
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Interview with exhibiting artist: 
Mairi Bell 
 

 
JBA:  Hello Mairi! In your John Byrne Award entry, you explored the question ‘What is it that 

makes you Scottish?’ Why did you choose to focus on this topic? 

Mairi: In the aftermath of the 2014 Scottish Independence Referendum I felt that a divide had 
been created between Unionists and Nationalists, both considered dirty words by the other 
side, and that the shared heritage across Scotland was lost. Rather than being united by 
what we had in common we became divided by the beliefs that separated us. In the end 
people on both sides just wanted what they thought was best for Scotland. Rather than 
focus on the beliefs of Nationalism or Unionism I wanted to look at what made us the same, 
what made us Scottish. But given the divisive mood of the referendum, I wanted to 
approach the subject in a more light-hearted way, imagining a machine that made normal 
everyday things Scottish. The images are made to be ridiculous and cartoonish and 
ultimately to ask the question - “If you stick some tartan on it, is it Scottish?” 

JBA:  How does it feel to have your work exhibited at Edinburgh Napier University? 

Mairi: It is a proud moment for me, definitely. All of the images I create are meant to convey 
something to the viewer, whether that is a feeling or a question about a wider topic, so 
more potential viewers is always a good thing! Having my work displayed at Napier 
University brings it in front of a wider audience which is what you work towards in a visual 
medium like photography. 

JBA:  Where do you get your creative inspiration? 

Mairi: I can get creative inspiration from practically anything. Sometimes it’s something in the news 
or personal experience. But for some images it can be something as simple as colour. My 
work has been incredibly varied over the last few years, so it really just depends on what 
topics are on my mind and what I’m in the mood to create at that point because sometimes I 
want to make a more light-hearted series but equally, I might feel like tackling something 
more serious.  

JBA:  What do you value most in life? 



Mairi: Definitely family. I don’t come from a huge family but I’m very close to all of them. They’ve 
always been there for me in the hard times and the good and supported me as I pursue 
photography. 

JBA:  Describe yourself and your creative work in one sentence. 

Mairi: Adaptable.  

I started off studying Immunology at university but after finishing the course decided to 
pursue photography which had always been a passion of mine.  In terms of my work, I 
started off shooting landscape photography, I’ve since worked shooting club and event 
photography and now I’ve made a series where a machine makes a normal cow into a 
highland cow. There’s probably not enough time to cover every other project that’s 
happened in between! 

JBA:  What do you think of The John Byrne Award?  

Mairi: I think it is an excellent opportunity for young artists. It is always difficult to get your name 
and your work out there in the art industries, particularly for young artists. So, to have an 
award that specifically showcases work from young artists is incredibly valuable.  

JBA:  What would you do if you were president of the world for one day? 

Mairi: Stop Brexit! That’s maybe a bit of a sore subject at the moment… I’d probably just dance 
around whatever fancy presidential home I had like Hugh Grant in Love Actually!  

 

To see Mairi’s John Byrne Award entry, visit: 
https://www.johnbyrneaward.org.uk/blog/what-is-it-that-makes-you-scottish-mairi-bell 

 

https://www.johnbyrneaward.org.uk/blog/what-is-it-that-makes-you-scottish-mairi-bell?rq=mair

