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S an artist I am often driven to create work as a 
direct response to political/social issues. The ten-
dency for the visual arts to be tucked away in 

some ideal, unrealistic 'comfort zone' is all too common. 
The cushioning of art within a ‘safe place’ is fuelled by 
society’s popular notion that art should exist purely to 
please and entertain.  

International names in the art world such as the German 
artist Anselm Kiefer or China's Ai Wei Wei are only two 
examples who show immense courage  – both fearless in 
exposing appalling social injustices in today's world. Los 
Desastres de la Guerra, Goya's series of war etchings, 
remain today as some of the most courageous images in 
history. 

The so called strategic 
bombing of cities in the 
Middle East, in particular 
the city of Aleppo in Syria, 
was the essential catalyst 
for the genesis of this 
work. Those horrifying 
scenes of the plight of in-
nocent people caught in 
such circumstances which 
we witness on our televi-
sion screens bombard our 
visual senses daily to the 
point of almost complete 
annulment. The work itself 
seeks neither to illustrate 
nor necessarily to focus on 
one particular episode. 
Rather, as a piece of art,  
I would hope it transcends 
the particular and reaches 
into other areas making 
some reference to, for ex-
ample, our own recent 
troubled past. 

Taking a year to complete, the true meaning of the work 
lies in the process of execution. The celebrated Scottish 
shamanistic painter of the 20th century, Alan Davie, 
talked about the physicality of painting, like rolling up 
one’s sleeves and ‘cleaning out the drains’, not being 
afraid to ‘muck in’, as it were. As I embarked tentatively 
on the work, not knowing where it was going to lead, I 
was very aware of the challenge it presented both in 
terms of scale and of the process involved. The risk  
factor prevailed throughout, but I was reminded of the 
words of renowned artist and academic Gerhard 
Richter: “to be able to do something is never a sufficient 
reason for doing it”. 

The process involved cutting little off-cuts of wood 
(mostly cedar) around 800 in all, and subjecting them in 
stages to burning in the garden kiln, which is normally 
used for low fired ceramic. Numerous pieces were lost 
completely in the fire but around half the original number 
survived, charred, scorched and distorted. These were 
painstakingly glued onto a 20 sq. ft. reinforced plywood 
panel which was then laid on the ground and a coating of 
glue applied to the whole surface. A bag of tightly packed 
wood ash was placed in the centre. A table and stepladder 
enabled me to be suitably positioned so that I could drop 
a heavy boulder on to the bag which exploded on impact 
covering the entire area. Not a fraction of the surface es-
caped being smothered by a layer of ash.                         q 
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