For immediate release, Wednesday 24 November 2004

A new Christmas Crib for Trafalgar Square

An exhibition featuring models made by five leading artists of a new Christmas crib for the base of Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square opens in St Martin-in-the-Fields tomorrow, Thursday 25th November. 

The artists shortlisted by St Martin’s are:-

· Stephen Cox

· Sokari Douglas Camp

· Hew Locke

· Tomoaki Suzuki

· Mark Wallinger

Last year the crib that St Martin’s had placed in Trafalgar Square for over forty years was irreparably damaged by celebrating Rugby World Cup fans.     “Holy Night” was a resin stone copy of a sculpture made in 1964 by Josefina de Vasconcellos, who for some years had a workshop in the crypt of the church.  Over the years, Josefina had added to the sculpture.  During the rugby celebrations, the shed that housed the sculpture was wrecked, one angel was stolen, another broken;  the crib had been damaged beyond repair.

The new Christmas Crib artists were selected by a panel, chaired by Sir Nicholas Goodison, that included Charles Saumarez Smith, Director of the National Gallery, the Rev Nicholas Holtam, Vicar of St Martin-in-the-Fields, Eric Parry, Architect, Alister Warman, Principal of Byam Shaw, Central St Martins School of Art, and Vivien Lovell, Director of Modus Operandi Art Consultants who has managed the project on behalf of St Martin’s.

The artists were asked to produce ideas, including maquettes, for a sculpture of the highest artistic quality that reflects the cultural aspirations of St Martin-in-the-Fields.  It is also intended to provide London with a significant new work of public art which will be installed annually in Trafalgar Square during Advent.  The church is currently raising funds to realise this.

The artists were asked to consider the iconography and narrative of the traditional Christmas Crib and to propose a design that would stimulate debate and invite reflection.  The panel also felt it important that the sculpture addressed people from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds, something that is central to St Martin’s philosophy.

The winner of the competition will be announced on Friday 17th December and the sculpture is intended be completed for installation on Advent Sunday, December 2005.

For 2004, art students from Central St Martins College of Art and Design have been invited to design a Crib for Christmas 2004.   The Crib will be placed in Trafalgar Square on Advent Sunday, 5th December 2004.

Sir Nicholas Goodison, Chair of the Selection Panel, comments, 

“It has been exciting to see the response of widely different artists to the terms of the commission.  Judging which artist should receive the commission will not be easy.  Contemporary art often provokes very different responses, and I have no doubt that, whoever we choose, there will be people who disagree with us.  But differences of opinion about art are stimulating.  If the chosen work gets people thinking about the meaning and effectiveness of the Christmas story in the modern secular and divided world we will have achieved our aim.   I admire St Martin’s for organising a competition for the portrayal of such a sensitive subject and for showing the maquettes publicly.  I hope everyone enjoys looking at them and that we receive lots of comments on them.  

Rev Nicholas Holtam says, 

"Since the time of St Francis of Assisi cribs are a way of telling the story of God come among us in human form, not just long ago but here and now.  For some of the best contemporary artists to interpret this traditional form is a marvellous way of helping all of us engage with the meaning of Christmas.  Their work raises questions of meaning, belief and wonder.  Come and see."

Regeneration at St Martin-in-the-Fields

St Martin’s is about to embark on a £34 million whole-site regeneration scheme that will improve and sustain St Martin’s church and associated buildings for another century.  Designed by Eric Parry Architects, some £21.7 million as already been raised or pledged towards the total cost of the project. This includes a major grant of £14.69 million from The Heritage Lottery Fund, recognition of the significance and worth of the project for the whole community.
The regeneration scheme will focus on:-

· A place for worship - A restored St Martin’s will continue to host 25 regular services each week, meeting the needs of both its English and Chinese-speaking congregations. 

· A place of history - As well as preserving and restoring one of Britain’s finest churches, the project will allow visitors to fully explore the brick-vaulted 18th century crypt and discover the history of St Martin’s in a new exhibition and display area. 

· A place of music & the arts - Already world famous for its music programme, St Martin’s will benefit from an impressive new rehearsal room in place of the current damp vault as well as improved concert facilities within the church itself. 

· A place for care - Social care at St Martin’s will be given new, purpose-built spaces; appropriate for the professional care that is essential to help vulnerable people rebuild their lives.

Notes to Editors

· Descriptions of the short-listed artists’ projects and their biographies follow.

· Images of the five short-listed projects are available from Colman Getty PR.

· The five projects will be exhibited at St Martin’s from Thursday 25th November until Tuesday 4th January 2005 between 9.00am and 5.00pm.  The exhibition will be closed to the public during services.

· The Crib project and the Art Commissions Programme are managed on behalf of St Martin’s by Modus Operandi Art Consultants.  www.modusoperandi-art.com
Modus Operandi is an independent organisation specialising in the commission of new art for permanent and temporary installation. Its focus is visual arts in relation to architecture and public space; artists from other artforms (poets, choreographers, musicians, writers) are also commissioned where appropriate. Modus Operandi also organises exhibitions, workshops, educational events and artists' residencies.

· St Martin-in-the-Fields attracts over 700,000 visitors a year and serves an extraordinarily diverse range of people. These include congregations, vulnerable and homeless people, users of a Chinese People’s Day Centre, concert and café goers and tourists. Beyond its Anglican congregations, St Martin’s is also a place in which all people of faith can meet and pray.

· More information about the Regeneration Project is available on the Campaigns page at www.smitf.org
For further information, please contact

Truda Spruyt or Liz Sich

Colman Getty PR, Middlesex House, 

34-42 Cleveland Street

London W1T 4JE

T: 020 7631 2666 F: 020 7631 2699

E: firstname@colmangettypr.co.uk
Out-of-hours: 07956 612380

St Martin-in-the-Fields Christmas Crib – Artists’ Proposals and Biographies

Stephen Cox

Stephen Cox’s crib links ancient motifs with today’s technologies. The central element will be a Tabernacle of the Nativity: a ‘Porphyra’ or birthing room carved from Imperial Porphyry containing a crib, a comparatively small object within the massive space of Trafalgar Square. Its function as meditational object will be given a global meaning by its setting. The crib will be set on an altar table beneath a reredos consisting of a polyptych of large LED or plasma digital screens. The central screen will project the interior of the crib, a still and meditative image occasionally superimposed with others relating to the birth of Christ. Adjacent screens will transmit real time events from across the world, which might include Bethlehem’s Church of the Holy Nativity, refugees at Darfor, homeless people in London. 

Cox has considered the annual Ceremony of Procession of the Crib from St. Martin-in-the-Fields Church to the Square, evoking the tradition of carrying saints’ effigies through Mediterranean streets or Hindu gods in India. Animals from London’s city farms or Regent’s Park Zoo might participate, adding to a Christmas Spectacle, for whom temporary stalls take the form of two simple wooden boxes flanking the central crib. 

“There has been a tradition of replicas of Holy places in the past, usually built from the descriptions of returning pilgrims from the Holy Land. My Nativity will consist of an ‘imagined’ replica or rendering. In this model I have used natural, rough, uncut sections of porphyry to emulate the interior of a rock shelter that is often considered to be the likely form of the stable to the inn in Bethlehem where Jesus was born.” Stephen Cox
 
 
Stephen Cox was born in Bristol in 1946 and trained in Bristol, Loughborough and in London at the Central School of Art and Design. He has exhibited widely and has undertaken important projects and commissions both within and outside the UK, principally in India, Egypt and Italy. He is represented by Michael Hue-Williams.

 

Sokari Douglas Camp

Sokari Douglas Camp’s proposal combines a traditional Nativity group with a contemporary theme: at the base of Nelson’s Column a homeless family will rest in this imperial site, contrasting poverty and opulence.  Fabricated of stainless steel and recycled materials, twice life size figures of the Holy Family with animals (shepherds and angels) take refuge under a temporary shelter made from woven fencing and a floor of palm leaves. The shelter is reminiscent of those found abutting more robust buildings throughout the third world, made from whatever comes to hand – disposable commercial items, flattened recycled tins, plastic bags, cardboard. The artist wishes to recreate this element of spontaneity and necessity in her Nativity scene, and to provide a contrast to the carved stone monuments of Trafalgar Square.

The tableau is completed by a tall palm tree evocative of the natural terrain of the Christmas story as well as its symbolism in the life of Christ. The palm also provides a contrast and compliment to the traditional Oslo Christmas tree in Trafalgar Square: calling forth opposite climates, warmth and cold, darkness and light.

“I would like my structure lit with a narrow beam of light from St Martin-in-the-Fields’ spire directed onto the Christ child with his arms open in a symbolic, festive pose to receive His fate and ours.”   Sokari Douglas Camp

Sokari Douglas Camp was born in Nigeria and trained in California, USA, and London, gaining an MA in Sculpture from the Royal College of Art in 1986. She has exhibited widely and undertaken a number of public and private commissions.

Hew Locke

Hew Locke proposes to create a small highly coloured Nativity scene housed within a glass case or vitrine on a decorative base that is itself under a 16-foot square open-sided canopy, providing protection for both Crib and viewer. Constructed of myriad materials, including dolls, fabrics, found articles and beads, the style of Locke’s Nativity draws on folk traditions and naïve religious models, its colour and form echoing enamelled and bejewelled medieval reliquaries. The seasonal display of a traditional Nativity scene within a glass case and set up in churches, public places and homes, continues to this day and goes back many centuries. 

The Nativity scene will take the form of a ‘mountain’ surrounded by figures on all sides representing the traditional characters of the Nativity together with townsfolk, trees, plants, ruins, decorative and symbolic details. The mountain echoes Isaiah Chapter 11, Verse 9: ‘They shall not hurt nor destroy all in my holy mountain: for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.’

The canopy evokes the nomadic tradition of the Near Eastern setting of the Christmas story, while its blue ceiling interjected with yellow translucent star shapes represents the night sky. Powerful light beams from each corner of the canopy will illuminate the Nativity scene within the vitrine, above which a silhouetted Angel will be suspended.

“Once a person steps inside the canopy, they will enter a ‘special’ or ‘sacred’ space where they will be able to take a moment or two away from daily life to think and meditate.”  Hew Locke
Hew Locke was born in 1959 and graduated from the Royal College of Art with an MA in Sculpture in 1994. He has participated in solo and group exhibitions in the UK and USA and his work is in a number of public and private collections. 

He is represented by Hales Gallery.

Tomoaki Suzuki

Tomoaki Suzuki’s proposal is to make twelve painted wood carvings of the most important characters in the Nativity and to arrange them in a simple composition within a bespoke transparent case, illuminated uniformly by ceiling-fixed lighting units. The case will be displayed on a low plinth to enable accessibility equally by children and adults.

The figures, twelve in all, will be quarter life-size depictions of the Holy Family, a shepherd and shepherdess, the Three Kings, three animals, the whole tableau surmounted by a suspended Angel. The artist is collaborating with emerging fashion designer Jessica Ogden, who will design and make simple, timeless costumes for each of the characters. Models wearing these costumes and chosen by the artist to represent different ethnicities - Middle Eastern, Caucasian, African, Asian - will be the basis for the carvings. 

The fact that the number twelve has important religious connotations has influenced the artist to choose this as the number for his carved figures. Sources for the work include 14th and 15th century Italian Renaissance and Etruscan iconography and his work combines traditional roots with contemporary readings. 

“I think it will be very important and very interesting for me to work on body language, on gestures to convey feeling and expressions.”  Tomoaki Suzuki
Tomoaki Suzuki was born in Japan in 1972 and studied in Tokyo and London, receiving an MA in Fine Art from Goldsmiths’ College, London in 1999 and an MA in Sculpture from City & Guilds Art School in 2002. Since graduating he has participated in solo and group exhibitions in the UK, Japan, USA and Europe. He is represented by Corvi-Mora.

Mark Wallinger


Mark Wallinger proposes to place an empty birchwood crib in Trafalgar Square, brightly illuminated at night from a single light source, watched over by three Security Guards 24 hours a day. The bars on the cot, the little slab of mattress, the expectancy that light brings: the artist’s intention is to produce a work that has nothing of his hand upon it but everything of the viewer’s imagination. 
 
A generic, shop-bought crib provides a familiarity betokening thousands of everyday miracles, its vulnerability representing both the hope and belief of the arrival of the Messiah, and the fragility of hope and belief in the modern world. The Security Guards evoke the three Wise Men awaiting the Birth, as well as the threat posed by King Herod. Unlike the uncertain future of children today, Christ’s destiny is already known - his ministry, the manner of his death - so guards that protect can also imprison. To position the crib at the very centre of a great city is also to heighten the sense that we are a world away from the bucolic Nativity scene fondly represented down the years – a vision unsustainable in the middle of London. 


“The specific commission of a crib has to contend with a million other representations. But from church to home, the language is secure, nostalgic. The idea of the birth of Christ has to be made a contemporary reality and as the crib is present in the weeks prior to the Nativity the idea of His birth is simply that: an idea. Only in our imagination can He live.”  Mark Wallinger
Mark Wallinger was born in 1959 and studied at Loughton, Chelsea School of Art and Goldsmiths’ College, London, graduating with an MA in 1985. He has exhibited widely and represented Britain in the 49th Venice Biennale in 2001. His ‘Ecce Homo’ was exhibited on the 4th Plinth in Trafalgar Square in 1999. He is represented by Anthony Reynolds Gallery.
