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One man’s way

THIS pAGE: ‘Reredos for the Oratory of
Heavenly Space’ Yahweh and the Seraphin
digitally superimposed on a wax drawing of
CApTIoN
the Oratory of Heavenly Space interior, 1998,
digital plotter, 90 x 128 cm; oppoSITE:
Nicholas Pope in his studio, Much Marcle,
Herefordshire, 2013
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Nicholas Pope is a difficult artist to define, says Lily Crowther.
Over 40 years his repertoire, which includes ceramics, has
ranged from monumental carvings to conceptual works, coil
pots to knitting, and from imagined architectures to design
prototypes. His themes are complex and challenging, yet, she
says, he treats them with the lightest touch

A

s a young man Nicholas Pope was a confident
experimentalist, one who found a natural place
for himself in the art establishment. He made
large-scale sculptures using natural materials such as
stone, wood and clay, exploring the limits of these
materials and of the making process. Recurring tropes
included stacking and balancing. The works of ten
seemed to defy gravity, provoking in the viewer an
uneasy mixture of delight and a sense of impending
disaster, of which, he has said: ‘I wanted people to hold
their breath when they approached.’ Brancusi was an
artistic hero, and after graduating Pope travelled around
Romania on a British Council scholarship, learning
carving techniques from village woodworkers. He then
went on to represent Britain at the Venice Biennale with
a series of carved stone pieces.

TRAvEl, TRIAlS ANd bElIEfS
In 1982 Pope once again set out to work with traditional
woodcarvers, this time the Makonde carvers of Zimbabwe
and Tanzania. He had begun to feel uncomfortable
making the type of sculpture that was now expected of
him, and hoped to find a new direction, perhaps
involving more defined subject matter. The Makonde were
known for carvings relating to their beliefs and dreams.
The influence of Africa on Pope’s life, however, was not
what he might have expected. Not only had the Makonde
carvers largely abandoned their traditions in favour of
making tourist souvenirs, but Pope also contracted viral
encephalitis. For the next five years he struggled to
continue working. In 1987, his condition still not
improving, he stopped making sculpture and focused on
his recovery. He joined a support group for brain injury
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sufferers, whose members encouraged one another to be
open about their doubts and fears. Throughout this hiatus,
Pope continued to draw. At the time he did not consider his
drawings his ‘real’ work, but in more recent years he has
realised that ‘my drawings are and always have been the
clearest directors of the way my work has developed’. Once
again he turns increasingly towards drawing. The mid1980s was also the period when belief became increasingly
important to Pope, and it would assert itself as the central
subject when he resumed work.
Pope prefers not to use the term ‘religion’, preferring the
more open-ended idea of ‘belief’, in which he feels that
‘the doubtful, the profane and the questioning are all alive,
and are what I have fed off’. Returning to the village his
family are from in Herefordshire, he developed an
important friendship with the parish priest and came
to appreciate how belief can underpin the rhythms of
community life. His tentative return to art began in the
early 1990s. One of the first works was a series of terracotta
vessels, Ten Commandment Pots (1992). Of these modest
objects he says: ‘It’s the way things are, more or less: you
start out with a grand idea but by the time you’ve brought it
within makable limits – and only then if you’re lucky – you
end up with something you might be able to use as a
biscuit jar.’ They were followed by a more refined group,
Ten Commandment Pots (King James Version, kitchenware,
1994), much larger in scale, almost fungal in form, and
raku-fired in startling colours and textures. At the time, he
pictured the Ten Commandments as ‘a blood-soaked rag
circling in the sky ready to splat down on wrongdoers’.

‘These monumental terracotta ﬁgures are topped by oil lamps
representing tongues of ﬂame. He describes the genesis of the
idea: ‘After the Commandment pots I thought I’d try something full
size. I thought perhaps I’d make candlesticks like Hans Coper’r.’

SlAbS ANd CoIlS

Images: FXP, London

THIS pAGE fRoM Top: Motorway plans: Orange Washbasin
Prototype, 2002, glazed ceramic, 59 x 48cm; Judas Basin, 1995,
oil pastel, gouache, ink, glitter on paper, 80 x 120 cm; Silver
Washbasin with Drain, 1995, ink, watercolour, glitter on paper,
80 x 120cm; I Am Sad Today, Very, Very Sad (Prototype Female
Urinal), 2001, glazed ceramic, 50 x 75cm; oppoSITE: The
Apostles Speaking in Tongues Lit by Their Own Lamps, 1993–96,
terracotta, metal, oil, wick and ﬂames, H:300cm
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He also began a series of abstracted sculptural portraits
of himself and his wife, and of their community. He
describes Mr and Mrs Pope with Holes (1985), his first
painted wooden sculpture, as ‘one of the first sculptures
where the making process and the subject matter are
muddled together’. Earlier in his career, he had viewed the
process as all important: ‘the process made the object…
particularly with the stacking works’. These early
sculptures had included Stacked Clay (1976), made from
slabs of leatherhard clay propped up with sticks. As the
clay dried, these supports began to push the faltering
column over. Pope has spoken about the concept of
precariousness as a linking thread throughout his career,
uniting the boundary-pushing of his student days, the
confidence-trick sculptures of the 1970s and the work

produced under the intense physical and psychological
pressures of his illness. He observes that ‘dancing and
falling are almost the same thing, after all. Lose your
balance and it’s dance or fall’.
In the wake of the Ten Commandment Pots, coiled
vessels on an increasingly ambitious scale have continued
to be an important part of Pope’s practice, as have small
porcelain sculptures. He draws an analogy between his
reflection on concepts of doubt and belief and his choice
of fragile materials. ‘I began to see in the vulnerability of
what I was making something reasonably in scale. On one
side was the frailty of the idea, on the other the narrowness
of my capacity to do anything much at all, combining in
strings and tongues of porcelain.’ Clay, like knitting and
drawing, is more forgiving of Pope’s physical limitations
than stone or wood; he suggests further that ‘the inchoate
nature of my later materials also defines the objects’,
explaining that ‘the inchoate activity is really now in my
thinking, which used to be defined and “intelligent” but
is now so relaxed and floppy like the objects.’

MoToRWAYS ANd METApHoRS
Since the 1990s, Pope has conceived a great triptych of
unrealised, probably unrealisable projects, united around
the central theme of belief: a chapel known as the Oratory
of Heavenly Space; the Motorway Service Station of the
Seven Deadly Sins and Seven Virtues; and Recycling Plant
Oblivion. These imagined spaces have so far manifested
themselves in an extraordinary variety of works, ranging
from graphic and text-based pieces made with his
long-term collaborator Kevin Mount, through drawings
and computer-aided architectural visualisations, to
large-scale sculptures, fixtures and fittings.
Among the earliest elements was a major group of
sculptures, The Apostles Speaking in Tongues Lit by Their
Own Lamps (1993-6). These monumental terracotta
figures are topped by oil lamps representing tongues
of flame. He describes the genesis of the idea: ‘After the
Commandment pots I thought I’d try something full size.
I thought perhaps I’d make candlesticks like Hans Coper.’
He sees the resultant work as ‘the first part of a satisfactory
Ceramic Review | July/August 2015

47

CERAMIC

REVIEW

THE INTERNATIONAL MAGAZINE OF CONTEMPORARY AND HISTORICAL CERAMIC ART

CERAMICS

| pRofIlE

lEfT: Nicholas Pope
bEloW: Ten Commandment Pots (King James Version,
kitchenware), 1994, raku-ﬁred ceramic, H:103cm

popE’S pRoCESS
•
•
•
•
•

1949: born in Sydney, Australia
1970-73: studied at Bath Academy of Art, England
1974-75: British Council Exchange Scholarship, Romania
1980: represented Britain at the Venice Biennale
1982: awarded a Cultural Visitor grant to Zimbabwe and
Tanzania and, following this, his work moved from
large-scale sculptures in wood, metal, stone or sheet
lead to more malleable materials such as glass,
porcelain and ceramics
• 2013: the book Nicholas Pope was published by
Ridinghouse (ridinghouse.co.uk), with texts by Penelope
Curtis, Christopher Townsend, Andrew Sabin and
an interview with Pope by Stephen Feeke
• 2016: there is to be an exhibition of Pope’s drawings
and an accompanying book, Sticky Intimacies

Images: Nicholas Pope, Janet Pope

‘They were followed by a
more reﬁned group, much
larger in scale, almost
fungal in form, and rakuﬁred in startling colours
and textures’
answer’ to questions about his preoccupation with belief.
The Apostles are joined in their chapel by other figures
including Yahweh and the Seraphim (1995), as well as
various glossy, brightly-coloured fonts. The idea of the
vessel is significant to Pope; for him, ‘with the arrival of
allegory, meaning or implication within my work, the
inside has become more important.’
The second element of the triptych, the motorway
service station, reflects another recurring metaphor in
Pope’s work: the idea of life as a motorway journey
(which he happily acknowledges as a cliché). Looking
back on the momentum of his early career, he conceives
of his illness as a crash. ‘Just as you flip gears to overtake,
suddenly, where it shouldn’t be, doing 130 mph, there’s a
silver coupe drawn by plumed black horses.’ In this
context, the service station is a ‘chapel of refuge from all
48

feeling.’ He wishes not to confront motorists with an
occasion for viewing art, but to offer them an
extraordinary venue to satisfy their mundane needs. His
highly practical exploration of this improbable idea has
included a series of prototype washbasins and communal
urinals for both sexes. In the final part of his triptych,
defunct objects and their owners are offered up for
‘recycling’ in a sort of volcano, but not all are accepted.
Some approach and are turned away at the edge of
oblivion. It seems important for Pope that things do not
always end in the way we expect them to.

Lily Crowther (lilycrowther.com) is an independent
curator and writer who specialises in modern craft
and design.
For more on Nicholas Pope go to nicholaspope.co.uk
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