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I NTRO D U C TI O N

When I first encountered the sculptures of Julian Wild I was
struck by a confidence and completeness with which I closely
associate some of the icons of British sculpture such as King,
Caro, Hall and Deacon – and would not necessarily have
expected from a younger practising artist.
Shortly after these initial experiences with his work I was
fortunate to find myself working with Julian, and in the
subsequent years have forged a close professional relationship
and friendship which continues today. In this time we have
positioned his sculptures in a wide range of settings; from the
heart of the City of London to a woodland glade in Devon,
from a formal Kensington garden to climbing the walls of a
soho members club, to a lake in a sussex valley and now as
the visual centrepiece of a new biomedical research centre
at Oxford University. In all of these varied locations, never
once has a sculpture felt out of place, overshadowed by or
overshadowing it’s surroundings, and therein lies the particular
magic of Julian Wild’s sculptures.
His favoured materials are cold, hard, industrial and
architectural, but this is tempered by a roving curiosity with
the natural world and pastoral practices. He has explored in
his work the growth patterns of native perennials and pernicious
weeds, he has observed workers splitting and coppicing trees
near his Sussex studio and peat farmers cutting and stacking
turf in Ireland, and then melded these ideas with contemporary
concerns of urban expansion, industrialisation and it’s
environmental and human impact. However, these themes and
messages never lay heavily upon the artworks and the thread
that links everything he does is fun and play, and this more
than anything is what keeps his work evolving and exciting.
His sculptures, often brightly coloured, leap into space and
twist and turn or fold back on themselves. They reveal Julian’s
own playful character and searching mind, each sculpture
seeming to reach out, feeling it’s way, leading him to the
next idea – the next form.
GEORGE MARSH
Director, William Benington Gallery
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SC U L P TO R TO SC U L P TO R :
A N I NTE RV I E W W ITH TH E A RTI S T
BY DAV I D WO RTH I N GTO N
David Worthington: First of all congratulations on
Origin and having the largest public art sculpture
in Oxford. You must have been relieved to get the
installation finished?
Julian Wild: Thanks. Yes, although it’s wonderful for me to see
such a big piece in the context that it was designed for, I also
have an enormous sense of relief. It was a complicated piece
to make. The installation was also complex – I don’t think I’ve
paced around so much since the birth of my youngest child!
DW: The commission was for the prestigious new
Li Ka Shing Centre for Health Information and Discovery.
Can you outline the commission brief and the concept
you came up with?
JW: The Li Ka Shing Centre is comprised of two buildings that
carry out ground-breaking genetic research work: the Target
Discovery Institute and the newly built Big Data Institute.
Both buildings were designed by Make Architects and the
landscape master plan was devised by LDA Design. The project
was funded by Sir Ka-shing Li, a Hong Kong philanthropist
who funds healthcare projects.
The brief required an artwork that worked with the ‘garden
street’ between the two buildings and the architecture.
Added to that it needed to reference the use of the site.
Following an interview, I was asked to put together a proposal
for the site: I decided to visit the centre, attend seminars and
speak to employees – a sort of self-directed residency. I began
to understand the importance of the centre and how the use
of genetic data significantly saves time and money by targeting
specific areas of research to follow.
I also became interested in the culture of the institute:
specifically how ideas are shared and the need for collaboration
between scientists. So I set about trying to create a proposal
that celebrates this innovation and also references the
complexity of science. I wanted to make a work that alluded
to the genesis of discovery.
DW: Does this account for the design of the sculpture,
where the two painted red steel columns break up
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into micro elements, that then
merge and rejoin on the other side?
JW: The fractured elements are partly
intended to represent data. The direction
at which they are travelling is open to
the viewer. The work is a comment on
the arch form: architecturally, the arch
is a very strong form and I wanted these
pixelated elements to be the keystones
of the arch. They are the focal point of
the sculpture, the point where everything
meets and where everything comes from.
When you stand below Origin and look
up you realise that these pixels become
bent and distorted – these elements are
organic and refer to the role the insitute
plays in healthcare. Added to that, the
red exterior is breaking up to reveal the
polished complex interior, as if showing
the workings.
I also wanted to subvert the formality of the red part of the
piece: I did this by creating a complex corner joint containing
two angles. This gives the piece an extra dynamic – as if
it’s leaning.

Julian Wild
Photo: Anne Purkiss

DW: I think you have very successfully embodied your
concept into the design and construction of the sculpture.
It definitely can be read as a very solid and formidable
arch breaking up into micro units, suggesting data bytes
– whatever they may look like! When I first saw your
drawings in the CAD program Sketch-Up, after you won
the competition, I struggled to understand how you were
going to achieve the flying stainless steel data elements.
Can you explain the fabrication process of the sculpture?
JW: I had a great team helping me with the project: Structuremode
designed the structure and foundations and ArcFab who built
and installed the piece.
Over the last 10 years I have made a number of large scale
sculptures myself so I knew the design was possible but
structurally challenging. But essentially I came up with the idea
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without knowing exactly how it would be made. Structuremode
cleverly designed it so that each of the two elements would
be cantilevered from a concrete base. This enabled the central
section not to touch in the middle, which handed me an
opportunity to allow the central elements not to touch in the
centre of the arch.
The bent pieces in the middle of origin were made in clay,
moulded into wax and then cast in stainless steel. These sections
and the straight pieces were then polished by myself and my
assistant, Matt (all 150 of them!).
Arc Fab constructed the main structure from mild steel. Then
the central elements were welded in by Arc Fab. I made a foam
model of this part in my studio with Structuremode to try to
create a core to the piece that was structurally sound but that
also felt random, full of movement and precarious. Then there
was a lot of to-ing and fro-ing between myself and a very patient
Arc Fab to get the form right.
The piece was then coated with hot zinc and a tough topcoat
of paint and delivered to site. The installation proved to be
complex as well with the piece tipping dangerously when it
was lifted by a crane. We nearly had to abort but we fortunately
worked out a way we could safely install it and bolt the piece
down to the concrete pads.

DW: I didn’t realise that the
central elements were floating
free. Origin seems to relate
closely to your most recent work.
I am thinking in particular of
Peeled, where you manage to give
the impression that a steel bar is
being peeled back into strips. You
used the combination of painted
red steel and polished stainless
steel too.

Rubus, 2014
Photo Nic Serpell Rand

JW: The central elements are discretely welded together but
they do not meet in the centre. Yes I have used the motif of red
and stainless steel in a number of recent pieces. Firstly there’s
an excellent visual contrast between the hot red and the cold
colour of the stainless steel. With Origin there’s also a reference
to the body in the red exterior and a reference to genetic
engineering and the mechanics in the stainless steel core.
I’m also interested in the relationship between colour and
sculpture. So this work is part of an ongoing theme in which
the base material is exposed from beneath the skin of colour.
Donald Judd used the same red and I guess I’m being playful with
the idea of an exploded minimalist sculpture. It’s also a similar
red to Caro’s ‘Early one Morning’ and Calder’s ‘Flamingo’, both of
which are inspirational sculptures.
DW: the aspect of your early work that really struck
me was your re-contextualising of familiar materials.
I am thinking of the spheres made from scaffolding poles.
You took architectural ironmongery and twisted it so
causing the audience to rethink our relationship with
the built environment. Again, as in Origin, both material
& construction embody the concept; however, Origin
seems a bold development in your career. Do you feel
your work is entering a new phase of exploration?
JW: Origin works on an architectural scale. I wanted the main
structure of the piece to reference architectural steel work
– columns and beams. The surface has a rollered, industrial
paint finish. This gives way to something more ethereal and
highly finished in the centre.

Stripping the willow, 2015 (detail)
Photo Nic Serpell Rand
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System no.19.
Photo: J.Wild

You and I have discussed in the past
how Nietzsche divided the creative
mind into the Appolonian (ordered)
and the Dionysian (playful). Much of
my earlier work such as System no.19
at Cass Sculpture Foundation used
straight sections of tubular material to
describe a concentric geometric form.
These pieces came very much from an
ordered cerebral side. More recently,
in the Stripping the Willow series and
in my earlier ceramic and glass work,
there is a simple and playful activity
of bending an object. The activity of
bending animates the piece and gives
it a sense
of vulnerability.
Origin for me is the amalgamation of these ordered and playful
works and therefore is about the relationship between the
Apolonian and Dionysian sides of the creative mind. I think
that’s what excites me about the piece – it feels closer to the
truth about my practice and the kind of artist that I am.

System no.19.
Photo: J.Wild
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Photo J.Wild
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INSTALL ATION
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