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This guidebook would not have been possible without Clare Henry’s knowledge and help.
The antithesis of an uninterested curator, Henry remains in close contact with the three
artists and put me in touch with David Mach, Arthur Watson and Kate Whiteford, who
graciously agreed to be interviewed regarding their impressive achievements thirty years
ago.
Special thanks to Clare Henry for providing the use of her personal article and photograph
archive documenting the Venice Biennale, providing me with much needed information in
order to create this guide.
-Ruairi Barfoot

Whiteford, Mach & Watson
SCOTLAND AT THE VENICE BIENNALE 1990 was a historic event. For the first and only
time, Scottish art was part of the official Venice Biennale, as a country in its own
right, along with 39 other nations. It remains a resounding success for Scotland and
deserves to be revisited on its 30th anniversary.
Under the aegis of the Scottish Sculpture Trust sculptors David Mach, Arthur Watson &
Kate Whiteford were given centre stage at the heart of the Giardini across the
Esedra. This prime huge open space was transformed by the Scots into a grand site of
flourishing artistic creativity, cementing themselves as forces to be reckoned with in
the contemporary art arena. The works were both ambitious in design and
scale. Whiteford’s Sitelines, a 10x20 metre land drawing was complemented
by Mach’s monumental bonsai trees, Softening the Hardened Hearts of Men,
and Watson’s sunburst sail pyramid, Across the Sea. Their ideas came to
fruition on a shoe-string budget. Barbara Grigor (1944-1994), Angela Wrapson (19472019) and Clare Henry were the driving forces behind the event. This guide serves as
an important visual anthology charting the thought processes, ideas, installation, and
culmination of these artist’s contributions to a landmark event in Scotland’s history.
The Biennale director Giovanni Carandente wrote that he "considered this exhibition
one among the most important events of the 44th International exhibition of art."

The
Esedra

Map of the 1990 Venice Biennale.
Esedra: Greek: A semi-circular space, an open environment for a meeting place.

The Esedra

Photograph of the Esedra during the team visit, December 1989.

Photograph of the transformed Esedra, 1990.

Kate Whiteford
Sitelines,1990

David Mach & the Scots Pine at the
entrance to the Biennale

The launch by Biennale director

Giovanni Carandente
By lucky coincidence Giovanni Carandente, a sculpture specialist with an
excellent track record for supporting outdoor sculpture exhibitions, was keen
to emphasise that aspect in his 1990 Biennale. His support was both welcome
and essential. Scotland was in the right place at the right time!
Carandente wrote: "This year Glasgow, the city of Charles Rennie Mackintosh,
is the European cultural capital. To coincide with the event, the land of the
Stuarts is to be added to the English participation in order to reaffirm the
unity and vitality of Great Britain and it artistic production."

The piper

Henry looks back
Clare Henry has had a long and storied career. Originally training as a print maker,
exhibiting regularly in the 70’s and 80’s, the jump to art critic came by chance. At a
fateful dinner where the editor of The Herald Newspaper was present, Henry had been
expressing her admiration for a recent show, while insisting the then minuscule Arts
section rightfully be expanded. “Why don’t you do it then?” was the editor’s retort.
From that brief interaction came a 20-year tenure at the newspaper where Henry wrote
exuberantly (and occasionally scathingly) about art and culture.
Often critics words can veer towards flouncy and unintelligible psychobabble that
appears to only be understood by the most erudite of readers. Henry, on the other hand,
is refreshingly to the point. Without mincing words, her commentary provides a
thorough, concise and constructive opinion on many topics, including slightly taboo ones
including the recurring theme of funding (or lack thereof). Yorkshire-born Henry covered
the UK art scene in depth, with a particular emphasis on Scottish artists, championing
talents including Bruce McLean, Adrian Wiszniewski, Ken Currie, Peter Howson, Steven
Campbell, Sam Ainsley, David Mach, Calum Colvin, Kate Whiteford, Arthur Watson,
among dozens of others.
Many of this cohort were part of the 17-strong group of artists featured in The Vigorous
Imagination in 1987 at the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art as lead show for
Edinburgh Festival 1987. Henry had donned her curators hat the year prior at London’s
Serpentine Summer Show and Edinburgh Festival 1986. The Vigorous Imagination was a
ground-breaking exhibition. The artists, all mid-twenties, produced a landmark event
that exemplified Scotland’s vibrant and flourishing talent in the visual arts (along with
topping every exhibition record at the gallery). No small feat indeed.
Then in 1988, a wildly ambitious idea came from Richard Demarco: The 1990 Venice
Biennale. The preeminent event in the Art world’s calendar , its version of the Olympics,
every 2 years Venice becomes an international arena where countries present their most
talented artists, instead of athletes, to the world. If there had been a medals podium in
the 1990 44th iteration, Scotland would’ve undoubtedly stood on it proudly.
This was a special moment for Scotland, a fitting highlight in its year as European City of
Culture. Archive photographs usually picture glorious, perfected installations, but in
projects of this size, the sheer amount of planning, discussion and hard graft, go
unnoticed, unrecorded. Not here!

The event marked a first for many, including Henry, who hadn’t worked on anything
abroad. “It was pretty well a miracle. In those days, all we had was a telephone, a fax, an
envelope and a stamp. In hindsight, I don’t know how we did it. No cell phones. No
internet.” In today’s world, thanks to technology, international communications are
easy. Organise a gargantuan event without such luxury would make any seasoned curator
wince. Yet Henry, equipped with a strong air of composure, persevered.

The idea began gaining traction in 1988 after she made a quick visit searching for
an
‘alternative’
exhibition
space.
Guided
by
Venetian
author
Tudy
Sammartini, they visited deconsecrated church after church, warehouse after
warehouse. "For a palazzo you have to pay a hefty fee. Tudy knew everybody and was
very helpful.” Alas, no site was deemed suitable.
Henry then went to see Biennale Director Giovanni Carandente, who originally proposed
Scotland take the avenue leading up to the British Pavilion, “Quite how we would’ve ever
done that, I don’t know.” At a second meeting in October Carandente offered Scotland the
Esedra – the incredible prime open-air space, considered hallowed ground. “I
couldn’t believe my ears. I thought he was joking. Needless to say, we said yes very fast.”
July of 1989 marked the first rejection of sponsorship from the Scottish Arts Council.
Swiftly moving on, Barbara Grigor, chairman of the Scottish Sculpture
Trust, organised nominations from 5 Scottish workshops and organisation; 30 were
whittled down to 14, finally to 3. Mach, Whiteford and Watson, the victors, committed to
ambitious, large-scale work that responded to the Esedra. Under an extraordinarily tight
schedule and pressure the artists submitted their proposals. "We had to get an idea of
costs, then pin them down to a reconnaissance visit to Venice."
Henry, Whiteford, Watson, David Harding and Bruce Mclean (who eventually opted
out) went in December, scouting out the site. "Venice is a logistical nightmare. They have
their own rules and regulations. We were very conscious of the water and engineering,
not digging a deep hole! Getting materials to the site is hellish.” Consultant Cristiana
Moldi-Ravenna, provided invaluable assistance. With the artist’s proposals
confirmed, and an invaluable £10,000 from the British Council, plus £20,000 from the
Henry Moore Foundation established, there came the 2nd rejection from the Scottish Arts
Council. “A general lack of Scottish interest in anything ‘abroad’”.

In 1990 total funding reached £46,000. Fast-forward 30 years. Scotland’s bid for the now
2021 Biennale is a huge £350,000 plus. Monetary barriers aside, and surrounded by the
giant, generously funded American, British, Japanese and German pavilions, Scotland
seemed like the obvious underdog. But “everybody was determined it was going to look
great.” After a few complications with Watson’s work being held up at customs in Bergamo,
as soon as the materials landed in the Esedra, "every pair of hand on site was put to use,
along with the Biennale crane, pickaxes, ladders, the lot.”
Adding to the madness, all three artists choose to work with new materials – and on a grand
scale. The risks paid off, despite a third rejection of funding from the SAC. “It was a complete
scramble for money.” Henry and the artists essentially funded themselves when it came to
flights and help. "We never knew why they were so against it. It was bizarre. Of course at the
beginning we had no idea what we were getting into. We had no idea how high we were to
leap.” Despite the drama and constant logistical maze, through a massive concerted effort,
the group managed to pull off something magnificent. Fate had a hand. Favourable weather
made the Esedra even more visually stunning, while Mach’s tallest tree, a Scots Pine, was
placed directly at the entrance to the Biennale. “There was no way you could miss the
Scottish contribution. We were so fortunate.” As well as being prime space at the Biennale,
the Esedra is naturally a social hub. Director Carandente decided to hold his inaugural press
event in the middle of the Scottish space. Piper Ruaridh MacDonald marched down the hill,
leading a crowd of supporters through the Biennale to bear witness to Whiteford, Watson
and Mach’s monumental works – a Scots-Venetian procession fit for a Doge.
“I think it was a triumph. If you get a chance at Venice, it’s like winning Wimbledon. From
the moment Carandente suggested the Esedra – we managed to pull it off. It was a very
cohesive show one way or another. The artists were all successful, they all picked out their
location and it all worked.”
The vast scale of works; Mach’s 18 ft tree, Watsons 16t ft installation, and Whiteford’s
10x20m land drawing were something to marvel at, considering the tiny budget. Although
the event was a huge team effort, Henry’s constant involvement allowed those fledgling
ideas in 1988 to grow into what is, without a shadow of a doubt, a momentous occasion in
Scotland’s history. “It’s something I’m very happy to look back on.”

Preliminary Visit
In December 1989, Clare Henry, Kate Whiteford, Arthur Watson and Bruce Mclean travelled to
Venice on a reconnaissance mission to begin the arduous planning process. David Mach took a solo
trip in early 1990, while Mclean sadly decided not to participate in the Biennale.

Left to right: Bruce McLean, Clare Henry, David Harding, Arthur Watson, host, Kate Whiteford.

Left to right: Arthur Watson, Clare Henry, David Harding, Tudy Sammartini, Kate Whiteford, Bruce McLean,
Cristiana Moldi-Ravenna. Photo by Richard Demarco.

Kate Whiteford

Kate Whiteford and Venice were a perfect fit. Fresh off a well deserved win for her John
Moore’s painting in 1987 and a part of the 17-strong group of artists included in the widely
successful exhibition The Vigorous Imagination at the Scottish National Gallery of Modern
Art in the same year, the Biennale simply seemed like a logical step for Whiteford in her
steady ascension to great artistic heights. Whiteford’s contribution to the Biennale was
Sitelines, a huge 10x20m poured concrete land drawing right in the middle of the sought
after Esedra.
The Venice Biennale was a special moment for Whiteford. “It was a big deal and a really big
opportunity. I was overwhelmed by the excitement of it!” While Whiteford had just
completed her gargantuan land drawings of leaping fish and swirling circles on Edinburgh’s
Calton Hill in 1987, Venice presented particular challenges. Of course installing gigantic
landscapes by cutting directly into the ground isn’t exactly straightforward in any location;
the hoops that have to be jump through to get planning permission (not to mention
funding) seem endless, while assembling a competent team always proves troublesome.
Venice’s unique topography meant Whiteford had to tread carefully. “I wasn’t able to dig
into the ground like the piece at Calton Hill, so I had to rethink”. After sketching some
preliminary ideas out, Whiteford began to test options in London. Although “I could see
the drawing in my head, everything had to be planned”. Emphasis on everything. Not one
to leave things to chance, Whiteford worked with surveyors, engineers and architects
throughout the project. “I wasn’t naïve. Customs were very complicated, so I had to map
out the drawing on site.”

Mach

“It was quite a big learning curve, about 10 people were involved”. Whiteford’s partner
rounded up a gang of technicians, packed up a white van with a cement mixer and all
the tools they needed, then set off to tackle the intimidating Esedra. There was a
strong communal effort from the Scots and Italians. “They were so helpful and hands
on!” A recurring theme at the Biennale was one of community. Considering all three
artists were ambitious both in materials and scale, when it came to installation,
everyone from the engineers, technicians, friends and curators got stuck in. Even
Clare Henry’s 80 year old sculptor mother helped out! Talk about a team effort. It’s
even more impressive that they managed it given the shoestring budget they had to
work from.
The outline of the drawing was mapped out with long lengths of string with pegs
fastened into the ground to create a sharp shape, then long pieces of steel were used
to create a solid structure. Whiteford worked with an engineer who insisted she used
expansion gaps as to stop the concrete from cracking. It was a completely new way of
working compared to the Calton Hill drawing – rather than digging into the ground,
Sitelines was a relief work. The choice of material was a new one as well. Whiteford
had never worked with poured concrete before. “It was a big risk, wasn’t it?”
Thankfully, it paid off tremendously. Inspired by the terrazzo tiles covering the Piazza di
San Marco, Whiteford’s work responds directly to the surrounding site. The trees
surrounding the Esedra formed a natural arch, while Venice’s surplus of abandoned
churches and cathedrals are echoed in the form of Whiteford’s land drawing. Yet the
nature of Whiteford’s work doesn’t fix a particular representation onto the piece.
“The piece is about hidden, fictional archaeology, revealing something secret.”
Depending on what angle it is viewed from, connotations are constantly in shift. From
overhead it resembles a blueprint of an ancient building, while from another angle the
intersecting lines evoked a form of hieroglyphics, creating an aura of atavistic
mysticism which was so prevalent at the Esedra.
Viewing the exhibition as a whole, it appears an undercurrent of Far-East influences
affected the works to different degrees. One may imagine the famous Japanese Zen
Gardens with their parallel, linear patterns raked into the gravel when viewing
Whiteford’s work. “I was in Japan the year before and perhaps was sub-consciously
influenced by these”, but the artists “didn’t collaborate at all. We didn’t have time and
just worked separately”. It seemed it was a mere coincidence – but one that pulled the
works together just enough to create a harmonious balance of colour, shape and forms
that played off one another yet ultimately retained their individuality.

At the grand opening, in what seemed like a pilgrimage, the sound of a piper and his
bagpipes led the eager crowds to the hallowed ground of the Esedra to experience
Scotland’s contribution to the Venice Biennale. Whiteford missed the opening as she
was working on another project at the Ballet Rambert in London in tandem with
Venice, and unfortunately they opened on the same night.
“In hindsight I probably should’ve gone to the Biennale opening. Venice changed
things for me.” Whiteford’s work was widely admired and garnered great publicity
and rave reviews. Undeniably, the Venice Biennale has become more about garish
commercial spectacle than the actual art in the past decade. Budgets are bigger,
crowds are more impatient, readily armed with iPhones and jostling to take the most
Instagram worthy picture – instead of actually looking at the work. This is not to say
the 1990 Biennale wasn’t guilty of the same things. There were still hundreds of
photos taken, but on disposable cameras instead of phones, and big groups of
tourists swanned around artworks looking for the best view. Yet “it was a different
time” says Whiteford. “There was something special about it.”

Whiteford’s Sketches

Installation

The crowds

Clare Henry, Curator of
Scotland at the Venice
Biennale

David Mach

David Mach wasn’t fazed by the Venice Biennale. Along with Whiteford, he had been
a part of The Vigorous Imagination, creating a huge site specific installation consisting
of thousands of magazines, layered and cut to form an imposing mass that spilt out of
the windows of the Scottish Gallery of Modern Art in Edinburgh. “That was pretty
small for me. I had worked on bigger things before.”
A case in point would be his breathtakingly monumental Parthenon ,Here to Stay,
installed at Glasgow’s Tramway in March 1990. Consisting of twelve classical columns,
nearly seven feet in diameter and thirty feet high, they replaced the narrow-cast iron
poles that supported the glazed roof of Tramway. Over 100 tons of newspaper were
used – an amount hard to imagine for most – but a common occurrence with Mach’s
installations. His materials of choice range from car tyres to Barbie dolls in mass
quantities. How did he get hold of it all? “I just phoned up companies, stated my
name and told them I had an idea, and if they would be willing to part with loads of
their stuff.” It worked every time. “I even used to pay people in things I would get.”
Mach was an obvious choice for Venice – the Esedra is a perfect space for large scale
site-specific work. As he was juggling multiple projects in various cities at the time,
Arthur Watson helped document the site for Mach. But rather than magazines or
tyres, this time steel was Mach’s choice of material. “It probably had something to do
with the weather. It had to last.” Mach had experimented with laser cut steel
previously, but Venice allowed him to take things to the next level.

A preliminary proposal featured a cohort of bikini-clad girls carrying the roof of a
caravan. “The girls were inspired by the cardboard cut outs of people you would find
at your local photo kiosk”. Such mass produced imagery has been a theme in Mach’s
work for years – statues of the Virgin Mary feature heavily in Like a Virgin…, a 1993
installation at Ujazdowski Castle for Contemporary Art in Warsaw.
The curators instead opted for the more palpable proposal of the ironically
monumental laser cut bonsai trees, titled Softening the Hardened Hearts of Men. Tall
trees perforate and frame the Esedra, which Mach picked up on this idea in a
humorous way – enlarging the miniature trees to monumental size.

Creating five trees would seem like a mammoth task, but Mach’s work ethic was –
and still is – tremendous. First, the trees were printed out to-scale to get a sense of
presence and form. The steel was then cut by an Aberdeen shipyard local to Arthur
Watson. Usually a mightily expensive process, Watson persuaded the shipyard to
carry it out free of charge in exchange for big publicity.
Installation proved to be difficult. Multiple engineers, pickaxes and cranes all played
a part, plus long shifts of physical work. “We finished it in around 10 days, even
though some engineers suggestions were a nightmare.” A great accomplishment
indeed, but Mach and hard graft seem to be inseparable. With three trees standing
side by side, directly alongside Whiteford’s land drawing, the fourth was cleverly
placed amongst its real counterparts – emphasising the deceptive quality of the
work, while contrasting the man made vs natural.
The final tree, a monumental Scottish Pine (Mach’s favourite type of tree) was placed
right at the entrance to the Biennale on the invitation of director Giovanni
Carandente. Talk about a testament to Scotland’s contribution to the Olympics of the
art world! Yet Mach took this in his stride. “It was business as usual for me.”

Planning

Installation

Clare Henry and Angela Wrapson

Arthur
Watson
Arthur Watson hails from Aberdeen.
Founding Peacock Printmakers in
1974, an artists’ workshop, publisher
and gallery, collaborating with over
100 artists and leading countless
international projects, this invaluable
knowledge and practice stood him in
good stead when it came to the
Venice Biennale.
Watson’s work engages with elements of Scottish culture, the constant shift of light and
weather on the landscape, language and song, and other ephemeral elements. These ideas
are seemingly endless – nothing is ever discarded. Instead, everything from fledgling ideas
to ‘finished’ works are repurposed, adding new elements or subtracting existing ones, each
piece simultaneously adding to its own history. Venice was no exception.
Watson’s contribution, Across the Sea, consisted of dozens of fishermen’s smocks attached
with ropes (and other maritime materials) to appear upright and taut, closely resembling
how many textiles are exhibited in museums and galleries.
Watson was living in Aberdeen at the time, “literally at the mouth of the harbour. Huge
supply boats were going in and out 24 hours a day.” Similarities to Aberdeen could
immediately be drawn to Venice. “It was also a working port, and Venice is in the North East
of Italy while Aberdeen is the North East of Scotland”. Both cities are far from the feet of
their respective governments – “Venice and Rome are separated by the Apennines.
Aberdeen and London are miles away.” Seeking to unite the two ports, the themes of
distance from power and the contrast between sunrise and sunset were prevalent. “It was
very much a sunset on the Grand canal, and very much a Sunset of the Scottish fishing
industry that had moved from Aberdeen up to Peterhead. It was a key thing.” Watson had
been working with the notion of light and water before, in the form of a huge woodcut. But
his ideas “are never completely closed down.” It seems this notion reached a peak in Venice.

Originally Watson had submitted two proposals featuring different colour schemes –
one “a riot of greys”, while the other, full of flashes of vermillion, bright yellow and
white, became the finished work. “They are some of the scabbiest drawings ever. But
we were given completely free reign.”
Watson was resourceful when it came to scavenging for materials. The smocks came
from a friend working in theatre production who Watson was designing sets for. After
screen printing large swathes of fabric, the smocks were cut out and put through an
industrial sewing machine. The timber poles were collected from a reclaimed
woodyard, and most of the construction was completed in house. Technicians were
very helpful and Watson’s duties at Peacock Printmakers proved vital. “A lot of big
projects I do myself. I spent a lot of time with other artists on huge public exhibitions,
and I was basically a technician at Peacock along with being head printer. I’d also made
costumes for fashion shows at University when I was studying textiles.”
Getting all the parts over to Venice proved a problem. Some confusion regarding
correct shipments and documentation caused the work to be held up at customs in
Bergamo. Eventually landing late at the Esedra, precious installation time was lost.
Again there was a concerted effort between the respective teams to get the work up in
time. It’s amazing how successful it all was given the tiny budget they had to work from
and the little publicity before the event. The American Pavilion was in close proximity to
Scotland’s site. Watson spent a bit of time with their star artist – Jenny Holzer. “Her
installation probably cost nearly a million dollars. The Americans had hired all these
overhead advertising spaces on every vaporetto running right around Venice, featuring
Holzer quotes. It seemed like a ludicrous amount of money.” Holzer may have won the
Golden Lion for best national representation, but Scotland, against all odds, made a
proud proclamation of their talents on the international art stage.
Watson’s Venice installation was only its first iteration. “I’m still working with elements
from it. The jackets have been worked over with loads of different shades, sanded, and
constantly reused.” The guide ropes were salvaged and formed into a new work - “one
set of 13 have all the vaporetto stops on the grand canal, going from where I stayed in
Venice.” Each work Watson creates follows a pattern of evolution rather than remaining
a stagnant representation of an old idea. “These things ramble on in ways, it’s a
constant thought process.”
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Finished piece

Arthur Watson Across the Sea, 1990
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