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Kate MccGwire, born in 1964,  is a contemporary British artist who graduated from the 

Royal College of  Art in 2004. She uses natural materials to create sculptures that are 

beautiful and fascinating on many different levels. 'I gather, collate, re-use, layer, peel, burn, 

reveal, locate, question, duplicate, play and photograph’ . During an interview with Kate on a 1

Dutch barge, on which she has her studio, she talked about her love of  nature.  She marvelled 

at nature’s way of  patterning in such a mathematical way.  Her love of  fossils, shells and 

stones was encouraged by her grandfather who gave his fossil collection when she was a 

child.  2

Having previously worked in dark, dingy studios and suffered from a lack of  daylight 

disorder, her studio on the barge provides an abundance of  natural light and this, together 

with being out in the open air all year round, have become very important contributors to her 

works.    3

Kate’s studio, although on the outskirts of  London, is a haven of  peace and tranquility.    

It is moored on a small island, Platts Eyot, where during the second world war, the mainly 

female workforce made torpedo boats.  Next to her boat is a large abandoned warehouse, 

made of  concrete and corrugated iron,  a constantly changing back drop to the boat, as the 

colours change by season, weather and time of  day through a spectrum of  greens.  When 

MccGwire first arrived on the island the warehouse was occupied by a colony of  feral pigeons 

that moulted twice a year, April and October, and left an abundance of  feathers for her to 

collect.  So began her use of  feathers in a continuing series of  sculptures that have developed 

over the last 10 years or so.  4

MccGwire is surrounded by nature and watches the river constantly; the beauty of  its 

surface, the power and danger of  the undercurrent.  She challenges viewers to question the 
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undertones of  her work and danger is a constant theme of  her pieces, as well as their sheer 

beauty.  5

Death is a recurrent theme flowing through MccGwire’s work and she seems to have 

been fascinated by not just death itself.  ‘I did a series of  skeleton drawings and paintings as a 

student.  Death never scared me but I’ve always been drawn to the objects and artefacts that 

surrounded it.’   Linking death back to her fascination with nature, MccGwire explained the 6

emotional significance of  death in the natural world to her works. 

 

Fig. 1. Kate MccGwire in her studio on a barge on the Thames near Hampton Court. David Sandison. 29 
October 2015  

We had a swan nesting on the slipway last year and there five eggs and she sat forty days 
of  incubation and then they hatched.  I went out and took a video of  them, there were all 
beautiful and the next morning they’d gone, all of  them had been eaten by something and it 

 Barnes. “Interview with Kate MccGwire.”5

 Russell, Fiona. “Feathered Friends.” State 2016: 24–25. Print.6
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was just …(gasps).  And somebody else would just think ‘oh nice swans’ .  They wouldn’t think 
that all that trauma had happened and I have collected all of  the shells of  those eggs to do 
something with, I’m not quite sure that to do yet. But those things that were, they did their 
job, they protected those eggs and as soon as they were born something ate them so I think 
those shells are quite poignant, so I will use them in something.  And other people might think 
I am barmy.  Seeing the miraculous in everyday, I think I’m probably still quite childlike 
actually.  7

Fig. 2. MccGwire, Kate. Brood. 2004. Installation with 23,000 chicken wishbones 540 x 700 cm. The Satchi 
Gallery. 

Although the majority of  MccGwire’s works are not influenced by current events or 

happenings in the world, she does believe that what happens in nature is ‘a sort of  microcosm 

of  what happens in the world anyway, so it could be seen as a macro/micro scale.  Birds 

killing each for example.’   One of  piece of  work that reflects this thought is Brood (2004) for 8

which she received a distinction as her MA graduation piece.  MccGwire describes how 

constructing the piece directly on a wall, 700cm wide x 540cm high, from 23,000 wish bones 
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was ‘a mammoth and unpleasant operation’   The bones, collected from a catering company 9

were from battery birds, who live only 36 days from ‘hatch to despatch’ .   MccGwire 10

commented that these bones were unsettlingly uniform in size, shape and colour giving Brood 

its ‘aesthetic power’  ,in contrast to organically farmed birds which have not had ‘the 11

uniqueness farmed out of  them’.   The size of  the piece and the never ending supply of  12

wishbones available from the caterer  alludes to the enormous volume of  continuous death in 

this battery farming industry.   MccGwire sold this piece of  work to Charles Saatchi after her 

graduation show and took each individual wishbone down and reconstructed it in the Saatchi 

gallery where it was exhibited for some time before being taken down again and stored as part 

of  his collection. 
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Fig. 3. MccGwire, Kate. Insular. 2008. Framed piece 50 layers of  paper, burnt. Kate MccGwire.  

In 2008, MccGwire’s barge caught fire, virtually destroying the boat and much of  its 

contents.   This was a devastating event in MccGwire’s life as, not only had she lost work and 

materials but, her beautiful studio was damaged.  A stack of  tightly packed papers survived 

but was burnt around the edges and this fascinated her.  MccGwire went to work on 

controlling fire through 50 layers of  paper, and produced Insular in 2008.  The contours of  

North and South America were cut into the paper and layers were burned to produce this 
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beautiful 3-d piece.  MccGwire has not spoken or written much about this experience but she 

did ‘quite a lot of  burning paper layers after the fire’  , perhaps an attempt to recover from 13

this traumatic event.  Taking control of  fire in this way may have helped her find closure. 

Fig. 4. MccGwire, Kate. Incursion. 2016. Window Installation. Hermes. 

Earlier this year, MccGwire spent several weeks in Japan creating a window for Hermes 

retail outlet in Tokyo.  The result was Incursion (2016).  The name, Incursion, meaning an 

invasion or attack, explains exactly what this piece is about.  The piece depicts the enormous 

power that nature has over man and that man is powerless to stop anything in its path.  

MccGwire uses the exotic rooster tail feather to contrast with the dirty warehouse background 

to show that nature is both supreme to anything man made and to remind man of  his place in 

the world.      Having seen a photo of  as small scale model of  the piece, Hermes 14

commented on the background (inside of  the warehouse, where she photographs all her work 

 Barnes, Rosie. “Interview with Kate MccGwire.” 30 Mar. 2016. Personal.13

 MccGwire, Kate. “INCURSION, 2016.” KATE Mccgwire. KATE MccGWIRE, 2016. Web. 2016.14

!7



HOW DOES CONTEXT INFORM PRACTICE? ROSIE BARNES

as previously mentioned) and asked if  they could recreate this for their window which, as you 

can see from the photograph, they did.   15

The sculpture itself  is a beautiful stand alone piece but the story and its setting may not 

be.  The incursion or attack of  nature in this piece is something that MccGwire uses as a 

thread though much of  her work. ‘It is the sort of  thing that looks very beautiful but is 

actually very dangerous.  You have the patterns in the water that are beautiful, but suddenly 

you’ll get this wonderful swirl of  water, but if  you fell in, that would the thing that would drag 

you under because it’s a vortex and it has power… ’    16

MccGwire was asked to choose pieces from the store to dress the window.  She had 

difficulty fitting in some of  the more glitzy items so went for items made from natural 

materials.   

In addition to this window, MccGwire put together a series of  smaller windows where 

she layered different types of  feathers, depicting their individuality and form.    ‘I like to use 

feathers of  birds that are overlooked and are considered to be boring.  Each feather when you 

pick it up is miraculous, it is completely weightless but it can levitate a bird into flight.  We 

cannot manufacture that as human beings.  To create something that is so light and so well 

engineered to do that function.  It is so strong but really, really light.’    Although MccGwire 17

refers to feathers on this occasion, this could also refer to the strength and lightness of  other 

natural materials that she uses in her work.  

MccGwire uses not only natural animal materials, but what ever she finds and sees in 

the world around her to influence her work.  Nothing goes to waste.   From the swan eggshells 

picked up after they were born and killed to all parts of  the feathers from the quill to the tip, 

 MccGwire, Kate. “INCURSION, 2016.” KATE Mccgwire. KATE MccGWIRE, 2016. Web. 2016.15
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including the downy feathers, all have been or will be used to create works.   It can take years 

to collect enough feathers for a piece.  MccGwire stores and files all her materials for future 

use in plastic boxes around her studio, as seen below.  

 

Fig. 4 and 5. Kate MccGwire’s studio. Personal Photography by the author. 22 March 2016  

As well as picking up feathers on the island, MccGwire has contacted racing pigeon 

clubs and their members and has for many years received feathers form all corners of  the 

UK.  She sends stamped addressed envelopes and always writes to thank them for their 

donations, offering to pay them.  She has form bonds with some of  them who write to her, 

follow her work and even go to her exhibitions.   18

MccGwire does not have a single or clear message when presenting her work.  This 

makes her work inclusive for all and it can be seen and interpreted on a number of  levels.  

 Or You Would Be in a Sea of  Pigeon.”” The Independent - Features 29 Oct. 2015. Web. 9 Mar. 2016.18
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 ’I like people to make up their own mind.  I always get some really interesting 
comments and I’m interested to hear what other people see in it.  I also like that a child could 
find something fascinating about it, a young girl, a man, a pensioner or an art critic - someone 
who studies art history - could see references in it but you don’t need to know those references 
to get something out of  it, so or me it’s really, really important that it can do that.  Because so 
much art can exclude people by being too profound so I like to make thing are are multi-
layered really.’  19

 

 

 

 Barnes, Rosie. “Interview with Kate MccGwire.” 30 Mar. 2016. Personal.19
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