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MAKING 
THE CLIMB  

PHOTOGRAPHY JOHN MILLAR

The Royal Academy of Arts is marking its 250th anniversary. 
In the years since its inception, it has been associated with the 
best talent in the history of British art. Here we explore the 
challenges and opportunities that come with studying to be an 
artist, through the eyes of three senior Academy figures – and 
three students from the Royal Academy Schools

»

From left to right: RA Schools students Marianne 
Thoermer, Jenkin van Zyl and Sung Tieu, with 
senior artists Humphrey Ocean, Professor of 
Perspective, Eliza Bonham Carter, Curator and 
Head of the RA Schools, and Rebecca Salter, 
Keeper of the RA Schools. Our subjects are 
shown in the Life Room of the Schools, designed 
in the 1860s for the study of the human form in 
art; it is the space in which JMW Turner, John 
Constable and William Blake once studied 



‘I left school at 16 and, from 1967 to 1973, 
went to art schools. Harold Wilson was 
prime minister, and he valued and 
ring-fenced education, partly because  
of the value to him of his time at Oxford. 
I got a grant – not huge, but it was 
something. I was also in Kilburn and the 
Highroads, a pub rock band formed by 
Ian Dury, who was one of my tutors. He 
showed me the excitement of working 
– all night if necessary. He, in turn, was 
employed by Thomas Watt, who ran 
Canterbury College of Art and allowed 
eccentricity in the staff. Then there was 
the painter Alan Davie, who turned up as 
an examiner in a red 1937 Jaguar. “Count 
me in,” I thought. One piece of advice 
from Ian was to “bite off more than you 
can chew and then get a bloke in 
towards the end”. Ian was my bloke. 

‘When I started in art, my concern  
was that my parents might think: “Bang 
go all his chances.” It’s a common 
misconception. People think you’ll be 
terminally unemployed. The important 
thing is to know that, if you are an artist, 
then there hasn’t been a career choice. 

You just have to be an artist. And if you 
want to be one badly enough, you have 
to be resourceful, intelligent and alert to 
learn. For me, the best thing about being 
a student was learning about painting. 
Conversely, the worst was discovering 
even more about what painting is.  
A daunting prospect. I realised how  
little control I had – and have – over 
practically anything. You have to be 
good at self-direction; and that all starts 
here [points to chest]. To learn more 
about that, study the writings of French 
phenomenological philosopher Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, who wrote on perception 
and art (and politics). He will talk you 
through it. In the meantime, my advice 
to students is: hang on to what you think 
– and how you think it.’
Humphrey Ocean also works in 
printmaking and sculpture; 
humphreyocean.com
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‘I have a curious nature, so I’m eager to 
investigate different mediums and 
techniques. My work explores the 
realms beyond the familiar – something 
that is both comforting and disturbing 
– through monotypes, large-scale 
installations, ceramics and paintings. 

‘Many of my pieces incorporate 
1970s knotting work. When I was 
studying at the Berlin Weissensee 
School of Art, I had the idea to 
transform a painting into a carpet, 
using carpet-making techniques.  
I work with a latch hook to place  
knots onto a rack canvas. It’s a 
technique that fuses chaos and order. 
I’m now preparing for the RA 
Schools Show, which marks 
the culmination of my degree. 
I’m creating monotypes and 
prints, casting frames from 
glass wax, hand-knotting 
carpets and casting a sculpture. 

‘While studying in Berlin,  
I was predominantly self-
directed, but I felt I was missing 
a scholarly input. At the RA we 
are self-led, but we have artists’ 
talks, lectures, tutorials and 
group critiques; these inform 
our work and help us grow as 
artists. It can be intense, but it’s 
a place filled with knowledge 
and fruitful dialogue. It’s a 
privilege to have a studio 
within the Schools. After I 
graduate, I will exhibit in Berlin 
and Leipzig and will undertake 
a residency in Lisbon. Art is  
an ongoing process: you have  
to think long-term – and trust 
your intuition.’
mariannethoermer.com

‘HANG ON TO WHAT 
YOU THINK – AND 
HOW YOU THINK IT’

Humphrey Ocean RA
ARTIST AND ROYAL ACADEMY PROFESSOR 
OF PERSPECTIVE

Marianne Thoermer
FINAL-YEAR STUDENT

Rebecca Salter RA
ARTIST AND KEEPER OF THE RA SCHOOLS

‘I am primarily a painter, with an engagement with drawing and print. I trained 
in the 1970s and, as a postgraduate, went to Kyoto City University of Arts in 
Japan. I had a wonderful tutor on my BA course – the ceramicist George Rainer, 
who was exceptional in the way he encouraged us to experiment, explore and 
quietly break the rules. Another tutor, Mo Jupp, gave me a piece of advice that I 
always remember: “There is no such thing as a failure – just an inability to adjust 
to reality.” My advice to students is to find their own voice – and be brave. 

‘Going to Japan was a huge step. I had to learn the language while there. But 
the experience brought untold opportunities: I exhibited, explored new ideas  
and built my CV. I made connections. You can hope, as an artist, that talent will 
out, but you mustn’t underestimate the importance of networking. What my 
experiences and training lacked – as with all my generation – was lessons in how 
to run a professional practice as a business. You need to know that. Without it, 
artists can get exploited.

‘The genius behind British art schools is the ability to manage chaos. It’s 
also about allowing creative latitude. At the RA Schools there is a multiplicity 
of voices, with the RA’s rotating and teaching. The secret to the Schools is 
that, as part of an institution, it has seen every up and down; that makes us 
harder to panic in the face of challenges. We end up, bizarrely, as more radical. 
Our independence means we have no boxes to tick. I’m excited for the next 
generation. With their exposure to digital they will find new ways of doing 
things; I’m looking forward to seeing what they come up with.’ 
rebeccasalter.com 

‘…THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS
A FAILURE – JUST AN INABILITY 
TO ADJUST TO REALITY’

‘YOU HAVE TO THINK
LONG-TERM – AND
TRUST YOUR INTUITION’

»



‘I work between video, sculpture and 
installation and create work that 
evolves from research. I’m Vietnamese 
born, grew up in Germany and am  
now in Britain, so my work reflects  
the idea of not belonging. I feel that 
discussions around identity politics are 
restricted, and I hope to create a more 
nuanced dialogue. Before coming to 
the RA, I studied at the University of 
Fine Arts of Hamburg, and Goldsmiths, 
University of London. My subject  
was politics, but I also come from a 
performing background: I was on the 
stage and in a German sitcom. These 
different aspects inform my work.

‘I’m now working on my final 
degree show – a sound installation 
involving 50 speakers, sculptures 
and objects. It draws on a project I 
created in Vietnam, which focused 
on psychological warfare. On a subtle 
level, it will address issues including 
cultural hegemony, class, gender and 
race. There’s a lot of new technology 
in sound, including speakers that 
record stereo in relation to your body. 
This creates a much closer bodily 
experience. I am also 
preparing an exhibition 
in Soho. After I graduate, 
I have exhibitions in 
Krakow and Berlin. The 
biggest challenge now 
is how to sustain my 
practice; how to create 
a network of friends 
and colleagues who 
will support me – and, 
importantly, who will tell 
me the truth.’ micky 
schubert.de/sung-tieu
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A SUMMER 
OF ART
The Royal Academy of 
Arts was founded by 
King George III in 1768. Its 
newly expanded campus 
has just opened with 
free art displays, major 
exhibitions planned, more 
courses and workshops, 
increased space for the 
RA Schools and more 
places to eat and drink.
_
Until 1 July 
See Marianne and Sung’s 
works as they graduate in 
this year’s free RA Schools 
Show, in the students’ 
studios and the new 
Weston Studio.
_
Until 19 August
The RA’s 250th Summer 
Exhibition, coordinated 
by Grayson Perry RA, 
includes installations and 
displays across the RA.
_
The Great Spectacle:  
250 Years of the Summer 
Exhibition – the story 
of the 250 years of the 
Summer Exhibition.
_
22 June–8 July
Celebrating the theme of 
250 Years of Art, Bond 
Street’s windows will 
become art installations.

Throughout the summer, 
arts institutions across the 
UK will also mark the 
anniversary: see royal 
academy.org.uk/ra250uk 
_
For all information, see 
royalacademy.org.uk; join 
the conversation online 
using #RASummer 

DISCOVER MORE 
A number of our AS Lecturers have connections with the 
Royal Academy, writing about it and acting as guides. 

Find out more in our Directory of Lecturers at theartssociety.org
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Jenkin van Zyl
FIRST-YEAR STUDENT

Sung Tieu 
FINAL-YEAR STUDENT

‘I’m primarily a filmmaker, and 
create works that are relocated into 
installations, through collaborative 
performances. I think art provides the 
best excuse for bad behaviour. And 
across the art world, and generally, 
there are conversations that need to 
happen surrounding gender, abuse and 
patriarchal systems. The issue for me is 
that it’s difficult to have an amorphous 
and nuanced practice when the system 
refuses it. After I graduated from the 
Slade School of Fine Art, I lived in Berlin 
for a year, and came back to apply to 
the RA. The conversations I’ve had here 
are unparalleled. There’s a camaraderie 
– which I really cherish.

‘This year I’ve been working on a 
project that’s taking place in military 
simulation sites, derelict Moroccan film 

locations and abandoned London stock 
trading floors. It’s like a gay revenge 
film, and explores the ecstasy of 
violence in this twilight zone between 
reality and fantasy. I’ve been filming 
with strange inflatable latex outfits that 
are in perpetual battlegrounds of being 
burst, inflated and popped over and 
over again. It feels as if I’m currently 
free-falling through different ideas, to 
map out the outer limits of this work. 
It’s important that an artwork can 
retain the right to be slippery, and can 
infuriate and astonish, or feel risky  
or dangerous.’ jenkinvanzyl.co.uk

‘MY WORK
REFLECTS THE
IDEA OF NOT
BELONGING’

‘ART PROVIDES THE
BEST EXCUSE FOR
BAD BEHAVIOUR’

Eliza Bonham Carter 
ARTIST, CURATOR AND HEAD OF THE RA SCHOOLS

‘I trained at Ravensbourne and then the Royal College of Art. I was drawn to art 
because it is self-directed – something I could get on with alone, giving it my full 
attention. The best thing about it was the time I could devote to it. I thrived on being 
among those with strongly differing opinions, but similar values. The chief challenge 
was how I was going to survive. Now, my advice to students is: make it for life.

‘Today I direct the Schools in all its manifestations. It’s an alternative, independent 
school of art. In the time that I have been an artist and in art education, I’ve seen 
many developments. There’s the decategorisation of artists, both in methods and 
attitude. There is also the recent demise of the gallery that represents mid-career 
artists in London; this has seen the ecosystem becoming diminished. Finally, there’s 
the effective privatisation of higher education in the arts, with fees. Fortunately, 
independent offers are appearing, such as Open School East and Turps Banana. 

‘As the RA is now at the end of its transformative redevelopment, the Schools has 
opened the Weston Studio, for the exhibition of works. June is also when students 
graduate. Their shows are a moment of freedom. They’re a clear statement of intent 

from them as an artist: one of the most liberating 
moments in an artist’s career.’
royalacademy.org.uk/the-ra-schools;  
openschooleast.org; turpsbanana.com

‘I THRIVED ON BEING AMONG
THOSE WITH STRONGLY
DIFFERING OPINIONS,
BUT SIMILAR VALUES’


