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Thank you all for taking the trouble to attend this presentation. I am immensely grateful to Mrs Frances 

Scarr  & the trustees of  the Art and Reconciliation Trust  for  commissioning me to work on this superb 

project.  

 

Frances and I were introduced shortly after the unveiling of the Battle of Britain Monument in 2005 and 

that is when she first mentioned the idea. Since then, we have travelled together to Ely, to Walsingham, and 

to the dissolved monasteries in the North of England. We have also shared an artistic journey; that of 

developing the sculpture through various stages to its current form and design . During that time I have 

made half a dozen different maquettes, never really being convinced in my mind that any one of them went 

to the heart of the matter until this one. 

 

Francesô trust in my ability to come up with the right solution has been unwavering. A measure of her faith 

is that she only saw the final maquette for the first time this morning. It is a radically different sculpture to 

the one Frances saw in her mindôs eye and described to me two years ago but this idea only crystallized in 

my own mind during last Easter weekend. 

 

Another reason for the  slow but steady development of this sculpture was the fact that the Queen of 

Heaven had to take back stage to the Queen Mum for a period: I was commissioned to make reliefs for a 

monument to Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother which is to be sited along the Mall. 

  



 

SO WHY A SCULPTURE IN CHELSEA? 

It is to recall events in Chelseaôs local history that were of national importance and whose effects can still 

be powerfully felt in present day Britain. The destruction of Englandôs Medieval shrines and devotional 

images, conducted by Thomas Cromwell, was part of Henry the VIIIôs program for reform.  In the summer 

of 1538, Cromwell was ensconced at Chelsea Manor to conduct his affairs because of an outbreak of the 

Plague in central London. From there, he ordered the most important Marian Shrines in England be brought 

to Chelsea so that he could witness their destruction. The Dissolution of the Monasteries and destruction of 

popular pilgrimage sites heralded an end to the traditional expression of Christianity as passed down 

through the Middle Ages in England and Wales.  

 

It is therefore hoped that this sculpture may be sited on or near to the location where the foremost Marian 

shrines were burnt. 

 

WHY CHOOSE A SCULPTURE TO COMMEMORATE THIS HISTORY? 

An historian relies upon documentary and physical evidence to reconstruct the past.  He may or may not 

have the literary flare to enliven his factual research. On the other hand, the artistôs role is not to reproduce 

a textbook account but  to breath life into history, to de-sanitize the facts and attempt to show through a 

purely visual language what was really happening and in a way that the contemporary sensibility can grasp. 

Art can transmit the emotional force of events & allow people to feel in their flesh something of what was 

going on. That is the challenge for me to rise to, and the essential ingredient if the sculpture is to 

communicate powerfully to people who casually walk by.  

 

I would like the sculpture to express the supremely negative impact of iconoclasm beyond the confines of 

English Tudor history. In this particular case, my task is made easier because the theme resonates with 

contemporary events, which are sadly all too obvious. The destruction of images and sacred places is a 

perennial story. Fresh acts of iconoclasm surface regularly around the world. Even today, notably in Iraq, 

Afghanistan and Tibet, images and sacred places are defiled and destroyed ï not in a program of reform, 

but to intimidate and break the spirit of communities for political dominance. In the last century, when 

violence of all kinds reached new and terrifying heights with scientific and mechanized precision, symbols 

of all kinds, secular and religious, were naturally targeted to undermine peoplesô sense of identity.  

 

I am horrified by the wanton destruction of great works of art and architecture irretrievably lost even if 

those things are not sacred to me. How much greater is the pain for those people whose very core, their 

identity and values, is targeted by this violence.  Iconoclasm seeks to destroy the objects that define a 



 

community by beliefs. History shows that it can, under certain circumstances, be followed by a desire to 

efface that very community from existence altogether, leading to genocide.   

 

The Art and Reconciliation Trust hopes that the sculpture will lead people to reflect on the need for 

reconciliation between faith communities and that it will be like a contemporary shrine to replace those lost 

during that troubled period of English history. I donôt think it is possible to deliberately build those 

elements into my design. However, the focus offered by the composition and the nature of the subject 

matter may indeed lead to certain people thinking in that way. If reconciliation requires confrontation with 

the truth of the past then this may be one small step in that direction. An appreciation of the past, recent or 

distant, can be a fertile source for finding common ground, especially when knowledge of a shared 

misfortune comes to light. I have learned recently that even the early Christian church was caught up in 

acts of iconoclasm towards other cultures. Iconoclasm seems to me completely contrary to the spirit of  the 

Gospels. 

 

THE FORM OF THE SCULPTURE: 

I have designed the sculpture in the form of a triptych; that is to say three individual scenes in one overall 

design. This was common for altar-pieces prior to the Reformation, not least because it represented the 

Trinity. The two side panels were hinged to close over the central image when the altar was not in  use. 

Where I live in Beaune, the Last Judgement altar piece in the Hospice by Roger Van der Weyden was only 

opened a couple of times a year so that the sick and dying could contemplate the torment or bliss that 

awaited them !  So my design is a conscious reworking of a very traditional form. 

 

The right hand panel depicts the profanation and destruction of crucifixes. Iconoclastic zeal throughout 

Europe during the Reformation led to unmentionable acts being directed against statues. This behaviour 

was condemned, even by leading Reformers. There are always thugs to do the dirty work, going beyond 

orders, descending to new depths of depravity. 

 

 However, the ambiguous nature of this sculpture within a sculpture gives the scene another interpretation 

altogether. It looks much like representations of Christôs own passion. The iconoclasts appear to be 

taunting the real Christ, which changes the whole sense of the portrayal. In a way I see Christôs wounds as 

being reopened by the desecration of His image. Unlike the óWay of the Crossô ï these crucifixes do not 

lead to Golgotha but to a martyrdom of a different sort, the bonfire in the background. Billowing smoke 

rises up from the place mixing with cloud and spiraling over the whole work.  

 



 

The left hand panel, shows statues of saints being decapitated. After a visit to the Lady Chapel at Ely 

Cathedral, it is not difficult to imagine just how thoroughly this work could be accomplished. The wanton 

destruction of so much art is an immense tragedy. When I remember my first visit to Vezelay and the sight 

of the Christ in Majesty over the West door, it horrifies me to contemplate what must have been lost during 

the 16
th
 century in England. Not just statuary but manuscripts, stained glass, tapestries and wall paintings. 

A note of reconciliation is to be found in the gesture of one iconoclast who embraces the severed head of a 

Virgin Mary. Headless statues in the back-ground with hands folded could be considered to be praying for 

the violence to end. As with the right hand panel, the confusion between sculpture and real people is 

ambiguous. A pile of heads of stone or otherwise looks very similar in a sculpture. 

 

The central panel shows a statue of the Virgin and Child against a bare, ruined street. This is by far the 

most difficult part of the work for me to accomplish. Art History threatens to crush any newcomer who 

dares to touch the hem of that particular garment. There is the weight from centuries of disapproving 

masters. Art History offers few clues as to how to proceed but whatever one attempts to do  risks being 

condemned by the brilliance of an army of Virgins from the past. There is some hope to be had for the 

artist in looking at the expressionless, bland sentimentality of many representations of the Virgin that have 

sprung up in the last 150 years. But avoiding one doesnôt necessarily mean joining the camp of the other! 

 

So the question of how to portray Mary and Jesus in a post Holocaust, post 911, even post God world ( if 

we listen to French philosophers at any rate), remains intact and desperately difficult to resolve. In fact, 

thankfully, there is no one solution but many. Only experience and a willingness to be true to oneôs own 

understanding can lead to a bearable outcome. Personally, Iôm more inclined to follow Rembrandt than 

Raphael. The big problem is how to combine naturalism with metaphysical reality ?  

 

Thinking about the character of Mary led me to particular thoughts that are feeding my imagination on the 

subject: 

 

Mary is always described as beautiful. But which canon of beauty should I follow? I am more 

interested in the beauty of her actions, her obedience to God than her physical beauty but she still 

needs a face. I think it should be middle-eastern. 

 

 She was able to bear suffering because she was full of grace, but she still bore it never the less. So 

many Mary s look untouched by any form of suffering but it must have been etched on her face in 

some way. 



 

 She bore the knowledge that her sonôs birth ( and Herodôs jealousy) caused the death of  hundreds 

of other little boys of Jesusô age. Not easy. She must also have had some foreknowledge of her 

sonôs sufferings and of his inevitably violent death. Thatôs a difficult one for any parent to 

contemplate. 

 

The ruined setting evokes rather than represents the dissolved monasteries of England. I wanted to avoid 

the neo-Gothic look of my earlier maquettes and so left out the Walsingham arch and other key locations. 

The setting must be contemporary. Ruins mean war and the destruction that we have caused to our world 

all over, the broken world into which Christ came and the broken nature of the relationship between God 

and mankind.  

 

Finally, the backside, modelled in low relief to contrast with the front, shows empty buildings in a sort of 

imaginary cityscape. Some of the buildings are remnants of the Dissolution, including the famous 

Walsingham arch. The statues have gone and empty niches remain. 

 

I think it would be fair to ask whether this project is truly an act of reconciliation or provocation? We are 

living in a period of high tension between communities of different faiths and cultures. 

 

  

 


