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Confreys Solicitors, a specialist mental health law firm, has been in existence since
October 1993. Our aim has always been to represent our client group (principally,
detained aka “sectioned” psychiatric patients) in the most appropriate and creative
way possible. To that end we drew up our service commitment to our clients and
called it our Clients’ Charter (you may remember that Charters were big in the
nineties) and we also sent out information sheets to clients, detailing the particulars
of their detention and their legal rights. All this is absolutely to be expected now,
but then it felt rather cutting edge.
As part of that process, my domestic partner (an HR professional who was to retrain
as a solicitor and join the firm) and I would mull over ways to improve our service to
our clients (replacing our clunky Amstrad and noisy golfball printer was an early call)
and these discussions overlapped with our developing interest in Welsh contemporary
art. A long running discussion as to whether we should aim to send birthday cards
to our clients folded into the idea of Christmas cards as being more practical (no risk
of getting the date wrong) and just for the year in which we had represented the
client, rather than in perpetuity. This was a period when the old Victorian asylums
were gradually being emptied and closed down, and we were aware that a number
of our clients had been in-patients for substantial periods, and so realistically were
unlikely to be receiving Christmas cards from anyone else. We subsequently came
to realise that this also applied to our clients who were in and out of hospital for
shorter periods, whose family and friendship circles were often consequently and
significantly disrupted.
Memory undoubtedly bends facts in the prism of recollection and retelling, and it
would be a long argument as to which of us thought of commissioning an artist
annually, to produce an image that we could use on a card that we would have
printed, but we certainly both made it happen.This also overlapped with an idea
of using a poem, or extract, within the card, we actually dabbled with the prospect
of writing to the famously irascible Welsh poet RS Thomas for a contribution but,
wisely in retrospect, we did not. You will see that the poetry idea resurfaced over
20 years later.
At this point we had met and otherwise had contact with a number of artists and
galleries in Wales, and so felt irresponsibly confident that we could keep this idea
running for as long as necessary. We had neglected to have any discussions with
artists themselves, as we didn’t think we needed to, and it was probably best that
we hadn’t, otherwise we may never have got going.
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Theory
Gareth Hugh Davies
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58 � 48 cm

Oil on Canvas
Commission

Our artist guinea pig was a friend, Gareth Hugh Davies, whose work we admired and
had purchased. On reflection we were far too prescriptive in terms of the specifics
of the commission, borne out of our own excessive confidence in what we wanted
combined with our knowledge of Gareth’s work, and how it would fit. So we spoke
of the need for an image of blind justice, scales remarkably in balance, and the ideas
of chaos theory, as some sort of oblique reference to our work. To our great delight,
Gareth was able to make sense of all that and produced a good sized oil painting, to
which we did no favours in reproduction, by shrinking it to a very small Christmas card.
Our problem was that we hadn’t considered how to go about getting the cards printed.
We knew that art galleries had show invitations printed up regularly, comparable to
a Christmas card, and why we didn’t simply ask gallery owners for printers’ details
is beyond current comprehension. Instead we found an advert in the back of an art
magazine for a printer based in Northern Ireland, and so that was who we had produce
the cards. The colour reproduction of the image was excellent, but the downside was
that the minimum order was 500 (we had less than 100 clients then) so this clearly
wasn’t going to be a long term relationship. The excess cards did come in handy
though, for 2013, when circumstances conspired against a commission that year.
The verse in the card was found in an encyclopaedia, and is from Sir Walter Scott’s
1807 Christmas poem Marmion, old enough for us not to have any copyright worries.
It still reads as an appropriate, if oblique, reference to our clients’ situations, although
perhaps rather too stoic. It had taken us some time to find and agree upon a verse
and that is probably why it wasn’t repeated any time soon.

1996

Megan
Michael Tomlinson
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60 � 40 cm

Mixed Media
Purchase

By this point we were already willing to rely upon happenstance to trigger a possible
commission. We were attending plenty of gallery private views and were involved
with the Contemporary Art Society for Wales (CASW) so we were confident that
something would turn up. We had decided that we wanted to use Welsh connected
artists, and we had to like their work, but those were the only parameters.
We saw a painting by Michael Tomlinson in the 1997 BP Portrait Award show in the
National Portrait Gallery that summer, a portrait of his daughter Ffion. It looked good,
he was based in Wales and in fact had gained 3rd prize in the 1993 BP Portrait show.
This was certainly a good time for Welsh figurative artists, all three BP prizes had
been awarded to Welsh based artists in 1994. Time was short for a commission, and
given that the internet was in its infancy we must have tracked Michael down with
details via the gallery. After explanatory correspondence we travelled to his home in
Machynlleth and chose a watercolour portrait of his infant daughter Manon as the
image for the card that year. At this point it was already apparent that most artists
would actually prefer to sell something that they already had, rather than work to a
commission, and that realisation trickled through to how we subsequently operated.
This was the first year that we also had to take account of our clients’ difficulties, in
terms of the image on the card. Michael’s portrait is of a naked baby, it’s a beautiful
image, but I know that there were a couple of our clients that we decided were best
not to be recipients of the card, they had the 1996 one instead.
As to the production of the card we had realised that any decent printshop could
do what we wanted, so used one local to our office in Roath, Cardiff, and we had
also twigged that crediting ourselves on the back of the card was not just vanity,
but good marketing. Nonsensically, we started, and persisted for several years, to
glue an insert into the card with Christmas greetings and our stamped logo, before
eventually appreciating that the printer could print those details, and any variants
we wanted, onto the card itself.

1997

Angels
Sarah Snazell

06

62 � 44 cm

Oil on Canvas
Commission

From 1997 through 1998 we had been organising a fundraising exhibition for the
mental health charity Mind Cymru, “Look without Prejudice”, which involved artists
being asked to create and donate postcard size works, all unsigned, which were then
sold at a standard price. This was supported by the majority of private galleries
and artist’s groups in Wales, which helpfully expanded our network of contacts.
A recent, possibly the youngest ever, member of the Royal Cambrian Academy
(RCA), Sarah Snazell, sent us three linked oil paintings, and a letter enthusiastically
endorsing our project, particularly as she undertook voluntary work at a mental
health drop-in project.
The paintings were impressive, and Sarah very quickly agreed to our commission
for that year. Based in Leeds, but raised in Abergavenny, she was an enthusiastic
participant in Welsh culture. She had two paintings accepted in the National Eisteddfod
Fine Art show that year, and as the National was in Bridgend, in August, we agreed
to meet there by way of a progress report.
By then Sarah was well on the way with ideas for the painting but was also some
way into treatment for cancer, which she was determined would not get in the way
of her work. Her early thoughts had been around the idea of representing three wise
women but she went on to produce the magnificent painting “Angels”, into which
much poignant meaning can be read. Sarah died in the following year, 33 years
old, a great loss to friends and family and to the Welsh arts community at large. Sir
Kyffin Williams, President of the RCA, spoke of the Academy being keen to look
to the future and “we saw the future in Sarah”. Fittingly this painting has reached
a broader audience, it was shown as a tribute to Sarah at the National Eisteddfod
in Anglesey in 1999, where “Angels” was the cover image of the Arts and Crafts
Catalogue. It was also in a retrospective show of Sarah’s work, in Abergavenny and
it is the cover image for the first National Poet of Wales, Gwyneth Lewis’ 2005 poetry
collection, “Chaotic Angels”.

1998

Watching You
Evelyn Williams
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22 � 15 cm

22 � 15 cm

Oil on Paper
Purchase

By the time we became aware of the work of Evelyn Williams she had already returned
to London after a period in Wales. Her work had featured in an Art Review magazine
article, which had intrigued us, particularly the description of one of her pictures
having heads glowing like light bulbs, and that would have been where this story
ended but for my habit of browsing second hand bookshops for books on Welsh
art/artists. It was in one of the bookshops on Charing Cross Road that I idly picked
up and flicked through the monograph “Evelyn Williams: Works and Words”.
This heightened our interest in her work, particularly when we found the names of
a couple we knew in Cardiff, credited as owners of a number of the paintings. They
became our conduit to contact with Evie, and her partner Anthony Perry. We soon
established that Evie would prefer not to work to a commission, which we saw as
no problem at all given the beauty and emotional fragility of her work.
We arranged a visit to her home and studio in London, and chose a piece for our
next card, which, by coincidence or déjà vu, is illustrated in the book I had picked
up. Evie and Anthony were both very supportive of our professional work, and we
became good friends. That led to our introduction to the work of an art school friend
of Evie’s, Cynthia Pell, which leads off to another tale entirely. We reproduced Evie’s
diptych, “Watching You” as a double sided card, and we gave passing consideration
as to whether the image and title may disturb those of our clients with paranoid
beliefs, but decided that such censorship was both difficult and foolish, and we
received no complaints. It is obviously an image about caring, although also with a
suggestion of the suffocating closeness that can bring.

1999

Batchelor Bears
Christopher Nurse
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77 � 112 cm

Charcoal on Paper
Purchase

It seems that being so flushed with the success of our Christmas cards thus far
we were over confident in our ability to find another artist commission this year,
without really doing enough to achieve that end. By way of some excuse we were
also running a part time gallery, Oriel Ci Melyn (named after a Cynthia Pell painting,
via Evie Williams) in the first floor of our office and had bought an old village Primary
School in Carmarthen, as a restoration project and future home.
“Batchelor Bears” is a large charcoal drawing, 77 � 112 cm, that we had acquired from
the Welsh Drawing Biennale in 1999. We had got to know Chris Nurse and his partner
Susan Adams very well, as part of a circle of artists and gallery goers in and around
Cardiff, and we very much appreciated Chris’ sardonic soft surrealist approach to his
work. It remains part of his practice to construct scenarios as models, from which he
draws/paints, and that is precisely what he did with our drawing, a couple of louche
teddy bears after a heavy night. Why this struck us as an appropriate image for a
Christmas card is not clear, we must have hoped that our clients would enjoy the
wit, it was certainly a choice made in late desperation.
What we didn’t factor in was that when you shrink a large and dense charcoal drawing
down to Christmas card size, it becomes almost impenetrable. Even the Committee
members of the CASW, a liberal minded bunch arts wise, and regular card recipients,
found it a bit of a struggle. This was our least successful card, aesthetically, but that
failure led to a change of tack in our commissions, as follows.

2000

The Song of the Overflow
Susan Adams
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21 � 16 cm

Etching
Edition of 40
Colour Card
Monochrome Etching
Commission

It was becoming apparent that trading upon artists’ goodwill, in terms of the purpose
of the commission/purchase and the work we do, could only take us so far in terms of
artists’ willingness to participate. Also, we weren’t offering a huge fee, so that limited
our potential selection pool, and some painters really don’t like working to commission.
On the other hand we remained keen on the creative aspect, slightly for us, more so
for the artist, in terms of what we were trying to achieve. I’d already had experience
of commissioning an edition of prints from artists through a fundraising project I
had run for CASW, and this seemed to be possible way to develop our project. We
were using the Christmas cards thus far commissioned for our personal cards, and
it occurred to us that a step on from this, with an edition of commissioned prints,
could be that we use the print image for business and personal Christmas cards,
but also give friends, relatives and business associates a print as a Christmas gift.
What we saw as the added incentive, for the printmaker, was that we could undertake
to give one of the prints from the edition to the CASW national collection, which is
always a good addition to an artist’s CV (our prints have subsequently been placed
with Brecknock Museum, Oriel Ynys Mon, The Senedd, and all new prints currently
go to the School of Art Collection, Aberystywth).
It was on this basis that we approached our friend Susan Adams, a talented artist
skilled in various media, including printmaking. The terms of the commission were
set very generally, about our work and ourselves, and we have always made it clear
that we don’t seek to limit the artist in any way. At the time Susan was working on
a series linked to people’s childhood memories, and abandoned buildings. Out of
that came “The Song of the Overflow”. We didn’t ask Susan how to interpret the
image, it seems that the swaddled figure gives it a religious flavour, as does the
Ganesh-like fairy. The only thing we knew for sure was that Chris Nurse modelled
the legs of the figure in the sink.
We used a hand coloured version of the monochrome print for the Christmas card,
which Susan has recently been able to find in her archive, for inclusion in this catalogue
and the linked show. It’s worth mentioning that printmakers traditionally keep a
number of prints from an edition, for themselves, known as artist’s proofs, to give
or sell as they please, which we had hoped was a further financial incentive for our
commissioned artist, in the light of our still modest fee. Susan did subsequently send
us a handprinted Christmas card, which she described as “the sequel to the sink/
plug ‘ole saga”, and which is certainly as cryptic as the original image.

2001

An Ideal Dog
Christopher Nurse
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Given our guilt over selling the talents of Chris Nurse rather short with our card
from 2000, and taking account of his modelling work in 2001, it was only right that
he should be our artist for 2002.
20 � 28 cm

Woodcut and Screenprint
Edition of 40
Commission

The print that Chris produced for us, “An Ideal Dog”, is an excellent example of the
influences that an artist can absorb, if open to them, which can then impact upon
their own work. Chris had been on an artist’s residency in India in 2000 and he
spoke of a fascination with the educational posters in Indian schools, particularly
the combinations of image, colour and text.
That experience was then filtered through his knowledge of us and our dogs and
his discomfort around dogs, with the end product being our own version of an
educational poster, for dogs who may wish to do yoga. For us the most impressive
part of the print was how Chris also captured the individual characters of our dogs,
with Beti the beagle as serious pack leader, dopey Lili the pointer, and particularly
Harri, the three legged rescue dog pictured in the pose Badhpadmasan who seems
to be practising a particularly aggressive form of meditation. Chris upped the ante
in terms of the potential difference between the image on our card, and the print
that someone may have in front of them, by having two different colour schemes
for different parts of the edition.
This was something to be repeated by a number of printmakers, in different ways,
effectively converting a print that was part of an identical edition, into a one-off
monoprint, or part of a smaller sub edition.

2002

The Wren Horse
Sean Harris
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24 � 43 cm

Collograph
Edition of 40
Commission

Sean Harris was on board with our commission as early as February and he was a
very easy choice for us to make. We were familiar with his work from various group
shows over the years, including the National Eisteddfod, where he also worked as
a technician for the Arts and Crafts tent. Rather more significant was that he was
one of the three artists participating in a touring show of prints “A Tale told by an
Idiot”, the other two artists being Susan Adams and Chris Nurse. Their work fitted
well together, Sean was producing images based upon various Welsh folk traditions,
myths, and legends, but adding his own darkly Gothic imaginings. It was obvious
that his work would suit our purpose, as proved to be the case.
Sean’s favoured printmaking method was that of collography which is not a common
technique but used by him to great and dramatic effect. The base image is produced
by building up the picture with appropriate materials, a sort of collage printmaking
method, with prints then taken from the built up, inked up plate. In our print Sean
combined the Mari Llwyd, the New Year celebration of dressing someone up in a
horse’s skull and a white sheet and knocking on doors singing for drink, with another
charming Yuletide tradition, that of Hunting the Wren, whereby a wren, as King of the
birds, would be captured and killed and paraded through the streets in a Wren House.
No animals were harmed in the production of this print. The house is a version of
the former school in Carmarthen to which we had finally moved, its first appearance
in a Christmas print but not the last.

2003

Yn Y Berllan
Anthony Evans
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Having known Anthony Evans’ work as a painter and printmaker from numerous
shows over the years, it is not clear why we waited until August (and while he was
away on holiday) to approach him about a commission. Fortunately it all came
together very quickly.
38 � 32 cm

Hand Coloured Linoprint
Edition of 40
Commission

2004

Anthony is a well known and well collected artist in Wales, and in terms of his approach
he was a distinct change for us. All our previous artists would really be described as
figurative, whereas Anthony is noted as a painter and printmaker of highly coloured
fractured Welsh landscapes. His studio is in Cardiff but he is from Carmarthen, and
so connected with work and home for us. He gave us our first print with a Welsh
title, and he progressed the split edition idea by hand colouring each print so that
we ended up with an edition of 40 unique prints. With this print we also continued
what Sean Harris had asked of us in the previous year, which was to send out an
artist’s statement, inevitably (and preferably) oblique, about the image. Anthony
spoke of his memories of his grandfather’s farm as his inspiration, and the intensity
of the experience of adolescence. Subsequently, when I was lucky enough to be the
annual art purchaser for CASW, I was able to buy a very large painted version of
Yn y Berllan, for the CASW collection. That painting is now with Ceredigion Museum
and Art Gallery, Aberystwyth.

Miraculous Assortment
Christopher Nurse
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92 � 122 cm

Oil on Canvas
Commission

Chris Nurse became our Christmas card artist for the third time, and we took distinct
advantage of his good nature, having once again, for reasons unfathomable, left it
very late for commissioning print or painting. In terms of leaning on Chris we had
put on 2 successful shows of his paintings at Oriel Ci Melyn and so we speculated
correctly that he could hardly refuse our request, however late. Looking back, this
commission worked really well, particularly fitting in with images that Chris had
been producing at that time. As mentioned earlier, part of Chris’ practice has always
been to draw or paint from models that he constructs. This had moved on to the
production of objects out of foodstuffs, such as vegetables and biscuits. I still have
a fine painting of his with the self explanatory title “Cauliflower Sheep”, and this
“Miraculous Assortment” is also exactly as described.
To our surprise, and some slight relief, no one seemed to take offence at the image,
as opposed to what may have been a PR Twitter storm manufactured by Greggs
in 2017, when their Advent calendar represented the baby Jesus as a sausage roll.
Our only disappointment with our card this year was the difficulty we had with the
colour reproduction of the painting, a problem we hadn’t previously come across.

2005

Visitors
Karolina Larusdottir

22

10 � 15 cm

Hand Coloured Etching
Edition of 30
Commission

Considering it now, the commissioning of an Icelandic artist based in Cambridge for
this year reads like our attempt to break away from our self imposed restrictions,
and perhaps also the feeling that we were sticking to too tight a circle of artists
whom we knew personally.
We knew the work of Karolina Larusdottir from the paintings that regularly appeared
in the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition, and her prints from a gallery in Bath.
We had actually approached her in 1997 for a commission for another purpose but
had not taken that further. Her prints often featured representations of angels,
whispering to people, and this had always put us in mind, rather overromantically,
of a representation of the interior voices that some of our clients experience. She
was the first artist that had seemed more likely than not to decline the offered
commission, her prints sold well then and continue to do so, and she had no obvious
need for any sort of recognition in Wales. But she accepted, the key point being her
sympathy with our work, which has often been a significant factor for participating
artists. Some people have since said that they find her print rather sombre, but it
seems to stand as an understandable representation of the situation in which our
clients often find themselves, restricted and supervised.
Karolina Larusdottir was our first experience of dealing with an artist printmaker
who left the production of the actual print run to a studio assistant, with Karolina
producing the original image. Since 1999 our greetings inside the card had been in
English and Welsh, for this year we also had greetings in Icelandic. I have greetings
in Irish up my sleeve too, should they ever prove necessary.

2006

Boxing Day
Chris Salmon
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15 � 22 cm

Etching
Edition of 40
Commission

Once having cast our net beyond Offa’s Dyke, it seemed inevitable that we would
again be using a non-Welsh artist, but working with Chris Salmon gave rise to its
own numerous quirks and twists. We were previously unaware of his work, but in
2006 he had featured as one of the artists in the annual pre-Royal Academy Summer
Exhibition documentary, which follows artists who submit work, and the selection
process. In the documentary Chris’ work looked interesting, as was confirmed by
a web search.
By August 2006 (you will note how far in advance this was) we had Chris signed up
for the 2007 print, with standard fee agreed, plus a copy of our 2006 print thrown
in. In his turn, and without expectation on our part, he sent us one of his prints as a
present at the end of 2006. The image of a giraffe sticking its tongue out took on
its own particular significance in the light of what followed.
In spite of a couple of gentle chase up letters that was our last contact with Chris
until August 2007, and that only after leaving a couple of needy answerphone
messages. He’d had a difficult year, personally, but was due back in his studio in 2
or 3 weeks time, and he assured us that he’d be working on the print imminently. We
eventually had a large but untitled proof of what was to be the final image in early
October so we could proceed to prepare and print the Christmas cards. Before so
doing I distinctly remember a telephone call to him, explaining that we needed to
have a title for the print, before the final print run of the cards. His suggestion was
“In a Box”, I immodestly think that my suggestion in response, which proved to be
the agreed title, was rather an improvement. The signed edition of prints eventually
arrived mid December, so with just enough time to get them delivered, but with a
query arising that was eventually best clarified in the following year.
Although the edition of prints was meant to be 40, Chris had numbered them, in
pencil as is the tradition, as though from an edition of 100. His explanation was
that this was his mistake, as he often produced editions in that volume, and he
suggested we simply rub out 100 and substitute 40. We decided not to do so, that
just felt wrong. A better explanation came in the following summer, with a call from
my sister to say that she'd just seen one of our prints in the Royal Academy! Chris
had submitted the print we had commissioned, in a further edition of 75, to the
Summer Exhibition and had sold 30 or so of the edition at £200 per print. We didn’t
take it up with him, the artist prankster aspect of it makes a good story. To elevate
the ending of this section, I offer a proposed and probably unconscious inspiration
for the image in our print.

2007

One reason for our initial interest in Chris’ art had been his previous work as a
musician, he had been the guitarist in a London Irish band, Stump, who were a great
live act in the 1980s but proved rather less effective in terms of album sales. Their
first, and last, full length album “A Fierce Pancake” left them £250,000 in debt to their
record label. The album cover is a photograph by Fergus Bourke, one of Ireland’s
finest documentary and portrait photographers. The image includes men carrying
a boat on their heads. Worth looking up.

A Dog’s Dinner!
Kate Bassett

26

As mentioned earlier, it was our practice to give our artists free rein in terms of the
image, with our guidelines being very loose, and with our offer always of being happy
to have as much or as little involvement as the artist may wish.
19.5 � 30 cm

Drypoint Etching
Edition of 40
Commission

With Kate Bassett it proved to be a delight to work with her closely throughout the
production of the print. We had a reasonable idea as to the type of print we would
likely receive, she was generally producing busy domestic scenes based upon her
childhood on the Ely estate in Cardiff, and she didn’t disappoint.
We were again well ahead of ourselves, having had Kate confirm before the end
of 2007 and this time the long time frame worked in our favour. Kate had sent us
a drawing on which she planned to base the print, for our approval, by the end of
February, and endeared herself further by approving one of my suggested titles
for the print (I was getting good at this). She also involved us by bringing various
print ideas for approval and we had the full edition of prints by July, with which Kate
very cannily delivered 40 slim folders to go with them, containing her CV, artist’s
statement and business card. I like to think that we were one of Kate’s positive
artistic memories from 2008, she also won the Printmaking prize at the Welsh Artist
of the Year show in Cardiff, and began her MA Printmaking Course at Camberwell
College of Arts in September.
Kate’s was another image with which we briefly toyed with paternalistic censorship
but again we felt it unnecessary and indeed this is probably the card that produced
the most approving comments from our clients.

2008

Tree
Steffan Jones-Hughes
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7.5 � 9 cm

First 10 are Chine Collé
Edition of 10
Etching
Edition of 30
Commission

By this point we were in the habit of writing artists names onto the Christmas Card
file flap, as and when they came to mind as a possibility for a commission. Steffan
Jones-Hughes was one of those names. We knew that he ran the printmaking studio
at the Regional Print Centre in Wrexham, so he was an artist printmaker with easy
access to the right facilities.
We were resolved to stick to Welsh artists again, but with a conscious attempt to
expand our horizons, in Steffan’s case up to North Wales. One consistent aspect of
our process thus far (we would send a prospective artist a long letter of request
and information, together with a list of the artists to date, and a bundle of previous
cards) was the enthusiasm of the artist’s response, Steffan was no exception, his
reply begins “You can’t imagine my delight when your letter arrived. I would love to
accept the commission”. We’d not had a refusal yet, those were to come.
Steffan’s proposal, halfway between the purchase of a previously produced piece
and a full blown commission, was to expand into a full edition an etching that he had
used the previous year as a Christmas card for family. He had only printed 4 copies
then, and otherwise used it as an ecard. He offered to distinguish the first 10 of the
edition of 40 by the use of a printmaking technique known as chine collé, which
here involved the addition of colour through collaged crèpe paper. The coloured
version became the image for our card, and this was another card that had a bit of
an afterlife. The image was used on the leaflet advertising a drawing workshop that
Steffan and his partner ran at Oriel Myrddin, Carmarthen in 2011, having designed
the Gallery Christmas tree that year.
Steffan and I have maintained sporadic contact over the years since, mostly now via
social media, and I remember my delight in discovering, early on, that he was keen
on the music of Max Richter. Steffan’s career in arts administration has taken him to
the post of Director of Oriel Davies in Newtown, I’m sure there must be room there
for a live performance of the 8 hour Richter composition, Sleep.

2009

Christmas Hellebores
Sue Hunt
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15 � 21 cm

Digital Collage Print
Edition of 40
Commission

If you ever visit the Princess of Wales Hospital in Bridgend you can very easily see
the works of our next two artists. Sue Hunt’s delicate monochrome still life drawings
are hung on the wall of the main entrance corridor, with further prints of hers on the
corridor down to the Coity Clinic psychiatric unit. In ordinary times I would delight
in seeing them whenever I called to see clients there.
With Sue we went local again, she was Senior Lecturer in Fine Art at Cardiff School
of Art and Design, and her home studio was not a very long walk from our office
in Roath. I’m reasonably sure that Sue had contributed to the postcard show we
had organised in 1998, we certainly had her address, had met her at art events over
the years, and we already regularly exchanged Christmas cards. Sue’s cards were
invariably handmade and always impressive.
We knew from her paintings, drawings and prints that Sue was very likely to work on
a still life image of some sort, which would be something new for us, and our clients.
In a way it is remarkable that Sue managed to produce anything for us, we had been
in contact with her early in the year and agreed the commission, but then we were
dilatory in our follow up, mainly due to a degree of domestic upheaval that rippled
through to 2013 and which explained the absence of a print in that year to come.
Not only did Sue produce a print in a very short time frame, she actually produced
two, and left the choice to us. I bought the yellow version from her subsequently.
Our print also gave Sue the chance to develop her printmaking practice, we have
a digital collage of images from drawings, paintings and a print. Sue also gave us a
CV and statement to send out with the print.
“I always see the Hellebores that come into flower at Christmas as an optimistic
sign, the tender shoots unfurling at the time of the hardest frosts, they often stay
with us well into the summer. It is, I hope, a positive nod towards the New Year.”
I still have hellebores in my garden.

2010

Candle Burning
Emrys Williams
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22 � 30 cm

Hand Coloured Drypoint Print
Edition of 40
Commission

At the time of writing it has been so long since I’ve been able to visit clients in
hospitals that I can’t be certain of the location of all of Emrys Williams’ paintings in
the Princes of Wales hospital. Most of them were on a first floor corridor to the Coity
Clinic, and I’m sure one fine example will still be half obscured by a vending machine.
Emrys had made his name in London in the 1980s and Wales in the 1990s with the
development of his work on the theme of the seaside. Emrys recalled beach holidays
in North Wales from his childhood and I’ve always considered that I am drawn to
his work by my own birth and early upbringing in a town on the north Yorkshire
coast, my grandmother’s street led onto the beach. His work had moved in style
from dark churning oil paintings to very flat bright acrylic panels, in a style part
cartoon and part surrealist dream, always views out to sea, and always with figures
with their backs to you, usually women with hats, coats, umbrellas, no matter how
hot the scene may seem.
In 2011 Emrys was moving home and studio from Cardiff to North Wales, and on a
journey back to Cardiff he left a bundle of proof prints, on his way to show them to
me, on the train. They have yet to turn up, and you now know what to look out for.
The building in the print is my home, the tree and the lantern are from a theme that
he was pursuing at the time, which can be seen in his painting “Gwanwyn” which
hangs in Llandough Hospital, Cardiff. Emrys hand coloured all the prints, deliberately
changing the colour scheme as he went, the one for the card is set at night, others
were not. My preference is dictated entirely by my mood at the time.

2011

Festive Fool
Gini Wade
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18 � 21 cm

Edition of 40
20 Hand-coloured
Commission

I can’t recall how I established contact with Gini Wade but I’m pretty sure it must
have been linked to master printmaker Paul Burke. Paul teaches printmaking at the
University of Aberystwyth School of Art, his name had been scribbled on my file for
some time, as he had helped the Welsh artists Eleri Mills and Mary Lloyd Jones produce
fabulous prints for the CASW portfolio of prints that I had helped commission for
the Year of the Artist in 2000. Paul was a member of the Aberystwyth Printmakers
group, he had taught Gini on the Masters course at Aberystwyth, and Gini at this
time was Director of Aberystwyth Printmakers. A laborious link perhaps, but I hope
a demonstration of the random networks that have made up this collection.
What I am sure of is that I hadn’t contacted Gini until the beginning of September
and yet she had proofs of the proposed print ready by the end of October and the
full edition by the end of November. Again we have a split edition, this time 50/50
colour and black and white, and again, as has always been the case, the colour
version was the image for the card.
I had more useless agonising about this image too, I got bogged down for a bit
with concern about the idea of mental illness/folly/festive fool and whether it was
somehow potentially insulting to our clients. I resolved those doubts by simply
looking at the image itself, surely no-one could take offence at that, and by thinking
further about what seems to be represented. The figure is dressed as if for a part
in an Elizabethan masque, but they break the black backdrop on all four sides as
though bursting out of artifice into reality, suggesting to me, at least, a need to look
behind a given costume/mask/label. And I bear in mind that Shakespeare's Fool in
King Lear was by far the wisest character in that play.
Gini Wade has had a long career as artist, book illustrator and author, and I end this
with a cute musical note to link with Chris Salmon, that will please any old Prog
rockers, she designed the album cover for “Lizard” by King Crimson in 1970.

2012

Theory
Gareth Hugh Davies
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58 � 48 cm

Oil on Canvas
Commission

2013

This was the fallow year, there were business rearrangements ongoing in the firm
which made it difficult to give time to a print commission. We did have contact with
the textile artist Ruth Harries to whom I owe sincere apologies, we simply couldn't
agree what we wanted from her, and I was in contact with her again in 2016, once
more without any end result. As mentioned earlier, we were able to use the left over
cards from 1996, so at least we had something go out to our clients, and most of
them wouldn't have seen it before.

Compass
James Donovan

38

8 � 8 cm

Linocut
Edition of 40
Commission

I still remember the impact that James Donovan’s paintings had in Welsh art circles,
when first seen in a group show at the Albany Gallery, Cardiff in 1997. They were
predominantly yellow, that being the colour of the high-vis jackets worn by the
featured workers, and they glowed, sulphurously and radioactively, out from the
gallery walls.
James was born in Aberdare, with a family background in coal mining, and he had
just graduated from Swansea University. All his paintings from the group show sold
very quickly, with valid comparisons being made with the heroic miners painted by
Josef Herman. James’ figures were taken from the workers at Tower Colliery, then
Wales’ last mine.
James very quickly went on to a number of successful solo shows at public and
private galleries across Wales, and he is now Head of Art at a secondary school
in Merthyr Tydfil. His was another late commission and he produced a small but
perfectly formed linocut. Another version of my home makes an appearance, and
the figure harks back to the figures and topics James moved onto when the mining
seam of inspiration had been exhausted. He started to paint figures in any number
of activities (sailing, colliery bands, kite flying, rugby fans) wearing paper hats, as
a riff on the idea of folly and wisdom, as with Gini Wade, but James’ acknowledged
direct influence came from artists such as Gareth Hugh Davies, John Kirby and Ed
Povey, and paintings very much in the style of our 1996 commission.

2014

Little Egret and Grey Heron
Kim Atkinson
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24 � 33 cm

Relief Print
Edition of 40
Commission

The idea for this years’ commission originated in 2004 from a holiday on Bardsey
Island/Ynys Enlli in North Wales. We stayed in the house that had been the home
of the artist and writer Brenda Chamberlain in the 1950s, with deteriorating murals
still visible on the walls of the landing (now conserved).
Artists were being given the opportunity of residencies on the island, our 2001 artist
Susan Adams had been a participant, and there we became aware of the work of the
wildlife artist Kim Atkinson. We didn't know it at the time, but Kim had been brought
up on the island and had returned to live there for a while as an adult, and worked
with the bird observatory, with plenty of inspiration for her paintings and prints.
I had subsequently seen her work in a gallery in Cardiff just before Christmas 2014,
and that was how the seed of an idea from 2004 came to fruition. Her paintings are
a beautiful combination of realistic representations of flora and fauna, with layers
of collage and colour wash effects, which seem to represent the sun, wind and rain,
all plentiful on Bardsey. I was hopeful that I would receive an image featuring birds,
but I rather unsubtly loaded the dice by referring, in my letter to Kim, to the Grey
Heron and Little Egrets that I would always hope to see along the Burry Inlet and
Loughor Estuary, on my regular train journey between Kidwelly and Cardiff. I was
being truthful when I said that the sight of those birds would lift my spirits every
time, it still does. As does this print.
Unfortunately the conclusion of this commission was rather embarrassing for me, Kim
had sent two proof prints of different images, for me to choose from. I had eagerly
and greedily presumed that I would be able to keep the proofs, and I quickly had
them framed as a diptych. My retention of the proofs had not actually been Kim’s
intention, it was my error entirely and I was obliged to unframe and return them to
her, in shame and regret.

2015

Winter Fields at Strumble Head
Melvyn Evans
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48 � 66 cm

7 Colour Linocut
Edition of 60 (1–35 for us)
Commission

Perhaps to bring back the element of random risk, I knew nothing of Melvyn Evans
nor his work when I approached him about this commission. Well, not quite nothing,
I had noticed his work on a publisher’s website whilst looking up someone else, and I
could see that he produced multicoloured linocut prints of seascapes and landscapes.
These were in a style that seemed to hark back to the work of mid 20th Century
modernists such as John Piper, Ceri Richards and Graham Sutherland, which I have
always enjoyed. His name suggested a Welsh connection, so it was worth a try. As
seems to be the way with these things, not only was Melvyn of Welsh background
(his father was born in Pembroke), but he had undertaken his art foundation course
at Carmarthen College of Art, and what’s more, his brother was the friend of a friend.
Melvyn recognised artists on our list and was completely in tune with our aims in
terms of the Christmas cards and our clients. He had an edition of 30 prints ready
by the beginning of August, using what he described as a tricky print process with
seven colours involved. He enjoyed the image so much that he asked if he could
extend the edition to 60, so as to be able to sell prints for himself, we had a bit of a
gentle negotiation and agreed, very easily, that I would get the first 35. At least he
had asked, I mentioned the Chris Salmon experience in our email exchange.
Melvyn produced an harmonious semi abstract image of a part of Pembroke I know
well and which will be familiar to many, with the Strumble Head lighthouse guarding
and guiding the shipping in and out of Cardigan Bay. This image reproduced on our
Christmas card particularly effectively.

2016

Christmas Trinity
John Abell
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15 � 23 cm

Woodblock Print
Edition of 30
1-5 Hand-coloured
Commission

I first heard of John Abell’s work in the back of a taxi, but that’s not as dodgy as it
sounds. As a non driver and therefore frequent taxi user I have used the same firm
in Cardiff for decades, and as a consequence have got to know a number of the
regular drivers. I must have mentioned our Christmas cards to one of them because
he in turn told me about his stepson who was a professional artist and doing rather
well, and the driver thought I’d like the work. I made a note of his name and added
him to the list on my file. This would have been 2013.
I first saw John's work at the National Eisteddfod in Llanelli in 2014, and by wonderful
coincidence I bumped into his step father there, who reminded me about our
conversation. I made sure to tell him that he had been right, John was a serious
artist and I liked his work. I later came to appreciate that John was in the process of
scorching his way through numerous exhibitions in Wales (if you know his work you’ll
appreciate the metaphor), and he is currently represented by a gallery in Edinburgh.
John’s CV has echoes of Kate Bassett. He comes from Cardiff, with an interesting
back story, he studied at Camberwell College of Art and he won the Printmaking
Prize in the Wales Artist of the Year exhibition in 2013. There they diverge, Kate was
focussed on reasonably small scale black and white prints whereas John’s dense
etchings, bold dark expressionist woodcuts and watercolours are hallucinogenic in
impact and can be enormous in scale. I recall a show of his coloured woodcuts in Oriel
Myrddin, Carmarthen in 2017. The prints were 2 metres tall, I presume too expensive
for him to frame, and were simply tacked to the gallery walls, to great effect.
Being a full time artist, especially at the beginning of your career, is a precarious
occupation, and requires flexibility and lateral thinking. I picked up the edition of
prints from John’s studio, then in the soon to be demolished building opposite Cardiff
Station, so he was preparing for a move. He got his invoice to me, very efficiently,
for as he said he had bills to pay. When he asked me to approve and witness the
lease on his new studio we agreed that my fee would be that he hand-coloured the
first 5 of the prints, which he did, and as usual the coloured version became the
image for the card.
John’s magnificent show “Becca and her Children”, on the theme of the 19th Century
Rebecca Riots, in Newton House, Dinefwr Park, Carmarthen (more than a match for
the grandeur of the surroundings), opened on 17 January 2020 and this was the last
show I attended before everything closed down in March 2020.

2017

Y Storïwr/The Storyteller
Léa Sautin

46

22 � 22 cm

Digital Print of Woodblock
Printed Diorama
Edition of 30
Commission

Léa Sautin was another artist who had been on my list, in her case since 2016, from
when I had read and torn out an article she had written in The Jackdaw, a spikey art
magazine of limited circulation. The article described her printmaking technique,
which I confessed when we met that I hadn’t really understood, but she was working
with images drawn from Welsh legend, which I did recognise.
Léa is of French Welsh heritage, and is trilingual. I was learning Welsh at the time
so this felt apt. Very conveniently in terms of the commission, it transpired that she
was living and working in Cardiff. My, possibly still imperfect, understanding of her
print method is that she would make relevant woodcut print marks on sheets of
paper, from which she would construct a model of her chosen subject, often placed
in a backdrop. She would take a photograph of the scene and then produce an
etching from the photo image. Despite all these years of commissioning prints I’m
still extremely sketchy as to how these processes actually work, and I think I prefer
to allow my ignorance to act as a means of retaining the mystery. Léa’s method still
strikes me as complex, but I certainly don’t seek to question it.
The only downside was that she was under pressure to complete work for a show
in the following January, and so although she put together the figure in our print,
and set him in a landscape (my contribution was the word diorama), she did not
have time to be able to make etchings of the image, so what we have is a digital
photo print, and our first bilingual title. The diorama was large enough to sit in the
front window of her home, as a Christmas decoration, to local and Twitter acclaim.
Besides going to clients and friends the Christmas card was also used as a leaving note
of thanks to those who attended a fundraising auction for Llamau, the homelessness
charity, in December 2018, at which some of the Christmas prints were auctioned.

2018

Three Brecon Peaks
Mog Fry
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38 � 57 cm

Hand Set Letterpress Print
Edition of 40
Commission

This was the year that poetry returned, but in a far more interesting way than our
1996 borrowing from Sir Walter Scott. I’d had the idea of combining text and image in
mind for many years, without being able to fix on a way forward. I was aware of the
broadsheets produced in Wales in the 1940s by John Petts and Brenda Chamberlain,
as the Caseg Press, which deliberately combined poetry and print, and rather more
grandiosely I knew of the Christmas pamphlets that the publishers Faber and Faber
had issued in the 1920s, and again in the 1950s, using established poets such as
T S Eliot, and artists such as David Jones. My thoughts started to crystallise in
2018, in that I was in preliminary contact with a musician and printmaker I knew of
in Bristol, Mog Fry. Mog had recorded poetry set to music with Jon Hunt (guitarist
with the modernist folk group Spiro) as The Wraiths, and that seemed to suggest
possibilities. My email to Mog in Jan 2019 shows that I was still some way off clarity,
I was talking about handmade cards with a poem insert.
Thankfully, with Mog’s input we moved on from that, and it became clear that we
should use a contemporary poem rather than borrow from the past. The question
as to how to do that (and at this point I was considering that we might need to
commission a poem, damn the expense) was answered by my fortuitous contact
with Amy Wack, Poetry Editor with Seren, the Welsh publishing house. Amy, in
wonderful circularity, suggested a group of Bristol poets, The Spoke, all of whom
had published collections with Seren and some of whom knew Mog! That was how
we came to use the poem “Christmas” by Paul Deaton, from his Seren collection “A
Watchful Astronomy”.
The poem references places in Wales and so was perfect for our purpose. I note that
I have neglected to mention the further complication that I had thrown into the mix,
I was really keen on using handset letterpress, the old way of printing text. I cockily
presumed no-one had ever thought of this in an art context before, that pomposity
was quickly pricked when I came across the astonishing work of the letterpress artist
Alan Kitching, and others, which certainly gave inspiration.

2019

We were already way over our normal budget, but I was in for the duration at this
point. Fortunately the Letterpress Collective is based in Bristol, so Mog was able
to book time there, by way of tuition and then creation. It became clear that we
simply couldn’t set the whole poem on a reasonable sized sheet, and it wouldn't
look particularly interesting if we did. Mog therefore exercised a creative choice,
with our poet’s consent, to use phrases from the poem to build a picture of the hills
of which it speaks, to great effect. Our Christmas card was printed on a textured
paper (a good suggestion by Dominic at Gemini Digital) which made it look very
close to the original print, and we made up for the loss of the whole poem from the
print by having the text of the poem on the inside of the card. This is an idea and
execution to which I hope to return, maybe incorporating a formal image of some
sort, we dropped that idea along the way on this occasion.
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n/a

2020

The year of the virus. Ordinary life ground to a halt, with a number of subsequent
false starts, from March onwards. Working life continued but we were unable to visit
clients, so all contact was by telephone, and I spent all my work time in the office, in
contrast to the usual out and about. I’m conscious that this was arguably the year
when our Christmas cards would be most “needed”, and I can’t say that I didn’t have
time to organise it. I just didn’t have the room in my head, it didn’t feel right, and
Christmas proved to be predictably low key. Apologies all.

On Thin Ice
Kevin Sinnott
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50 � 70 cm

Silkscreen Print
Edition of 30 plus 10 individually
Hand-coloured Monoprints
Commission

“We’re 25 years into this, and so good reason for commemoration and celebration. Hence
this catalogue and the show that goes with it. I have a couple of artists particularly
in mind for this year, with tentative enquiries made. Learning from 2019, and given
the need I feel to commission something particularly spectacular (although looking
back I think we’ve done that every year!), I certainly plan to be flexible in terms of
budgeting, taking a needs must approach. If we’re lucky, in terms of what we’re allowed
to do by the end of the year, we’ll have a launch of this year’s print, perhaps tied in
with an exhibition of all the previous year’s artworks.”
That was my first draft for 2021, and of course things have moved on. I had a commitment
to this year’s commission from Kevin Sinnott, one of Wales’ leading visual artists, and
I set him up to work with Master Printmaker Pete Williams at the Print Market Project
in Cardiff. I’ve known Kevin since 1997, following on from his contributions to the
anonymous postcard show from which we raised money for Mind Cymru. As a nod
to that, and to our work, I plan to sell some of Kevin’s Christmas print for us, together
with spare prints we have from previous years and copies of this catalogue, to raise
further funds for Mind Cymru, during the course of the exhibition that goes with this
catalogue, wherever it may be shown.
In his print Kevin has returned to subject matter that he first explored after a visit to
New York in 1997, when he came across the ice skaters on the rink in the Rockefeller
Plaza. As ever, he has perfectly captured the movement and ambivalent excitement.
Kevin has had many exhibitions in the UK, US and Europe, but probably the best place
to see his work currently is in the stunning gallery, STUDIO18, that he designed and
had built in Pontycymmer, at the top end of the Garw Valley. Kevin was born in Sarn,
Bridgend and he returned to Wales with his family in 1993, making his home in the
Garw. STUDIO18 stands as Kevin’s thanks to the community that welcomed him, he
shows his own work and that of other artists, and I know that he is keen to make art
awareness and appreciation an ordinary part of everyday life. Which is really what
our Christmas cards have been about as well.

2021
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Taking time to reflect on this process has been a great pleasure, and I can’t emphasise
enough that the most joyful part has been the responses from our clients over the
years. They send us cards in return, and phone up to thank us. The most remarkable
yet regular phenomenon is that a client, in an interview, or in passing, will thank one
of us for a particular card, and when they describe it, it often becomes clear that
they are talking about a card from several years previously. Yet it was sufficiently
significant for them to remember it. I feel pleasingly smug on such occasions, and
felt whatever the opposite emotion is when I had to tell clients, and they did ask,
that there wouldn’t be a card in 2020. Many had particularly enjoyed the poem in
2019, with its bleak realism about Christmas’ brief splash in the “year’s streaming
tide”. Kate Bassett’s raucous image for 2008 also went down well, but I think they
all do really, because although for me it has become about what the image will be
on the card, for many of our clients it is more about the simple fact of receiving a
card. Which is why and where it all started.

Although I would blithely claim the credit for the original idea,
I have to accept that it would not have got off the ground and
progressed without the enthusiasm, support and input of my
former partner, Debra Blackhurst. For that, I’m very grateful.

The only negative feedback to one of our cards that I can recall wasn’t from a client,
but from a member of staff in a secure unit. It was in response to our 2001 card,
which I think we had also sent to Ward Managers. A nurse took it upon herself to
phone and ask what we were doing sending such a disturbing card to patients in
psychiatric units (none of whom had complained and some of whom had creatively
identified the person in the sink as Christ-like). This complaint perhaps spoke more
of the nurse than it did of our card?
From comments I have already made, you will be aware that the commissioning
process does not always go smoothly, with real life having a tendency to intervene
in the artistic idyll I have in my head. I really can’t give enough thanks to the artists
who have participated so far, particularly for their understanding of what we are
about, and their tolerance of sometimes short timescales. There are artists who have
preferred not to accept the offered commission, usually because I have a tendency
to approach a painter whose work I like, to see if they do printmaking. Often they do
not, and on two occasions I had to turn down the opportunity to buy a fine painting,
to use as the image for the card, because we had moved on from that. On only one
occasion did the insufficiency of our fee (it’s not bad but not great) become the
issue in terms of the rejection of the commission. I do accept that I was pushing
my luck there anyway, the artist is a very successful painter and printmaker, and it
was suggested that we would have to multiply our fee by the power of 10 to make
it worth it. I made my apologies and left that conversation.
I genuinely hope that we have the usual rush at the end of this year, in terms of
getting the cards out to clients in sufficient time (and we really must work out how
the address labelling programme works on our PCs) and getting the right size stiff
envelopes so as to send out the prints to friends and family. On the back of the
cards you may see that we have taken to putting quite a bit of information there,
about the artist, the image and us. We’ve always been keen to put the artist's contact
details, in the vague and probably vain hope that someone else may take up the idea
of commissioning the artist, or perhaps buy their work. I’m not aware that anyone
has, although I was able to link Melvyn Evans up with a gallery to start showing and
selling his prints as a consequence of our card going to a friend. Because I think that
our idea is such a great one (even though the sending of physical Christmas cards
is apparently in decline) I did once wonder whether I should offer my services to
businesses, in terms of being paid to commission art and produce Christmas cards
for them. I never got around to it, and it seems to me that it is now not difficult for
anyone to do it for themselves, it is very easy to find contact details for artists, you
just have to know who you are looking for and what sort of image you may want.
Which, thinking about it further, is probably why my help may be needed. A retirement
project to look forward to, perhaps. But not for some time yet.

The willingness of artists to be involved and in particular to
recognise the significance of the proposal has always been a
delight, and I have set out web links below which I hope will
be a starting point for an exploration of the artists’ work, for
any so interested.

This catalogue is a joint production
from Gwasg Ci Melyn and Confreys
Solicitors. Special thanks to Jo Mazelis
for the photography and Dale Pulling
for the design.

Dominic Lee of Gemini Digital Colour in Bridgend deserves
special mention for his design input over many years, and for the
production of high quality cards for us, often at very short notice.
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Finally, thanks in anticipation to the galleries who exhibit this
show. The proceeds from the sales of this catalogue and of any
prints will all go to Mind Cymru, to support the work they do in
campaigning for a better deal for those in Wales with mental
health problems, past present or future.
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