
into the interior of the building. I sent these 
photographs to Fatma to use and she sent me 
a book of her drawings that reference painful 
memories and bad dreams. I applied the close 
observation technique to photograph her 
work and loved getting up close to the surface 
texture and energy of Fatma’s mark-making, 
making new abstracts from her narrative 
drawings. And Fatma cut up my photographs to 
collage them into new works.

The contrast between our practices was 
what became really interesting for me, making 
work that combined Fatma’s expressive 
mark-making and personal narratives 
with my camera’s more formal, conscious 
observations. 

Then we each swapped again. Details 
of Fatma’s initial drawings becoming my 
photographic work, being re-collaged into 
Fatma’s new work, whose details I then re-
photographed; each swap producing more 
layers, becoming more circular and I felt our 
work together began to connect in new and 
interesting ways.”

Were you happy about how the work turned out?

“Yes! I think some interesting, unexpected 
things materialised as we swapped the work 

back and forth. I felt that the lines and grids 
from the photographs of the buildings became 
broken boundaries in Fatma’s collages, trying 
and failing to contain the crayon and paint. My 
final set of images focused on these edges 
where my photographic print meets Fatma’s 
drawing.

 I’d love to stay in touch with Fatma. I hope 
our exchanges can continue and I’d like to see 
how we can extend and develop this approach 
into new work too.”



 Michelle Baharier

“The project was quite strange because I’ve 
never been paired with another artist before. 
Working on Zoom was quite an experience, 
because I didn’t have any expectations. Now 
I’m more nervous on one level — because I’ve 
been going out and realise how short I am, I’ve 
no idea how tall Chris is. When you’re on Zoom 
you are at the same level but in reality I’ve no 
idea how tall his is — I guess I’m looking forward 
to the revelation!

Working with Chris has developed my 
work. I’m not used to working in partnership. 
Through doing this project, I’ve found more 
work. A lot of people just think I do 2D work. I 
am a multimedia artist and do performance too. 
It was really nice to meet someone who also 
does performance. The pairings seemed quite 
ad hoc, so it was interesting that that happened.

There is compromise when you’re working 
with someone else. I’m used to compromising 
when it comes to space, but not how I work. 
When you’re doing it with someone else 
who doesn’t live nearby. It’s going to have 
a spontaneous element, and a permanent 
presence in the Gallery.

What’s important is that it could go beyond 
this exhibition. The experimentation of it 
is great. I’d like to engage in some other 
collaborations. Working with people – it would 
be great to take the work to Primary, so it’s not 
just at Bethlem Gallery.

One of the things that was so amazing about 
the project because it was virtual, was the 
ability to not be where you live — it’s a third 
space we’ve now got. 

Being Present is really important to me. It’s 
a thing that art gives you — that helps you 
address your mental distress. If you can stay in 

the moment, you can stay away from negative 
thoughts. That doesn’t work for everybody. 
That’s a really important aspect for me in 
my practice. During the pandemic that was 
essential. 

I’d like to say thank you to Bethlem [Gallery] 
and Primary for putting the project together. 
It’s really crucial to have opportunities. It was 
really nice to work with someone who is not 
in London. It’s just a different perspective. 
Now we’re exhibiting it, it’s a bit more nerve 
wracking. As we’re talking, it’s still in progress.” 

Mr X

How was the collaboration?

“I like working with Frank. He’s rocking on the 
same level as me. We come up with unusual 
ideas. We do have our disagreements about 
things and we come to a decision and a 
compromise minutes afterwards. I make 
sure there is a give and take, and hopefully 
in the near future we can get other things 
done — however strange and wonderful they 
may be. We are a good pair.”

How did it develop your work? What changed? 

“I’m not sure. There have been a few 
changes — some for the best. It depends on 
how it turns out in the end.”

What is important about the work that you 
developed? 

“At the moment the most important thing is the 
contact and trying to understand each other’s 
methods of working. Frank makes things a 
little out of my league compared to what I’d 
usually do. He sent something to me. We sent 
Frank back an unusual video. It happened by 
accident, not by choice. Some sort of mirror 
image. It happened with light and a mirror — it 
would be good to do more of those. It was 
absolutely fantastic.”

What have you learnt about collaboration? 

“That’s very hard to explain. I think what I’ve 
said sums it up — it’s give and take. We need to 
see what other projects we can come up with 
to open the eyes of the public — I build things 
that don’t fit the criteria of the norm, that are 
shocking but nice. Like the truck.”

Above: Teatime Presence (in progress) by Chris  

Lewis-Jones and Michelle Baharier.



Roger Suckling 

How was the collaboration? 

“I stepped in late to this project after one of the 
initial artists at Primary dropped out. I had 
been involved in another collaboration in 2019 
when about 15 artists from Nottingham met 
up with artists in Belfast. That collaboration 
was my first experience of working directly 
with another artist and although it worked well, 
the experience of visiting Belfast and meeting 
people from the art scene there was the most 
important part of the project.

So, I thought that the ‘Artists Meets’ project 
would be an interesting project to be involved 
with. I had no preconceptions other than 
to try to initiate a discussion with Courtney 
around ideas that we could take as themes and 
develop work from.

Before meeting with Courtney, I had looked 
at his work on the Bethlem Gallery website and 
was impressed with the themes chosen and 
their realisation.

We decided to explore the ideas around 
‘identity’. Courtney made work very quickly 
after our initial meet up whereas I found it 
very difficult to generate ideas and produce 
work. This was at a time of coronavirus with its 
restrictions, which had an impact on me. I did 
produce some work eventually.

I found meeting Courtney, although only 
online, to be one of the positive outcomes 
of this project. As noted earlier, I found his 
work interesting and in our meetings I was 
impressed with his observations on his own 
work and his comments on mine.

Our limited contact over the course of this 
project, for various reasons, was one of the 
limiting factors in this collaboration.

In one of our last meetings, both Courtney and 
I were beginning to think about how to develop 
our collaboration. This didn’t, unfortunately, 
materialise as the ‘Artists Meet’ project came 
to a close.”

How did it develop your work? What changed?

“Although it took a long time to find a way to 
make work, I was happy with the way I was able 
to develop it. That process is still ongoing as I 
prepare the final piece for the exhibition.”

What is important about the work that you 
developed?

“My collaboration with Courtney did allow me 
to develop a piece of work over an extended 
period and in a different way to my usual 
approach.”

What have you learnt about collaboration?

“For me this is an interesting question about 
how to collaborate with other artists. Towards 
the end of this project Courtney and I were 
thinking about how to make work together 
rather than making it separately. This might 
be difficult to achieve, combining different 
practices and approaches.”

This programme of workshops will take  
place at Bethlem Gallery over the  
course of the exhibition:

Events

Being Present is an exhibition of paintings, collage, 
photography, sculpture and performance works created 
through new collaborations. The show is accompanied by an 
artist’s performance in Nottingham on 12 April, and a sharing 
event at Primary in the Summer 2023. Please check our 
website for more details.

28 January 
‘Light Fantastic Workshop’ with Mr X 

25 February
‘Making Something Bad – Good’, 
Collage Workshop with Fatma Durmush 

4 March 
‘Being Present – Being Animal’ 
with The Artist Taxi Driver 

25 March
‘Collage and Collaboration with People and
Places’ Workshop with Jo Wheeler 

29 April
Frottage Workshop with Chris Lewis-Jones



About Primary
Primary is an artist-led contemporary visual 
arts organisation. We prioritise artistic 
research, provide studios and residencies 
to artists, and run a free public programme 
of exhibitions and events. We believe that 
artistic research is a public process, so we 
encourage participation in artistic production. 
We’ve established an engaged and outward-
looking community which supports artists 
to experiment and develop their practice. 
We provide high quality studios for over 50 
resident artists, alongside a free programme of 
exhibitions and events which are free and open 
to everyone. 

About

About Bethlem Gallery
Bethlem Gallery is a visual arts organisation in 
south-east London. We programme creative 
activities, projects and commissions to 
participate in, look at, talk and think about.

Based at Bethlem Royal Hospital, Beckenham, 
and working across South London and the 
UK, we support the professional development 
and socially engaged practice of our artists, 
many of whom have experienced mental health 
services. We bridge communities, aiming to 
make art an everyday practice and mental 
health an everyday conversation.

Cover image artwork: ‘Sheer Scale’, by Fatma Durmush and Jo Wheeler

Facing page artwork: ‘Tower of Strength’ (Detail) by Courtney



“I know I am going to 
be interested to see if 
Being Present speaks 

beyond the restrictions 
and opportunities of 
online collaboration 

and gives us something 
more to consider about 
the sensitivities of the 
artists involved and 

their capacity to 
generate a space of 

understanding.”

 Frank Abbott


