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Press Release

The Scottish poet and artist Ian Hamilton Finlay 
(1925–2006) first met and began to correspond with Jim 
Ede, the founder of Kettle’s Yard, in the autumn of 1964. 
In the same year, a group of Cambridge students had 
started to exhibit, publish and write about his concrete 
poetry; one of them was the art historian Stephen Bann, 
who subsequently built up an extensive collection of 
Finlay’s works. An internationally recognised authority 
on Finlay’s art, Professor Bann is the curator of Beauty 
and Revolution. This new exhibition at Kettle’s Yard 
offers a unique opportunity to view Bann’s collection  
of poems, prints and sculptures alongside Kettle’s Yard’s 
permanent collection, which Finlay much admired 
though he himself took a different path. An inscribed 
stone that was later acquired for the collection is entitled 
KETTLE’S YARD / CAMBRIDGE / ENGLAND IS THE /  
LOUVRE OF THE PEBBLE (1995). Beauty and 
Revolution traces the main lines of Finlay’s artistic 
development throughout from 1960s to the 1980s; from 
the poems that made him Britain’s most internationally 
acclaimed concrete poet, to the images and texts that 
marked his engagement with the ideas of the French 
Revolution. It also presents his famous garden, Little 
Sparta, through photographs and film.

Visitors to the exhibition will encounter Finlay’s work 
through prints and paper sculptures, photographs and 
film; its title Beauty and Revolution reflects the visual 
wonder of the works on show, which cannot be divorced 
with Finlay’s engagement with revolutionary ideas. 
Finlay’s experiments with language developed first of  
all through his poetry. In 1961 he co-founded the Wild 
Hawthorn Press to bring a new international perspective 
to the Scottish literary scene. His fascination with the 
visual effect of words in space soon resulted in the 
creation of a distinctive visual language that is embodied 
first in his standing and folding poems, and later in poem 
prints, emblems, medallions and inscriptions. These 
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works range in their themes from the world of the 
fishing-boat to the heroes of the French Revolution in his 
works, often incorporating the artist’s characteristically 
humorous puns on words. The last room of the 
exhibition will show original prints by some of the major 
photographers who have recorded his work, together 
with the colour film from 1973 that provides the first 
visual documentation of Little Sparta– his classically 
inspired garden in the Pentland Hills near Edinburgh.

The exhibition offers a rare opportunity to explore a 
private collection of works which is based in the 
formative early period of Ian Hamilton Finlay’s career. 
After their first meeting in August 1964, Bann continued 
his friendship and correspondence with Finlay for almost 
four decades. He has written extensively on the artist and 
provided essays for major exhibitions; his book Midway: 
Letters from Ian Hamilton Finlay to Stephen Bann 
1964-1969 was published in 2014. Beauty and 
Revolution is accompanied by a series of events, some 
which underline the Cambridge connection. There is also 
a fully illustrated catalogue in which Bann explores the 
relationship between Finlay and Jim Ede from his own 
perspective, and suggests its continuing relevance to the 
debate about Modernism and Postmodernism.

Ian Hamilton Finlay, Acrobats, 1968,  
courtesy of the estate of Ian Hamilton Finlay
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Ian Hamilton Finlay, Marine, 1968,  
courtesy of the estate of Ian Hamilton Finlay

Ian Hamilton Finlay, KETTLE’S YARD / CAMBRIDGE /  
ENGLAND IS THE / LOUVRE OF THE PEBBLE, 1995,  
courtesy of the estate of Ian Hamilton Finlay

Notes on the artist
Ian Hamilton Finlay was born in the Bahamas in 1925 and moved 
to Edinburgh as a young child. He briefly attended Glasgow 
School of Art and first made his reputation as a writer, publishing 
short stories and plays in the 1950s. In 1961 he founded the Wild 
Hawthorn Press with Jessie McGuffie and within a few years had 
established himself internationally as Britain’s foremost concrete 
poet. His publications also played an important role in the initial 
dissemination of his work as a visual artist. As a sculptor, he has 
worked collaboratively in a wide range of materials, having his 
designs executed as stone-carvings, as constructed objects and 
even in the form of neon lighting.

In 1966 Finlay and his wife, Sue, moved to the hillside farm of 
Stonypath, south-west of Edinburgh, and began to transform the 
surrounding acres into a unique garden, which he named Little 
Sparta in 1979. He revived the traditional notion of the poet’s 
garden, arranging ponds, trees and vegetation to provide a 
responsive environment for sundials, inscriptions, columns and 
garden temples. As the proponent of a rigorous classicism and as 
the defender of Little Sparta against the intrusions of local 
bureaucracy, he insisted on the role of the artist as a moralist who 
comments sharply on cultural affairs. The esteem won by Finlay’s 
artistic stance and style is attested by many important large-scale 
projects undertaken throughout the world. The Sacred Grove, 
created between 1980 and 1982 at the heart of the Kröller-Müller 
Sculpture Park, Otterlo, is one of the most outstanding examples 
of Finlay’s work outside Little Sparta.
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Ian Hamilton Finlay, A Rock Rose, 1971,  
courtesy of the estate of Ian Hamilton Finlay

Next Exhibition

Henri Gaudier Brzeska: New Rhythms  
Art, Dance and Movement in London 1912 – 1914
17 March – 21 June 2015

In spring 2015 Kettle’s Yard will present a major exhibition to 
mark the centenary of the death of the sculptor Henri Gaudier-
Brzeska (1891-1915). Gaudier-Brzeska New Rhythms will 
celebrate the artist’s engagement with dance – the first exhibition 
to explore this aspect of the artist’s work to date. It also 
investigates the artist’s wider fascination with motion, and bodily 
physicality through movement – new rhythms that are 
communicated through his sculptures and drawings. The 
exhibition will combine Kettle’s Yard’s sculpture and drawing 
collections, national and international loans, as well as film, 
photography, and an ambitious new dance and music commission. 
Other artists in the exhibition include Bomberg, Archipenko, 
William Roberts, Wyndam Lewis and Rodin.


