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I started this publication as a digital 
newsletter in January 2011, with the aim to 
give our supporters a deeper insight into our 
students and graduates.  With money from 
Paul Smith, we were able to start printing the 
editions in 2014. 

It is a place for our students and graduates to 
talk about the contribution they are making to the 
cultural landscape. Our graduates exhibit regularly, 
and internationally, but even the most ardent 
patron of their work would be hard-pressed to  
see everything.  

In our 250th year, and this nineteenth edition, 
it seems a good time to reflect on some of the 
common experiences of graduates when they 
leave the RA. After three years of relentlessly 
pushing, of intense critique, pressure, exposure, 
community, friendships, a Mayfair studio and many 
visits from major contemporary artists – what 
next? The experience of being an artist in the 
Royal Academy Schools is different for everyone, 
and it is equally impossible to give a definitive 
description of life after the RA. From overcoming 
the practical hurdles of making a living, to the 
importance of community, being resilient and 
maintaining the drive to never stop making, here 
are four shared experiences that graduates 
encounter once they leave the building.

Begin again

The first thing most artists need is a place to 
work, but finding affordable space is increasingly 
difficult, especially in London. A lot of graduates 
look to move out of the city, making their homes 
across the UK and abroad, searching for a place 
to flourish. This dispersion of artists can be a good 
thing – what happens at the RA is shared in other 
places. When Blue Firth (2011) graduated from the 
RA Schools, she was making large site-specific 
installations, which require funding and space. She 
tried Sussex before relocating to Nottingham, her 
hometown. She soon started working with Syson 
Gallery, sited next to Nottingham Contemporary, 
which helped to embed her in a new community.  
Syson closed in 2018, but by that point Firth had 
developed stability, giving her freedom to work.  

For those who choose to stay in London, a 
few studio providers are servicing artists well 
– although securing a space can be difficult. 
Coco Crampton (2014), moved to Thames-Side 
Studios, in Woolwich, after a tip-off from another 
RA Schools alum, Neill Kidgell (2016). The studios 
provide print-making, darkroom, sculpture and 
framing facilities, and exhibition space. Since 
moving in she has connected with a few other RA 
graduates in neighbouring studios and says the 
tenancy feels secure. 

Short-term residencies are another option – they 
offer artists a structured environment in which 
to work, often with access to workshops and 
expertise. After the RA, Victoria Adam (2015) 
undertook a residency in Kingsgate Workshops, in 
North London. As is often the case, it concluded 
with a solo exhibition, giving her immediate 
impetus to continue working. 
 
Make money

Art is an unstable business and it is rare to survive 
solely off art sales. Most alumni look for work 
which provides a steady income which in turn 
allows them to take risks when it comes to making 
art. Jonathan Trayte (2010) has consistently 
sold work since graduating. He has exhibited 
widely, including a solo museum show at the 
Tetley in Leeds. Maybe it’s surprising, but even he 
supplemented his income by working in a foundry 
until late last year, before Freidman Benda in New 
York started representing him. 

Firth’s practice has now grown to encompass 
design work, ceramics, teaching, hosting a podcast 
called ‘A Common Craft’ and running Dohm Shop, 
an ‘experiment in ritual, objects and design’, and 
an artwork in itself (it was included as part of an 
exhibition in Nottingham Contemporary in 2018). 
The shop has allowed Firth to sell her ceramics 
and collaborate with other artists including fellow 
RA graduate Marco Palmieri. ‘I realised that 
everything I was doing was in some way part of my 
practice. Ceramics, the shop, or making a podcast 
– the Schools gave me the confidence to pursue 
the things I was interested in and believe it was 
enough.’

Commissions pay, but can be a learning curve 
for artists used to working under their own 
direction. A few years ago, Adam was paired with 
a designer on a collaborative project. ‘They had a 
completely different vision to me,’ she says. ‘We 
were fascinated by each other’s worlds, but it was 
a challenge reorienting to a different perspective 
- my works are often close-up and quiet whereas 
they loved the idea of big sculpture as generous 
and spectacular.  We found ways of collaborating 
in the end, and I learnt a lot about how a designer 
approaches a project and thinks about objects.’ 

Stay curious

Once you have overcome the basic practical 
hurdles of space and money, what maintains the 
drive to make? 

Mark Corfield-Moore (2018) believes the RA 
Schools taught him how to have a studio practice 
– how to spend hours and hours in pursuit of 
something. ‘I had a very rigid way of making work, 

being at the Schools expanded it dramatically – 
my curiosity was always encouraged. Now I feel 
like I can cover a much broader range of subjects 
and there is a lot left to explore.’  

‘There is an incredible work ethic at the Schools,’ 
says Lewis Hammond (2017). ‘Everyone there 
is completely committed to making work and 
pushing themselves and each other.’ This vibrant 
community doesn’t end when you leave the 
Schools. Like many RA graduates, Max Prus 
(2015) has worked alongside fellow alumni on 
projects and exhibitions. Recently, he curated 
‘Night Out’ at the Chalton Gallery, featuring the 
work of eight other RA Schools graduates (see 
p10).  ‘A lot of time is devoted to the critique of 
artwork amongst peers at the RA Schools’, says 
Prus. ‘The critique spreads itself outside the 
confines of Piccadilly. Lifelong relationships, both 
professional and personal, begin at the Schools.’ 
This mixture of friendship, support, collaboration, 
and continuing critique motivates graduates 
to keep experimenting, push their work and 
encourage the best out of each other. 

Be resilient

It is difficult to prioritise making art as 
responsibilities and challenges mount throughout 
life. Trayte says that no one really talks about 
how much and how fast the situation can change 
after you leave. The exposure of the RA Schools 
Show brought him a lot of opportunities, but he 
later experienced a quiet spell that made him 
feel uneasy and frustrated. But, like every other 
graduate I spoke to, he has never considered 
giving up: ‘I’ll always be an artist. I love making 
things.’ 

Hammond recalls RA Schools Senior Lecturer 
Richard Kirwan saying that one of the Schools’ 
roles was to make the students tough, and self-
sufficient. ‘The RA Schools gave me a different 
kind of self-belief’ he says, ‘I became resilient in 
the process of having your practice pulled apart 
over and over’. Prus says that now his only low 
moments are when he is without a studio or has 
run out of paint. ‘I think universally one has to carve 
one’s own route to live happily, he says. ‘A life as 
an artist is no different to a life in homemaking, 
mechanics or politics.’ 
 

Jonathan Stubbs

An edited version of this article appeared in the  
RA Magazine in February 2019.

Cover image: Kira Freije, Forgetting and 
Unforgetting, 2017. Steel, aluminium, 
glass, rubber, light. 58 x 39 x 39cm

Keeper Rebecca Salter RA planting 
crocus bulbs in the Lovelace Courtyard.  
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Jack 
Burton
Jack Burton graduated in 2017 and recently 
had a solo exhibition at Josh Lilley, London.  
He spoke to Jonathan Stubbs about 
relocating his studio to Brussels, making 
work and life after the RA Schools.

JS: I always think that the studio can be a bit of 
a mysterious place for people who aren’t artists.  
How do you spend your time there?

JB: Well for me it is a place for experimenting as 
much as it is a place for making works from start 
to finish, so at any time, probably two thirds of the 
things in my studio are unfinished works that got 
to a certain point in a process and are waiting for 
something else to be added in order to complete 
them. It’s kind of the same way I read books, I 
get halfway through and then I start another one 
and then I come back to read the rest later. On 
a practical level I have tried to set the studio up 
to facilitate a way of working that moves very 
quickly from one thing to another, so I have a lot of 
different things on hand such as oil paints, casting 
materials, camera gear, woodworking tools, and so 
on, along with a large format printer and computer, 
and everything is on wheels so I can completely 
reconfigure the studio easily.

This way I can start with a simple question such 
as “can I make a picture frame out of strips of 
cardboard dipped in plaster?” and end up with, 
say, a digital collage printed on fabric stretched 
over a plaster soaked cardboard frame, that I had 
no idea I was going to make when I started the 
process. And this is what my studio is set up for, 
the artwork that comes half from an idea and half 
from the process itself and takes me somewhere 
unexpected.

JS: You are now based in Brussels, what 
prompted the move and how do you find being an 
artist there compares to London?

JB: On the one hand it was a very practical 
decision in that I needed more space than I 
could afford in London, which has just become 
ridiculously expensive, and I knew that though 
there may be many opportunities there, they were 
no use if I couldn’t make the work. And then on 
the other hand it was just an exciting thing to 
do, something that felt like a new opportunity. 
So I messaged my friend in Brussels saying we, 
my partner and I, were thinking of moving there, 
and he instantly replied with this video of an 
amazing studio next to his that was available and 
so we thought OK let’s do it! We knew Brussels 
already and liked it a lot so that decision was easy. 
Now that we are here, it’s hard to make a direct 
comparison, but for one thing I have a studio I love 
that I could have never found in London, and I 
can walk here from my flat, which is a small thing 
but makes a massive difference to my state of 
mind. In general the scene is smaller of course 
but it seems very experimental, very energetic, 
and my experience has been that it is also very 
international and outward looking. There is 
something like a sense of serious play, all within 
this northern gothic setting.

JS: Your last show in London was called 
“Emotional Paintings about economics” at Josh 
Lilley Gallery. These works seem to have a lot 
more of your hand in the work, directly drawing on 
to the photos. Was this a new way of working?

JB: Funnily enough I think it was almost going 
back to the way I worked as a teenager. I was 
returning to some of the kind of raw energy I had 
when I was young, but now with the concerns of a 
thirty year old. And they had come out of this very 
unsettled and uncertain year, so they were rough 
and provisional and had a lot of anxiety running 
through them, and then once I was in the studio in 
Brussels I was able to help these new works stand 
up on their own, pushing them a bit further and 
developing the painting aspect especially.

I also felt it was the first time I could hold together 
a body of work thematically as well as formally, 
without the work becoming just an illustration 
of the theme, or the theme just becoming a vain 
attempt to make the work look clever. I tend to 
turn to economics as a way of understanding what 
is going on in the world, so through economics I 
was thinking a lot about how uncertain things felt 
in my life at that point and then how the global 

situation also felt uncertain, what the causes and 
effects were, and a lot of the ideas came from that. 
The work might end up somewhere different, but 
that was always the starting point.

JS: In my mind, you started this process of 
drawing on top of photographs after Premiums 
in your second year – what prompted that way of 
working?

JB: I think it was a desire to cover more ground. 
The way I was making photographs was time 
consuming and required a lot of delicacy and 
patience, which are not my natural strengths. But 
I find I’m essentially working in the same way 
but now it’s all happening directly on the surface, 
whereas before it happened on a set and was 
then photographed and tidied up.

But I don’t put too much importance in whether 
there is more emphasis on the painting side or on 
the photography side, it’s always about making 
an interesting image. I have this stupid phrase ‘if it 
looks good it is good’, but which is really to remind 
me that visual understanding is incredibly complex, 
nuanced, and immediate, perhaps more so than 
linguistic understanding, so I have to trust what the 
visuals are saying, trust where the visual process is 
taking me. 

I also think the creative process is cyclical, so I 
don’t worry about leaving something as I know I 
will come back to it one day.

JS: You showed work in your graduation show on 
shelving. Now the work seems to be incorporating 
frames into the boundaries of the image.  What is 
the thought behind the shelving frame, and how 
do you see this developing?

JB: It’s true I love a good support structure. I think 
it is something to do more with architecture and 
space making. Though I make images I am very 
aware of the space around and in between my 
work, and how it sits in a room. Sometimes it is 
about determining the space in a way I want, 
so for example, with the grad show, I wanted to 
show a lot of work of different scales and speeds, 
covering a lot of ground. By running up shelves to 
the ceiling it meant all the space was to play for. 
Suddenly it didn’t seem weird to hang a work four 
meters high, or to have five works in a row with 
another four on top and so on. That is the kind of 
thing I like about it. Now it is entering the work, 
I think it is about creating empty space that is 
somehow active, contributing to the composition.

Cold Bar shown in Set in Scene at the 
Studio Galerie at Hans am Lutzowplatz, 
Berlin.

All other images photos by  
Benjamin Westoby and courtesy  
Josh Lilley Gallery.
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JS: Can you say a few words about your time at 
the RA Schools?

JB: It was an incredible three years. It came at a 
point when I had to an extent established what I 
was doing as an artist, but I was finding it hard to 
gain ground in my work as I was working full time. 
So on a practical level it gave a structure to work 
within, and because it was free and came with a 
bursary it meant I could budget, work the holidays, 
and I knew I could get by, and this was an amazing 
feeling, walking into my studio in the heart of 
London knowing that I had secured some space 
and time for myself.

Then all the feedback, being in an environment 
where you are surrounded by other artists who 
are also pushing what they are doing, it’s like you 
can’t hide anything so it teaches you what your 
strengths and weaknesses are, which can be 
really difficult, but of course good for your work.  
And I practically lived there during term time, 
coming in for breakfast and staying till it closed 
every day, so it could feel like a pressure cooker, 
but it was an important thing for me to find my 
own way within that situation.

But perhaps the main thing about the Schools 
is the people. I have made many friends for life 
who I am always in contact with, and as it is 
run by a group of artists, socially it has a great 
understanding of what artists are like and what 
they need. It was really a once in a lifetime 
experience. 

Kira 
Freije

Kira Freije graduated in 2016 and has had 
recent solo exhibitions at Mackintosh Lane, 
London and Turf Projects, Croydon. She 
is also the recipient of the Native Land 
Commission to exhibit a work in Cork Street. 
She spoke to Jonathan Stubbs about her 
recent work.

JS: In your degree show at the RA, you were 
beginning to include figures, but there were also 
a lot of text and object pieces. Now you seem to 
be more focused on the figures, like in the Native 
Land commission.

KF: Yes, I begin with the figures, and then less 
familiar objects start to form around them to build 
up a whole landscape. I make the figures from life, 
using my friends as models. I use strips of steel 
to draw around them, like lines, bending them in 
the vice as I go and welding them into position. 
Sometimes the figures are more refined, and 
sometimes they are more crude.

The title for the Native Land piece is Leadership 
and Separation. At first I did think about making 
those words into a text piece themselves, and part 
of me still wants to.

JS: Where do those words come from?

KF: Leadership came from thinking about the 
news in the first half of 2018. I kept reading and 
hearing that word a lot. Then I started to relate it 
to myself and my daily interactions, my life and 
relationships with other people. One figure is 
holding the other back, but it’s unclear which.

JS: It seems to me there have been two distinct 
shifts. One by moving the text pieces into figures, 
or making a representation of the word in some 
way, and the other is in the relationships when you 
use more than one figure.

KF: The reason I moved on from the text pieces 
is because I have found a way to very directly 

inject the feeling or story into the figure. I think this 
has come from experience, trusting in the work. 
Allowing the figures to embody an idea and being 
ok with that.

JS: The figure comes with an understood history, 
it is so well known. How do you decide on the 
postures, which is sitting or standing, how they 
relate to each other?

KF: Usually there is an image in my head, a 
gesture or an interaction that I get obsessed 
with wanting to achieve. I make rough sketches 
but usually prefer to keep the idea as unfixed as 
possible and I sometimes find that drawing and 
planning too much can sully the spirit of what 
I want! I like to surprise myself in the process 
of making. I am actually beginning to draw the 
figures after I have made them, to better absorb 
the thing I have made.

I ask friends, or my partner Katie, to pose in 
my studio. It is important to me that the person 
involved is close to me and becomes part of the 
character of the interaction. I also use a lot of my 
own measurements, so the figures are always an 
amalgamation of myself and important people to 
me.

JS: A kind of instinctive feel for the right 
expression.

KF: Yes, but I also know lots can change when I 
am constructing the body. I don’t cast the hands 
for instance, because I want them to be able to 
change right up until the end. Whereas I cast the 
feet, they are fixed and act as an anchor. I do work 
in a kind of collaging way, assembling the figures 
as I go along.

JS: They have a weird medieval feel to them.

 KF: Yes, which I think is partly due to the nature 
of the material. I have an interest in medieval 
history, manuscripts and reliquaries. But I think I 

could make the same figure, in another material, 
and it wouldn’t be so associated with the medieval 
period. I am committed to working with metal and 
therefore research and think about armour. I guess 
this is because when you predominantly work with 
one material it is logical to look at the history of 
its use. I think about how I am one pair of hands 
working with this quite hard material but can make 
it soft with heat, or bend it with the right tools, 
some bought, some invented myself.

JS: I guess it’s very hard to make the metal flesh-
like or soft in any way. It has a hardness to it. You 
have used cloth to soften it sometimes, but then 
that is seen as clothing. Some of the faces feel 
softer because of the way you are manipulating 
the material.

KF: The hardness of metal means there is an 
inscrutability to it, which remains present in the 
stories enacted by the figures. The construction of 
the faces of my sculptures are continuously both 
frustrating and intriguing to me. I have cast them 
from life, screen printed them, and at present I 
am excited by forming them out of sheet material 
using very particular metal forming tools.

JS: The tools are a big investment in your studio.

KF: I have recently invested in an English Wheel 
and Shrinker/Stretcher which offer me a lot of 
new ways to form the heads and other aspects 
as well as additional component parts. They are 
manual, uncomplicated tools used a lot for classic 
car renovations. Everything is very gradually 
manipulated and although there are still surprises, 
I feel that I am no longer controlled by the material, 
and rather that there is a unity in the way I work 
with it, allowing images and stories to emerge 
which are my own. 

 
Kira will have solo projects in 2019 at OSMOS, 
New York, USA and Soft Opening, London, UK.



The Perennial Forgiver and Believer 
of Truth, 2018.  Steel, cast aluminium. 
Dimensions variable.

Leadership and Separation, 2018. 
Cast aluminium, steel, felt, velvet. 
210 x 205 x 70cm
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‘Cock Tavern’ reads the sign above the pub 
door, in peeling cream and blue paint, ‘Your 
Friendly Local’. For a week in October these 
words greeted visitors to Night Out, a group 
show held in the Somers Town pub’s upstairs 
function room, as well as neighbouring 
streets and storefronts. Coinciding with Frieze 
week, the exhibition was curated by artist, RA 
Schools graduate (and regular punter) Max 
Prus, with the help of Javier Calderón, founder 
of the Chalton Gallery, a not-for-profit space 
situated a few doors down.
 
While to passers-by, the pub might not look like 
much, to locals it’s a cherished central hub, saved 
from redevelopment in 2014. ‘There’s a really 
strong sense of community in Somers Town, 
perhaps because it’s an area with lots of social 
housing so change has been slower’, explains 
Prus, who has hung out at The Cock Tavern 
for several years. ‘It’s one of those areas where 
everyone knows everyone, and the Cock is at 
the centre of this sense of community. And since 
Javier formed the Chalton Gallery, that’s become 
an important part of it too.’
 
To help fund exhibitions of artists from the UK 
and Mexico, Calderón sells coffee from the gallery, 
taking inspiration from Mexican street food 
vendors and using it as an opportunity to chat to 
locals who drop by. ‘Whenever I turn up, there’s 
different people there, sitting having a chat and a 
coffee. The community feels at home, I think. Even 
if you’re not interested in the art, it’s a place that 
feels natural to be in,’ says Prus.
 
Rooted in this sense of communality, the thinking 
for the show came about as the gallery geared 
up for an exhibition of work by Mexican artist 
Yoshua Okón. ‘We wanted to do an event of some 
kind around it, so the idea came from that.’ With 
the landlord at The Cock signed up, Prus invited 
fifteen fellow artists (including eight RA Schools 
alumnae) to create new work, responding to the 
idea of a night out, or the space he had allocated 

them. ‘We wanted the art to bring joy to the local 
community as well as the artists involved, and 
the event was a main part. It was about bringing 
people together, with music and Mexican food and 
lots to drink. Everyone living locally was invited and 
knew it was happening or got involved so there 
was this hype building up in the area.’
 
During the exhibition’s weeklong run, there was 
more activity at The Cock, albeit of an unexpected 
kind. ‘The pub’s carpet of fifty years was pulled up 
and replaced – I think it had something to do with 
the council and health and safety. It was a beautiful 
old carpet, but worn out and grubby.’ Spotting its 
value as a kind of relic, Calderón and Prus saved 
two strips, attaching them to two of Prus’ paintings, 
shown at the V&A as part of its celebrations for 
Mexico’s Day of the Dead. ‘There’s half a century 
of ghosts from the pub in that carpet,’ adds Prus. 
Countless nights out, long gone.
 
Text by Imogen Greenhalgh
www.chaltongallery.org
 

Exhibited Artists
 
Victoria Adam, Hannah Bays, Francesca Blomfield, 
Joe Bloom, Gabriella Boyd, Henry Coleman, Rian 
Coughlan, Ziggy Grudzinskas, Alice Hartley, Jack 
Killick, Melissa Kime, Evie O’Connor, Max Prus, 
Antonia Showering, Finn Thomson, Joel Wyllie

 
2019 Resolutions, an ongoing work by Max Prus 
will be on display on the façade of the Costcutter 
shop near the Cock Tavern throughout 2019.
 

A 
Night 
Out 
at The 
Cock 
Tavern

Max Prus, Night Out, 2018. Diptych, 
acrylic paint on plastic tarpaulin, 
300 x 420 cm and 270 x 360 cm.

Installation view from left to right: Ziggy 
Grudzinskas, Outing, 2018. Acrylic 
on two ply dropsheet, 210 x 170cm.  
Melissa Kime, Oh I do Feel Rather 
Crummy, 2018. Acrylic, stickers and 
pom poms on mdf, dimensions variable.
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With the backing of its supporters, it is also 
embarking on the most significant change in its 
history with the restoration and renewal of its 
historic building.
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