Made by Hand
‘Serving the Purposes of Art, Even’1

Maddie Leach has placed My Blue Peninsula, a 4.9 metre
sailing craft, on the roof-top terrace of the Museum of New
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. From here you can take in the
view of Wellington Harbour and its daily maritime activities:
the routine passage of passenger ferries and the coming and
going of cargo ships and personal leisure craft. Finding a wellmade sail boat here seems to suggest it has been lifted directly
from the water below. Yet the boat has never been near the
sea. It was made entirely by hand over a nine month period in
a temporary studio on a hill some distance from the harbour.
The boat is a Chincoteague Skiff, the design of marine architect
Paul Selway, of Selway Fisher Design, plans for which Leach
purchased and downloaded from the internet.2
Despite using Selway’s standard plans, the boat is an
adaptation, which draws on the different skill sets and work
ethics of Leach, a professionally trained sculptor, a wood joiner,
sail-maker and a rigger. The boat’s final appearance is the
result of their dialogues and combined working efforts. These
were directed by twin motives: to make a real functioning
sailing boat and to produce an object that would be displayed
as an artwork on the terrace of a museum. The result is a
utilitarian craft, built for specific conditions, the purpose of
which has been thwarted by both its designation as art and by
its unnaturally elevated location. It is not the work of a singular
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creative individual but the outcome of the participation and
collaborative efforts of a team of tradespeople.
This boat sits in place rather forlornly, displaced from its
accustomed medium and separated from the boats bobbing in
the marina below the museum. It is clearly a labour of love, the
product of hours of effort. Yet in its presentation here Leach’s
skills and talents are downplayed. Visitors are not encouraged
to learn about the processes that brought this into being;
therefore this is not an occasion to celebrate the artist’s skills
as a craftsperson. She has further distanced herself from the
production by making an object from a pre-existing blueprint
using the specialist skills of others who do not see themselves
as artists. The boat has no name and so stands unclaimed, tied
like cargo to concrete supports, available to all manner of
readings from an audience. But all this does not preclude its
definition as an artwork. Drawing on the characterization of
T. J. Demos Leach’s work falls into the category of contemporary
sculpture that “re-engages art as functional utility.”3 This mode
of practice embeds commercial and specialist trade skills into
the processes of making (My Blue Peninsula draws on the
artisan tradition of boat building as well as the individual trade
skills of those involved in its making).
This is not without precedent in Leach’s recent practice nor
is it an isolated case in the history of contemporary art. As Helen
Molesworth has recently reminded us, in her exhibition Work
Ethic (Baltimore Museum of Art, 2003), throughout the 1960s
and 1970s artists integrated working methods and processes
from commerce and industry directly into their practices, not
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as subject matter, but as defining strategies of their media. This
evolved not only as a means to test artistic conventions, but
from a desire to form relationships and working partnerships
with the wider community, and to work outside the confines
of the studio. This was connected to a revival of interest in
Marcel Duchamp and a re-evaluation of the implications of
the ‘readymade’, his radical revision to the definition of what
constituted an art work which elevated a pre-made object to
the status of art simply by dint of the artist’s selection and
designation.
My Blue Peninsula belongs to this tradition, but not in the
manner of simple nomination. The boat is a manufactured
product from ‘mail-order’ plans, but it has been made with
great care and attention to detail, which suggests a reinvestment in artisanal labour that was not evident in the
classic readymades Duchamp designated in the period 1913 to
1920. To understand this dimension of the work it is necessary
to shift focus to Duchamp’s later practice when, in the 1960s,
he oversaw the re-production of editions of his readymades.
These were undertaken with great care and by hand, most
particularly in the Galleria Schwarz Milan editions of 1964,
because the original readymades were lost, destroyed, thrown
out or otherwise misplaced. The objects were replicated by
specialist artisans, specifically to meet the demand of a new
generation who had come to appreciate the implications of
Duchamp’s original gesture.4 We might say, then, and this is
useful as a means to define the parameters of this essay, that
Duchamp developed two production types: one was predicated
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on the iconoclastic and indifferent nomination of a massproduced item, and the other, which followed on from this,
was a precise replication of that same item by hand.5
But what is really interesting about the second mode of
production Duchamp developed, is that the replicas Duchamp
produced were by no means perfect copies of the originals.
Helen Molesworth, in her essay, ‘Duchamp, By Hand Even’,
demonstrates this by careful comparison of the replicas with
extant photographs of the readymades (on which blueprints
were produced for their reproduction). She stitches these
replicas to other handmade works produced in secret by
Duchamp in the 1960s and argues that their implications
have been overlooked by art history. She writes “their
handmadeness points, ironically, to a certain kind of actuality
of their objectness, no longer one commodity object plucked
from an endless stream and asked to stand in for all the others,
but a thing, made, limited, rare, serving the purposes of art,
even.”6 So, in the replication of an object by hand, even when
based on standardized plans, deviations from the original will
occur, something happens in the process, which ‘serves the
purposes of art’, taking the legacy of the readymade in a new
and remarkable direction. 7
Leach’s boat is such an object. Made from pre-existing
plans purchased from the internet, it should be identical to
any number of Chincoteague Skiffs in existence or currently
being constructed. Yet, though none of these are original, if
they were brought together, no doubt each would be slightly
different, each would bear the trace of who had made them.
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For the slightest deviation from the plans causes each to become
an original. It is this that Leach invokes in making her boat as
an artwork. Differences of opinion, variations in skill sets, all
are encoded as discrepancies from the original template. In
Leach’s case this is even more complicated, because she is not
treating this product as her sole achievement, the product of
her creative labour. She works with a team and brings others’
thoughts and attributes into the frame. The boat becomes a
collective fetish, a copy that is also, somehow, an original.
My Blue Peninsula is not the first time that Leach has made
boats or boating a subject of her work. Indeed, in two earlier
projects that have treated art ‘as functional utility’ – Gallery Six:
The Ice Rink and the Lilac Ship (2002/ 2004) and Take Me Down
to Your Dance Floor (2004) – ships have featured alongside
custom-made floor pieces that function respectively as working
ice rink and useable dance-floor. Here the vessels appear
in motion as film loops projected to accompany large-scale
installations that invite active audience participation. Though
physically adjacent, these moving images establish a deliberate
distance, offering starkly different content to the floor works
in scale and purpose. Denying physical engagement they
nevertheless make visible a gliding motion that replicates
what the other pieces enable skaters and dancers to do. This is
significant, because the invitation to contemplate a distanced
image paired with a proposition to actively engage is also a
feature of My Blue Peninsula, signaling something about
Leach’s practice as a whole.
Leach creates situations that pose the onlooker as an active
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agent and as a passive viewer. Her boat, in situ on the terrace
at Te Papa is first encountered through glass walls. As such it is
an object to be viewed.8 Leach turns the tables on anticipated
involvement with the primary medium of her installation.
Not only is it disconnected from the sea, and thus denied its
purpose as a useable craft, it is also removed from the viewer
to downplay its material reality. This means My Blue Peninsula
is not really about making (form), not really about the object
(content), rather it is presented as an occasion for seeing and an
opportunity for thought. This is the work’s conceptual force.
My Blue Peninsula is a sculptural object for which
materiality is not central for our understanding. Instead
it encourages thoughts for the uses of a boat which are
peripheral to its surroundings. We know it is a boat, we can
see that straightaway, but shown at some distance from the
harbour, denied its real role as a sailing craft, and revealed to
us at safe remove from wind and weather, our thoughts turn
elsewhere. This too has its parallels in Duchamp’s concept of
readymade. He set out to select objects he encountered away
from his studio, choosing things he saw in shop windows, in
department and hardware stores, and brought these back to
his studio where they eventually acquired new status as works
of art. Much of the attraction of the objects he chose had little
to do with his ideas about art; indeed they are peripheral to any
conventional concept of ‘studio practice’, instead they arouse
in Duchamp other associations. 9 The first readymade, Bicycle
Wheel (1913) was likened by Duchamp to turning a pencil in a
pencil sharpener.10 Explained in this way the fascination shifts
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thoughts for the object away from its original use, but also
away from its new role as ‘art’, to reclaim the object for its
thought-provoking potential. In 1917 Duchamp nailed a coat
rack to the floor of his studio and titled it Trébuchet (a chess
term for a pawn placed so as to ‘trip’ an opponents piece).11
Positioned on the studio floor at the edges of sight, the coat
rack’s inherent capacity to ‘trip’ is released.12 Duchamp’s
ambitions to shift expectations about everyday objects, and
engender thoughts that are seemingly peripheral to their
use, are supported by the titles and inscriptions he gave his
readymades. Like the aforementioned Trébuchet, these serve
as linguistic cues for peripheral thoughts: ‘pharmacy’ for a
re-touched commercial landscape print (altered by Duchamp
while traveling on a train); ‘in advance of the broken arm’ for a
snow shovel; ‘fountain’ for an upturned male urinal; ‘beautiful
breath’ for a vial of perfume.
My Blue Peninsula operates in the same way. Positioned
at the far edge of the terrace, its bow pointing north-east to
direct our gaze outward to the constantly changing marine
environment, the installation serves as a means to connect a
boat to its natural environment, not because it is a boat as
such, but because the situation provokes our thinking; tangibly
a material object, this sculpture works to produce thoughts that
are altogether less tangible. And it is not just the object and its
location that work on us; we are also provoked by Leach’s title.
Even if we have it explained that the phrase is from a poem
by Emily Dickinson, it still functions as a prompt for peripheral
thinking. Who is invoked by the possessive ‘my’? Why does
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the title point to land when a boat is designed for the sea?
Propped up on a terrace overlooking the harbour, deflected by
the obliqueness of its title, the boat is carefully positioned to
enlist thoughts from its audience, to condition our reading.
Such analysis foregrounds the conceptual and situational
dimensions of Leach’s work, resisting a reading of the boat as
sculptural form, or as the unique product of the artist. Even
though it is on the roof terrace of the Museum of New Zealand
Te Papa Tongarewa, Leach’s project is also distinctly different
from the institution’s orthodox models of display. Literally
outside the museum walls, but visible none the less, My Blue
Peninsula consciously questions its status as either crafted
artifact or as precious art work. Denying its status as an original,
but deviating from an authorized model, My Blue Peninsula
testifies to the ongoing vitality of the readymade and to the
avant-garde legacy that sets artists at odds with institutions.
Leach’s refusal to allow her boat to attain the status of cultural
commodity is here tantalizingly achieved.
Marcus Moore
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NOTES
I would like to thank Maddie Leach for inviting me to write this essay and
Christina Barton, my principal supervisor in Art History at Victoria University of
Wellington, for her assistance with my drafts for this essay and in its final editing
for publication.
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Helen Molesworth’s ‘Marcel Duchamp, By Hand Even’, in Part Object, Part
Sculpture published for the Wexner Center for the Creative Arts by Ohio State
University Press and Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005, p.200
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The plans can be downloaded from http://www.selway-fisher.com.

	3	 See T. J. Demos’ review of Molesworth’s exhibition, Work
Ethic (Baltimore Museum of Art, 2003) published in Artforum,
February 2004. Retrieved on 24 April 2007 from http://findarticles.
com/p/articles/mi_m0268/is_6_42/ai_113389512.
4

Replicas were included for Duchamp’s retrospective exhibitions in Pasadena
(1963) and London (1966) and were also included in significant exhibitions
in Milan (1964), and New York (1965). One of the Gallery Schwarz Milan
editions traveled to New Zealand in 1967 as part of the Mary Sisler Collection
exhibition that toured the country. For a very useful historical analysis of
Duchamp’s editions see Helen Molesworth, “Rrose Selavy Goes Shopping,” in
Leigh Dickerman (ed.) The Dada Seminars, 2005, pp.173-75; and Molesworth’s
‘Marcel Duchamp, By Hand Even’, in Part Object, Part Sculpture, 2005.

	5	 As Arturo Schwarz noted, “Duchamp wanted a perfect reproduction of the
original. The only way to do it perfectly was to do it by hand. There was no
other way.” Schwarz is quoted in Helen Molesworth, ‘Duchamp, By Hand
Even’, Part Object, Part Sculpture, p. 189.
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Molesworth, ‘Duchamp, By Hand Even’, p. 200.
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It is useful to consider one further example. In 1998 Dieter Daniels and
Alfred M. Fischer assembled four editions of Duchamp’s Bottle Rack in one
gallery (editions made in 1921, 1960, 1964, and a new version from the same
place Duchamp brought the original in 1914). What this revealed were that
deviations existed between each bottle rack, they were not identical. See
Dieter Daniels, ‘Marcel Duchamp: The Most Influential Artist of the 20th
Century?’ Marcel Duchamp, Hantje Cantz Publishers, 2002, p. 29.
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This is borne out in the image Leach has chosen for the catalogue which
purposely shows the boat through the glass wall that borders the terrace;
we see the boat framed, rather than the boat itself. This is not the first
time a view through glass has held importance in Leach’s practice. In 1999,
in The View from M24, Leach installed a church pew in an empty shop in
New Brighton, Christchurch, inviting visitors to sit and look out through the
window at the rest of the disused shopping mall.
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Duchamp stated: “Please note I didn’t want to make a work of art out of it.
[… ] when I put a bicycle wheel on a stool , the fork down, there was no idea
of a “readymade,” or anything else. It was just a distraction. I didn’t have
any special reason to do it, or any intention of showing it, or describing it.”
Duchamp quoted in Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp, London:
Thames and Hudson, 1967, p. 47.
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This reference to the pencil sharpener is perhaps less well known than
Duchamp’s likening of the Bicycle Wheel to fire. It was brought to my
attention by Carol P. James in ‘Duchamp’s Silent Noise / Music for the Deaf’,
in Marcel Duchamp Artist of the Century, Cambridge Massachusetts / London:
MIT Press, 2005, p. 122. Duchamp is perhaps referring here to the pleasure
of turning the pencil that is like the enjoyment of spinning a wheel, both of
which are separate from the utility either action may have.
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See David Joselit, ‘The Self Readymade’, in Infinite Regress, Marcel Duchamp
1910-1941, Cambridge Massachusetts / London: MIT Press, 1998, p. 160.
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Duchamp comments on this readymade: “A real coat hanger that I wanted
sometime to put on the wall and hang my things on but I never did come
to that – so it was on the floor and I would kick it every minute, every time
I went out – I got crazy about it and I said the Hell with it, if it wants to stay
there and bore me, I’ll nail it down […]” in Joselit, p. 160.
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Whale’s Eye
Anna Sanderson

In J.M.W Turner’s painting A Ship Aground (1828), a faltering
ship is seen at a distance, in a dominating seascape. The
brushwork suggesting the waves makes cold sweeps below,
and above, thickly applied, crumbly yellow and white paint
indicates sunlight filtering through scuffy clouds. The lines of
the ship in contrast, are not painterly. They are scratchy, sharp,
hesitant. The mast and riggings seem at first to be set at an
odd angle against the sky, until you see that the ship is tipping.
Tiny figures stand on the lookouts and below, masses more are
abandoning ship.
In the rest of the scene, the swinging expansion and
contraction of the elements continues unaffected. Looking at
them makes you feel things; a chill, a current pull. Each time
you look back at the huge tilting silhouette, there is the lurch
of horror that a whole intricate mass is falling. The boat and its
environment seem to exist on different planes of reality. Each
time you try to comprehend the two at once it gives a shock.
At least that’s the feeling I had. I was looking at the painting
because I’d been talking to a friend about Maddie Leach’s
boat, and she had wondered what the difference was between
a painter painting a boat and Leach building one. I could
see that, in the painting, Turner had indisputable authorship
within the clearly defined edges of the frame. He was able to
control how the boat felt in relation to the sea and sky, through
17
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painterly treatment. Looking at Leach’s boat on the sculpture
terrace of the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa,
an idea of ‘treatment’ was hard to grasp, as her hand was not
evident. What was the equivalent to Turner’s painterly effects,
through which one might experience the artist’s conception?
What was this entire scene, not just the boat, but everything
circumscribed by the title, My Blue Peninsula, that Leach was
presenting? What could be felt about it, and what kind of
experience did these feelings set in motion?
When I first stepped through the sculpture terrace’s glass door
and saw the boat, its relationship with its surroundings seemed
like an inverse of the conventional art viewing experience.
Instead of the heightened presence achieved for an object
within a white gallery space, the spectacular amphitheatrical
view of Wellington city visible through the court’s glass walls
somehow managed to flatten the boat’s aura.
Through occasional conversation with Leach over the lengthy
period of construction, I’d formed the impression that the boat had
a significance to the artist which was sometimes melancholically
romantic, and at other times animistic and mystical. I don’t
suppose I’d been expecting to see physical evidence of this, but
now standing in front of this seaworthy vessel / art object, and
registering its absolute literalness, the viewer in me conceded
that the boat may simply be a boat! I experienced this the same
way one might react to an extremely reserved person; accepting
their non-expression, while performing a mental scramble to
guess at what could lie beneath.

18
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I already knew that even in its construction phase the
opacity of the work had produced misunderstandings and
provoked emotional reactions. Questions of what the boat
essentially was, found form in battles of will which occasionally
took shape between Leach and her main workshop assistant
and technical adviser, Graham Hoyte. One instance of this was
early on, when the artist had non-committally entertained
the idea of abandoning the boat, once built, at sea. She’d
liked the idea of sailing the boat, and getting off it on to a
companion vessel, allowing it to drift away. Leach had thought
that this could create the possibility of the boat being found
by some unforeseen person, who under maritime law would be
entitled to keep it. Or perhaps, it would simply give the boat
its birthright; the chance of surviving a journey or not. This
notion had come from her thinking around other artists and
their seagoing projects, notably the Dutch-American Bas Jan
Ader, his journey across the Atlantic and disappearance, with
his boat being found floating, empty, at sea.
‘I didn’t actually mention [letting the boat go] to Graham’,
Leach recounted ‘But I mentioned it to two people who came
in to see me, and he overheard it. Slowly he became less and
less communicative, then at the end if the day when we were
sitting having a cup of tea [he let me know that] if I was going
to abandon the boat, he was going to leave the project.’
Hoyte could have been forgiven for imagining the boat
he was making would function as a boat. Leach may not have
explained to him what the boat was, as art. Indeed her reasons
for making a boat were somewhat nebulous or shifting, even
19
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though she was compelled to mount this great effort. As far as
meaning was concerned though, Hoyte’s emotional response
to the idea of it drifting off over the horizon line only seemed
to raise the stakes. In some way, by taking Leach’s desire to
build a boat seriously, and extrapolating from that according
to his own logic, he did more for the project than if he had
simply respected the artist’s freedom to do as she saw fit. It now
mattered what happened to it, as in some smaller way it now
also belonged to other people. This investment challenged the
private, individualistic feelings that seem to have propelled the
boat into existence, but they conversely also helped an idea of
the boat to take shape outside Leach’s head. ‘The boat is mine’,
she had to assert in response, and ‘its fate is mine to decide’.
This conflict resonated for me because it signified
something irreconcilable in the boat, between its existence as
a practical object and an art object. Leach’s needs as an artist,
to let the boat’s meaning form and reform probably without
end, stretched this worker’s need to feel he was contributing
to something he considered worthwhile. Leach required a
contradictory set of attitudes from her workers here. They had
to be invested in the boat enough to make a really good job of
it, as the boat needed to be seaworthy and to feel valuable for
its eventual fate to have any meaning. At the same time they
had to accept the artist’s total control over what happened to
it, including possible annihilation.
In addition to this there is the fact that Leach herself invested
more than anyone in this project. More than anyone, she owns
the hundreds and hundreds of hours of invisible effort which
20
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have been poured into it, and the sense of its shifting mystical
significance. If the boat is lost, the she has the most to lose. In
this way the building of the boat is a means of experimentation
for the artist herself, with the dangers inherent in devotion
and separation.
I asked Hoyte later how he was able to feel enthusiastic
about pouring his efforts into the boat project once its future
became uncertain.
‘Denial’s a very underrated thing’, he said.
However, the idea seemed to fade during the construction
process, and with it the possibility that Leach was going to
prescribe herself that experience of terror and hope that might
accompany leaving the boat to the mercy of the elements.
I am not used to Hope - , begins the third stanza of Emily
Dickinson’s 1935 poem ‘It might be lonelier…’,
It might intrude upon Its sweet parade, blaspheme the place Ordained to Suffering It might be easier
To fail - with Land in Sight Than gain - My Blue Peninsula To perish - of Delight The poem describes an anxious relationship to experience,
and an awareness of one’s own destiny as a thing or place
which can be known, but perhaps never reached. The voice
21
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confesses a temperamental ill-suitedness to happiness. The
fictive, looming, tensionless destination is less real than the
discomforts of the familiar.
Leach obviously identified with Dickinson because it is the
fourth stanza from which her title derives, but when I asked her
about the title, what she said was ‘the My is important.’ Once
given this emphasis within the phrase ‘My Blue Peninsula’, the
‘My’ to me carried some of the protective longing with which
children surround very special objects or imaginary places. Here
is the clue that Leach felt the boat represented something
unique to her, a private world that others may not understand,
and one that she may not have fully come to grips with.
The transition of My Blue Peninsula from idea to object in
one sense grounded the artist in a sense of realness:
‘I had this strong want to be immersed in a process that was
highly reliant on touch and effort and muscle’, explained Leach.
‘Craftspeople talk about getting satisfaction from the realness
of the process, and making something constantly confronts
you with a real thing, whether it’s a splinter, or cutting your
hand, or, getting a sore arm from sanding, or doing something
wrong. Maybe its got something to do with presentness, that
you’re not actually thinking about anything else much when
you’re involved in that process of making because you’re
problem solving; trying to work out how to clamp something,
or how to get something to glue properly. It keeps you very
much in the present.’
In another sense, the reality of making immediately required
22
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a degree of aesthetic compromise, threatening the sacrosanct
quality an idea can have on its own, cloistered within one’s
imagination. The transition of the work from the space of the
mind to the reality of the world, was marked with difficulty.
Decisions sometimes had to be governed by circumstance. Leach
could have chosen a more contemporary vessel, but process
was important, and boat designer Paul Fisher offered the
stitch and tape method Leach considered most workable given
her particular set of constraints. Fisher also appeared to be a
communicative individual who could be consulted during the
building process, which was invaluable. ‘I’m making a boat in a
year, which should I pick?’ Leach asked Fisher. The Chincoteague
skiff was chosen by Leach from a range of possibilities.
But Leach abjured the specificity of the model she had
chosen as she worked through the building process. If it had
been built along the lines of the hobbyist wooden boat builder,
it could have looked much more old fashioned, and Leach was
concerned to void it of this quality. As she described it, a boat
like this would typically have been constructed out of dark
timber; teak or African hardwoods with a browny-cream sail
and rope lashings instead of wire rigging. The mast, and bars
and the jib boom would all have been timber too.
Instead, the boat has no name painted on its side, and it
sports light colours. Canadian maple was chosen for the seating,
for example, against hardier types of wood, for its lightness of
tone. An aluminium mast was chosen against a wooden one,
and as many curving details were squared off as possible. The
paintwork reflects the subtle gradations from extremely dark
23
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grey to extremely light grey: the hull is Matterhorn White, the
deck is Arctic Grey, and the timber features are stained with a
charcoal stain; seagull colours.
With some of these heavier, more decorative qualities and
hooks for association taken away, the visual unification of the
object achieves a certain weightlessness, perhaps lifts off some
of the boat’s materiality. From points on the terrace with a
solid block of sea visible immediately beyond, the boat attains
a sense of oneness with the water, performing a slight visual
evaporation. And yet that the craft exists, is an unmistakably
strong assertion of the artist’s will. Paradoxical this, a
dematerialising assertion. But this paradox exists through a
kind of faithfulness the artist requires of herself, to the kind of
entity the boat had steadily emerged as, for her.
What kind of an entity was this? I asked Leach, about
halfway through the process of making it. To her it had a dual
nature:
‘The sadness of it as an object seems incredibly important.
As opposed to the notion of “What a cute little boat to go for
a picnic in!” I would never talk about it in those terms. It’s like
a beacon to attract melancholy souls. There’s a whole lot there
for people if you’re willing. I think it doesn’t reveal things if
you’re not willing. But it’s not totally mired in gloom. It’s also
quite a perky little object. It seems resilient and quite valiant.’
At another point when I asked what she was feeling about
the object, she described a scene from a film she’d seen:
‘It was a Hungarian film, and it had this kind of carnival
that pulled up to this small town, and this truck rolls up. It’s
24
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got a shipping crate on it, and a ladder comes down and they
open up for business. The townspeople queue up to go inside
the crate, and there’s this whale in the crate, and they get to
view this whale’s eye, so they look through the peephole at the
whale’s eye. It’s a sperm whale or something. The boat feels
a lot like that at the moment. It feels a bit like an animal at
the moment because it’s upside down, it has this rounded body
that people keep kind of rubbing. And it feels like its waiting
definitely.’ Leach told me that the feeling of the whale’s eye
was that it had a wisdom, and that ‘this creature was from
the depths’. There was no water, but the whale was alive. ‘It
survived the transition from one environment to another.’
The boat also needs no water. As I looked at it on its parched
shelf, up among the glass towers of the city with other boats
skipping about in front of the marina down below, the boat
gave off a feeling of muteness, closedness and loneliness. It had
a sense of being apart, and not in its element. As one might
have done with the whale in the crate, I felt something like pity
for it, gazing as it was, down on its natural habitat. I wondered
if it was because of these other boats down below, because
we were at a museum, or because specimens are associated
with captivity, that the boat seemed as much on display as a
specimen than as an art object. But even this feeling, to regard
the boat with sympathy, suggested to me that I too had begun
to regard it as a kind of creature. Perhaps the boat seemed
unauratic, but the refusal that surrounded it (no name, no
extraneous details, no sailing) was beginning to define it, to
give it a character.
25
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‘Graham thinks why don’t I give it to the sea scouts?’ Leach
reported, but had to dismiss the idea. ‘There’s some kind of
weird resistance in me to making that gesture and having some
happy community end to it… The people around the boat are
happy to go “the silver screen moment is over. It was a prop in
that story”.’ For the artist, the boat seemed at have some sort
of eternal inner quality which, when ignored, pained her. So
if functioning as a ‘normal’ boat denies something important
about the boat’s nature, what is the nature of the boat’s
‘realness’ for the artist?
To date the significantly ‘real’ parts of the project, where
traction has been found, seem to have been in the physical
making, and in the determinedly ‘at odds’ decisions the artist
has entertained about the fate of the boat. Given that Leach
doesn’t have the possibility of a Turneresque gesture, an ‘artist’s
hand’ which can register the expression of melancholy with the
viewer, her refusal to sail the boat is a way into feeling, and a
way of manipulating the boat within its frame of reference. In
this requirement, there is a sense of going it alone, insistently.
The gesture of going against a grain of sentiment has a similar
spirit to the solitary voyage: the object doesn’t have to set sail
to embody a spirit of loneliness.
These real types of experiences - manual labour and ‘going
it alone’- oddly enough could define what it is to be an artist.
Could it be that an artist would express a desire to be an artist?
Is being an artist also an unattainable thing? Is it that being an
artist is not a literal case of having exhibitions, but is something
ineffable that one struggles toward, through the difficulties
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and compromises materiality demands?
‘I often think I’m just trying to work out the best way to
communicate certain preoccupations’, Leach said to me at
one point. ‘Each project is trying to find a better way to
speak of some of those things. So therefore you become quite
dissatisfied quite quickly with earlier projects. At the moment
the boat exists as the project I love the most because it seems
like it gets the closest.’
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