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Found, 
2018. 
Wood, foam, gravel, PVA, 
gloss, pearl farm oyster 
shells, CT1 (sealant), 
plaster, and glass, 
55 x 62 x 50 cm.
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The futuristic blends with the primordial in the work of 
British sculptor Anna Reading. Her otherworldly forms 
call to mind remnants of a crashed space capsule 
overgrown with foreign matter or submerged manmade 
structures that have succumbed to marine accretions. 
These disquieting, largely colorless objects bear traces 
of human life but are devoid of figures. In Antenna to 
the Adrift (2019), for example, a quilted jacket perches 
atop a tall gray rigging, as if its owner had been swept 
away by spatial gales or met a watery end. The Fisheaters 
may appear less sinister, but it also testifies to an 
invisible human presence; close inspection reveals that 
the plumage of a suspended bird-like creature is made 
from disposable wooden forks.

Reading was the recipient of the 2018–19 Mark Tanner 

Sculpture Award, which provides £8,000 toward a show. 
Her resulting exhibition, “The Pothole,” which originated 
at London’s Standpoint Gallery, is currently on view at 
Bury Art Museum and Sculpture Centre in Manchester 
through June 20, 2020. In this body of work, Read-
ing demonstrates imaginative experimentation with 
synthetic and organic materials: shimmering, orderly 
rows of oyster shells contrast with a brittle, barnacle-like 
substance (actually, an artist-made version of pebble-
dash) that seems to cling stubbornly to most surfaces. 
Though “The Pothole” marks a shift from Reading’s use 
of expanded foam to create distressed sculptures that 
look simultaneously low- and high-tech, her work re-
mains constant in its devotion to the absurd. The viewer 
is frequently caught unawares, baffled by a lone eye  

A Conversation 
     with Anna Reading

Anxious 
     Objects: 

by Elizabeth Fullerton
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staring glassily from a low, squat sculpture or a cartoon-
ish face looming out of a large structure. This feeling 
of life lurking beneath the surface in even the most 
inhospitable surroundings inserts an upbeat quality 
into these otherwise unsettling sculptures.

Elizabeth Fullerton: What is the premise of “The 
Pothole”? It definitely has an uncanny feel.
Anna Reading: I wanted to make an environment that 
the viewer would move through. For me, the sculptures 
stand as islands or rocky outcrops. The original idea 
came from a visit to the Isle of Staffa, off the west coast 
of Scotland, when I was looking for a new set of 
references. The volcanic basalt outcrop was almost like 
a masterpiece of brooding mystery—austere and 
imposing. It’s uninhabited by humans, but there are 
colonies of puffins, seals, and limpets all over the rocks. 
It became my muse. The collages that form part of the 
linoleum floor feature photos taken on the island.

EF: Is there a particular narrative to these works?
AR: They come from a starting point where I feel 
compelled to set a little scene, but I’m happy for the 
narrative to be left open. An Anxious Fish Grows Its 
Own Scales, which has a face in it, came from a drawing 
I did imagining the emotions a fish might experience 
swimming past Staffa. I felt that the fish must be 
anxious all the time because something could attack it 
from any angle—up, down, left, or right. That was a 
feeling I tried to explore in the work. Now I understand 
it as thinking about what it is to protect oneself.

EF: Could you talk about the motif of protection? One 
sculpture—a large, sprawling structure with elements 
like spiky urchins hidden in nooks—is called In Order 
to Protect.
AR: A lot of the imagery and materiality of the exhibi-
tion relates to creating a protective shell or some kind 
of exterior, aggressive coating. There’s a raw armature 
of a plywood frame in all the works, which was then 
concealed or clad with materials that I find tactile or 
able to be transformed. I used card on some of the piec-
es, but it’s always painted in gloss paint to turn it into 
a plastic-like solidness or to feel a bit like a rock. The 
other pieces are coated in a foamy gravel mix inspired C
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           There’s a process of play in the studio, trying out 
 different materials, finding different solutions.

Sculpture_MayJun_2020_Reading_V6.indd   64 3/19/20   3:57 PM



may/june n  sculpture  65

by pebbledash, which is a practical solution to protect 
houses near the sea from wind and erosion and to cover 
up blemishes and cracks, so it’s like a façade for the build-
ing. And then, some of the smaller elements in the show, 
like the wire pompoms, remind me of sea urchins or 
anemones; there’s a sense of the creature being paradoxi-
cally vulnerable and therefore aggressive. The sculptures 
provide sites for these creatures to use as protection.

EF: To what extent is the work tapping into  
the climate crisis?
AR: That’s the original root of the work. For several 
years, I’ve been concerned with what grows out of a mo-
ment of political turmoil and environmental destruc-
tion. We’re aware of a potential disaster. There’s a sense 
that something is about to end, but I’m hoping there’s a 
joy to the work because it’s also a transitional moment 
in which the materials on the surface of the sculpture 
seem to have sprung out of a shattering or a fracturing, 
a disruption. 

EF: The setting feels quite apocalyptic somehow.
AR: I think it’s important that there is no figuration in 
the show. I’ve always wanted to make figurative work, 
but in a way the absence of figuration is my point. It’s 
like a time before or beyond human intervention. So, 
the works are ancient relics but perhaps futuristic out-
crops or relics of the future.

With the puffer jacket in Antenna to the Adrift, I was 
thinking about what a shell is for a human, and then 
trying to calcify that in the way that a shell is solid and 
hard. It’s as if it had floated along, got caught there, 
and the original body it was encasing is no longer—it’s 
been eradicated or washed away, and there are only the 
remnants. It’s suggesting a foreboding time when the 
human is absent, but things carry on. Maybe that’s our 
fear attached to aliens, of life carrying on without us. 
I want it to have a feeling of unease and disturbance. 
Equally, I want it to be quite hopeful around the idea 
that growth continues and big shifts can happen. May-
be I was more interested in uninhabited spaces and the 
nature of our relationship to them.

EF: Do you take inspiration from sci-fi?
AR: I take inspiration from what I think sci-fi comes 

from. For instance, a deep sea creature like the angler 
fish will be the root of a horrific alien in sci-fi. I’m 
equally interested in ergonomic shapes like the plastic 
interfaces you find within an airplane or spaceship.

There’s an interplay in the work between the hu-
man-made and the organic. I’ve always been intrigued 
by why we have a distinction between the two because 
it seems so arrogant to think we are separate from the 
organic. Synthetic environments are largely re-cre-
ations of organic environments. Tarmac, for example,  
is a re-created rock surface. A lot of the materials in  
the sculptures relate to petroleum, which is the source 
of a lot of our anxiety right now. From jet-engine fuel 
to plastic—there are so many synthetic materials made 
out of petroleum, which is, in itself, decayed organic 
marine matter. That material underpins a lot of the 
questions in the work.

EF: And linoleum, used for the flooring, is a  
petroleum product.
AR: Yes, it’s safety flooring. It’s there to protect, but 
you never notice it. I’ve always found spaces designed 
for human bodies quite interesting—hospitals, service 
stations, and especially airplanes, which are petroleum 
environments because everything inside is made of 
plastic, and the plane flies using kerosene. Lino feeds 
into that sense of a space where touch isn’t just about 
your fingertips but how the floor feels under your feet.

I want to explore the sense of touch as a form of in-
telligence. As a society, we don’t prioritize it. I want the 
sculptures to feel like you would complete your under-
standing if you touched them, and equally, I want them 
to look like they’ve been made by someone’s hands, 
which is the case. They’re made by physically finding 
ways to stick things together, laying down material, 
adding it, and taking things away. That’s a key aspect 
to the work because I want to communicate a kind of 
honesty and closeness to the viewer.

EF: Isn’t linoleum an unusual material for an artwork? 
The floor is embedded with photographic collages that 
evoke islands and have a disorienting, sculptural effect 
because you play with a range of scales, perspectives, 
and textures.
AR: It was mainly about providing an environment for 

anna reading

O P P O S I T E : 
Look After Me  
I’ll Look After You, 
2019. 
Wood, card, screws,  
foam, gravel, PVA,  
lightfitting, LED bulb, 
motor, and gloss,  
107 x 54 x 54 cm. 
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T H I S  PA G E : 
In Order to Protect 
(detail), 
2019. 
Wood, foam, gravel,  
PVA, plaster, wire, 
Jesmonite, pearl farm 
oyster shells, CT1 
(sealant), and emulsion, 
142 x 220 x 190 cm. 

O P P O S I T E : 
An Anxious Fish Grows 
Its Own Scales, 
2019.
Wood, card, screws,  
foam, gravel, PVA,  
pearl farm oysters shells, 
CT1 (sealant), gloss, 
and wire, 
231 x 120 x 52 cm.
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the three-dimensional sculptures to sit in, almost as if 
they’re bursting out of the sea. I was looking through 
Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Earthsea Cycle, and at the 
front is a map of the land she created with all these 
islands. My images contain lumps of rock and black 
pavement in between and a cigarette butt that might be 
a ship. Enlarging the scale made them feel like maps. 
I’m looking forward to exploring that further.

EF: What determines your choice of materials?
AR: I was working with cardboard and expanding 
foam, and I wanted to find a way to move into sur-
plus material rather than creating new foam, because 
it’s toxic and I didn’t enjoy the process. While I was 
looking for a replacement, I realized that pebbledash 
was an interesting option because it’s a kind of mystery 
material. The surface is often painted, and you can’t 
really understand how it’s made. Only after using it 
did I realize that it’s linked to protection as a material; 
perhaps I’m drawn to protective surfaces. I tried to  
find ways to incorporate pebbledash into the work, but 
it is heavy and brittle and the works are too thin and 
fine to hold it. So, I had to develop my own material, 
which is always a comfortable position for me because 
I like making my own version of something.

EF: What about the rows of oyster shells?
AR: There’s a process of play in the studio, trying out 
different materials, finding different solutions. What  
I liked about the shells arranged in those rows was that 
they resembled fish scales or armor. They also looked 
strangely commercial, lined up as if they were part  
of a restaurant display. Although they’re organic forms, 
those particular shells are surplus waste from pearl 
farming—I like the fact they become synthetic objects 
because they’ve been created by humankind to produce 
pearls. They also fascinate me because the oyster, 
which is a vulnerable mollusk, has built its own form of 
protection and within that is a very beautiful mother-
of-pearl surface, yet it has no concept that this other, 
alien consciousness—ours—covets what it makes.

EF: What does repetition of material at a large scale 
contribute to the work?
AR: It allows you to transform the material. When you 
lay out 100 shells, they become like an armor plate; 

anna reading
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and when you cover something in shredded foam, it 
becomes like a growth on the surface. It’s no longer 
foam. The material has undergone a transformation of 
meaning. Similarly, the cardboard is still recognizable 
as cardboard, but we believe that it might be a rock 
or a plastic surface, or we can ascribe to the chunks of 
bitumen the possibility that they may be meteorites.

EF: Could we discuss your process? Do you make 
sketches or maquettes for your sculptures?
AR: First, drawing is involved. I draw things that I’ve 
seen and been inspired by, and I also make drawings 
from my imagination and planning drawings, like a 
plan for an armature. Drawing helps me to realize and 
move forward and learn new things.

With In Order to Protect, I made a small maquette to 
understand the heights of different things, and I made 
multiple sketches. That piece came out of a desire to 
place a metal pompom-type thing that I had made 
within a sculpture—there’s one nestled in the middle of 
the piece. It was almost like I built the environment for 
that creature or component. Then I had some plaster 
casts, almost like bones, in the studio, and I was strug-
gling to resolve them. In the end, I cut holes in the 
piece to insert them, so that was an afterthought.

EF: Look After Me I’ll Look After You stands out by 
virtue of being lit from inside and revolving. It’s also 
turquoise, and at Standpoint Gallery, it was set apart 
in the lift shaft. Formally it called to mind a gas stove 
or a breathing apparatus, with the cables hooked up 
to a plug, like life support.
AR: It’s nice to think of the pieces as characters or 
performers, as if they have particular personalities. 
They’re not figurative, but hopefully there’s a sense of 
them in some way being protagonists. That piece was 
conceived as a lighthouse, as a force to protect ships, 
and the form was inspired by a marine winching 
machine I’d seen on a ferry. With those struts on the 
outside, it looks like a motor shaft, but it could also 
be gills. If you look inside, the wires are part of the 
piece, and I carried the painted wires up the wall. It’s 
squat and jolly but equally quite strange. It’s also one 
of the most sci-fi of all the pieces because of that lift 
shaft. It could be a bunker in the future.

EF: What about color? Apart from turquoise in that 
work and flecks of blue in the homemade pebble-
dash, it is conspicuously absent from these works.
AR: The colors are always really important. The char-
coal-colored works draw directly from the Isle of Staffa 
with its black basalt rocks. Without the flecks of blue 
where the foam is exposed, it would look very much 
like gravel. They add a cartoon edge, giving a sense 
of fake gravel. The blue of the lighthouse piece also 
acknowledges that it is a completely synthetic object 
within the space. It was fun for me to explore a very 
bright synthetic color because I often use nondescript 
grays and beiges inspired by rocks, inoffensive colors 
like those used in service stations and hospitals.

EF: To what extent do you regard this body of work 
as a departure?
AR: It was definitely a moving on, a huge leap. It 

anna reading
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allowed me to work on a much more expansive scale 
and to bring new materials like the shredded foam, 
gravel, and shells into the work. It was also interesting 
to explore unusual architectural elements. Standpoint 
Gallery has a lift shaft, a skylight, and a platform that 
provided a framework to work within. Having the 
platform meant I could make a piece that spilled off it, 
and the piece in the skylight was in response to being 
able to make something tall and thin.

EF: What role does humor or absurdity play in  
your work?
AR: The absurd is definitely there as a material. I think 
it’s nice to describe the cartoon aesthetic as absurd 
because it’s like a fake version of reality. It’s like using 
foam instead of gravel; it looks more like gravel than 
gravel. A cartoon face can be more emotional than a 
real face, but it’s exaggerated in some way.

The eye pieces are quite threatening, they could 
be cameras. It’s a disembodied eye, and you become 
aware of it looking at you even though it’s just materi-
al. Those black glass balls get transformed to eyeballs 
looking at you, but you can’t look at them because 
they don’t have a face.

EF: For the opening of the show at Standpoint, you 
performed with one of the sculptures. What function 
does performance fulfill for you?
AR: It was a 25-minute performance in which I got 
inside a cage form, also reminiscent of a limpet shell, 
and crawled slowly from one end of the space to the 
other. Part of that was to do with journeying through 
the environment of the space, as well as admitting that 
my own body was vulnerable and would like to enter a 
cage, especially in that quite fraught space of the private 
view. I thought it was interesting to consider being at 
the opening and still working, that work being a very 
slow, very methodical, relentless process. I think about 
the making of these sculptures in that way. I wanted to 
reference that with the labor of the performance.

Performance is often a way for me to interact with 
my objects. I’ll serenade or perform a sonnet to them. 
It’s trying to put my thoughts into a more coherent 
form. The performance is just another form of sculp-
ture, exploring my relationship to those objects.  

O P P O S I T E : 
Antenna to the Adrift, 
2019. 
Wood, foam, gravel,  
PVA, card, screws,  
gloss, Jesmonite, pigment, 
and puffer jacket, 
360 x 80 x 70 cm. 

T H I S  PA G E : 
Antenna to the Adrift 
(detail), 
2019. 
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