
she didn't know what else 
to say… Two weeks later, a 
handwritten letter arrived 
on my doormat from Alison, 
and it did cheer me up, it 
was funny.”

That was the first of over 
100 letters Alison wrote to 
Brian during his treatment. 
Exhausted and struggling to 
find anything he wanted to 
talk about, Brian never wrote 
back, and yet the letters 
came regardless. He quickly 
realised this offered him 
the pleasure of company 
without the burden of 
needing to give anything in 
return.

“I would always make 
sure to take a couple of 
unopened letters to take 
with me to treatment. It 
was like having her with me, 
without having to actually 
take her. I never wanted 
anybody to have to sit in 
that room with the blue chair 
and watch me being unwell. 
I would feel that I’d have to 
entertain them, it was like an 
added responsibility that I 
really didn’t want.”

Alison wrote to Brian 
between his diagnosis in 
2010 and him finally getting 
the all-clear in 2013. With 
Brian well again, Alison 
stopped writing. It was 
years until their experience 
came up again, when an 
opportunity to discuss their 
letter-fuelled friendship on 
BBC Radio 4’s Listening 
Project arose in 2016.

Fascinated by their story, 
the programme’s producer 
encouraged them to do 
something more with the 
idea. Both were at a loose 

end as to what, until a 
neighbour of Alison’s told 
her he wanted to follow 
her lead by writing letters 
to an overseas friend with 
cancer. Alison helped him 
get started, and from that 
conversation Alison and 
Brian set up From Me to 
You, initially a charity to 
encourage and inspire 
people to write to family 
members and friends with 
cancer.

Interest grew and grew, 
until they realised that there 
were many people without 
anyone in their lives with 
cancer that still wanted to 
pen letters. They came up 
with their Donate a Letter 
campaign, where anyone, 
anywhere in the world can 
write an anonymous letter to 
someone with cancer. With 
a community of 5,000 letter 
writers this has become a 
sizeable undertaking, with a 
team of volunteers reading, 
packaging and sending the 
letters out, supported by 
donations to the charity.

So, what is it about their 
idea that’s inspired this army 
of scribblers? What makes 
letter writing special?

“There is something 
around putting pen to paper 
in an environment where 
we're very much focused 
on mobile phones, texting 
and email. In a letter you 
have more space. You can 
make it your own creative 
experience, and because 
it's anonymous, you don't 
get any feedback about it. 
It allows you to be free to do 
whatever you want to.”

For many, the difficulty 

of not knowing what to say 
or how to help someone 
with a cancer diagnosis can 
mean they do nothing at all. 
As Brian explains, this often 
leaves people with cancer 
isolated and wondering why.

“My view is that it's not 
okay to do nothing, it's 
just not okay, because 
the person who has 
cancer won’t know what’s 
happening. They're isolated 
and yet, life goes on around 
them.”

From Me to You has 
created a space where it’s 
easy to do something. For 
anyone keen to join their 
ranks, From Me to You host 
free online workshops to 
help people get going, as 
well as sending new letter 
writers a starter pack with 
hints and tips, the backstory 
of the charity, and even a 
little piece of stationery.

“What we tend to say to 
people is keep it simple, you 
know, don't over engineer 
it. Often the simple things 
are the nicest things. So 
if you're a cancer patient 
and you're in hospital or in 
your hospice, you’re looking 
out your window and you 
can't see very much, and 
someone writes to you 
about what's happening in 
their garden, you know, the 
daffodils are out, or there's 
a real smell of fresh cut 
grass, that can immediately 
transport somebody to 
somewhere else.”

Head to 
frommetoyouletters.co.uk 
to find out more, donate or 
sign up as a letter writer.

From Me to You Letters 
was set up in 2017 by 
recovered cancer patient 
Brian Greenley and his 
friend Alison Hitchcock, with 
the hope of inspiring people 
to write letters to friends 
and family members with 
cancer. In just five years 
this has grown into a truly 
international community of 

Not sure what to say?  
Put it in a letter
An interview with From Me to You Letters co-founder Brian Greenley
By Natalie Beech

touch since, meeting for 
the occasional drink, but 
knew each other so little that 
when Brian got his diagnosis 
he was in two minds as to 
whether to tell Alison at all.

“I ended up telling her and 
the interesting reply I got 
back was, I’m going to write 
letters to you to cheer you 
up. I think she did it because 

5,000 letter writers, who’ve 
penned an astounding 
25,000 letters between 
them, sent anonymously to 
people with cancer across 
the UK.

Brian and Alison first met 
at a yoga retreat six months 
before Brian was diagnosed 
with Stage 3 bowel cancer 
in 2010. They’d kept in 
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An interview with 
founder of integrative 
cancer care charity Yes 
to Life, Robin Daly
By Natalie Beech

For the majority of people 
who receive a cancer 
diagnosis in the UK, three 
treatment options are 
presented: chemotherapy, 
radiotherapy and surgery, 
or some combination of all 
three. Beyond this, advice 
on how things like nutrition, 
exercise and holistic 
therapies might support you 
is limited or non-existent.

Robin Daly, founder of 
Yes to Life, has been on a 
mission to change this. His 
interest in integrative care 
began back in the 1980s, 
when his daughter was 

what, and then, is it a hoax? 
Or is it for real? Can you get 
it here? Can you afford it?”

What if there was an 
organisation you could trust 
to help you make sense of 
the information out there? 
This question sparked the 
idea for Yes to Life, which 
Robin and his daughter 
came up with together 
before she died aged 23, 
after being diagnosed with 
cancer for the third time. 
They decided to create 
something positive out 
of their tragedy, using 
the knowledge they’d 
accumulated over the years 
and money donated towards 
her care, to start Yes to Life 
in 2005.

More than 15 years later, 
Yes to Life has grown into a 
charity that offers a wealth 
of resources, from their free 
helpline to their podcast, 
workshops, support groups, 
conferences and life 
directory, which features 
a list of providers and 
therapists around the world. 
A quick definition of the 
integrative approach on 
their website describes it 
as ‘the judicious combining 
of conventional treatments 
such as chemotherapy, 
radiotherapy and 
surgery, with lifestyle and 
complementary therapies, 
to broaden patient 
choice, increase patient 
engagement, improve 
quality of life and extend 
survival.’

“‘Integrative’ wasn’t really 
a word that was around 
when we started this, it was 
like two warring factions: 

one was conventional 
medicine and the other 
was alternative medicine. 
Gradually, the idea of 
integrative medicine has 
been introduced, which is 
actually that it’s not one or 
the other, it’s what’s going 
to help most and how could 
they work together to my 
advantage?”

The integrative approach 
has at its core the idea 
that there is ‘no size fits all’ 
when it comes to cancer, 
not only because of our 
own unique and intricate 
genetic profiles and history, 
but in terms of what each 
person is comfortable 
with. It goes beyond the 
physical by looking at how 
cancer patients can support 
themselves mentally, 
emotionally and spiritually.

“It means giving patients 
genuine choice and enabling 
them to find the kind of 
support they need at any 
given time.”

An obvious barrier to 
engaging with integrative 
care is money. As integrative 
care is not available through 
the NHS, supporting your 
cancer treatment with say, 
a nutritionist, can feel like 
an unaffordable luxury for 
many. A big part of Yes to 
Life’s work is offering free 
resources for anyone to 
engage with, to help people 
understand how they 
can support themselves 
beyond what’s being 
offered by their oncologist. 
And in fact, the concept is 
being supported by more 
and more oncologists. 
Yes to Life’s podcast is 

hosted by both Robin and 
Senior NHS Oncologist 
Dr Penny Kechagioglou, 
and the charity’s talks 
and conferences have 
seen leading oncologists 
speak to the benefits of an 
integrative approach.

Putting aside any 
opinions on specific 
therapies or unconventional 
treatments, there seems to 
be widespread agreement 
that simply having a deeper 
understanding of your 
condition and how you can 
help yourself offers cancer 
patients a degree of control 
in the face of a disease than 
can make you feel utterly 
out of control. It can be as 
simple as changing your 
diet, doing gentle exercise 
or self-care - the beauty of 
the integrative approach is 
that it’s up to you to decide 
what’s best for you.

“My first piece of advice 
is that you don’t have to 
do everything on day one. 
Don’t allow the fact that 
there’s so much out there 
to completely stop you in 
your tracks. All you need is a 
little bit of help and support 
to find the most important 
things, the things that are 
most important to you, not 
what somebody else tells 
you is the most important. 
You get started on one or 
two of those things, keep an 
open mind, and learn as you 
go.”

Discover more about 
the integrative approach 
to cancer and Yes to Life at 
yestolife.org.uk

diagnosed with cancer at 
just nine years old.

“It was a total bombshell 
that just crashed into our 
family, completely out 
of the blue,” Robin says. 
“Starting from there, we 
supported her through 
cancer three times, the 
last when she was 22. In 
between, we experienced a 
lot of hospitals, doctors and 
cancer care of all types.”

By the third time Robin’s 
daughter was diagnosed 
with cancer, the internet had 
arrived - as he describes 
it - “with a vengeance”. 

Robin and his family were 
desperate to do whatever 
they could to help their 
daughter and so began 
researching online, wading 
through endless blogs and 
articles claiming to offer 
cures and solutions.

“It’s a minefield, 
actually,” Robin explains. 
“And you have to find your 
way through all of this 
information, to try and make 
sense of it. You have to learn 
about cancer, which is one 
of the most complex areas 
ever. You have to try to find 
out who on earth is doing 

What is the 
integrative approach 
and how can it 
support you? 
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fl🌑urish 
Flourish Magazine is a joint venture between integrative 
cancer care charity Yes to Life and creative health charity 
Artlift and funded by National Lottery Awards for All, aiming 
to explore the benefits of an integrative and creative 
approach to living with cancer.

The magazine is created with the support of a steering 
group that includes people living with cancer and partners 
Macmillan, Macmillan Next Steps and Gloucestershire 
Health and Care NHS Foundation Trust.

It features a range of creative responses, expert information 
and interviews in each themed edition that offer support 
and represent the diversity of the cancer community.

Artlift 
artlift.org
Artlift is a Gloucestershire based specialist creative health 
charity co-producing projects and courses for people living 
with mental health challenges, long-term chronic pain and/
or who are living with or moving on from cancer.

Twitter @ArtliftB
Instagram @ArtsOnPrescription
Facebook @ArtstoMakeYouFeelBetter

Yes to Life 
yestolife.org.uk
Yes to Life is the UK’s integrative cancer care charity, which 
empowers people with cancer to make informed decisions 
about their care options. For well over a decade, we have 
provided evidence-based information to those in need.

Twitter @YesToLife
Instagram @yestolifecharity
Facebook @YestoLifeCharity

Thanks to Jason Conway, Editor of Steel Jackdaw for his 
support and to The Cancer Hive for the inspiration.

The 
Nourish 
issue
Hello and welcome to 
the first ever issue of 
Flourish Magazine, a 
brand new magazine 
by and for the cancer 
community from 
integrative cancer care 
charity Yes to Life and 
creative health charity 
Artlift, who are based in 
Gloucestershire.

This issue’s theme is 
‘Nourish’, exploring how 
we find nourishment whilst 
living with and beyond 
cancer. When I began work 
on the magazine, it was 
clear to me that there is 
no ‘one size fits all’ when it 
comes to cancer and that it 
was important the content 
of the magazine reflected 
this. A cancer diagnosis 
is a life changing moment 
for all involved, its impact 
rippling beyond the person 
receiving it to our friends, 
family and colleagues, but 
how we feel and respond to 
it will be different for each 
individual. Whether it’s a 
support group, a massage, 
exercise, food or a creative 
activity like art or writing, 
cancer in all its bleakness 
can offer the opportunity 
to discover how best to 
nourish ourselves through 
difficult times.

Through an open call 
for submissions on this 
theme, we painstakingly 
whittled them down to 
this final selection, which 
features everything 
from the hilarious to the 
heartbreaking, because of 
course, how we experience 
cancer is as complex and 
unique as we are. 

Some of the pieces are 
therefore challenging and 
we felt it was important 
not to shy away from this, 
but have provided content 
warnings so that readers 
can choose what they feel 
able to engage with.

We are also featuring 
additional content online, 
such as film and blog 
posts, released weekly on 
the Artlift and Yes to Life 
websites - make sure you 
head there to check it out. 

At the back of the 
magazine is the open 
call for our next issue, 
which is on the theme 
of ‘Connections’. Our 
submissions are open to all 
regardless of background 
or experience and we 
encourage you to submit. 
It was an honour to put this 
magazine together and I 
hope you find its content 
as inspiring, thought-
provoking and nourishing 
as I did. We’d love to hear 
your feedback - you can 
complete a quick survey 
telling us what you thought 
by scanning the QR code on 
the back of the magazine.

Thank you for reading!

Natalie Beech 
Editor-in-Chief
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Stewart Lee is, ironically, one of 
the biggest comedians working 
in the UK today. Despite years 
of stand-up based around the 
fact he felt he wasn’t as popular 
as he should be, his wry persona, 
deadbeat delivery and general 
disdain for the audience has 
seen him offer a refreshing kind 
of stand up; one that progresses 
the medium, rather than striving 
for imitation. 

Lee brings his new show Content Provider to De 
Montfort Hall this February as part of the comedy 
festival, headlining for two nights at one of the 
city’s largest venues. It seems that the audience 
he berates for not understanding his comedy 
may be finally getting the joke. “I am very lucky 
that an open-minded, clever, tolerant, inquisitive 
and loyal audience have stayed with me, and self-
seeded themselves, for decades now,” Lee explains. 
“But, on the other hand, I always come back with 
new shows that develop on what they have come to 
expect, and I never short change them.”

Content Provider is also a book by the same 
name, a collection of the best of Lee’s newspaper 
columns over the past five years. In much the 
same way as his stand-up, Lee pushed the barriers 
of what a column is supposed to be. “Having 
accepted the jobs, I tried to discharge them to 
the best of my abilities, whilst at the same time 
trying to bend the rules and push the fringes of the 
‘funny column’ genre where possible.”

For those who have read his Observer pieces, his 
articles have covered wildly varying topics, from 
advising Corbyn to take advice from Putin, to a 
piece purporting to be about the Olympic legacy, 
only to be mainly about a decomposing cat. The 
absurdity of his comedy has become increasingly 
popular, as is much of what was previously 
deemed ‘alternative comedy’, meaning it has 
begun to move into the mainstream. Yet much of 
his work has been met with intense hatred, with 
big Lee-bashers including the Daily Mail and The 
Telegraph, something he revels in by posting their 
reviews on his website and even using them to 
advertise his books.

Lee’s strength lies here; his seeming disregard 
for anything that might offend him. When the 
audience doesn’t laugh, he explains why they 
should. When there is a bad review, he uses it as 
marketing material. “I may pretend to hate doing 
stand-up,” he says, “But I really do my best.” His 
persona’s cynicism and superiority is the result of 
meticulous craft, and those who don’t respond to 
his work are often missing the point entirely.

Content Provider is in very much the same vein 
as most of Lee’s work to date, examining what we 
know about being a column writer and dismantling 
it. “A decade or so ago I got a bewildering text 
asking me if, in the light of attending the Kilkenny 
Comedy Festival, I had any ‘content’ which I would 
be willing to ‘provide’ to local ‘content providers’. 
This was my first encounter with the phrase, and I 
came to understand that they were asking me if I 
had any text or film or audio, which I could give to 
mobile phones or websites,” Lee explains. “We like 
to imagine we are artists, us writers, but it is funny 
to see what you do described as if it is just filler 
to put onto gizmos, which I suppose, increasingly, 
it is.”

Described as an attempt to “understand 
modern Britain”, Content Provider in its live form 
will inevitably have to incorporate Brexit. Little 
more than a month after the vote that divided 
the country, the Edinburgh Festival began and 
comedians had to adapt to the new, untrodden 
landscape of a post-Brexit Britain. 

“People that I had routines about had been 
instantly forgotten,” Lee explains. “As it is, it’s 
evolved into something that sort of addresses that 
issue - what kind of content do I provide to an 
unstable divided society?”

The society comedians were reflecting before 
had changed drastically, and so in turn did their 
shows. Lee was clearly in the Remain camp, 
something reflected in his columns leading up to 
the vote, but how does he - rather than his persona 
- feel about the reality of Brexit now it’s happening?

“Anecdotally, racism is on the rise. Austerity is, 
it’s official, going to be prolonged and worsened. 
There will be no cross-continental plan, that 
includes us, for the Syrian refugee crisis or climate 
change and environmental pollution. It may be 
that people will get what they wanted out of Brexit 
in the end, and feel like the sacrifices have been 
worth it. But for now there are a tense few years 
ahead. That said, my comedy is like a horrible 

vulture feeding off the carcass of human misery, 
so I’m laughing.”

Fortunately, so is everyone else. Lee sold 
out both his stand-up show and book festival 
talk this year in Edinburgh, and has become 
an increasingly iconic figure in comedy. And 
so naturally, his return to Leicester’s Comedy 
Festival is hotly anticipated. “My first ever paid 
out-of-London gig was Leicester Poly with Jerry 
Sadowitz in 1990. I remember the hotel room 
had little soaps and shampoos that you could take 
away with you. I had never seen anything like it.” 
Who said Leicester wasn’t a luxury destination, 
eh? We also have the pleasure of being credited 
as the place in which he met his wife, fellow 
comedian Bridget Christie, in 2005. Yet, there’s 
one thing missing this year.

“Leicester has changed in 26 years. I miss the 
German progressive rock shop, Ultima Thule, by 
the station, which is online now, and was run by 
two identical twin brothers who really knew their 
stuff.”

Europe’s longest comedy festival this year 
will see Lee share the stage with other big names 
including Jimmy Carr, Susan Calman, Dane 
Baptiste and his former comedy partner Richard 
Herring. Sadly, it doesn’t look like a Lee and 
Herring reunion is on the cards.

“We would need to rehearse properly for ages, 
and there is no time or financial incentive to do 
that, and also the basic relationship of the double 
act doesn’t make sense for two men of nearly 50, 
predicated as it is on an essentially adolescent 
relationship. That said, I think it might be funny 
to do it in our 80s.”

Well, at least we can keep it in our diaries for 
the 2040s. And, if he is right, Stewart Lee will no 
doubt prove to be as popular then as he is now. 
“I’m lucky that my stage persona makes more 
sense, rather than less, as I get older.” If this is a 
hint at a move towards grumpy old man territory, 
then it is a humble remark. Lee is in a league of 
his own, brilliantly breaking down audience 
expectations of comedy and outwitting us at 
every turn. But of course, what we think isn’t the 
point anyway. “People can come if they want but 
it is what it is and it’s not my fault if they don’t 
like it.”

Stewart Lee: Content Provider will be on 8th 
& 9th February at De Montfort Hall.

STEWART LEE 
CONTENT PROVIDER

“...my comedy 
is like a horrible 
vulture feeding 
of the carcass of 
human misery, 
so I’m laughing.”

Words: Natalie Beech
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RICHARD
HERRING

In a move that seems very in 
keeping with the ‘10 Best [insert 
here]’ articles of our time, 
Richard Herring’s new show 
will give us a live run of his best 
stand-up performances for this 
year’s comedy festival in his new 
show, ‘The Best’. 

For someone who has been on the circuit for 
almost two decades now, going about choosing 
the best of his shows is no easy task. “It’s really 
difficult. I performed all 12 of my shows over six 
weekends at the Leicester Square Theatre last year 
and so that gave me a reminder of some routines 
that I had forgotten about,” Herring explains. “I 
am focusing more on the older shows though, as I 
guess that material will be less familiar.”

He’s a regular at Leicester’s Comedy Festival, 
describing it as “newer and more spunky than some 
of the more established festivals.” It’s clear that 
Edinburgh still takes the title as the comedian’s 
Mecca, but with rising prices and increasing 
competition, Leicester’s Comedy Festival is 
offering an increasingly authentic experience and a 
platform to both national and emerging acts. “The 
younger comedians have to work so hard to get 
anywhere these days and are consequently fucking 
excellent,” Herring says. “Go and see one of them. 
Pick a name you don’t recognise and go.”

This year, his show will revisit shows such as 
‘What is Love, Anyway?’ and ‘The Twelve Tasks 
of Hercules Terrace’, a show based around his own 
mid-life crisis. But despite years on the circuit, 
many will know the comedian from his Metro 
newspaper column and his Leicester Square 
Theatre Podcast, which has featured high-profile 
guests including Louis Theroux, David Mitchell 
and Sarah Millican, just to name a few. If he had 
to pick the best of his guests, who would it be?

“Again very difficult, he says. “But I think my 

favourite might have been Sara Pascoe, who has 
one of the sharpest comedy minds I have ever 
encountered, but is also passionate and interesting 
when being serious.” Dream guest? “I am filled 
with envy that Adam Buxton got to interview 
Michael Palin, who is my all-time comedy hero.”

Herring’s stand-up has always pushed the 
boundaries of comfortable, never shying away 
from diving head first into heavy topics. His 
work has explored everything from Nazis to the 
meaning of life, Jesus to genitals. So inevitably, 
‘The Best’ will revisit these topics. And if that 
doesn’t sell it to you - well, you probably just won’t 
enjoy it. “If you don’t enjoy this show then it’s fair 
to say that I am probably not for you. It will only 
take a couple of hours to find out whether you ever 
have to see me again. What an opportunity!”

Herring has been prolific over the past 12 years, 
creating one show a year and scooping up multiple 
awards for his work. He won the Chortle Internet 
Award for four years in a row, with ‘As it Occurs 
to Me’ winning the award 2011-2012, and his 
Leicester Square Theatre podcast winning 2013-
2014. 

But ‘The Best’ won’t just be his former routines 
back to back. He explains, “It’s pretty much all old 
material, though there is a mini theme developing 
of what ‘the best’ means and if it’s a useful and 
meaningful concept or just a piece of subjective 
nonsense.”

Although he describes it as an attempt to 
achieve “wall-to-wall laughs”, his own subjectivity 
on what ‘the best’ of his work is will no doubt show 
us which shows he believes to have shaped and 
defined his eminent career. In this respect, ‘The 
Best’ will certainly prove to be more than just the 
sum of the funniest parts.

“They are all a part of me and equally important 
in making me the comedian and man I am today.” 

Richard Herring will be performing at 
The Cookie Comedy Club @ o2 Academy on 
8th February as part of the Leicester Comedy 
Festival.

Words: Natalie Beech
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RYAN GANDER:

NIGHT 
IN THE 

MUSEUM

Words: Natalie Beech
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The subject of looking couldn’t be more 
relevant. Today we are looked at more than ever, 
privacy is at its lowest and visibility is at its highest.

CCTV cameras line the streets and our internet 
activity is monitored; and by looking at our digital 
lives, you could easily conclude that we actively 
pursue being looked at. Selfies are so popular 
they are now in the dictionary; our location can 
be pinpointed and listed on our Facebook profile; 
our ever-changing moods documented in a series 
of tweets.

In art, this is hardly a novel idea, particularly in 
regards to examining our increasingly digital lives. 
Yet, less considered is the topic of how objects feel 
about all this looking. In the context of the art 
world, how do works of art feel about being held 
up for examination? And how would we feel if they 
were looking back?

This February internationally renowned artist 
Ryan Gander will bring Night in the Museum: 
Ryan Gander curates the Arts Council Collection 
to Attenborough Arts Centre between 25th 
February and 21st May; presenting over 30 works 
by artists including Roger Hiorns, Henry Moore, 
Lynn Chadwick, Richard Deacon and Wolfgang 
Tillmans. Gander made the selection from the 
Arts Council Collection of nearly 8,000 works 
of British art in a range of media, the majority of 
which were acquired from young and emerging 
UK-based artists over the past 70 years.

Aside from the opportunity to see some of the 
world’s artistic masterpieces, Gander has reframed 
how we view them. Recently awarded an OBE, the 
artist is known for his playfulness and diversity of 
style, and his approach to curating is no different.

“’Looking at art’ is definitely an important 
part of the exhibition,” Visual Arts Officer at 
Attenborough Arts Centre, Sam West, explains. 
“In particular the looking back and forward 
within the history of art, and the way museum 
collections collapse these types of divisions.”

He presents the sculptures in NITM so that 
they gaze at pieces featuring the colour blue 
– an important colour in Gander’s own work - 
representing for him the abstract ideas often found 
in modern and contemporary art.

“The overall concept ‘Night in the Museum’ is 
very imaginative. I think the creativity with which 
the artworks have been paired together is the most 
exciting aspect of it for me personally,” West says.

This act of pairing is in a sense a new artwork 
in itself. Here you can find Henry Moore’s 
sculpture Head of a King (1952-53) taking in 

Patrick Caulfield’s Dining Recess (1972), or more 
contemporary artist Kerry Stewart’s Untitled 
(Lucy) (1996) observing Garth Evans’ Blue No. 30 
(1964). Gander brings the artwork to life, enabling 
them to be as much of a participant in looking as 
we are.

“There is something about switching the roles of 
the spectator and the spectacle that is fascinating,” 
Gander explains. “When I look at sculptures of 
the human figure I am frequently left thinking 
of all the things that they’ve seen: the visitors to 
the museum, school children and art students 
attempting to earnestly recreate them in pastels 
and charcoal, the other artworks that surround 
them, artists and technicians installing, their 
maker perhaps, discreetly calling in on them 
with proud eyes. This is the world of the silent 
onlooker.”

The intimate curation involved in pairing 
artworks in this way permits us to draw new 
connections between artists and styles, allowing 
us to view the pieces as individual entities, separate 
from their makers. Gander’s genius comes by 
presenting us with a new way to see the artists we 
thought we knew so well.

The exhibition will also include one of Gander’s 
own works, ‘As old as time itself, slept alone’, 
one of eight new works commissioned by Arts 
Council Collection, in 2016, to celebrate its 70th 
Anniversary. Modelled on Edgar Degas’ ballerina 
sculptures, Gander places his sculpture in front of 
a large blue cube – something he considers to be a 
caricature-like representation of modern art.

“Gander’s practice priorities inventiveness, 
curiosity, playfulness and humour, West says. “I 
think this rubs off on visitors, in that sense his 
work is very infectious.”

As a city, Leicester does have a strong artistic 
foundation; DMU has highly regarded Fine Arts 
degree courses; Phoenix, Two Queens Gallery and 
the Summer Arts Trail have done exceptional work 
in bringing both local and international artists to 
the city, but Leicester is yet to achieve much of a 
national reputation for its visual arts. But having 
such a major exhibition at AAC shows the centre’s 
ambition to progress visual arts in the city and the 
Midlands as a whole, proving they have big plans 
for its new, £1.5 million gallery.

“We were approached by Arts Council 
Collection senior curator Natalie Rudd prior to 
the new galleries, which opened in November 
2016,” West recalls. “We were very excited by the 
concept and quality of the work; the opportunity 

to bring this exhibition to Leicester was one we 
couldn’t turn down.”

Gander is also a wheelchair user, but rarely 
focuses on his disability in his work. The Art 
Nobody Knows (2011) was the only piece in 
which he brutally examines it, portraying a model 
of himself lying on the ground next to a wheelchair 
– as if he has just fallen out of it.

Gander will no doubt act as an inspiration for 
other disabled artists – but his efforts to make 
art accessible go beyond this role. By turning 
our traditional gallery experience on its head, 
encouraging us to bring a sense of humour to our 
interpretation of art, all the while enthusing his 
own art with a comedic sensibility, Gander makes 
his work and ethos accessible to all. In this respect,

AAC – which prides itself on accessibility - is a 
perfect venue to showcase his ideas.

Jill Constantine, Head of the Arts Council 
Collection, says: “He has deployed that same 
imaginative approach to curate this show which is 
not only visually stunning and will be enjoyed by 
the many visitors who will see it in different venues 
across the country, but will also introduce us to 
new ways of looking at contemporary art.”

Attenborough Arts Centre will be hosting a 
programme of events surrounding this exhibition, 
including drop-in family workshops, guided tours 
and a panel discussion with artists and curators, as 
well as a responsive performance to the exhibition 
by local dance artist Lewys Holt.

“Gander has already messed with traditional 
gallery visitor pathways and viewpoints by putting 
statues already where they might have stood. As 
a performer I’m looking at what a mobile human 
figure can lend to this spatial dynamic,” Holt 
says. “Getting in the way of people, maintaining 
certain distances and gazes with audiences and 
artworks alike. I’m also getting a fancy costume 
made by Jade Webb, an MA fashion student at De 
Montfort University.”

Running until the spring, it is encouraging to 
see that AAC haven’t eschewed the involvement of 
the local arts scene in light of such an esteemed 
artist’s arrival. The benefit of a touring exhibition 
is in bringing art to different communities, 
but with AAC’s involvement we also see the 
community brought to the art. In much the same 
way as Gander has paired artworks, this exhibition 
will pair art worlds, offering us an experience that 
is entirely new and authentic to its environment.
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“There’s 
no happy 
ending”

Isy Suttie’s career has been one of 
perpetual box-ticking. The musician-
cum-comedian-cum-actress-cum-
author’s rise to fame has seen her 
master almost every aspect of show 
business, yet her book The Actual 
One shows her struggle to master 
growing up. 

“The book is about a moment I had in my 
late twenties when I felt very suddenly that all 
my mates wanted different things from me. I 
felt like they were all growing up without me.”

The gradual approach of adulthood in a 
stereotypical sense – finding ‘the one’, getting 
married, having children, settling down – was 
something Suttie actively avoided. Instead, she 
took a road less travelled. A road that involved 
doing sambuca on a rope swing, riding a table 
down a ski slope and a genderless hamster 
called Paul.

These stories have made up The Actual 
One, a book tour/show that looks to be a lot 
more exciting than your average reading 
and signing in Waterstones. Suttie describes 
creating the show: “I start with a song or a 
story that seems central to the theme of the 
show and just expand from that, previewing 
with copious notes and ditching lots of stuff. 
But this show was different as I already had the 
book, so I picked the bits of the book I thought 
would work best on stage and expanded them.”

Suttie has been on the comedy scene for 
over a decade now, but her role as Dobby on 
Peep Show put her into the spotlight in a way 
she hadn’t experienced before. The iconic 

character captured audiences, becoming 
instantly recognisable to comedy fans, but 
such a part can be hard to break away from. 
Suttie, however, brushes this off with little 
alarm.

“Because I’ve always done a mix of stuff I 
don’t tend to think about how I’m perceived too 
much, as I’m always onto the next thing. It was 
such a brilliant, iconic show to be involved in.”

Lesser-known is her professional work as 
a musician, something which has always fed 
into her shows, including a score written for 
Marat/Sade at Arcola Theatre in 2001.

Her range of talents has meant she’s never 
short of creativity, and having a baby with 
partner and fellow comedian Elis James hasn’t 
slowed her down. The Actual One had a run 
at the esteemed Soho Theatre over August, 
a move that sees her shying away from the 
Fringe this year and staying closer to home. 
Is she warming up to ‘adulthood’? Has The 
Actual One been her coming-of-age story?

“Not really, because I’m going to write a 
second book so I only concentrated on a few 
years and there’s no ‘happy ending’ where I 
meet Elis and get pregnant and so on. I didn’t 
want it to be that sort of book.”

Instead the book celebrates female 
friendship and the ambiguity of your twenties, 
offering an honest take on the quest for ‘the 
one’, the pressures to find them and the 
difficulty of doing so. Her recent podcasts 
The Things We Do For Love and Love Letters 
also explore this on-going theme of love, and 
more specifically our mistakes and thwarted 
attempts to achieve it.

Words: Natalie Beech

“Relationships 
can bring out 
the best and 
worst in people 
– often both 
simultaneously.”

“I have always felt drawn to it, I suppose 
because relationships can bring out the best 
and worst in people – often both simultaneously 
– so you are often looking at people’s traits by 
examining their relationships.”

The Actual One is coming to The Cookie 
this September, not a far-stretch from the 
comedian’s hometown of Matlock in Derby, a 
place she still feels a deep connection to.

“I can’t imagine having grown up anywhere 
else. Growing up in a small town made me get 
to know local characters, which has definitely 
influenced my writing.”

Returning to Leicester offers Suttie more 
than just a good comedy audience: “Leicester 
is great – we used to go out in Leicester 
and Derby when I was growing up, and the 
audiences are always lovely.”

Finally, would she ever consider moving 
back?

“Possibly, but I’ve ended up with a Welsh 
guy so I’d have to persuade him!”

Isy brings The Actual One to The Cookie on 
22nd September.

ISY 
SUTTIE
and her search for 
The Actual One.

WORDS: NATALIE BEECH
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L E I L A  H O U S T O N

A  L O C A L  V O I C E

C O N V E R S A T I O N  S E R I E S  I I I I

C O L L E C T I V E  S C U L P T U R E





Leila Houston (London, 1977) is a visual artist whose 
work has often explored the social, political and 
historical aspects of a place and the impact we have 
on our environments.
 
Working predominantly with video, sound and structure, 
much of her artwork has cultivated immersive atmospheres 
for the spectator, often inviting them to take part 
or contribute to the work.
 
Houston uses site-responsive installations to 
investigate the connections between the external 
atmosphere and the internal sensation within places, 
providing reflections on the language of architecture 
and the associations we draw through memory and the 
senses.
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Houston grew up in North Kensington 
Community Centre, London, which was 
run by her parents for 11 years 
between 1977 and 1988. Purpose-
built in 1936, the large building 
was later demolished, thought to 
have been due to regeneration in 
the area. New housing and streets 
were paved in its place, with the 
community centre later replaced 
with the much smaller Dalgarno 
Gardens Community Centre, which is 
still open today.

Growing up in a place of discussion 
and exchange, the impact of spaces 
that foster both communication and 
quiet reflection has been a long-
time fascination of Leila’s. The 
centre gave those that came both 
a social platform for development, 
whilst also allowing them a degree 
of individual ownership of the 
space.



When the building was empty I would 
wander down the long corridors, 
finding little hidden spaces of 
my own at the back of the stage 
or in the recording studios. 

They were particularly haunting 
and atmospheric, perhaps due to 
my memory of how busy it could be, 
and the old Victorian school-like 
structure of the place. It gave me a 
space to daydream and get lost in.

Leila Houston



Along with other local 
children at the centre, 
Houston was given the 
opportunity to take risks 
growing up in the centre. 
Taken out of their comfort 
zone, young people were 
offered trips including 
days out rock-climbing 
or abseiling, or even 
camping in France.

Community centres and 
youth clubs offer young 
people a familiar yet 
constructive environment 
to experience new 
things and new people. 
These hands-on, ‘life’ 
experiences mean the 
chance to build confidence 
and explore identity 
that is essential for 
development, in a time 
rife with racism, class 
divides and political 
chaos.

In today’s financial 
climate, many communal 
spaces are being forced 
to either relocate or 
close down completely. 
Without community, 
youth or arts centres, 
these opportunities are 
dwindling – affecting 
the underprivileged in 
our society the most.

Places for community may be decreasing in 
the infrastructure of our towns and cities; 
but they are growing rapidly online. 
Despite increased forums for discussion 
and debate, our digital platforms come 
with a swathe of obstacles. The rise of 
fake news, unstable politics and even more 
unstable politicians are often warped even 
further by the platforms we are using, 
becoming far removed from human empathy.



A  L O C A L  V O I C E

‘A Local Voice’ is in part a search 
for the genuineness of face-to-face 
interaction, a reestablishment of 
compassion and a step away from the 
strident individualism encouraged 
online. It is in part an exploration 
of why these gatherings are important, 
and what is at the heart of them. It 
is in part an attempt to understand 
space and its impact upon us, and 
our impact upon it. It is a platform 
for many voices. It is an ongoing 
expedition, a journey down a sprawling 
path with no single destination.
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Over two days, local and 
national people came 
together with people from 
Leicester to take part in 
an installation and create 
a collaborative sculpture 
with Houston at Two Queens 
Gallery’s Project Space. 
People were from all ages 
and backgrounds, and many 
had no art experience at all. 



I was in London after visiting the 
Tate Modern, looking at a block of 
flats that have been built in the 
area, which all have huge glass 
windows looking out over the city.
 
They’d been complaining that a part 
of the Tate Modern was looking into 
their apartments. Yet, they had 
bought glass apartments, the design 
of which was part of the aesthetic 
the Tate Modern had created in the 
area.
 
In one of these glass windows was a 
line of grass. I couldn’t tell if it 
was real or fake. It got me wondering 
about the idea of authenticity and 
genuineness again. Here were people 
who had bought into the world the 
Tate had in part created, but they 
didn’t want it in its totality. They 
wanted it on a superficial level.

It got me thinking again about what 
makes a space, the genuineness and 
authenticity found in a place and 
how we protect this in the face of 
fakery. I wanted to bring that into 
this project, and that inspired 
this activity.

Leila Houston



Participants were asked 
to take part in various 
activities.

T W O  T R U T H S  A N D  O N E  L I E
Film eyes or hands 
and tell the person 
on the camera two 
truths and one lie.

M E M O  C A R D S
Leave a message or a picture 
to your past self or if you’d 
rather a visitor who will be 
coming tomorrow (or both). 
Create as many as you like 
using the materials provided 
and the cable ties to attach 
to the postcard stand.

T H E  O L D  T V
At the old television there 
is clear, sticky plastic. 
Create an appropriate colour 
/ shape / text that you’d 
like to leave on the TV.

T H E R E  I S  G R A S S  I N  T H E  R O O M 
Please put in order (remember 
the other group will change 
it so it will be temporary).

F L O A T I N G  N E W S P A P E R
From the installation, find 
a title or headline of your 
personal choice at the bottom 
of one of the strips. Tear off 
and create something out of 
clay (positioned under carrier 
bags).  After doing this, attach 
it (morph) to someone else’s 
handmade clay sculpture and 
position / attach to the wood.



After the Two Truths and One Lie 
activity, an atmosphere of elation 
and playfulness, if perhaps a 
little awkwardness, filled the 
room - as people discussed their 
lies, truths, how they told them 
and how they felt about doing it.

For a moment we are mistaken, we 
think the tasks are the thing, but 
everything is the thing. We have 
just been filming ourselves and 
we chat after and yet we are still 
being recorded and the project is 
about exchange. Exchange is the 
work. It’s really interesting.
 
You can tell the work has been 
thought about and there is reason 
behind it, however it allowed 
space for us to create our own 
work and put our own ideas onto it.

Musician and participant 
David Dhonau

Participants knew they were 
being recorded throughout 
the event, resulting in an 
element of self-awareness. 
Leila cultivated aspects of 
the project to relax people as 
a result, including and most 
importantly, Denny the dog.

Filmed beforehand alone in the 
empty space, Denny had a radio 
mic on her throughout each day, 
allowing her footsteps and 
interactions with the group to 
be recorded.

D E N N Y

When people talked to the 
dog they forgot they were 
being recorded, and there was 

something genuine in that.

Leila Houston





An expansive collaboration between Leila 
Houston, participants and musicians, 
the final work was exhibited at LCB 
Depot in August 2017.
 
Taking the echoes of thumps, crashes, 
steps and conversation recorded over 
two days (clay models collaboratively 
sculpted, activities, videos and 
recordings), Leila collaborated with 
musicians to develop a responsive sound 
work to be played between five speakers  
and created a further installation.
 
Taking the marks and memories made in a 
space and moving them to another, this 
work is concerned predominantly with 
our experience of place. Once removed 
from their original settings, how does 
the new space receive the echoes of 
the original one? How does it change 
or adopt them? How does the new place 
foster new experience?
 
This renewal of place pulls us back 
to Leila’s original inspiration: the 
community centre where she grew up. 
Knocked down and rebuilt, spaces can be 
temporal, ever changing, whether they 
are old or young - much as the people 
who inhabit them do.

C O L L A B O R A T I V E 

S C U L P T U R E

I feel very, very proud of 
myself for taking part. I 
can’t wait to tell my carer 
what I’ve done and if Leila 
ever has another one I’d like 
to take part in it again.

Participant Eddie Malcolm



One of the most important things 
actually comes back to the 
value of sitting drinking tea 
and eating biscuits prior to 
the tasks, which was something 
I decided to do on the Sunday, 
whereas on the Saturday we 
did it at the end. The basic, 
age-old act of sharing food 
made a huge difference to 
how at ease people were.

Leila Houston



wwww.leilahoustonart.weebly.com
leilahouston392@gmail.com
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