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REF: Acquisition of Our Wandering Kind by Susan Collis 
            

JAMES HANDLEY BEQUEST

I wish to make the following request to the James Handley Bequest -

Acquisition for the permanent art collection of:

Our Wandering Kind (2011) by Susan Collis
White gold, platinum, yellow gold, silver, white diamond, black diamond, garnet, flower 
garden agate, sapphire, amethyst, smokey quartz
31 x 50 x 1 cm

Image

Background to the artist

Susan Collis makes things that at first glance look out of place in the gallery. Apparently 
everyday objects, stained and worn, on closer inspection reveal themselves to be arduously 
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crafted interventions, incorporating techniques such as inlay, collage and embroidery. For 
example, a tired stepladder covered with paint drips from years of use is simulated by the 
meticulous inlaying of diamonds, pearls, opals and other prized materials and a bucket 
catching a drip from the gallery ceiling is revealed not to be the result of neglect, rather a 
complex staging of pumps, water-tanks and false walls employed by the artist to artificially 
create the scenario. Collis is interested in the shift of perception that takes place upon 
discovery that these are, in fact, careful, intentional acts, and that the materials used are 
traditionally valued for their financial or decorative properties. Her work also encourages a 
reassessment of labour and craft, themes that link strongly to our collections and location 
as a former mill town.

Collis’ work has been exhibited at venues including Ikon (Birmingham), Walker Art Center 
(Minneapolis), Christchurch Art Gallery (New Zealand), Massachusetts Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Zabludowicz Collection (London), and Israel Museum (Jerusalem). 

Background to the work we would like to acquire

Made in 2011 Our Wandering Kind represents an important composite work in Susan Collis’ 
oeuvre and encompasses many of the re-occurring motifs for which she has since become 
internationally renowned. On first glance the work looks like little more than a number of 
screws, holes and a staple left in the wall – in the context of a gallery, one might be 
forgiven for thinking the staff have just removed a work. However, with further inspection 
the viewer becomes aware that all is not what it first appears and that in fact all the 
elements have been laboriously crafted from a range of precious materials and stones. The 
title is taken from the lyrics of a song by the American musician Laura Veirs that talks about 
things being displaced and in the wrong place and feeds nicely into the work where the 
various materials have been used and formed in ways we wouldn’t normally expect. More 
poetically the title also encourages us to let our minds ‘wander’ and imagine an inverted 
night sky (the white expanse of the wall) populated with a constellation of bright, shiny 
stars (the dark faceted diamonds, smokey quartz and sapphire used for the holes). 

Context to the proposed acquisition

From April 2017 the Art Gallery will embark on an ambitious programme of activity called 
Contemporary Forward #2 with the support of external funders such as Arts Council 
England. With a new management team in place from September 2015, and the 
appointment of a new Art Gallery Curator & Collections Manager in January 2016 the 
Exhibitions & Acquisitions Policy has been revised to reflect our historic and more recent 
strengths, and also refined to more clearly articulate several key overlapping strands for 
which we aspire to become nationally recognised over the coming years. They include:

 ‘Women Artists’ – building on our historic strength in collecting and showing work 
by women artists, showcasing the formal and conceptual concerns of a new 
generation of female artists, but also responding strategically to the gender 
imbalance in galleries and public collections of art.   

 ‘Contemporary Craft’ – continuing to explore innovative contemporary craft, but 
with a specific focus on artists who are appropriating and re-purposing materials, 
processes and techniques traditionally associated with craft practices such as 
ceramics and textiles. This resonates with Rochdale’s rich industrial heritage linked 
to textiles and the objects in our museum collections relating to the cotton, silk and 
woollen industries.
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We will also seek to work with artists to create new artistic responses to our rich collections 
and archives (fine art, museum & local studies) and initiate exhibitions, commissions and 
outreach projects that specifically enable us to deepen our engagement with existing and 
new audiences in the Borough of Rochdale.

Contemporary Forward #2 will involve working with nine artists and a private collector on 
series of exhibitions, commissions and community engagement projects over a two-year 
period (April 2017 – April 2019). All ten projects have been carefully selected to respond to 
the revised strategy referred to above. For further details about all the projects please 
see the attached document (Content – Contemporary Forward #2). 

One of the projects is with London-based artist Susan Collis.

There will be several inter-connected elements to her project with us (working title ‘Labour, 
Craft & Industry’) across all four of our exhibition spaces:

 In Gallery Four (our largest temporary exhibition space) Collis will stage a 
retrospective exhibition/installation of key work to date focusing on her sculptural 
practice. This will be her first institutional solo show in the North of England.

 In Gallery One (our small self-contained exhibition space ideal for audio-visual 
presentations) Collis will premiere a new piece of work (inspired by Georges Perec’s 
short book, ‘An Attempt at Exhausting a Place in Paris’) she has been working on 
over the last twelve months taking the form of either a film or slide projection. 

 In Gallery Three (our second largest temporary exhibition space adjoining Gallery 
Four) Collis will show a body of newly commissioned work made in response to 
objects and archival material in our museum collection relating to the cotton, silk 
and woollen industries once prevalent in the town.

 In Gallery Two (reserved for changing exhibitions drawn from our permanent fine 
art collection) we will stage a complementary exhibition of work by other artists 
(both historical and contemporary) that expands on the themes raised by Collis’ 
practice.

For the newly commissioned work Collis will carry out a sustained period of research into 
the history of labour in the area and collaborate closely with our museum curators to draw 
on their knowledge and expertise - it is the first time that she has worked with a museum 
collection and location in this way. 

The exhibition and commission will be accompanied by an education programme including 
creative workshops for young people, a talk by the artist and a bespoke community 
engagement project. For the latter, we will work with key support agencies in the Borough 
to target our significant Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic communities and some of the most 
vulnerable (e.g. young people, victims of sexual and domestic abuse, the homeless, and 
people with mental health issues). Collis and an experienced facilitator will provide a series 
of workshops that enable the attendees to gain a deeper understanding of her work and 
develop their own creative responses to it for eventual public display.

Why we want to make this acquisition

In addition to successfully delivering all the Contemporary Forward #2 projects, we are also 
keen to ensure that this important phase in our development has a legacy and is reflected 
by acquisitions of works for permanent collection from each of the participating artists. As 



one of the first artists we will be working with on this new programme of activity an 
acquisition at this early stage would be a significant statement of our intent, and also send a 
positive message to, and incentivise, other funders (public and private) we are currently 
seeking support from. For example, we are already having encouraging conversations with 
Art Fund about submitting a major funding bid to the next round of the ‘New Collecting 
Awards’ in November this year. We are also about to establish a circle of individual patrons 
and corporate donors for the same fundraising objective.

As already discussed, Collis’s practice and this work has clear relevance to our key 
exhibitions and acquisitions strands (‘Women Artists’ & ‘Contemporary Craft’) going forward. 
Raising questions around craft, value, and labour it also resonates with our industrial 
heritage and will enable us to make a multiple links with other works (historic and 
contemporary) and objects across our fine art and museum collections (especially to the 
cotton, silk and woollen industries). If successful with this acquisition, our plan is to include 
it in our next show drawn from the permanent collection in Gallery Two expanding on some 
of the themes raised by Collis’ practice. The show will open in Spring 2017 and coincide with 
Collis’ presentation of existing and new work in Gallery One, Three & Four.

Finally, having the work in the collection will also enable us to actively use it as part of the 
aforementioned community engagement project linked to Collis’ project, that will begin in 
advance of her exhibition in Summer next year.   

Cost

The retail price of the piece is £8,000 plus VAT

The Art Gallery Curator & Collections Manager has negotiated a special discounted 
purchase price with Collis’ commercial gallery (Seventeen) of £6,000 inclusive of VAT.

We would therefore like to request £6,000 from the James Handley Bequest.

Mark Doyle, Art Gallery Curator & Collections Manager, Touchstones Rochdale 
(Link4Life) mark.doyle@link4life.org  
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