Banner-backdrop for Burgage Hall, Ledbury Poetry Festival, July 2009

I usually make paintings in acrylic on canvas, all sizes, some quite large. This silk backdrop, at 5.5 meters high by 6.5 meters wide, is the largest work I’ve produced so far, and it’s the first time I have designed for a stage.

I was given a very open brief. Because of the fortnightly duration of the annual festival, it was important to think about storage and scale, something that would pack away easily each year. Parachutes came to mind, the way they spread hugely but are light in weight, and can be folded small. I imagined floating silks in many colours. Finding fabric the right width was more of a test; - I needed six panels of specific dimension to span the wall. I tracked it down in a treasure-trove of a shop on the Edgware Road, and when I told them it was for the Festival, one of the sales-people revealed extensive knowledge of the Liverpool poets, - he had been at Art School with the late Adrian Henry. He reminisced and recited lines as the silks were measured, cut and rolled.

I made a series of small collages and mock-ups, to explore proportions, and colour relationships, and later met the team from the Malvern Theatre who were to make the screen that the panels hang from. They are the experts, and I found out quickly from them what might work technically, or not. I discovered the wonders of Velcro. The panels were eventually put together on the floor of the APT Gallery, South London, in the building where I have my studio, with great and essential help from a stage–designer friend, Madeline Herbert. Even that large space was not high enough to hang the backdrop vertically, so my first viewing will be when it is installed in the Hall, on July 1st.

I thought of my design not as decoration, but as a way of focusing attention on a lone performer in a space that is high and beautiful, but has many distractions. The lightest, brightest colour is directly behind the speaker and the stage, and the darker, intensely red corners act as anchors. The verticals and horizontals, where blue meets gold, primrose meets lilac, light meets dark, and so on, make rhythms across the whole wall. I hope these relationships will be in constant flow, making a light and a space for the spoken rhythms they are there to hold. 

I learn a lot, as a painter, from poets. The backdrop doesn’t refer to poetry in a literal sense, but I often find echoes from medium to medium, from literature to visual art and back again. I’m thinking of how poems and paintings are unfolding structures, how the good ones extend language, feeling and experience. Whatever the artist or poet realises through making a work will be amplified by the discoveries of those who respond. I can’t imagine a world without this collective and continuously shared activity. 

I’m very grateful to the Festival for the opportunity to make this work - and it has been really inspiring to witness how, with such generosity and optimism, the community of Ledbury brings together, every summer, often from very far a-field, poets, audiences, and poetry.  
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