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Constellations & Coordinates marks the first major solo show of British artist Jessa Fairbrother.
Working primarily with photography and performance, Fairbrother’s interest is in an inner,
emotional landscape and her practice utilises the external body as a site for artist enquiry and
self-expression. This most often takes the form of highly individualised photographic selfportraits of her naked body, painstakingly embellished with minuscule needle perforations or
hand embroidered so that the very surface of the print carries a counterpoint narrative.
“When I first began to stitch, it was from a place of great urgency. I later realised the purpose
was an attempt to tether myself to a happy ending, literally and metaphorically sewing myself
to something I yearned for, but was never going to be mine. When I use no thread at all, just
the perforation of the needle, it stems from the deeply felt sense I have been severed from all
those possibilities… there is nothing to bind me. I drift and make my own story.”
The two new bodies of work presented here exemplify and continue her unique approach.
In Constellations (2018), Fairbrother punctures the surface of the print creating intricate lace
like patterns around the photographed figure, inspired by religious icons and ancient sculptures
of female deities. The raised pattern also echoes braille embossing, suggesting a more tactile
consideration of the work and alternative readings.
Coordinates (2019) emerged from a fascination with the systems we employ to make sense of
the world. Fairbrother uses a needle and thread to trace her own emotional topography by sewing directly on to the photography of her own body, revealing hidden contour lines.

BIOGRAPHY
Jessa Fairbrother completed an MA in Photographic Studies from the University of Westminster
(2008-10) and developed her practice while working as both lecturer and journalist. Jessa lives
and works in Bristol, UK.
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This is my story of severance.
This photographic performance explores the relationship I had with my mother and my own inability to
conceive. It represents how I was cut out of my role as daughter and simultaneously denied the maternal
role that I hoped would shape my future.
We (my mother and I) had been tentatively making work together using a single disposable camera. I
would take a photograph of my life and then send the camera to her in the post; she would do the same.
We tried to communicate through this process.
My fertility began to unravel not long after, but I was unable to concentrate on my story—hers soon took
precedent. We both found out she was going to die.
I dismantled my existing life to relocate and care for her, my second parent dying of cancer. In the immediate moment I concerned myself with recording her as she was, but I immediately felt the photograph’s
inability to do this. As such, I photographed myself responding to my new surroundings, to negotiating
space. Once or twice I asked my mother to photograph me, echoing the way we had used a camera only
a few months before. I tried to make sense of things that had no sense except sadness.
I jostled with several personas during this period—wife, daughter, sister, artist. Ultimately, I gained a new
role—Carer. I became child-less…or child-free. We strived to understand and love each other more completely; we looked at each other seeking resemblance, resentment, entanglement and reliance. I found a
new role: Orphan.
I put on her chemotherapy wig afterwards: it was the only thing that smelled like her. I burned, buried and
embellished photographs of us. I performed my grief and began to stitch.
I cried a lot for her. I cried for the loss of feeling: her body when we hugged, her touch, her laugh. I cried in
sorrow at the abrupt suspension of future narratives: for the mother I would not hold again and for the
child who would never hold me.
											
— Jessa Fairbrother
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Our Artist of the Month
feature aims to promote
artists’ work and raise
issues in a quick, informal way.
September’s Artist of the
Month is Jessa Fairbrother.
Hello, what do you do?
I’m an artist who uses photography, textiles and performance to explore the origins of yearning. I’m very
interested in the elastic quality of a photograph and how it can reach out both forwards and backwards
in time and space. The subject always comes back to using myself as the originator of the story through
which I aim to make something meaningful – and recognisable – for others.
Where are you based and how long have you been there?
After spending many years living in Sheffield, Pembrokeshire and London I returned to Bristol – where I
grew up – in 2012, and I love it.
Where do you work?
I work in my studio at Jamaica Street. I work pretty much every day and try to keep free time at
weekends. I like to be disciplined about it.
What’s the best thing about the area you live/work in?
I have thought long and hard about what it is that helps me to make work (because it can be excruciating) and a big part is being nourished by the actual nuts and bolts of the life it’s been possible for me to
craft here in Bristol.
I reveal a lot of my personal story through my work and in order to do that I really need to be sustained
by certain things. I moved into my wonderful studio at Jamaica Street only weeks after my mother died
at the end of 2012 and consequently feel very attached to it because the community I found here played
such an instrumental part in my grieving process. On a practical level I can walk everywhere I want to
go – that is such a gift and makes a profound difference to the shape of my day. The people who work
around me have become dear friends and there is always someone to talk to. I love having others nearby
and have come to put a lot of significance on that. ‘Doing it every day’ with other people who are also
‘doing it every day’ supports my process. But also, because I do give a lot of myself away in my work, I
need that community to fall back on in order to function in that sort of personal way. So, really, I think it is
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about the kindness I experience in this place, along with acceptance, humour and sociability – and how
all of this keeps me going within my practice.
What does ‘success’ mean to you?
It means several things that have definitely changed over the last few years but it has always meant
focussing on making meaningful work that connects with others, that enables me to live while doing it,
and that has a permanent life beyond my own.
It also means being able to take the train when I need to… I’ll know I’m feeling really successful when I can
do that... I spend far too much of my time on the coach!
Do you earn a living from making art? If not, or only partially, what else do you do?
Over the last 18 months I have managed to make work full time and keep going while doing it. Before that
I spent six or seven years teaching part time in colleges and universities as well.
What makes a good artwork?
I’m not really sure how to describe it but you know when you... know! Something expansive in its attitude
maybe, something that shows curiosity. Work that makes meaning beyond itself, that points in more than
one direction.
What have you been up to recently?
The most recent thing that has just happened has been the most significant – three pieces of mine
(including my artist book Conversations with my mother) have been included in an exhibition at Yale
Center for British Art in the US. They are all part of their permanent collection and I have been
completely overwhelmed by this acquisition of my work. Much of the last year has been about sharing
my artist book, gradually managing to get it in front of people: it is also now included in the libraries of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. I am pretty thrilled about
that.
Earlier this year I had a solo show in Birmingham at the School of Jewellery in BCU, following on from a
symposium I spoke at in 2016. I was delighted to show my hand-marked works in that context, and had
the opportunity to show new studies.
Spring was taken up with showing work in London: at Free Space Projects in Kentish Town and Fix Photo
Festival in the Barge House by the Oxo Tower. What was great about these shows was that I made new
pieces dovetailing with Conversations with my mother, producing a large-scale photo ‘quilt’ called Role
Play (woman with cushion).
What have you got coming up?
My work is being shown in Vienna this September as part of Parallel Art Fair with Anzenberger Gallery.
This is very exciting for me – each gallery shows a ‘project’ so it’s more of a hybrid between fair and
exhibition. It’s even taking place in the old Freud University – I love the symbolism of this!
I’ve spent much of this year travelling or showing work so am looking forward to focussing on a new
project back in the studio, concentrating on my hand-marking on photographs in relation to the body. I’m
trying to make something much, much bigger than I’ve made before, so that’s going to be interesting… •
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GRAIN is delighted to have awarded
the Format Portfolio Award to Jessa
Fairbrother for her work ‘Armour Studies’. This is the second time GRAIN
has awarded a special prize at Format
International Photography Festival.
‘Armour Studies (regarding skin)’ uses
the body as both vessel and surface.
Employing self-portraiture Jessa
hovers on the edge of being object
and subject to explore the connection
between her form, the exterior and
audience.
Describing her shape as provocation she interrupts the surface of photographs using sewing needles
to puncture hand-made prints, creating textural adornments suggestive of lace and engraved metal:
violent acts making delicate marks.
In perforating this exterior layer she invites the viewer to think of the skin not only as an embodiment
of selfhood but as a body that touches and is touched. Her concerns originate in attempts to identify
feelings beyond the shape of the person seen, confronting gestures of fallibility and the body’s relentless
failures.
This ongoing work brings together pieces where she performs within the image and upon it, cladding her
physical identity in armour to protect it from her own disappointments and the viewer’s scrutiny.
In her practice Jessa explores the familiar and the personal, where yearning and performance meet each
other in photography. She investigates how behaviour is shaped and influenced by both memory and
visual consumption, concentrating on the gesture as a physical archive of emotional life. Role-play is a
key part of her studies. She is interested in how individuals perform, continuously assigning status (and
having status bestowed upon us) through roles. •
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Coordinate I, 2019

Coordinate VII, 2019

Hand embroidered c-type

Hand embroidered c-type

12.7 x 16 cm

7.4 x 11 cm

Coordinate II, 2019

Coordinate VIII, 2019

Hand embroidered c-type

Hand embroidered c-type

12.7 x 16 cm

10 x 11 cm

Coordinate III, 2019

Coordinate IX, 2019

Hand embroidered c-type

Hand embroidered c-type

12.7 x 16 cm

10 x 11 cm

Coordinate IV, 2019

Coordinate X, 2019

Hand embroidered c-type

Hand embroidered c-type

12.7 x 16 cm

10 x 11 cm

Coordinate V, 2019

Coordinate XI, 2019

Hand embroidered c-type

Hand embroidered c-type

12.7 x 16 cm

10 x 11 cm

Coordinate VI, 2019

Coordinate XII, 2019

Hand embroidered c-type

Hand embroidered c-type

7.4 x 11 cm

12.7 x 16 cm
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COORDINATES (2019)
Coordinate XIII, 2019

Coordinate XIV, 2019

Hand embroidered c-type

Hand embroidered c-type

12.7 x 16 cm

12.7 x 16 cm

CONSTELLATIONS (2018)
Constellation II, 2018

Constellation VII, 2018

Hand perforated silver gelatin

Hand perforated silver gelatin

22.9 x 18.5 cm

22.9 x 18.5 cm

Constellation III, 2018

Constellation IX, 2018

Hand perforated silver gelatin

Hand perforated silver gelatin

22.9 x 18.5 cm

22.9 x 18.5 cm

Constellation IV, 2018

Constellation X, 2018

Hand perforated silver gelatin

Hand perforated silver gelatin

22.9 x 18.5 cm

22.9 x 18.5 cm

Constellation V, 2018

Minor Constellation VII, 2018

Hand perforated silver gelatin

Hand perforated silver gelatin

22.9 x 18.5 cm

7.5 x 6.5 cm

Constellation VI, 2018
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Hand perforated silver gelatin
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22.9 x 18.5 cm

