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Epigraph


Most experiences are unsayable, they happen in a space that no word has ever entered, and more unsayable than all other things are works of art, those mysterious existences, whose life endures beside our own small, transitory life.

Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet
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Author’s Note

This book is not intended as a history of sculpture. Instead, it is a journey meant to illuminate and inspire. And it is a story of sculpture, not statues, although sometimes the two can be conflated. A good rule of thumb is to think about who or what something represents. A queen on her throne? Statue. Something intended to inspire a more universal feeling or emotion? Sculpture.

A helpful example is the furore over British sculptor Elisabeth Frink’s Alcock and Brown Memorial, commissioned for the newly built Terminal One at Manchester Airport in the northwest of England. Frink had been tasked to make a work to mark the forty-fifth anniversary of the first non-stop transatlantic flight John Alcock and Arthur Brown took from Newfoundland to County Galway in Ireland. Unveiled in 1964, it was supposed to celebrate Manchester’s civic pride in two of its own. It should have been a triumph. Frink was riding high. One of her sculptures had just been acquired for the John F. Kennedy Memorial in Dallas, Texas. She was also young, and photogenic. The stage was set.

But it was not a success. People had expected a statue, a nice readable representation of Alcock and Brown’s achievement. Instead, they got a sculpture, an unclothed, winged human body in flight, suggesting ideas of myth, of Icarus, of human hubris. There had been early rumblings against it, primarily due to the nakedness of the figure. A receptionist at the airport decided that ‘It’s not the sort of thing a woman wants to look at’, while an elderly lady was unsure of the need to show the airman’s ‘particulars’.

At the unveiling, the chairman of the airport committee seemed to struggle in his praise, finding only the euphemistic ‘vivid’. A reporter for the Daily Mirror hit the jackpot when he found John Alcock’s sister, the seventy-one-year-old Mrs Elsie Moseley, who commented: ‘I am terribly disappointed. The statue is obscene. At least my brother had his trousers on when he landed.’1


[image: A charcoal illustration of Elisabeth Frink’s Alcock and Brown Memorial, a 1962 bronze sculpture commissioned for Manchester Airport. The drawing depicts a nude male figure suspended horizontally in flight, arms outstretched like aircraft wings and legs trailing behind. The lean, muscular body is mounted on a slender vertical rod rising from a tall rectangular plinth, which bears a circular medallion on its front face. Viewed from slightly below and to the right, the figure’s outstretched pose evokes both the human body and the form of an aeroplane. The charcoal captures the rough, worked surface of Frink’s bronze through varied tonal marks, with deep blacks defining the figure against white paper.]

Elisabeth Frink, Alcock and Brown Memorial, 1962, bronze







Prologue: Clay, and a Pinch of Stardust

In 1790 a beaver appeared in London. Not a real beaver. They had been extinct in England since the sixteenth century. This beaver was an outline of the animal that had been carved and burned onto the bare chest of an Englishman, John Long.

Long spun a wild tale.

Arriving in London, he told of working as a fur trader along the Great Lakes of North America and Canada. During this time he had been initiated as a warrior into the Ojibwe, an Algonquian-speaking Indigenous people. As part of his three-day initiation ceremony, he was tattooed. We have his account of this extraordinary moment, when ‘extended on his back, the chief draws the figure he intends to make with a pointed stick, dipped in water in which gunpowder has been dissolved; after which, with ten needles dipped in vermilion, and fixed in a small wooden frame, he pricks the delineated parts, and where the bolder outlines occur he incises the flesh with a gun flint. The vacant spaces, or those not marked with vermillion, are rubbed in with gunpowder, which produces the variety of red and blue; the wounds are then seared with punk-wood to prevent them from festering’.1

Describing this, Long gave us a new word, a word we still use today.

He called the beaver scorched onto his skin a totem.

* * *

I am on a beach, watching an early tide lap the shore. A clear light slices the horizon. Soft foams of surf wash over the sleeping sand, leaving light dimples as they curl back to the water. The waves are low but loud, like a wind gusting through leaves. There are pebbles all around. Some glint in the sun like glass splinters, others seem to change colour as the water dries, a dense black opening up a new world, like looking at the surface of a planet through a telescope. Some are impossibly perfect, silver moons of stone smoothed by endless waves. Others are large, pockmarked and rough. But if you look closely each is a world of imagination. White veins line pewter shallows, and tiny spots of fleshy pink peer out from the sand. I pick a favourite, which glows like grand marble, and turn it over in my hand.

I wonder when you last picked up a pebble, and felt its warmth, still hot from the sun. Or perhaps it was cold in your hands, its colour a winter palette of chilled grey and frost-like blues. As children we are drawn to these presents from the sea, their touch as entrancing as the stars in the sky. Maybe you preferred something with more heft, like the dark granite of a rock, carried home as treasure in straining pockets. Perhaps you even carved it with a penknife, shaping it into something new, or scratched into it, matching the deep gullys hewn by time.

Here on the beach, the waves begin to call at my feet, but there is no rush of water towards the shore. Instead there is a languid certainty in its movements, knowing that as day follows night, and the moon waxes and wanes, it will come again. But what I think of does not share such certainty, although it is, like the sea, suffused with ancient secrets, tales of love and loss, and dreams of the divine. The pebble I fold through my fingers, dried now of sea salt, acts as a physical reminder of our connection to both material and what we make.

Even if you have lost sight of the child you once were, you are part of something deeper, and longer, than any of us can imagine. For millennia, our ancestors have moulded, modelled and chiselled the materials they had to hand, creating objects with no immediate practical use. No flint arrowheads or hand-axes here, no cookery utensils or early pots rendered by deft fingers. Instead, there is something else, as mysterious as the origins of the pebble I hold in my hand.

There is sculpture.

I hope you are still here. Because sculpture can seem as dry a subject as the material from which it is made; hard, inert, cold. There is a belief that it is unable to convey emotion as easily as a painting, where brushstrokes can be violent gasps on canvas and impressions of dappling suns renew our vision, showing us a different way to see. But there is something special about sculpture, something that deserves our attention.

Our legends are littered with tales of forges, elemental worlds of air, fire and water, where material shapeshifts and comes to life. This suggests that we have long sensed its magic, knowing that in the humblest of materials we find the potential for a transformation as astounding as alchemy. Greek mythology gives us the god Hephaestus, within whose smithy the first human being, Pandora, was made. Some versions of the story site his workshop in the liquid bowels of a volcano, giving us a sense of the molten heat with which he works, every strike of his hammer and anvil clanging through the air like a rhythmic heartbeat, conjuring Pandora into life. It is the same all over the world. As we try to make sense of our surroundings, and how we got here, it is sculpture to which we turn. In many of our origin stories, we tell of how we are sculpted into being, shaped by clay drawn from the very fabric of the earth itself, touched by the hands of gods before we awaken to take our first breaths.

In New Zealand, the Maori speak of how the god Tane, son of the earth father and sky mother, took red clay from that sun-blessed land and modelled the first woman, Hineahuone. In China, the goddess Nüwa (女姆) shaped us from mud found along a riverbank, and it’s even how the Bible tells us we were made, God creating Adam from clay, blowing life into his sculpted body. Wherever you look you will find tales of gods sculpting us from the material of the world. Of course our bodies are indeed drawn from nature, even those pebbles on the beach, for the carbon and nitrogen atoms within us were, millions of years ago, shaped as rocks, before they were weathered and worn, and released to find new form. And we know now that some of the atoms which comprise us were once asteroids, hurtling from the deepest fathoms of the universe. So our ancestors were not wrong; we really are made of earth and sky, our bodies blessed with clay, and a pinch of stardust.

I am a curator and art historian, working with sculpture for more than twenty-five years. Over this time, I have fallen in love with it, sensing the wisps of something that goes beyond the politics and the polemic, the monument and the memorial, past those stale generals on rearing horses and into the very heart of sculpture. Although I’ve never been quite sure what that heart is, I wanted to follow its trail, to unearth the untold story of sculpture I felt dancing just ahead of me. I didn’t know where to start, so I chose the beginning.

The earliest known sculpture is the Lion Man, or Löwenmensch. Carved up to forty thousand years ago from a mammoth tusk, it shows the head of a cave lion on a partly human body. Using a flint tool, someone shaped the surface of the tusk with care. We see loosely posed legs twitching with energy, like those of a sprinter waiting for the starting gun. It was found in a cave in the Swabian Jura mountain range of Germany, and is a dynamic, fantastical rendering, the ivory of mammoth tusk as elastic as our imaginations. We can only guess at why it was formed, and what it might have meant. But the fact that it was made when mammoths still roamed the earth, before we could write, before we could inscribe and record our lives, speaks to the importance of sculpture to humans.


[image: A charcoal illustration of the Löwenmensch, a mammoth ivory figurine dating to approximately 35,000–40,000 BCE, discovered in the Hohlenstein-Stadel cave in Germany. The drawing depicts the standing anthropomorphic figure from the front. A lion’s head with pointed, upright ears sits atop a slender, elongated human body. The arms rest at the sides, and the legs stand slightly apart. Seven parallel transverse lines are faintly visible on the left arm. The soft charcoal rendering builds the pale ivory form through gentle tonal gradations, the figure emerging from the white paper as if from the darkness of the cave in which it was found.]

Löwenmensch (Lion Man), circa 35—40,000 BCE, mammoth ivory


In my research on the Lion Man I came across something which piqued my interest. It was a comment made by Chris Stringer, of London’s Natural History Museum, who said that, ‘This was not art for art’s sake. Works such as the Lion Man had immense social value. They were important in communicating ideas inside a tribe in some way. They may also have played a role in establishing a tribe’s identity, as totem poles do for native Americans.’2

I was intrigued, but admit that I forgot about it, until I read an article in the New York Times about the earliest wooden sculpture to have survived. It’s known as the Shigir Idol, and is more than twice the age of the earliest Egyptian pyramids. Scientists tell us it was carved from a freshly felled larch tree, taken from the early forests which appeared as Eurasia emerged from the late Ice Age.3 Geometric lines and patterns cover its surface and, at the top, there is a face. A human face. Eleven and a half thousand years of time open to us in a second. We recognise a nose, eyes and a mouth carved into an ‘oh’ shape, its scream frozen for millennia in the peat bogs of western Siberia.

What drew me in was that the article describes the Shigir Idol as a totem pole.4 Of course it can’t have been a totem pole. These emerged in a very specific place and time, in the northwest of Canada and the United States of America from the eighteenth century and within the cultures of certain First Nation peoples such as the Haida, Tlingit and Kwakwaka’wakw.5 But why did the journalist describe it that way? Possibly it’s the shape of the Shigir Idol. Because it was discovered in fragments buried thirteen feet deep in a bog, we don’t know how it was originally intended to be seen, but it has been reposed as a vertical upright stretching to the skies, a form imprinted upon our imaginations by the totem pole.


[image: A charcoal illustration showing a detail of the upper portion of the Shigir Idol, the oldest known wooden sculpture in the world, carved from a larch tree approximately 12,100 years ago in the Ural Mountains. The drawing focuses on the flat, teardrop-shaped head, which is divided by a central vertical line and has a wide, open mouth rendered as a dark slot. Below, the body is marked with horizontal bands of carved geometric patterns. Dense, heavy charcoal strokes echo the horizontal lines carved into the original wood, building deep tones across the flat torso. The lower body dissolves at the bottom edge of the image, indicating this is a close-up detail rather than the full figure.]

Shigir Idol, circa 9,500 BCE, wood (detail)


By now a loose thought was forming, but it was nebulous, as indistinct as the scattering haze of a distant horizon. And then I came across something else. In 1994, a German archaeologist, Klaus Schmidt, and his team discovered one of the most exciting archaeological sites of recent times. This is Göbekli Tepe, translated as ‘belly hill’, a very human name for the undulating landscape under which this important settlement was found. Here, in southeastern Turkey near the border with Syria, Schmidt came face to face with huge stones carved eleven thousand years ago by hunter-gatherers in the pre-pottery Neolithic period.6 They were set out in designated enclosures, and their artistry is astonishing. Scorpions scuttle across stone, serpents slither up edges and vultures soar. These animals are carved into surfaces, dancing across the fissures of weathered time, but others are more than reliefs: they are fully realised sculptures. We meet crouching predators about to strike, their paws clutching on to the stone, finding form like a gargoyle springing from a cathedral’s edge. There is also a sea of abstract symbols, patterns and human figures, all meshed together with creatures in a dramatic narrative we can’t access. Birds hold orbs on outstretched wings. And, in a moment of empathetic modesty shared across time, some of the human bodies wear loin cloths.


[image: A charcoal illustration of a carved limestone pillar from Göbekli Tepe, the Neolithic site in southeastern Turkey dating to approximately 9,000 BCE. The drawing depicts the face of a large stone block covered with carved reliefs arranged in registers. Along the top edge are arch-shaped forms, below which runs a band of zigzag and chevron decoration. The central panel shows animal figures including birds flanking a disc-like form, and a human-like figure with chevron patterning across its body. A bird with a long curved neck occupies the lower portion. Part of a neighbouring stone is visible to the left, and deep charcoal shading to the right conveys the shadowed space between the pillars.]

Pillar 43 at Göbekli Tepe, also known as the ‘Vulture Stone’, limestone



During a later excavation in 2009, another animal sculpture was found, but this one was different.7 History has etched away some of its detail; we can’t readily identify man or beast. Instead, legs, arms and heads coalesce and cover stone, as snakes slide around them. It is nearly two metres tall, and the imagery is carved in three distinct sections, stacked one on top of the other. Schmidt saw this creation, cast into stone thousands of years ago, as ‘reminiscent of the totem poles known from the northwest coast of North America’.8

That the word totem was used to describe three of the most ancient sculptures in our world spoke to me. It was like a net thrown to catch the secrets of works made thousands of years apart. We cannot access the intentions of those early makers. I was fascinated that these sculptures, physical portals to prehistory, had an essence of something just outside of our grasp, meanings we cannot quite glimpse and for which, therefore, we have no words.

But we wanted a word for them.

Perhaps this is my first clue, and, sure enough, soon after I am immersed in eighteenth-century London, reading of the arrival of a beaver.

In 1791, the Englishman John Long published his Voyages and Travels, tales of derring-do in the New World. The book was a hit, his firsthand experiences as beguiling as fiction. Indeed, in a later reprint from 1922, the publisher notes that Long’s book is ‘full of the thrills of the dime novels of our boyhood days’.9 But Long gave us more than thrills and boyhood games. As he wrote of his initiation into the Ojibwe, he scrambled for a word, and, realising there was nothing equivalent in his mother tongue, tried his best to make a phonetic approximation of the Ojibwe words, odoodeman or ototeman. These mean ‘his clan’ or ‘he is a relative of mine’ and come from the Algonquian-language base meaning ‘to dwell together’.10

Along with his approximation of these words, he gave his own reading of their meaning. The voices of the Ojibwe are unheard, true meaning left by Long on the other side of the Atlantic. Instead we read of the ‘superstition of the savages . . . each of them having his totam, or favourite spirit, which he believes watches over him. This totam they conceive assumes the shape of some beast or other, and therefore they never kill, hunt, or eat the animal whose form they think this totam bears.’11


[image: A charcoal illustration of the limestone sculpture from Göbekli Tepe described by archaeologist Klaus Schmidt as a totem pole, discovered during excavations in 2009–2010. The drawing depicts a roughly cylindrical pillar viewed from the front. The top has a rounded, boulder-like head. Below, carved limbs wrap around the body, and at the midsection a smaller crouching figure sits with crossed arms. Heavy charcoal rendering with deep blacks gives the stone a weighty, three-dimensional presence against the white paper. The imagery is carved in stacked sections, the figures and forms layered vertically in a manner that prompted Schmidt’s comparison to First Nations totem poles.]

Göbekli Tepe ‘totem pole’, limestone


By choosing the words ‘superstition’ and ‘savages’ Long is putting himself (and his reader) in a position of intellectual superiority, his book the equivalent of placing the First Nations under a microscope, inspected as biological specimens of a bygone era. This attitude bled into the nineteenth century with the advent of totemism, an attempt to explain away the beliefs, practices and social structures of a bewilderingly wide array of peoples, including the Maori in New Zealand and Aboriginal culture in Australia. But totemism was only applied to First Nations. I read through decades of academic papers on totemism, and it’s like wading through a torturous swamp, infected with the Victorian belief, as the anthropologist Clifford Geertz noted, in the ‘division of humanity into those who know and decide, and those who are known and decided for’.12 It is this inhumane division which gives us totem poles displayed alongside dinosaur bones, like fossilised icons of past time.13 Here the word totem reeks of colonialism and empire, of appropriation and cultural ‘trophies’ adorning Western institutions. Fellow humans not treated as such, instead pinned like butterflies into a display case with classifications and measurements.

Perhaps now I understand why my art-world colleagues shuddered when I mentioned my interest in the word. One actually winced when I told her I was researching totem, and what that word might hold for us in relation to sculpture.

‘Isn’t it problematic?’ she asked.

Problematic. I took her point. A sculptor friend of mine told me that she had wanted to use the word totem as her exhibition title, until the museum she was working with warned her off. I almost stopped altogether, putting my research away. But then I would see modern and contemporary sculptures with the title totem. Or I’d go to a museum and find a label describing a sculpture as totemic. That this word is used across time and place to describe sculpture drew me in once more. And surely it is the role of intellectual enquiry, of books and of art, to uncover and reveal our past so that we can better understand our present. Things fester in the dark.

I kept coming back to the original language base of totem: to dwell together. Perhaps here lay the story of sculpture, the reasons why, for forty thousand years, we have been shaping material into new form, like those stories we tell of the gods themselves. But still, the path was unclear, occasional glimmers of meaning just a footstep ahead.

And then I learned that the Polish German sculptor Alicja Kwade had unveiled a new sculpture in the bustling docklands of Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong Kong. She called it l’ordre des mondes (Totem). I dived in, reading as much as I could about it. Kwade reveals that she is ‘fascinated with the borders between science and suspicion. All the in-betweens’.14 That jogged something in my memory, and I went back to my discarded notes. Eventually I found it. Louise Nevelson, the American sculptor whose 1956 work Sky Totem is in the Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington, said that her interest lay in ‘the in-between places. The dawns and the dusks . . . the places between the land and sea’.15

The in-between. A place art can take us, if we let it.






Part One Between Time






1 The Star House

Just off the northwest Pacific coast of British Columbia, Canada, lies an archipelago of more than one hundred and fifty islands. Here archaeologists have found evidence of human habitation going back thirteen thousand years. These islands are the traditional territories of the Haida people and are known in the Haida language as Haida Gwaii, meaning Islands of the People. It is in Old Massett, a village on the largest of the islands, that we begin.

Chief Anetlas of the K’ouwas Eagle clan and his Raven clan wife were celebrating their recent adoption of a young girl. To mark this important occasion, and to announce their heir, they hosted a potlatch in the first months of 1879. The word potlatch comes from the Nuu-chah-nulth word pa-chitle meaning ‘to give’.1 This was an immense ceremonial gathering which could last for weeks and for which families planned and prepared for years. There were songs and stories; dancers and drummers; people wearing cedar-bark costumes and vivid masks re-enacted tales of magic salmon, mystical ravens, and children who were born half-bear, half-human. Elk-hide instruments issued a rhythmic beat. Gifts such as newly carved canoe paddles and woven blankets were handed to guests immersed in the sights and sounds of the potlatch. There was a thrum of feet on the ground as the ceremony reached its crescendo, the raising of a totem pole outside the couple’s residence, the Star House.

But only five years later the potlatch was banned under Canadian law, and, by the turn of the new century, what is now known as the Star House Totem Pole was on its way – via the Canadian Pacific Railway, trans-Atlantic steamer and finally a canal barge – to its new home amidst the dreaming spires of Oxford, England.

* * *

The Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford is the most extraordinary cornucopia of assembled objects. Floors are covered in cabinets jumbled with coiled baskets, masks and instruments, while walls are layered with models of boats, kayaks and Maori war canoes. This is the visual debris of the ‘collecting rampage’ initiated by Western museums at the end of the nineteenth century, and I am walking within it looking for the Star House Totem Pole.2 I remembered the totem pole from previous visits and hoped it would be a good place to start our adventure, rather like the lamp post in Narnia. I take it as a happy coincidence that my journey to the museum took me past the Eagle and Child, the Oxford pub frequented by Narnia’s creator C.S. Lewis, and his friend J.R.R. Tolkien.

When I get to the central court of the museum, I see the Star House Totem Pole rising up nearly forty feet into the air. It is a six-hundred-year-old red cedar, chosen for its majestic height, with shoulders broad enough to carry the weight of a raven beak, which juts out at the bottom like the prow of a vast ship. The tree has been cut and hollowed out, and everywhere I look there is activity. A frog clambers from the grasp of a grizzly bear. Pairs of black painted eyes peer at us across time. Teeth are bared and nostrils flare. What strikes me most is the artistry of the carved wood, its bold colours and clear outlines. The creativity and skill of the Haida people are conveyed without words.


[image: A charcoal illustration of the Star House Totem Pole, a tall Haida totem pole carved from Canadian red cedar around 1878. The pole rises vertically from a dark base, its surface densely carved with stacked figures. At the bottom, a large face with wide oval eyes and a broad mouth is visible. Above this, interlocking animal and human forms climb the shaft, including crouching figures with bent limbs and rounded features. Near the top, several projecting elements, possibly beaks or fins, extend outward at angles. The carving style is bold and deeply cut, with the charcoal rendering emphasising the strong shadows within the carved recesses. The pole tapers slightly as it rises and stands in isolation against a plain white background.]

Star House Totem Pole, circa 1878, Canadian red cedar


The totem pole is surrounded by an ocean of objects. Some still have their original handwritten labels, and I wonder how each item arrived in their current cabinets, walls and vitrines. Which seas they crossed and whose hands made them. What stories they hold. It is the musical instruments which feel most poignant: flutes and trumpets touched by fingers and mouths long past, drums which no longer beat. Standing beside the Star House Totem Pole I imagine the celebratory sounds invoked during the potlatch of Chief Anetlas and his wife, her name now lost to history, when their totem pole was first raised. Within the museum, there are large signs advising that it owns ‘many contentious collections’.3 To understand what this means, we have to go back to 1884, when the museum opened in Oxford. The eponymous founder, Lieutenant-General Augustus Pitt Rivers, wanted to showcase what he called the ‘savage and barbarous races’.4 In exactly the same year the Canadian government issued an amendment to the Indian Act, banning the potlatch, the gathering with which the raising of totem poles was so linked. A potlatch wasn’t just a gift-giving feast, it was an important governmental, legal and economic system, integral to life on Haida Gwaii.5 The original Indian Act of 1880 was designed to eradicate the Indigenous culture of the Haida, as well as peoples such as the Tlingit and Kwakwaka’wakw.

That Western museums were opening to display the culture of the Indigenous peoples at the same time they were erasing the peoples themselves is no coincidence, and within their displays the twin spectres of empire and colonialism whistle through the stacks. I also hear echoes of the intellectual superiority of John Long’s description of ‘savages’ with their ‘superstition’ blowing in this violent wind. Perhaps I am going too far, but then I find something which tells me otherwise: a handwritten note from the inaugural Professor of Anthropology at Oxford University, Edward Burnett Tylor, which provides an interesting clue. In 1899, he was after a totem pole for the Pitt Rivers Museum. In his research notes, he wrote that ‘the word totem seems to have gained a place in European languages through a book published in 1791 by an Indian trader named Long’.6

Let’s consider what that means. If Long’s word – and his dangerous nomenclature – was applied to these majestic sculptures carved by the Haida and other First Nation peoples along the Pacific Northwest, what impact did that have? It perhaps helps to explain why the Christian missionaries who piled into the area in the later part of the nineteenth century believed that they were ‘pagan’ symbols. In 1876 one clergyman, Henry Collison, told of the totem poles in Haida Gwaii as being ‘fraught with meaning to the people themselves’ and that he and others ‘induced them to take them all down and destroy them’.7 But the government and missionaries were not the only problems the Haida had to contend with; a smallpox epidemic decimated the population of Haida Gwaii, going from an estimated 7,000 in 1835 to 800 by 1885.8

If you visit the Star House Totem Pole today, you have to wiggle your way through the museum, filing past an Iguanodon cast, examples of Upper Jurassic limestone and the taxidermied trophy of a Nile crocodile. In this company, the proud history of Chief Anetlas and his wife was decreed as exotic and extinct as the dodo.

I’m just outside Newcastle, in the northeast of England. It is early morning and the moon is still visible, its soft translucence a shimmering mirror of pinks and silver. There is a frost on the grass, gravel-hard at my feet. I am at the top of a gentle hill, and the landscape expands all around me. And for these few minutes, I am alone, standing under the outstretched wings of an angel.

I’ve come to see Antony Gormley’s sculpture, the Angel of the North, an industrial construction of Corten weathering steel weighing two hundred tonnes. Installed in 1998, it is a landmark, seen by an estimated thirty-three million people travelling on the nearby roads and rail every year. I’ve been one of that number, glimpsing this still form as we rush past, but today my time belongs to the sculpture which has become, as Gormley has noted, ‘a totem pole for the North East’.9 It’s that description that brought me here. I want to know what this means. How can a sculpture, separated by centuries and oceans, be linked to those intricate bold carvings raised along the Pacific Northwest?


[image: A charcoal illustration of Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North, the twenty-metre-tall Corten steel sculpture near Gateshead. A simplified human figure stands upright on a low mound, its small rounded head rising above broad shoulders. Two massive rectangular wings extend horizontally from the body, stretching to a span of fifty-four metres. The wings are rendered with dense cross-hatching that suggests their ribbed steel structure. The figure’s torso narrows towards the legs, which merge into the hilltop below. The surrounding landscape is loosely suggested through broad horizontal strokes of charcoal, evoking the open moorland of the former coal-mining territory on which the sculpture stands.]

Antony Gormley, Angel of the North, 1998, Corten steel


The Angel of the North stands on history. This part of England is coal-mining territory, one of the engine rooms of Britain’s Industrial Revolution. Local moorlands were transformed into sites of production, of burrowing and quarrying, where livelihoods and lives were both found and lost. The Angel is sited on the former pithead baths of a coal mine known as the Ravensworth Ann Pit, or Team Colliery, that was operational from 1726. A pithead bath was where coal miners would try to wash themselves of the soot and soil that encased them underground. At least eighty men lost their lives in this coal mine, deep in the earth that surrounds me. The single worst disaster occurred on 10 June 1757, when an explosion took place, killing sixteen. Looking at their names listed on the Durham Mining Museum’s website, I read that three of these men shared a surname, an address and a burial date; John Brown; John Brown, son of John Brown; Ralph Brown, son of John Brown.10 Individual deaths at the mine are also recorded. Some were ‘crushed by waggons’ and one, James John Peacock, who was only fourteen when he was killed here on 8 May 1920, ‘crushed between two tubs’. There is a longer account of the death of George Johnson on 29 October 1930. Johnson, twenty-one, was ‘killed by a fall of stone; the accident happened in the week he was due to be married; he had finished his shift and had just come up from the mine when the deputy stopped him and asked him if he wanted to go back down and earn some more money, seeing as he was getting married on the following Saturday; George of course jumped at the chance and unfortunately this cost him his life.’11

Despite these tragedies, men and boys continued to burrow into narrow dank tunnels hewn through the earth. The historian Walter Minchinton explains that ‘many mining communities were isolated and predominantly one-industry settlements’12, and families relied on money earned in the pits. The eventual decline of Britain’s coal mining industry in the twentieth century was catastrophic for communities like this, leading to widespread unemployment and a traumatic impact on collective identity and pride. The commission for the Angel of the North was meant to restore a sense of community to this area, so impacted by loss and change.

To get to the Angel you walk up a simple, grass-covered mound reminiscent of Bronze Age burial barrows. Another word for these ancient burial mounds is a tumulus; and I learn later that Gormley described the site of the Angel as a ‘tumulus for the Industrial Revolution’.13 Perhaps it’s those travellers sweeping past in a blur, the lives spent in the ground underneath me, or the visual reminder of Bronze Age burial sites, but standing here I think of our understanding of time. In this place the past is all around, and we move ever on, racing along motorways and rail tracks, all designed to go further, faster.

This desire to cheat time is recalled in the shape of the Angel: its wingspan is fifty-four metres, larger than many of our passenger jets, larger than Concorde, that short moment in which we humans could go faster than the speed of sound. That experiment ended, and of course the Angel is forever grounded, a reminder of our human fallibilities. We might also think of Icarus, and that doomed attempt to soar through the skies. But instead of hubris, I find hope. Reading about the Angel, many art historians have emphasised its technology, celebrating it as a feat of engineering, anatomy redrawn as aeronautics. And so when I first see it up close, I’m surprised by how human-like its presence is, the undulations of steel soft like a body. It feels welcoming, its wings enveloping us. It is based on a cast of Gormley’s own body, but walking around it from different angles, the delineation of a male groin and chest flow into curves of breasts and hips. It feels amorphous, ambiguous, somehow fitting for how we might imagine angels; like us, but not quite.

On the morning I visit, someone has laid a wreath at the feet of the sculpture, and there are red roses strewn on the ground, trodden into the grass. People find solace here. A few steps from the bottom of the mound are some makeshift shrines. Here in the trees mourners have left photographs of loved ones, teddy bears, little angels and notes hung with care. In its stillness in this busy world, the Angel has created a place of sanctity, of meaning to many, its soaring height like the spire of a cathedral of old. Of course in its shape it recalls one of the central images of Western religious iconography, the Crucifixion. But there is a duality here. Just as death on the cross brought a rising again, the Angel points to renewal and rebirth beyond an industrial past.

When I first learned of John Long and his book, I could never have conceived that his approximation of an Ojibwe word would be so ingrained in our collective consciousness and upon our visual imaginations. We all know the imagery of totem poles, but what were their original names?

In the Haida language, a totem pole is called GyaGang.aay, which translates as ‘your history is now standing’, a poetic explanation of the sculpted symbolism where the animals act as crests, referring to the ancestry and rights of each family.14 In its original home on Haida Gwaii, outside the Star House, the one now in Oxford stood alongside at least eleven totem poles belonging to other houses. I find a photograph of the Star House taken in 1882, and together they look like the masts of a proud naval fleet coming into harbour, but they are nestled beside and between the wooden houses, as much a part of village life for these seafarers as the canoes stacked up nearby. Jisgang (Nika Collison), the executive director and curator of the Haida Gwaii Museum at Kay ’Llnagaay, explains that this proud history goes back centuries, stating that the ‘artistic expression’ of the GyaGang.aay and other Haida objects ‘represents lineage and thousands and thousands and thousands of years of history, and incredible geographic events and relationships to our mainland relatives.’15



[image: A charcoal illustration based on Bertram Buxton’s 1882 photograph of the Star House in Massett Village, Haida Gwaii. A large wooden house with a pitched roof and horizontal plank walls occupies the centre of the composition. In front of the house, a tall totem pole rises well above the roofline, its surface carved with stacked figures, the topmost forms projecting outward. To the right of the house stands a second, slimmer pole with a figure at its base and a carved element at its summit. The drawing conveys the scale of the totem pole against the house, the carved pole dwarfing the domestic structure beside it.]

Based on a photograph by Bertram Buxton of the Star House in Massett Village, Haida Gwaii, 1882, in the collection of the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford


It’s hard to find anything in the academic literature of the time that gives voice to the Haida, and it is only in more recent years that work has been done by Western museums towards reconciliation, what in the Haida language is known as yahguudangang, or paying respect. In 2009, Elder GwaaGanad, Diane Brown, visited the Pitt Rivers Museum and, standing in front of the Star House Totem Pole, said that ‘according to our Elders, missionaries and Indian agents just went along mowing totem poles down and heaped them up . . . and set fire to them. But also some of our poles made it down south, too: white people picked the select few that they thought were the best ones and took them to here, there, and everywhere. But it was a really horrible time in our history.’16 In a document about the Star House Totem Pole, published in 2018 and worked on by Laura Peers, the former curator for the Americas Collections at the Pitt Rivers, it states that the ‘Haida people maintain that anything which served a societal function that was sold during the Potlatch Ban period is argued to have been sold under duress’.17

I get a sense of this when researching the journey of the Star House Totem Pole across the Atlantic. The story involves a Reverend Charles Harrison. He was with the Church Missionary Society, and, as a sideline, was involved in the procurement of objects for Westerners. A letter he wrote to Professor Tylor at the Pitt Rivers Museum tells of how tricky it is to find people willing to sell their totem poles, ‘but I think that I can secure two about next February when the people are generally without money & food’.18

The totem pole Reverend Harrison found was that raised in celebration of an adopted daughter in front of the Star House. Tylor paid thirty-six dollars, and it was installed in the museum in 1901.19

A cold wind is coming in around the Angel, and I call a cab. I ask my local driver what he thinks of the Angel. He tells me to watch a British film made back in 2000, a couple of years after the Angel was installed, called Purely Belter. The film follows two football-obsessed lads trying everything to get season tickets to Newcastle United; the sculpture watches over them, and they look to it as a guardian angel. When I download it, I see that the film is told across the seasons, and each change in season is marked by the camera panning back to the serene stillness of the sculpture. The imagery is clear: as our fleeting lives move on, the Angel remains. In a scene towards the end, when they are at rock bottom, the boys meet at the sculpture and decide to give their attempt one last shot. Here Gormley’s sculpture is used as a cinematic symbol of redemption, and hope.

I think once again of those ideas of renewal and rebirth. The Angel was built locally, using steel fabricators in nearby Hartlepool, and in its scale and ambition, required the sort of engineering knowledge used by the celebrated bridge and ship builders of the area. Gormley has described it as a ‘collaborative work’ that draws on the ‘skills and capabilities of the region’.20 Reading this reminds me of the Haida word for totem poles: a history ‘now standing’. Here in the Angel there is also pride in recognising a shared history. Of course in its shape the Angel recalls those outstretched majestic wings of the powerful thunderbirds that top so many totem poles carved along the Pacific Northwest, a particular motif of the Kwakwaka’wakw in Vancouver Island.21 We might think that because the Angel is a body it differs from the form of a totem pole, but I think back to all those bodies scrambling up and along the Star House Totem Pole. This is sculpture as a collective body, a place for all of us to find our own meanings, our own histories.

Just as the Angel has become a cipher of a community rising again, the Haida people use the analogy of rebirth when describing the efforts made to restore their culture in recent times. Kii’iljuus (Barbara Wilson), a Haida scholar, tells us, ‘We gotta hold on to who we are. And now, here we are . . . our kids dance, our women weave and make clothing, and our men carve and tell stories . . . you know how they talk about Snow White. Somebody kissed her. Somebody kissed the Haida nation and we woke up. That’s what it’s like you know.’22 In a similar way, Jisgang explains that yahguudangang (paying respect) is ‘why we visit our belongings in global museums and are intent on breathing life into them’.23

This idea of breathing life into a sculpture draws me in. We might think of sculpture as something passive, an inert physical object onto which we put meaning, but in marking our communities and collective identities, sculpture can bring a place to life. In New Zealand, the Maori make pouwhenua, often described as totem poles, presumably because they are upright carvings from natural materials made by an Indigenous people. These are deeply rooted to place and land, and can be fighting staffs used as posts or boundary markers.24 At first, I understood these in the Western tradition, delineating land as owned. But a paper on the pouwhenua, with specific reference to the Rangitāne people, who live along the Manawatū River in New Zealand’s North Island, is illustrative. Written by Peter Meihana, an expert in Maori history, and Margaret Forster, an Indigenous educator and researcher, it tells me that while the use of pouwhenua is a custom of marking the landscape, by ‘naming the landscape and retelling and sharing tribal histories the landscape is living – alive and dynamic’. They go on to say that these ‘carved forms were often a focal point for atua (deities) evoking their presence and energies to protect an area or resource.’25

I think back to the form of the Angel, where memorials and letters left at its feet, marking the lives of lost loved ones, suggest it is also a site of protection, and presence. And of course, to many of us, the cruciform outline of the Angel evokes a colossal figure perched on a mountain outcrop of granite overlooking Rio de Janeiro, where Christ the Redeemer, arms outstretched in welcome, reaches heavenwards.

Back in the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, surrounded by fossils, taxidermied animals and objects whose lives unfolded over millennia, I think of how meanings flow back and forth across time. To those who raised the Star House Totem Pole in the museum, it was redolent of the past, an exhibit to be studied, like the cast of an iguanodon skeleton found in a Belgian coal mine in 1878 that it shares its home with today.

But unlike the Jurassic limestone, or the whale skull it stands nearby, the Star House Totem Pole was made by human hands, imbued with meaning, evocative of the hopes and histories of lives long past. There are an estimated twelve thousand Haida objects, or what Jisgang calls ‘treasures and other containers of knowledge’ in Western museums. She tells us that in these works the Haida see ‘the refined understanding that our Ancestors had of art and architecture, engineering and science, sociology and philosophy, and medicine, and of coexisting with the Supernatural, Haida Gwaii and each other’.26

Standing in front of the Star House Totem Pole, I think of these meanings within the shapes and grooves of its carved form. Perhaps we should begin to see sculpture not as an object, but a vessel, a holder of human knowledge, and imagination. I look up to the top of the Star House Totem Pole, where three human figures, hands clasped around their knees, are shown. These figures are known as Watchmen, and they have outlasted Chief Anetlas, his wife and their adopted daughter. They have seen and heard more than we can
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