
Intimate Lettering - Ian Hamilton Finlay in Bristol           Harry Gilonis

 

Hello, and welcome to St George's, Brandon Hill.  My name is Harry Gilonis, and 
I've been asked, as someone who has written a lot on Ian Hamilton Finlay's work, 
to say something about the works in the grounds of this concert venue.  (I'll come 
back to why I've used that, factually-accurate, terminology for what is very 
evidently a churchyard.)  I don't know how many of you are already familiar with 
Finlay, his life and works; or how many have already seen the remarkable show 
down at the Arnolfini, or how many of you have come here directly from the study-
weekend now in progress there.  I think it's sensible, then, for me to try and 
characterise him and his work, albeit briefly.  I will say little about the life; the man 
I knew intensely disliked the biographical, and worked hard to expunge it from 
most of his work.  As one of his finely-honed yet knotty apothegms has it, "[i]n art, 
the [supposedly] elitist, the classical, is the explicable; the democratic is the private, 
the eternally obscure" (IHF, Thoughts on Public Space).  Born of Scots parentage in 
the mid-1920s, he lived in Scotland for nearly all his life, mostly in remote rural 
areas.  In roughly this order, his artistic focus shifted from the writing of short 
stories and plays to the publication of books, cards and prints, by others as well as 
himself; he edited and published a literary/artistic magazine; and, as well as writing
conventional page-based poetry (which he thought to be the core of his activity) he 
also produced, with a bevy of collaborators, poetically-inclined artworks in every 
conceivable medium from sculpture, neon, silkscreen, letter-press, cast medals, 
decorated china, lettered wood, plastic, metal and stone, woven embroidery and 
decorated tea-pots.  And, of course gardens.

As well as his major work, the garden he made with his wife Sue in the Pentland 
Hills in the Scottish lowlands, there are site-specific interventions in a number of 
towns and cities across Europe and the United States.  I believe Bristol has the 
distinction of having commissioned the last public garden works he made in the 
United Kingdom, in 2002, a few years before he died. The exhibition at the 
Arnolfini has on show correspondence concerning this commission, and -  
according to their exhibition guide - part of the brief was "to consider the 
surrounding churchyard in relation to the new function of the [church] building as 
a [...] concert hall". Hence the works should be, as they're described in the fullest 



checklist yet of such things, "Six works relating to music" [see New Arcadian Journal 
61/62 (2007), pp. 78-79].  I think we'll manage to test this assertion; it is my 
contention that things are pleasingly more complicated than that. 

I need to say a little about how Finlay's site-specific artworks work; not least 
because, as you'll see, you are in a better position to grasp it than any expert in a 
large library full of photographs and documentation.  For Finlay, the site-specific 
work was almost always suggested by a combination of the overall landscape - 
everything viewable, not just the legal domain - together with the immediate locale 
into which an artefact proposed itself to be placed.  The essence was always that 
combination of nature and culture; and when works are wrenched out-of-situ and 
displayed in white-cube galleries, they lose enough of their meaning to become 
meaningless.  They need their proper frame; and then to be allowed to impose what
they bring to the conversation onto that context.  And the best way to see how this 
works is, and not before time, to go and look at something.  

It might seem daft, but let's start with what's in front of us.  Up above is the hugely-
imposing front of St George's.  The Church Commissioners' one specific 
requirement in their 1820s brief for the architect Robert Smirke was that he should 
"make a great show at the west end", which I think we can agree he has.  Not 
perhaps quite as impressive as his most famous building (the British Museum), but 
sharing with it not merely classicism but both an erudite classicism - this is the 
rather recherché Doric order, of the Greek sort rather than the later, more 
commonly-met Roman bastardisation - but also confidence.  Smirke, here as in 
London, feels entirely at home with the gigantic; to employ an architectural term, 
the 'colossal'. 

As the side-view of the church makes clear, these columns are technically of the 
Colossal order, as they extend above a single storey of the building.  Arguably they 
need to, given the extreme gradient of Brandon Hill, steep enough for it to require 



terracing.  These two facts about the site - that it is confidently classical and made 
up of separable, discrete components (which some gardenists call 'rooms') - 
strongly determine what we meet and how it works.  There is no single over-
arching theme, no single strongest work which determines how the others are seen.
Indeed, some of them are quite hard to see, even if you know they are there.  Let's 
start with this plaque, which is the thing visitors are likely to encounter first, it 
being adjacent to the main path to the venue's entrance.  The plaque is in a stone of 
a different colour and texture from that that it sits on, and it stands proud from it; 
which is to say, we are supposed to notice it.  But the colour isn't loud, and the 
lettering, elegantly executed by Caroline Webb, sits neatly between diffident and 
attention-catching. We can choose, consciously or subliminally, to decide this is 
some sort of public-service notice and ignore it.  It isn't 'colossal', but what it says is:

"ON THE PATHS I'D PLANT OAKS
 WHICH WOULD ENDURE FOR
CENTURIES, AND INTO THEIR 

TRUNKS  I'D CARVE THE WORDS
 I SHOUTED IN THE AIR

                                            - JANÁČEK"

That's Leoš Janáček (1854-1928), the Moravian Czech modernist composer, as 
(presumably) many visitors to the concert-hall would know.  But what a strange 
selection of text!  It makes no reference to music, howsoever allusively; but to 
arboriculture, inscription, and the social performance of language. We can read 
enthusiasm out from the text, and that is certainly a good head start for entering a 
concert-hall; but it is hard not to feel there must be more.  And there is.  If we head 
up the side of the church we will skirt the Charlotte Street vehicular entrance and 
pass into a small Memorial Garden.  As well as memorialising local Bristolians who
fell in the First World War, there are also now-defunct tombstones for the church's 
long dead parishioners.  The provision by Ian Hamilton Finlay of a pair of small 
stone benches (made, like all the sculptures herein, by Andrew Whittle) arranged 
parallel to the axis of symmetry so that they do not disturb the eye, might readily



 be accepted by a visitor as the sort of act of public kindness one might expect in 
any public garden, memorial or otherwise.  However, these benches carry 
inscriptions, not the in memoriam one might anticipate from the situation, but a 
further pair of quotations from Janáček: 

" LIKE A HEAVY BEAUTIFUL DREAM
 IN WHICH I AM BEWITCHED"

plus what is, as it happens, its exact continuation: 

" I KNOW THAT
I'D BE CONSUMED IN THAT HEAT

WHICH CANNOT CATCH FIRE"

Both texts are captioned in smaller letters "JANÁČEK • LETTER TO KAMILA". 
 
We hardly need to recognise a Czech female forename to identify the style of a love-
letter; and the three texts taken together make up the opening of a letter which 
Janáček wrote to one Kamila Stösslová on the 25th of April, 1927, in the year before 
his death.  Even the composite three-unit text is still not openly about music - 
though the intensity of human longing is, perhaps, no bad thing to contemplate in a
space dedicated to remembering the dead.  

Seats in parks and gardens are sometimes just set down where it seems likely that 
enough passers-by will have run out of puff; but if the site is sufficiently well-



supplied with vistas, internal and external, a bench can be an ideal way of focussing
the visitor's attention on a particularly rewarding prospect.  (There is some 
discussion of this in gardenist literature, and the 18th-century poet-gardener 
William Shenstone, a key precursor of Finlay's and important to him, made a 
particular study of their placement.) [See Gilonis, 'Emblematical and Expressive: 
the gardenist modes of William Shenstone and Ian Hamilton Finlay' in New 
Arcadian Journal 53/54, 2002.]  Here, however, the benches sit seeing one another, 
and little else, almost like other-obsessed lovers…  

 Janáček's relationship with Kamila was a strange one by any account.  For all the 
dozen or so years he knew her, they were both married to other people, he to a 
former pupil, and she to an antique- and art-dealer; they lived in different towns 
and in different provinces (he Czech Moravia, she the more Teuton Bohemia); they 
were of different ethnicities, were happiest speaking different languages. She was 
not musical.  They usually met in the company of others, and that not often; he 
cannot have spent more than a few days in toto in her company, à deux perhaps only
a few hours.  He was 38 years older than her.  None of this looks the ideal 
foundation for a love-affair, and biographers concur that as well as being almost 
entirely epistolary, it was very much one-sided.  Janáček also had a tendency to 
read things into actions, remarks, even inactions and silences, which verged on the 
cabbalistical.                                      

But let's consider that letter: 

Prague 25 April 1927.    

"Dear Soul   

Believe me, I cannot escape from our two walks. Like a heavy, beautiful dream; in which 
I am bewitched. 

I know that I'd be consumed in that heat which cannot catch fire. On the paths I'd plant 
oaks which would endure for centuries; and into their trunks I'd carve the words which 
I shouted into the air. I don't want them to be lost, I want them to be known.

To no-one, ever, have I spoken these words with such compulsion, so recklessly: "You, 
you, Kamilá! Look back! Stop! [...]".                                                                       

                                                                                          [ed. & tr. John Tyrrell, Intimate Letters, p. 103]

Now it is unclear what, if anything, happened; we know they did not kiss for the 
first time until some time later, so physical intimacy, if there was any, was probably



very low-key.  Janáček himself characterised the great event later (using the phrase 
"the earth moved" almost exactly) in terms which suggest it may have been as little 
as her running briefly away from him without saying anything.  Or they may have 
held hands.  Certainly it is not long afterwards that he stops writing to her in the 
formal mode ('vy') but employs the informal ('ty').  She, however, continued to 
write to him formally, addressing him as 'Maestro'.  It is from this unlikely soil that 
Janáček, by his own accounting, managed to produce a song-cycle, three operas, 
and a string quartet, that last written with the viola d'amore, for reasons implicit in 
its name, replacing the usual viola. Janáček subtitled the quartet 'Intimate Letters', 
and went as far as to say that it represented specific incidents and events that they 
had experienced together - as well as fantasies on his part about their potential 
future life together.    

Now none of this, of course, is explicit in the texts Finlay selected and we've read; 
but it is all relatively easy to find out about, and arguably just as any garden bench 
can lead your attention out elsewhere into a real vista, or a memorial inscription can 
lead you elsewhere to a remembered (or empathetically-imagined) one, so there is no
reason why a text on a bench can't send a visitor, a reader, away to find out more.  
The experience need not end here; any more than a concert-goer should feel 
forbidden to listen to Janáček except at St George's, Brandon Hill.   

In a private garden in a hilly part of Provence can be found the largest collection of 
works by Finlay outside his own home turf; I've written about this little-known 
Finlay garden a couple of times, and mention it here because one of the works - a 
small stone bench set in a secluded alcove under an old oak - carries on it, inscribed
in the original Czech, the text Finlay was, roughly simultaneously, choosing for the 
wall-plaque we began with here.  Finlay spoke no Czech, but there are things to be 
gleaned from considering the way Janáček thought about, and used, language - 
other than in his deployment of what, in English at least, is rather purple prose.  He
began more as a collector of folk music - that of eastern Moravia - than as a 
composer; and the music of that region has irregular and complex rhythms 
betokening an origin in Czech-language folksong, rather than the more 
straightforward, Germano-Austrian-influenced, dance-derived folk music of the 
other half of Moravia, in which he took little interest.  (It was from that latter 
background that both Kamila and his wife Zdenka came.)  Janáček, whose own 
way of speaking was notoriously staccato, found speech rhythms fascinating. He 



used to jot down fragments of overheard conversation, with accompanying musical
notation, and even inferences about the emotional state of the speaker.

These "speech melodies", as Janáček called them, were vital to the construction of 
many of his most important works, including non-vocal ones. They may have 
contributed also to his preference for concision of constructional unit, a fondness 
for the brief and the contained which is shared by the snippets from his letters 
found here in this garden.    

Let's move on to the paired benches in front of the building, downhill.      

 "CARMINA VEL CAELO 
POSSUNT DEDUCERE

LUNAM • VIRG. ECL. VIII"
"SONGS ARE EVEN ABLE TO
DRAW DOWN THE MOON

FROM HEAVEN"

Both the Latin text and the (uncredited) translation come from Virgil's 8th Eclogue, 
and the other bench-pair – which we'll come to later – treats identically the next line
of the poem.     

(I should say a bit more about benches. A garden historian says "[s]eats have been 
incorporated into garden architecture for centuries" [George Plumptre, Garden 
Ornament (1990), p. 151], which is, if anything, an under-estimation.  But, with the 
exception of funerary dedications on their backs, we don't expect them to be 
message-bearing as well as load-bearing. Finlay sets us straight: "A bench, in our 
modern gardens, is a thing to be sat upon; in Shenstone's [garden at The] Leasowes,
it was a thing to be read" [IHF, a 'Detached Sentence on Gardening')].  Shenstone, 
whose seat-to-acre ratio in his garden was about one-and-a-third seats per acre, 
used them not merely for repose but chiefly for focussing the attention on a precise 
vista  [See Gilonis, NAJ 53/54, pp. 88 and 90].  Of course, the addition of a text to a 
seat doubles the effect – or splits it.  We can be taken elsewhere – and also elsewhen.) 

As with the Janáček texts, there is in the lines from Virgil a strong concentration on 



the forcefulness, rather than the vanity, of human wishes. The almost Shakespearean 
example of the power of music (music finally gets an explicit mention) is a common 
trope, as it happens, in Latin poetry - calling down the moon crops up in Tibullus, 
Propertius, Horace and Virgil, all four writers quite possibly drawing on its prior 
occurrence in a Greek play by Aristophanes.  I mention this because it seems to me 
important that the notion would have been familiarly strange to a reader or hearer 
of Virgil's Latin original, which seems apt for an inscription in a churchyard.  "She 
is not dead, but sleepeth", for example, is equally familiar, and, taken literally, a 
good deal stranger.)    

Just as there is often a lot of Italian marble, so there is often Latin - or Latinate 
diction - in churchyards; and here it is most helpful of Finlay to provide the Latin.  
In part it serves as a nice cultural marker; more precisely, as a different eminent 
garden historian, John Dixon Hunt, also a Finlay enthusiast, has written - treating 
of a Latin-inscribed work by Finlay - even "if we cannot understand the Latin, / the 
[...] words nevertheless lend a tonality, gravitas, or even noumenous quality to the 
scene. Words, in advance of supplying meaning, can thus be a visual sign of 
cultural suggestion in the same fashion as non-verbal items like topiary or 
statuary."                                         [John Dixon Hunt, Greater Perfections (2000), pp. 118-119] 

We should also, if briefly, consider brevity. The German philosopher Friedrich 
Schlegel wrote, in a deliberately fragmented assemblage of texts, that "[m]any of 
the works of the ancients have become fragments. Many modern works are 
fragmentary at their point of origin." Schlegel was referring to the fragmentary 
survival of many writers, peers of Horace, Virgil - and Ovid; but in a way the same 
is also true of the way time edits all text via the medium of shared consciousness, 
shared knowledge, shared memory.  

A cliché is in its way an acknowledged truth that has stood the test of a certain 
amount of time in our native tongues; a Latin tag has simply extended its duration 
very considerably.  Admittedly the phrases selected by Finlay aren't exactly tags - 
they lack the easy familiarity of "et tu, Brute?" or "quo vadis?"; but, like Vergil or the 
Ovid we'll come to later, they come from a corpus which has enjoyed fame and 
influence for some two millennia. If anything has shifted in the last century or so, it 
is probably the quality, the competence, of our attention.    

As it happens, the Latin text here adds a wholly different dimension; unexpectedly 



to the English mind, the Latin word carmina, here translated as 'song', also has the 
sense of 'spells'.  It makes a good deal of sense - and indeed many literary sources 
tend to prefer - to have some powerful magical figure, often the witch-like Circe, 
summoning the moon through spells rather than the musical power of her voice. 

 And at this point it is timely to move on to the other paired benches.

" CARMINIBUS CIRCE
SOCIOS MUTAVIT ULIXI 

• VIRG. ECL. VIII."

" CIRCE WITH SONGS
TRANSFORMED 

ODYSSEUS' MEN • VIRG. ECL. VIII."

Virgil, we see, has anticipated our etymological concerns. I will come back to 
transformation and metamorphosis - indeed, am about to go onto them - but want 
just briefly to suggest that they are a key feature not merely of music qua music 
(which being extensive in time must transform, or bore the hearer silly) but, at least 
in the most sophisticated classical music, such transformation itself transforms.  
Think of how Beethoven moves between first and second subjects in a piano sonata,
in such a fashion that what seems utterly different is a facet, an aspect, of the 
already-known; there all along, and yet invisible - or, rather, inaudible.  

In like manner, song in Virgil - particularly in the Eclogues - moves between being 
what the poet is doing as we read, or listen; what his poems' protagonists are doing 
(the lines on these benches are nominally being sung in a singing-contest); and, for 



the characters depicted in these songs, by these poems – and for us – being a reward 
for success, or a consolation for failure.  

Songs, or spells, or poetry, transform language, transform the world; and offer 
reward (a little more obviously to a concert-goer than a church-goer) or consolation 
(perhaps not so much more obviously to a visitor to the churchyard than a listener 
to serious music).  Finlay, like Circe, like Virgil, like the Latin language, moves 
between realms.

Invisibility, mentioned a little earlier, is a sort-of-feature of the next work we'll look 
at, the last-but-one in the garden.   

A free-standing (that is, non-functional) wooden post in a
garden, even in a churchyard, is usually a menial thing;
almost the opposite of the purposeful bench. It might support
a smallscale bird-feeder; or, on what are not high-days and
holidays, it might carry one end of a washing-line.  The
humble post is a far cry from the nobler stone column,
capable of being, as our garden historian put it, "a ceremonial
monument and a visual focus" [Plumptre, G.O., p. 63].  The
wooden post is more demotic, more vernacular, than that.    

It is only Finlay's decision to make this post out of hard-
wearing teak, and have it lettered, impeccably, by Caroline
Webb, that elevates it above the ranks of the barely-noticed
and taken-for-granted.  Add a loop of nylon cord and a few towels and it would 
vanish utterly.  I say this because this work has been spoken of as if it were much 
more of a focus than, sitting as it does in a corner on the way to nowhere, it in fact 
is. It can, to my mind, go almost un-noticed. Our garden historian says of its 
grander cousins like obelisks that they are often "associated with some function 
even if no longer fulfilling it"; now they "constitute incidents in the garden space" 
[Plumptre, G.O., p. 149].  When our post falls under scrutiny, becomes more 
incident than incidental, it proves of interest; not least as it refuses the easy access 
which all its Latinate cousins elsewhere in this site provide.  Its almost-tag is 
resolutely untranslated.  

There's a reason for this, and I'm afraid it takes us into the anecdotal. Eighteen 
years ago I made a happy discovery in a London bookshop, that an enterprising 



American university press had paperbacked an English translation of the German 
Marxist philosopher and musicologist Ernst Bloch's magisterial three-volume 
meditation on utopianism The Principle of Hope.  I enthused about the book to Ian 
Finlay, who later – unbeknown to me – ordered a copy for himself.  I don't claim to 
know how much of it he read - I certainly haven't read all of it - but a passage in the
3rd volume, in a section linking music with 'venturing beyond' and the 'most 
intense world of man' is marked, heavily, with a marker-pen in Finlay's copy: 

"The origin and content of music are charmingly and allegorically indicated [... by] 
Ovid, who relates the following [... (Metam. I. 689-712)]: Pan was disporting with 
nymphs and chased after one of them, the tree-nymph Syrinx. She flees from him, she 
sees her way blocked by a river, she implores [water-nymphs in the] waves, her liquidas 
sorores ['liquid sisters'], to transform her, Pan grabs for her and finds nothing but reeds
in his hands. During Pan's lamentations for his lost beloved, the breeze produces sounds
in the reeds, and their harmony moves the god. Pan breaks the reeds, longer, then 
shorter ones, sticks the finely graded pipes together with wax and plays the first 
[notes], like the breeze, but with living breath and as a lament. Thus the panpipe came 
into being, playing gives Pan the consolation of a union with the nymph (hoc mihi 
conloquium tecum manebit) ["then will you and I speak together in unison" - translation 
associated with the Finlay work, not that footnoted in the Bloch!]) [the nymph] who has 
vanished and yet not vanished, who remained in his hands as the sound of the flute."      

                                                            [Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope, Vol.3, MIT edn, pp. 1059-60]

 Here are the lines in Ovid:

And Pan, when he thought he’d grasped hold of Syringa, 
found instead of her body he held only reeds; 
while he was sighing, his breath over the cane-brake 
brought forth a soft sound that resembled her moaning. 
The god, quite caught by his delight at the sound, said 
"Then'll you and I speak together in unison", 
and joining the differing reed-lengths with beeswax 
he held that what resulted should go by her name.              (Metam. I, lines 705-12)

     [tr. Gilonis, from my catalogue-essay for the 1999 Finlay exhibition Variation on Several Themes
at the Joan Miró Foundation, Barcelona]

I've spoken of the post's formal reticence, its reluctance to thrust itself forward for 
our attention; and it has linguistic reserve, too.  Its inscription only speaks of the 



joint speech of Pan and Syrinx - mediated by music - through its own mediated 
medium, Latin.  (It is relevant, perhaps, that Bloch's body-text does not translate 
Ovid's phrase.) The final work, however, takes Ovid - and Bloch - as its prompt, 
and is, by contrast, the largest, though the least word-y, work on display here.  It is 
situated in the car-park at the top of the churchyard, by the Charlotte Street 
entrance.  Although a circular poem can't really be called a form, there are musical 
analogues that perhaps can - the canon, or the perpetuum mobile.  Although a reader 
could start at any interstitial point and continue, one forewarned by the Ovidian 
tale will perforce read it in the order that its nonrepeated 'first' and 'last' terms, 'girl'
and 'music', so strongly suggest:   

"GIRL INTO REED • REED INTO AIR • AIR INTO MUSIC".  

There are other versions of this work: a roughly-carved stone was shown in 
Barcelona in 1999 [see Gilonis, handlist of works shown at Variation on Several 
Themes, Barcelona] and there is a delicately lettered slate permanently installed in 
Finlay's home garden. As far as I know, however, the Bristol medallion is the only 
version to enact physically the metamorphosis it deals with. 

Ernst Bloch goes on to say, in the same section of The Principle of Hope, that 
"gracefully and deeply though the need for music is indicated in [Ovid's] tale, it 
describes just as truly the small, momentous invention of music as human 
expression" [Vol. 3, p. 1060]; and refers a little later to how Ovid describes the goal 
towards which music aims, which is "a contradictory-utopian goal: this pipe-
playing is the presence of the vanished; that which has passed beyond the limit is 
caught up again by this lament, captured in this consolation." [ibid.]   

As will I hope be clear he speaks here of all the modes of attention this site might 
ask of us; secular or religious consolation for loss; aesthetic (or political) aspirations 
which might be qualified as utopian; and, more straightforwardly, the pleasures 



delivered by music.  There is a kinship, then, between the 'transformations' that 
Janáček records happening to him under trees in far-off Bohemia; that Virgil 
specifically names (mutavit, "it changes, moves away"); and that Finlay's Ovid enacts 
in the oval medallion.  

This all serves to remind me that I was to say something about the church-versus-
concert venue aspect of St George's.  I won't delve into the history of the building, 
its welcome rescue from desuetude and highly-successful second life, but rather 
want to highlight the split in focus that this change-over, this metamorphosis, has 
induced.  A religious building, focussed on ritual and the after-life, its surrounds 
dedicated to the inhumation and memorialising of the dead, has become a secular 
concern, focussed on the more trivial rituals of classical-musical performance, done 
for the enjoyment of the living; and the surrounds, now, are largely ornamental 
terrain to be passed through. Or, on occasion, stood in and thought about.  The 
great achievement of Finlay's works here is to mediate quite subtly between these 
very different worlds, as also between the mythologically classical, the musically 
classical, and the now we now occupy. 

                         for, and in memoriam, Ron Costley


