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Former Turner Prize nominee Cathy Wilkes 
(b1966) has since the 1990s been making 
compelling installations and assemblages, 
often drawn from a carefully selected array of 
objects. What are they, and what do they mean? 

'Rich ly suggestive, elliptical and movingly 
understated, Wilkes's work makes you feel time, 
see mood, touch spaces.' And 'Nothing can quite 
prepare you for the exhilarating ordinariness of 
the art of Cathy Wilkes.' These are two quotes from 
recent reviews about how the artist's enigmatic 
yet alluring installations and assemblages can 
delight and baffle viewers in equal measure. 

Part of this may be due to her choice of 
materials, which can include such diverse objects 
as old sinks, toys, food packets, cups and bottles, 
phones, strangely dressed shop mannequins 
and bits of patterned cloth. Many have been 
used previously or distressed. More recently 
she has replaced mannequins with handmade 
papier mac he figures. 

Wilkes's installations have a strange 
theatricality to them, which is down to the process 
oftheir creation, starting with the collection 
and selection of materials that are then carefully 
arranged and rearranged until their final 
configuration. (She has called her practice 
'a process of open concentration and waiting'.) 
Her personal experience and biography can shape 
the nature of many ofthe works, even if this is 
not made explicit in what we see. For her exhibition 
at Tate Liverpool (which includes some of her 
paintings} , she will re-stage several of her previous 
installations into what will become, essentially, 
one very large piece. 

One recurrent element is the depiction or 
semblance ofthe human figure, first in the shape 
of mannequins and in the past few years with the 
papier mache figures. Despite the difference in 
material and the fact that Wilkes has crafted these 
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objects herself, you could say there is a similar 
underly ing sentiment at work as to what these 
figures represent. And what is that? Previously, 
she has written about the mannequins, for example: 

'I have used shop mannequins (and also the 
motif of the nurse) to try to feel what someone else 
feels in art- looking for yourself in a piece of art, 
trying to see what someone else saw. It's to do with 
the separation that there is between people, and the 
impossibility of completely feeling what someone 
else feels. I think this is most extreme, human and 
painful when someone is caring for someone else
or is nursing someone and trying to feel what t hey 
feel and be a companion to them. It might just be 
in friendship, or it might be in actual nursing, or in 
a relationship, but to try to feel what someone else 
feels and to accompany them in their experience 
of life and in their suffering, to me is related to 
what I am looking for in language as I apprehend 
it coming from somewhere outside, from a work of 
art, or a person, and that it acknowledges in itself 
the unbridgeable distance between human beings 
and the vastness of their inner world.' 

Cathy Wilkes, supported by the British Council 
of Northern Ireland, Culture Ireland and the Henry 
Moore Foundation, Tate Liverpool, 6 March - 31 May. 
The exhibition is conceived by the artist and curated by 
Francesco Manacorda, Artistic Director, Tate Liverpool, 
with Lauren Barnes, Assistant Curator, Tate Liverpool, 
and tours to Lantos Kunstmuseum, Linz, 3 July-
4 October, and Museum Abteiberg, Monchengladbach, 
8 November -14 February. 

Anna Storr is a journalist who lives and works in London. 
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