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Tobacco Flower was a solo exhibition at The  
Hunterian by Berlin-based artist Jimmy Robert, 
part of the ‘Across the City’ programme of Glasgow 
International Festival 2021. The exhibition developed 
through a series of research visits to The Hunterian. 
From these the artist selected a series of collection 
artworks and objects that function as intimate 
traces of the encounters between Scotland 
and the Caribbean (the artist’s birthplace). 

“A key point of departure for the project was a Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh textile design based on a tobacco flower motif 
and on a tracing of a Margaret Macdonald wall relief. Other 
representations of tobacco and of Creole history appear within 
the show. Robert has made new works in photography, film, sound, 
and text that extend these traces of colonial history into the 
present, and continue his interest in bringing queer, black bodies 
into the predominantly white spaces of art and art history.” – 

Dr Dominic Paterson, Curator of Contemporary 
Art, The Hunterian, University of Glasgow

Cover Image:
Jimmy Robert,  
A Davidoff cigar at 
casa de campo, 
2021. Super 8 film 
transferred to digital, 
colour, silent, 3 mins, 
11 secs. Installation 
view at Tobacco 
Flower, The Hunterian. 
Courtesy the artist 
and Tanya Leighton, 
Berlin. Photograph: 
Eoin Carey

“ We hope that Robert’s artistic concerns, 
his focus on the complexities of black 
and queer identities in relation to art 
history and language, will mean that 
Tobacco Flower extends the relevance of 
The Hunterian’s programme to individuals 
and communities who have had relatively 
little chance to see their own experience 
reflected within our galleries in the past”
—  Dr Dominic Paterson 
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The Hunterian Collection
The Hunterian is the museum and art gallery of the University 
of Glasgow; its collection of more than 1.5 million objects 
was founded on a bequest by Dr William Hunter (1718-
1783). Hunter was an encyclopaedic collector with interests 
ranging from anatomy, archaeology and art to zoology: 
The Hunterian is therefore an archive of Enlightenment 
systems of knowledge, and of the complex political legacies 
of that period. The contemporary art programme at The 
Hunterian aims to investigate and question that archive 
from a twenty-first century perspective, through exhibitions, 
events and publications. Curator of Contemporary Art, Dr 
Dominic Paterson is also Senior Lecturer in History of Art, 
and the programme is closely connected to research, both 
art-historical and artistic. Since 2017 his programme has 
featured solo exhibitions by Neil Clements, Ilana Halperin, 
Alex Impey, Andrew Kerr, and Ulrike Ottinger, and the group 
exhibitions a synchronology, Strange Foreign Bodies, and 
Hand Drawn Action Packed (with Hayward Touring). 

Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh, 
Textile design: 
pink tobacco 
flower, c. 1915 - 
1923. Pencil and 
watercolour on 
brown tracing 
paper. Courtesy 
The Hunterian. ▶
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The Project
Tobacco Flower came at an important moment of institutional 
reflection for The Hunterian, coinciding with initiatives such as the 
secondment as ‘Curator of Discomfort’ of Zandra Yeaman from the 
Coalition for Racial Equality and Rights, and with our participation 
in the Pitt Rivers-led African Restitution Network. Although it aligns 
well with these and other efforts to reckon with the legacies of 
colonialism, it developed organically through dialogue with Jimmy 
Robert and through his own artistic concerns. The initial invitation 
to Jimmy was simply to develop a solo exhibition for Glasgow 
International, and our first conversations were around the idea of 
an exhibition that would present traces of his performance practice 
in a gallery context. The discovery of the Mackintosh tobacco 
flower motif inspired a new line of thinking, which led Jimmy into an 
intimate exploration of his own Caribbean and Creole identity. The 
exhibition included a filmed portrait of his mother, her voice as she 
reads a Creole poem in a new sound work, and two new self-portraits 
made within The Hunterian’s reconstruction of Mackintosh’s home. 
These join other new works and selected items from The Hunterian 
collection in an installation that is equally poetic and political.

Jimmy Robert, 
Fragranced Jamaica 
Tartan, 2021. Fabric, 
stretcher, Tom Ford 
‘Tobacco Vanille’ 
eau de parfum. 
Installation view  
at Tobacco Flower,  
The Hunterian. 
Courtesy the artist 
and Tanya Leighton, 
Berlin. Photograph: 
Eoin Carey. ▶
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Working with the Artist
“Working with Jimmy has helped me to develop new approaches 
to items from our historical collection and to see their potential 
to be both documents of the past and contemporary artistic 
materials within new work. Jimmy’s interest in the ephemeral 
and personal, embodied traces of history also suggest ways in 
which major themes can be addressed within the parameters of 
an artist’s own language and without the need for didacticism. 
Tobacco Flower marks the first time I have been able to work 
over a prolonged period with an international artist on a site-
specific project that uses The Hunterian’s unique context and 
collections. It is a template for future projects, not least in the 
way trusting the artist’s own instincts and vision has produced 
a range of outcomes I could not have imagined at the outset. 
Through support by Art Fund, one of Jimmy’s new pieces will 
become part of our permanent collection, deepening our 
involvement with and commitment to an artistic practice that is 
truly exemplary as a means of grasping the past and challenging 
the means by which it is represented”. – Dr Dominic Paterson, 
Curator of Contemporary Art, The Hunterian, University of Glasgow.

Jimmy Robert, 
Creole Earring I, 
2021. Digital print 
on paper. Courtesy 
the artist and Tanya 
Leighton Gallery, 
Berlin; Stigter 
van Doesberg, 
Amsterdam. ▶
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Conclusion: Artists can generate 
new tools and approaches
As an institution, the Hunterian was founded on claims to universality 
and encyclopaedic scope, the systematic exclusions characteristic 
of Western modernity are especially problematic in our context. 
Robert’s project cannot change this in a single step of course, 
nor is that its aim. But it does demonstrate that working closely 
with an artist attentive to such issues can generate a range of 
approaches and tools that can be put to use in future projects, 
and that this can happen without the institution insisting that 
this is the artist’s task. At its core, Tobacco Flower is driven by the 
desire to support and to profile the work of an exceptional artist, 
and to do so at the particularly key moment in the art calendar. 

“ Through Jimmy Robert’s acuity and the depth of his 
engagement with our collections, it has turned out to 
be relevant to many larger questions the institution is 
considering. My experience of working with Jimmy on 
this project has certainly inspired me to continue to seek 
out artists of his calibre and to open the doors of The 
Hunterian’s collection to them, without imposing a specific 
agenda. I hope the exhibition will give confidence to any 
other curators wishing to take such an approach”
—  Dr Dominic Paterson, Curator of Contemporary Art, 

The Hunterian, University of Glasgow.

The Hunterian Art Gallery and Museum would like to thank the artist, 
Jimmy Robert. The project was supported by Glasgow International 
and the Goethe-Institut.


