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IN CONVERSATION:
CHARLOTTE MAYER & MELONIE GAULT

MG: What is your first memory of sculpture?

CM: My grandmother was an amateur sculptor, and in her house there were various pieces of
sculpture. They were mainly all figurative at that time (in the 1930s) and behind one of her large
pieces called The White Lady, there was a big walnut tree. When the walnuts were ripe, | used to
love picking them up, taking off the outer shell and seeing what was inside — a strange knobbly shape.
| think that had quite an effect on me — the inside being different from the outside.

Also, | spent lovely times with my mother's childhood nanny, who stayed on with my grandparents
as their house-keeper. She always carried around a little silver pocket knife, and when it was time

for the horse chestnuts, she would show me how to scoop the inside out to make little baskets.

MG: What impelled you to become a sculptor?

CM: My art teacher at boarding school told me | should go to Goldsmiths, she thought | ought to be
doing art. This | did between 1945-49.1 remember going into the sculpture studio for the first time, |
had a gut feeling — | knew this is what | wanted to do. There was no question about it. The question
was how to persuade my parents!

MG: What was it like to be a woman in Prague in the 1930s?

CM: There was a very different mentality in Prague, compared to other places in Europe. For
instance, my grandmother worked with the bricklayers when her house (Rosel House) was being
built — she wanted to know how things were made. She was also the first woman in Prague to wear
trousers!

MG: What was it like to be a female sculptor in the late 1940s?

CM: There was no problem with being a female sculptor at Goldsmiths College, we were all just
learning the basics of sculpture. The proportion of men to women was about 60:40. Gender didn't
matter and the focus was on the teachers, who were marvellous, especially for beginners. The head
of the sculpture school was Harold Wilson Parker, and he was married to an embroideress who had
green hair. In the late 40s, it was quite something. After | had been there a while, | remember one
day he took my arm and said: ‘It's easy to model an arm. What's difficult is the elbow, the wrist —

all the joints — that's what you have to watch'.



Another important teacher was Ivor Roberts-Jones (who made the sculpture of Churchill in
Parliament Square), and he was a marvellous portraitist. Regardless of whether you were a man or a
woman, he wanted you to get to the essence of the portrait. You had to dig deep and think carefully
about the shape of the ear for instance. He was so influential that when | left Goldsmiths | thought

| wanted to specialise in making portraits, and | made quite a few at the time.

After this | got a grant to go to the Royal College of Art, and | was there for three years. This was
a very different experience - there were fewer women and the men were difficutt. When | entered
the sculpture school a burly male tumed to me and said ‘what are you doing here, you should be at
home having babies’. That was the current attitude of the time. He was quite a well-known figurative
artist, a very big, dominant Italian character. His comment really stuck with me — | didn't want to have
babies, | wanted to be a sculptor. | also remember Barry Hart, who taught us letter cutting, who said
to me ‘you will never be a sculptor until you lose your virginity.' It made me determined to be as
good a sculptor as possible.

After attending the college | was offered a teaching job in Yeovill, but | had recently met Geoffrey
Salmon and the long distance wouldn't have worked out. One of the most wonderful things about
my marriage to Geoffrey is that he has always supported my work. Even when we had a family, and
| stopped working for about |2 years, he was extremely disappointed and that was wonderful.

He always asks after my work. | respected his work (he was an architect) and he respected mine.
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MG: In your eyes, how has the world of sculpture changed from the 50s until
now?

CM: It has changed greatly. In the fifties sculpture was about ‘truth to material. We were very well
taught — we learned how to carve stone and wood, to model clay, to cast our models into plaster
and to cut letters into slate. Our work concentrated on the human figure even when abstracted.

| used to love cutting letters: everybody had a little piece of slate, and we had to decide what was
going to go on it. | remember once taking a bit of Shakespeare and Barry Hart showed us how

to do it. | loved the feel of the chisel cutting in.

Today there is a much greater shift towards conceptual art and | must admit, | don’t fully
understand it. | don't want to sound critical, | just have to be unknowing. Where is sculpture now?
Does conceptual art have anything to do with the solid form? | think it can be very interesting,
but to me it isn't art. | understand using tools (such as 3D printing for example) to make a thing
of beauty, but | don't find a bed full of condoms beautiful!

It reminds me of a lovely poem by Edward Matchett: ‘Let us make a thing of beauty, that air will
live when we have gone, let us make a thing of beauty, for hungry souls to feast upon.’

And you may say - she's 90 and she's stuck on that. Well...| am stuck on that! | want to make things
which speak to people.

MG: Your early work was mainly figurative, before you turned to abstraction
after an inspiring trip to New York in the late 1960s. What changed?

CM: Manhattan in the snow is fantastic, and the architecture bowled me over. | felt | could express
myself better that way than in abstracted figuration. When | returned from New York | made about
fifty wooden structures, which | painted black and called Black Cities. | then went to visit various West
End galleries, who told me they were interested in the pieces, but that | would have to convert them
to metal. For this reason | ended up doing two welding courses which opened new possibilities.

Both courses were at British Oxygen on the North Circular Road. | was absolutely terrified. There

I was, the only woman among a lot of plumbers and so on - but | expected this. | bought all the
equipment and a friend of mine who is a painter said | could work in her cellar. It had no ventilation,
| nearly killed myself several times!

This was welding with oxyacetylene, and when | checked with the insurers if this was ok, they
raised their hands (in horror) and said | couldn’t possibly do this in a domestic setting. So | had to sell
it all back to British Oxygen, and learn electric welding instead. It still produced fumes, but wasn't as
dangerous and meant | wasn't risking blowing up her whole house! That gave me a lot of possibilities.

| picked up a lot of scrap metal and made whole pile of animals — | have for instance in my garden
a big frog | made there. | also made smaller things too because | while at British Oxygen | had
learned how to do brazing, which was much easier than welding.



MG: How does your artistic process usually start?

CM: In a very dreamy way, at best there is a sense of quiet play. | might be doing something
completely different, like making soup. At the back of my mind, ideas start floating about.

I would make small rough sculptures in paper, wire, bits of wood and anything lying about in the
studio. The ideas are seldom drawn.

MG: What obstacles do you face when making your work?

CM: Shortly after leaving the Royal College | gave a lecture on colour for the Council for Industrial
Design. There was a man there who suggested | take on a commission to make a work for the
waiting room of a maternity wing at Epsom General Hospital. | thought to myself that the only thing
| can carve is alabaster, so | acquired a ton of it, from the same Derbyshire quarry from which Jacob
Epstein’s alabaster Adam had originated.

When the work, Mother and Child, was completed, | received great feedback from the architects.
However, the members of the hospital board were quite concered: “Why hasn't it got any ears?’
‘Why doesn't it have a proper face?'

Some time later, a friend and | went to the hospital to see the work in situ. It wasn't anywhere
to be seen, and before long we finally caught a glimpse of it in the cellar. What happened to it from
that point was a mystery, until many years ago someone decided to look into what had happened
to it. After much detective work, it turned out it had been carved into blocks and given to the
Wimbledon School of Art.

The obstacles are endless! Now | am involved in lighter structures, there are always issues with
balance.

MG: You often craft your original models using natural materials - what
have you been working with recently? Tell us about the new series of Nest
sculptures you have made for this exhibition.

CM: In the past | have used apple peel dipped in wax, carved slithers of wood or umbelliferae -
the latter grow beside the river and they are poisonous! Most of the works in this exhibition were
originally made in balsa wood.

Regarding the new series of ‘Nest' works | have made for the show, these are originally made
in paper plates, and | used about 8 plates for each nest. The nests are spatial — they embrace and
invade space at the same time.

MG: Your strong affinity with the natural world has become central to your
oeuvre - did this develop over time or was it always at the forefront of your
practice?
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CM: My affinity with the natural world was always at the forefront. When | was a little girl, my grandmother
would take me to her vegetable garden with my little net. We used to scoop weeds out of a pool and
take these treasures back to the house to make slides for study under a microscope. Through the lens a
miraculous world of colour and pattemn instantly appeared. Beauty in all its manifestations, from the smallest
thing to the largest, enchanted her — and she passed that on to me.

My love of the Devon landscapes, particularly the moor with its wide horizons has influenced my
work in subtle ways. For instance it could be wind sweeping across grasses, or picking up something
from the ground.

Also at that time, 1976-86, | began a series of sculptures of domestic animals which | had seen in my
friend’s farm. So for 10 years | returned to figuration. | remember once making a goat while watching her
goat. | made sheep, geese, cockerels, cows - | couldn't cope with a horsel!

MG: A lot of your work has both movement and stillness.

CM: I've been meditating for over 50 years. One realises meditation isn't just sitting still - it's more than that.
You can have movement in stillness.

MG: In the last few months you have worked on a new body of paintings, and these
are quite different to your previous works on paper. Can you tell us about how
they differ and what has brought on this change?

CM: My early drawings of people and animals were studies for future sculptures. For the animal sculptures in
particular | made lots of drawings - to see how they move, how they stand still, how they sit, and lie down.
This new work is more expressive of feelings both in the use of colour and the forms which emerge.
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The paintings have nothing to do with the sculptures, although they have an affinity to the work
— especially the spaces and the shapes. There are certain forms in nature that are everlasting and
universal.

MG: What has the highlight of your career been so far?

CM: There are many - whether a commission or solo exhibition, these are all highlights. Although |
must say the one that stands out is making The Thormflower. It is quite a story — the story of a journey
from duality to unity. It is also, in part, a story of healing.

My beloved grandmother, who was the best person in my life, died in the Holocaust. She
was full of courage and an amazing person. In 1940, she was transported to Terezin, then called
Teresienstadt, north of Prague. This place wasn't in itself a concentration camp, but more of a show
place for the Nazis. Later in 1942, she was forced onto a train that took her and hundreds of others
to the infamous extermination camp of Treblinka. Here they all perished.

My mother was unable to talk to me about my grandmother's fate — it just wasn't the done thing
to talk to children about horrors. It was clear to me however, that her deep distress made her
increasingly ill over the years. At the end of her life she said that she felt her many illnesses had been
sent to her by God because she had never experienced a concentration camp. | believe this is what



happened to a lot of survivors, because they felt guilty for being alive and living in a ‘safe’ country.
As an only child, | carried this burden. And it has made it's way through to my own children.

For many years before | began making the maquettes (or models) of The Thormnflower, | had been
fascinated by thorns of all descriptions. | made many drawings, and | remember one occasion when
sunlight caught the raindrops on the thorns of a wild rose glistening like jewels. | was filled with awe
at this transformation from threat to delight.

The first sculptures deriving from these studies were small models in wood and cardboard, each
taking the role of an intensely personal memorial to my grandmother. | began to think of this piece
in terms of a possible holocaust memorial, and | realised that | needed to go to Terezin. | ended
up going with my daughter Louise, as my other daughter Antonia had a young baby at the time so
she couldn't come with us. We flew to Prague and a Czech friend of ours drove us to the town
of Terezin. Before leaving London, a friend of mine from the meditation group had advised me to
take a bottle of Rosewater with me to sprinkle it in those places where the greatest evil had been
perpetrated. It was an extraordinary experience.

When | returned home, | asked a sculptor friend Naomi Blake, who was an Auschwitz survivor,
to come to my studio and look at the sculpture | had started before the trip. She took one look at
it and said it was much too beautiful and not cruel enough. She also said that the people who had
sponsored the Holocaust Memorials after the war were now in their late 80s and were unlikely to
sponsor another one. She also thought that their children did not want to dwell with the horrors
of the past, but wanted to move on and have a new life.

| therefore took the sculpture to bits, and let the whole thing rest. The problem was, it didn't
leave me alone, it would not let me rest. So | turned my mind back to the sculpture — to a new
approach. | realised that what that sculpture had to be was a uniting of the thorns and the flowers.
Five thormy uprights and three flowers, making it a sculpture of eight units — the number eight
consists of two circles joined in the middle. The upper circle symbolising the world of spirit and
the lower one that of matter.

That was the highlight of my career, because it meant an enormous amount to me, and made
me realise that it wasn't just about the holocaust. There are terrible things going on all the time —
and indeed these are very uncomfortable times.
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