
The Artist's Journey # 3: Improfessional Practices.  

…
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I would like to talk about 'S Project' which is a large scale virtual walking work – between myself in
the UK and the Canadian artist Carly Butler, but first I will give some back ground to what 
instigated the project and how this relates to ideas of im-professionality and critiques of art world 
'success'. 

The project emerged from my Arts Territory Exchange https://www.artsterritoryexchange.com/ a 
large scale network of artists existing in remote and rural locations which seeks to draw attention 
to those marginalised due to their 'remoteness' from traditional structures and develop their work 
through a series of long-distance digital and postal collaborations. The network was began in 2016,
post referendum result, at a time when the differences between rural and urban seem more 
pronounced than ever. 

After moving to a rural village and having children – the networks which sustained my practice, 
which had been urban and academic disappeared, and issues of mobility, or the lack of, became a 
large hurdle to the development of my professional practice. I also observed that, despite the 
growing climate crisis, the interests arts organisations had in 'realtime' on-the-ground experiences
for artists showed no sign of slowing, aided by funding structures which make residency-hopping a 
valid career path for a select few predominantly male artists.  I felt strongly that artists' travel as a 
professional trajectory needed addressing especially at a time when technology offered increased 
options for remote and proxy presence, and wondered why it was that the artworld seemed to 
increasingly ignore discourse around 'economies of presence' (Hito Steyerl)1

The idea of travel in the art world as marker of artistic lifestyle 'success', is legitimised by theories
of 'radicant' or cultural itinerance (Bourriaud 2009) – which rejects ideas of home and 'origin' in 
favour of mobility, a proposition which has left little room for discussions around arising issues of 
climate crisis or acknowledgement that art world travel-cultures often exclude those with 
disabilities, caring/parental responsibilities or the economically disenfranchised. 

In Frieze (2019), Kyle Chayka writes 'Radicant living has been codified and commodified via the 
neverending global schedule of biennials, art fairs, panels and openings. Tech companies like 
Airbnb and Uber extract profit from mobility as we rely on them for on-demand apartments and 
rides in each new city, while critics and curators fare no better than drivers in the precarious gig 
economy. Bourriaud’s itinerary now resembles not a whimsical intellectual adventure but the stops 
of a travelling salesman.'2 

 'Radicant living' as a means of operation does now seem slightly stale ( a la travelling salesman), 
but is still supported in cultural mobility theory by concepts which art-world theorists and curators 
use to uphold travel and its promised encounters as enriching and ethical modes of being: The term
'transversality' (Guattari, 1964) is often used to support travel/visitation cultures where artists 
'encounter' the other in their 'home territory' in order to generate new experiences3 and the 

1 Hito Steyerl. The Terror of Total Dasein - Economies of Presence in the Art Field. DIS Magazine - 
http://dismagazine.com/discussion/78352/the-terror-of-total-dasein-hito-steyerl/

2 https://frieze.com/article/can-art-world-kick-its-addiction-flying
3 Doina Petrescu points to this dynamic in  'Learn to Act for an engaged everyday life' in Reading the Rural: Documents of 
Contemporary Art. Ed My Villages. 2019. MIT Press. P 47-50



exciting encounters generated for the artist-visitor ( yet not so much perhaps for the inhabitants of
the visited community...).

These itinerant experiences are most often enjoyed by urban artists channelling information 
through a ‘cosmopolitan imagination’ ( Meskimmon 2011)4 and who are statistically most often cis-
male.

Lucy Lippard has criticised remote artist residencies (particularly in the Arctic)5 as not affectively 
address environmental implications nor the plight of indigenous locals but being often instead based
on desires to observe and document, reminiscent of 19th century ethnographic and 'field work' 
practices.

Digital artists residencies and virtual projects facilitating connectivity are one way to circumvent 
the problems posed by 'on the ground' artist travel cultures – I set up the Arts Territory Exchange 
as a network which could facilitate engagement with place through long distance collaboration and 
'S Project' which I am undertaking with the artist Carly Butler was one of the first collaborative 
projects...

The S Project is a work which involves a combination of real and virtual walking. 

Tracked by pedometers, our steps, taken around our respective domestic locations are translated 
to a digital map where our 'avatars' walk carefully designed routes between UK and Canada. The 
title of our project references the first transatlantic wireless signal sent from Cornwall to 
Newfoundland in 1901. The message was simply the morse code signal for the letter ‘S’. 

We have mapped trajectories to find a variety of half way points between our respective homes in 
Cambridgeshire Uk and Ucluelet Canada - using combinations of celestial, nautical and gnomonic 
mapping techniques, embracing alternative cartographical practices and Google maps alternatives. 
These maps and charts form part of the 'S' archive along with a catalogue of objects, artefacts and 
letters sent between us. 

The idea of walking long distances without leaving home is a physical expression of our current 
limitations as artist-parents with ties to domestic space, and works with an ambivalence towards 
assumed identities generated around motherhood. The S Project explores the radical potential 
present in the circular/fugal and domestic walk (set against male, colonial adventuring narratives), 
feeding into dialogue about feminist walking and journeying practices and critiques the idea of the 
'globe trotting artist’ as marker of success, and challenging the attendant requirements of money 
and mobility, reaching out to another part of the world and sending a 'signal' to another artist with 
an isolated practice. 

We see S Project as a carving out of our own literal and metaphorical pathways at a time when we 
are limited by our role as parents of young children and due to us both living remotely, we are also 
removed from the structures (urban and academic) which had previously nourished our respective 
work.

The project germinated initially out of a suspicion of grand walking narratives, but also a rejection 
of the idea that as artists both working with ideas of travel and journeying, we were somehow 

failing or unprofessional in our field for being restricted by motherhood and not able to make long 
journeys. We wanted to question the assumed identities generated by motherhood that we both 
simultaneously push against and work within the boundaries of, often in the sense of exploring time,
place, navigation and travel. The project is then, a physical expression of our current limitations as 
artist parents - humble in its inception, walking without leaving home but aspirational in its distance
and magnitude. The project also calls into question the mundane positions complicated technologies

4 Marsha Meskimmon, Contemporary Art and the Cosmopolitan Imagination, Routledge, London and New York, 2011.

5 Lippard has talked about the dangers of 'parachuting in' at a number of conferences: The Falmouth Convention in her 

keynote - 'Imagine Being Here Now: Towards a Multicentered Exhibition Process' (2010) transcript here 
https://thefalmouthconvention.com/record-2/keynote-lucy-lippard-2/keynote-lucy-lippard and
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now occupy in our daily lives and hidden narratives and possibilities which can lie within ritualistic 
activities like 'step counting' and how the re-appropriation of such contemporary technologies may 
offer exciting (by-proxy) possibilities for those unable to travel for reasons of parenthood, 
disability, economic disenfranchisement or those who choose to avoid travel for environmental 
reasons.

Carly and I have never met in person but collaborate in a digital/postal space where we use our S 
Project as a vehicle to develop both our practices in way which circumvents the art world's travel 
imperative. In this sense the S project has been our 'improfessional trajectory', our virtual journeys 
have fortified us emotionally and helped us to forge a collective practice at at time when artist-
mothers, especially those disconnected from academic structures can often be left behind.

Travel cultures that represent success but also exclude mothers and those with caring 
responsibilities from participating, maintain an artworld assumption that children are inevitably 
harmful to your career. It is still sadly often assumed that after becoming a parent you will no 
longer participate in professional life – you will have less studio time, your travelling will be limited,
you will attend less events and conferences. And as discussed already, the artworld rewards the 
labour of continuous mobile participation and 'these assumptions will soon render you un-invited, 
and then forgotten'.6  The  exclusion of female artists from the mainstream art market continues– 
the Guerrilla girls have made the joke on one of heir placards, that women are always ‘Working 
without the pressure of success’. 

Creating our own pathways of success may mean creating alternative approaches to producing, 
characterised by collaboration, exchange and a DIY cultures; situating art practices, when 
necessary, in the context of motherhood and domesticity. 

One alternative residency, the Artist Residency in Motherhood (ARiM) grew out of conceptual artist
Lenka Clayton’s own experiences of becoming a mother and finding herself unable to access 
residencies that previously helped her develop her career. Clayton decided to reframe her new 
reality of motherhood in the context of a self designed residency.

She states: “As an Artist-in-Residence-in-Motherhood the most important thing for me was 
understanding that I was not making work about motherhood, but out of it. The residency was 
simply a framework around things that were happening anyway”.7 The ARIM has since grown into a 
large open access residency and network for artists to connect and develop their own work.

Residencies are slowly beginning to shift from the traditional on-the-ground place based 
experience to being able to take place within your own home, with or alongside kids, partners and 
other dependents. This remote connectivity and idea of a self made residency is also present in the 
Arts Territory Exchange and its modes of engagement which have roots in Mail Art movements in 
the 70's such as Postal Art Event 1975–7 and London/ LA Lab which moved mail art away from a 
traditionally male-led background in the fluxus movement to something feminist and radical.

The women's postal art events in the 70's called into question modes of art-world success in the 
same way that digital residencies are now. They rejected the expected notion that they would want 
to join the traditional fine art gallery-led world and proposed sideways strategies for building 
alternative networks and new pathways for 'success' – these movements looked to peers and self 

organised events rather than the commercial art world and the discourse of art history.8 These 
were also networks of care and solidarity which addressed ideas of artists' isolation by offering 
connections to those who lived elsewhere but in similar circumstance, and providing another 
identity beyond that of mother/wife/carer, back to that of artist-producer, as they exchanged 
letters, artefacts and small artworks.

The ideas of materiality and exchange are also essential to us within S Project – our active interest 
in each others locations hang around items exchanged through the post and objects and 
photographs sent from people in the locations our 'avatars' pass through. Postal and digital 'sharing'

6  Canadian Art https://canadianart.ca/reviews/on-the-parent-shaped-hole-in-the-artworld/

7 http://www.artistresidencyinmotherhood.com/how-it-started
8 Read more at https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/25/i-show-you-mine-if-you-show-me-yours

http://www.artistresidencyinmotherhood.com/
https://canadianart.ca/reviews/on-the-parent-shaped-hole-in-the-artworld/


both have the possibility for us to circumvent the commercial art market and its demands for 
physical presence and travel. In this way we hope to work towards generating new ways to think 
about and experience 'place' and alternative, self made frameworks for art-production.


