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Jon Wood 

 

Richard Deacon: Sculpture amongst the Fabricators 

 

‘When or why would you use a maker to produce a work for you? 

 

Richard Deacon: Obviously, from time to time I need help – that’s one reason. Another 

would be that I’m interested in a particular process, material or technique – and I don’t 

really make a distinction between industrial and craft processes in this regard – and it 

could be that it’s the individual that interests me. A third, connected to the last, would be 

the availability of a particular material or process that I can’t use in the studio. A fourth 

would be I like working with other people.’1 

 

New technologies, new processes, new materials (and new ways of working with old ones), 

as well as the widespread use of computer software have all contributed, alongside 

favourable economic conditions, to the broadening of sculpture’s production and replication 

processes during the last decade. This has meant that viewers of sculpture today, unlike 

previous generations, are now much more in tune with the idea that a finished sculpture is 

often also the result of other so-called ‘collaborative’ contributions – through skills, 

expertise and technical support commissioned from beyond the sculptor’s studio – and is 

no longer solely the result of a single artist’s imaginative sculptural endeavour.2 This has 

also been further heightened through the widespread deployment of ‘outsourcing’ and the 

employment of skilled fabricators by many contemporary sculptors. Models, drawings and 

plans are made in the studio, and then finally larger versions are produced in workshops or 

factories elsewhere, often in different countries. Fabricators, alongside founders, have 

played increasingly significant roles, as the concept of taking full and direct artistic 

responsibility for every aspect and stage of the sculptural process, once that mantra of 

modern sculpture, is no longer as cherished as it once was. 
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Such conditions have, in turn, generated a dynamic cultural context for contemporary 

sculpture during the last decade. Art critical discourse has taken different directions, with 

various ramifications. ‘Collaboration’ has acquired a new and positive status: it has come 

to signal co-authorship, cross-disciplinarity, relationality, reciprocity and dialogical 

exchange between people and organisations.3 Collaborative endeavours are often seen as 

fair, helpful, shared, mutual and collective. At the same time, the exact meanings and 

values of collaboration have become further nuanced as the complicated overlaps and 

differences between various contributing activities have been examined and negotiated. 

Alongside this we have witnessed a heightened valorization of the hand-made, an interest 

in skill and re-skilling, and a renewed attention to uniqueness, artistic specificities and the 

idiosyncrasies of sculpture making. The hand of the artist, that long-standing metonymic 

register of sculptural endeavour, still haunts the discourse, though at one remove, outside 

notions of authenticity. 

 

The work of Richard Deacon is particularly interesting in relation to these contemporary 

sculpture issues not only because he has been a significant presence on the international 

scene, but also because these issues, which he has negotiated subtly over the last decade, 

are so germane to his own practice, resonating with prescience across his works and 

thinking from the 1970s and 1980s onwards. ‘I am a fabricator, not a carver or a modeller’, 

he famously wrote in 1983.4 This compelling and much-quoted statement has acquired 

different connotations over the last thirty years as the term ‘fabrication’ has itself 

undergone changing cultural associations in relation to the production of material objects. 

When the art critic Michael Newman, for example, responded to Deacon’s statement in 

1983, he was drawn to the explicit evidence of physical making that he discerned in the 

sculptures, writing: ‘Richard Deacon has written that he is “a fabricator, not a carver or a 

modeller”; the activity is often repetitious, and traces of fabrication are left, mostly in the 

glue, screws or rivets of the joins.’5 Looking back at this much-quoted statement today, 

Deacon remarks: ‘I have talked about my work many times over the years and I mostly 
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use the title “Fabrications” because I like the double-entendre of referring to things made 

and of making things up (“that’s a complete fabrication” etc.).’6  

 

This short exhibition catalogue essay looks at Deacon’s ‘fabrications’ over the last ten 

years, addressing his sculptures in relation to his close working relationship with a number 

of artists and highly skilled technicians, whilst considering what we might cautiously call 

the ‘collaborative tendency’ of his sculptural imagination.7 It highlights and breaks down 

some of the simplicities of the term ‘collaboration’, whilst looking at some of the 

fascinating complexities and particularities of some of his working relationships. For in a 

decade of outsourcing, Deacon, perhaps more than any sculptor of his generation, has 

managed to develop and maintain a very hands-on, close working relationship with other 

artists and art technicians, pushing the boundaries and expectations of such interactions 

and exchanges, developing his work in company, whilst successfully keeping in tandem the 

making of both small and larger-scale work for a public audience internationally. 

 

Instruction, invention, association 

 

There are today three main people, and in turn teams and workshops, with whom Deacon 

works closely. Matthew Perry (based in London) with whom he has worked with since 

1984, Gary Chapman (based in Bletchley), with whom he first worked in 1984, and Niels 

Dietrich (based in Cologne), whom he has known since 1999. Each of these working 

relationships is characterized not only by different materials (steel, wood and ceramic 

respectively), but also by different processes, procedures and arrangements. These operate 

not only professionally, but also personally and socially, which is an important matter for 

the artist, as the quotation at the beginning of this essay highlights. Sculptures are to be 

taken personally, in making as in viewing, as are the working relationships with the people 

sculptures involve. 
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Deacon first met Gary Chapman when he was a young worker on the shop floor at Kemco 

Fabrications Ltd, then under the directorship of the late Derek Eversden. Deacon had 

approached Kemco about a proposal for a sculpture outside the old Capital Radio building 

on the Euston Road in London. That sculpture never materialized, but Deacon had found 

the contact so interesting that he asked them to build another sculpture, Blind, Deaf and 

Dumb B, shown on the lawn outside the Serpentine Gallery in 1985.8 For this sculpture 

Deacon wanted to draw it so that it could be made by a fabricator and it was the first 

work that he made externally to his studio. Kemco provided a sympathetic and productive 

location for that learning experience, and Chapman was one of the team working on the 

sculpture. Chapman now runs Twin Engineering, based in Bletchley (a constituent town of 

Milton Keynes in Buckinghamshire), a firm with whom Deacon has worked since 2003. 

Deacon’s longstanding employment of Chapman and his team is a testimony to Deacon’s 

closeness to the former, and his enjoyment of the kind of working environment the latter 

offers, as he has stated in relation to the Bletchley premises: ‘I like going to factories. They 

can do things that I can’t do. I like the openness and that everything is going on in 

public.’9 Such sentiments are a clear demonstration of the way the artist relishes being 

outside the more private, personal habitat of his own Herne Hill (London) studio, where he 

is surrounded by his collections of small-scale objects and artefacts, made and found, 

encrusted with familiar associations and memories, with some of their mysteries perhaps 

given up over time.10 Many are natural forms of enclosure and containment, such as shells, 

skulls and eggs, all skin and structure. There is thus a space shift as well as shape shift at 

stake here between studio and factory, as forms and ideas are recalibrated and opened up, 

and re-contextualized with urgency within an industrial manufacturing environment where 

other concepts, designs and material values are at stake and where different relations to 

the world at large are enacted. 

 

Deacon’s comment is also a reminder of how such environments offer the possibility of 

teamwork and face-to-face, matter-of-fact discursive problem solving (as well as problem 

sharing) that is not so immediately available within his own studio. Perhaps they also 
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partially dissolve the burden and pressure of intellectual property and signature styles and 

free the artist up from the daily responsibilities of his own oeuvre. Beyond their meetings, 

fabrication dialogue between Deacon and Chapman is regularly done by email, and the 

computer more broadly has become a tool that is now central to their work together. This 

brings mixed results, as Deacon states: ‘Gary and I use the computer now and a lot of it 

goes through the computer. But we both agree that something has been lost. The 

computer gives and takes away. It can make work that is a bit alien.’11 Making a sculpture 

that is ‘alien’ to its maker(s) is a fascinating and complicated idea, which is reflected in a 

variety of sculptural qualities, at once structural and surface-based, from texture to metal 

thickness. 

 

Like many sculptors of his generation, Deacon not only uses computers but also thinks and 

makes in terms of bodies and families of works, which all have lives and which eventually 

come to an end or lead on elsewhere to other forms. This gives the computer an important 

role in helping to explore expanding the possibilities of a given form, as well as ensuring 

precise measurements and geometries for the components of a work and for the exact fits 

required. Stainless steel sculptures such as Siamese Metal 1 (2008) and Siamese Metal 3 

(2008) are highly successful in this regard: their polished tubular sections both shaping 

curvilinear volume and creating spaces simultaneously, as different modes of closed and 

open interior space are precisely demonstrated. Deacon’s wall-based bodies of works, such 

as the Infinity (2008) (in stainless steel) and Alphabet (2009–11) (in powder-coated 

stainless steel) series, are also borne out of this combination of morphology and 

measurement. Infinity brings together numbers and the demonstration of configured 

mathematical series through flickering, light-harnessing metal surfaces. As viewers count 

and try to work out the sequences, so they might ruminate on the changing surfaces. 

These puffed-up forms are the result of experiments earlier in the 1990s at Kemco: a 

technique, as Deacon recalls, that ‘involved stiffening thin stainless steel sheet by pumping 

up two paired plates under water pressure – the plates were seam-welded around the edge 
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and spot-welded across the surface, water being pumped between the two plates via two 

valves temporarily fitted into the edge.’12  

 

Unlike his work with Perry and Dietrich, Deacon’s work with Chapman mostly involves 

pre-planned works and the use of scale drawings, plans and models. He pays Chapman by 

the hour and so work schedules need to be carefully considered and agreed. ‘I am freer 

with Niels and there is less chance to fool about with Gary’, Deacon states. 13 Fooling 

around, folding and flopping might be read as related activities here and the expression of 

play and pleasure is noteworthy. When things don’t go according to plan, with any co-

worker, ‘we discuss it’, as Deacon has often stated.14 From time to time, however, other 

kinds of exciting, unexpected and unplanned outcomes emerge. Deacon’s Custom 

sculptures, such as 5 Star Custom (2012), Charmed Custom (2012) and Foreign Custom 

(2012), are good examples of this. These works started with stainless steel tubes that 

Chapman had left over from a previous job for the artist. They were Deacon’s to use and 

hung around for a while until, through Chapman’s ingenuity and resourcefulness, they 

both managed to find a way of resolving the cylinders, and sorting out how to deal with 

the gaps between the curved ends. The resultant works, which were done by hand and eye 

(and pre-computer), brought these cylindrical components together under one skin like 

shrink wrapping, turning assembled objects into one object. Chapman’s role in this work 

was crucial and a reminder that such skills are as much required to hold multi-component 

works together as they are to enlarge and make large-scale work. When asked about his 

work with Deacon, however, it is the larger works that he highlights: ‘. . . in particular the 

large sculptures have been extremely satisfying due to the challenges of size, as for example 

in Footfall (2013) in Switzerland’. Chapman continues: ‘working on Richard’s sculptures is 

a real pleasure from the normal everyday fabrication work such as structural and 

decorative steel . . . it has also taught us that everybody sees sculpture in different ways.’15  

 

Deacon’s work with Matthew Perry and Niels Dietrich operates within different 

contractual arrangements. Dietrich has shared ownership of the work made and he and 
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Deacon split the proceeds from sales of work. With Perry, as Deacon has stated elsewhere, 

‘we have agreed on a phrase “In association with Matthew Perry Studio” as a testament to 

his input, together with an agreed percentage (additional to payments) of any sale.’16 

These arrangements bring slightly different spirits of enquiry and creative rhythms, as 

Deacon has commented: ‘There are different kinds of investment and time/labour relations 

at work. I might start with a model with Gary, whereas with Niels we can start with the 

material.’17 Over and above these differences, Deacon remains ‘clear all the time that it is 

my sculpture.’18 To avoid any ambiguities that might occur, his is the name under which 

all production is attributed and accredited. Over the last ten years, since 2004, he has 

made a great many works in this way: 79 with Chapman, 17 with Perry and 107 with 

Dietrich. 

 

Deacon has been working in Dietrich’s ceramic workshop in Cologne since 1999, and 

during this time he also worked closely with employees Anna Zimmermann and 

Christopher Ulrich, with whom he established very close working relationships and artistic 

understandings. There was evidently a kind of ‘left hand, right hand’ empathetic dynamic 

in play, highlighting again that for Deacon, as for many sculptors, having a co-worker with 

whom you get on and share a similar sensibility and sense of form is all important. Both of 

these have now left and Dietrich has expanded his premises, reorganizing his workshop at 

the same time, giving Deacon a separate studio within the larger workshops – a studio 

within a studio. Looking back over the last decade Deacon was arguably more active in 

ceramics in the earlier years, between 2004 and 2007, making works such as Border Traffic 

(2004) and Venice Red/Dark Brown/Violet/Blue Traces (2007), which wriggle elegantly on 

floor and wall respectively. But the period of experimentation in Cologne between 2009 

and 2010 also generated intriguing new bodies of work, in which ceramic shell was used. 

These works, which include Hive (2009), Glas 1 (2009), Glas 2 (2009), Cabin (2010), 

Manifold (2010) and Loaf (2010), come out of working with cardboard boxes in 2007 for 

the work that would become Assembly, when it was 
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shown at Madison Square Park in New York in 2008. Deacon did not want to let go of the 

‘immediacy’ of cardboard – finding, folding, cutting and constructing – and Niels, who for 

Deacon ‘provided the enthusiasm and the energy for this body of work’, did some research 

later that year on ceramic shell, once they realized that using liquid clay (and the 

constructed cardboard as a mould) had its limitations.19 As Deacon has explained:  

 

‘He discovered that, provided the cardboard was first waterproofed with wax or varnish, 

this material would work on the outside and, even more interestingly, on the inside of 

cardboard originals which would burn out on firing. Thus reassured I collected a lot of 

cardboard boxes and began cutting, folding and sticking. Of the first two one (Hive) was a 

structure covered from the outside, the other (Glas 1) was a mould that we filled and 

emptied, coating it from the inside. I became excited by my making inside surfaces that I 

had imagined but hadn’t really seen and the post-firing revelation of these surfaces was 

magic.’20  

 

The titles of many of these works were taken from the lettering on the boxes. These were 

texts that had since been lost through being burned out and that made reference to their 

earlier role before being recycled and incorporated into these new sculptures. Cabin is a 

cast of the inside of cardboard tubes, Manifold was inspired ‘by looking at a Bugatti 

engine’ and Loaf, which was the last in the ceramic shell works, is a cast and coating 

together.21 

 

Blind, Deaf and Dumb A (1985), made of laminated glue and wood, dates to the time that 

he first began his long-standing work with Matthew Perry, a close friendship which is now 

over thirty years old.22 They met in 1984 when Perry moved into the ACME studio next 

door to him.23 Wood and metal are the materials they work with, steam-bending one of the 

main processes and Deacon has exhibited his work, made ‘In association with Matthew 

Perry studios’, many times, including Dead Leg (2007) at the Los Angeles County Museum 

in 2009. Key works made together include Blind, Deaf and Dumb A (1985), Laocoon 
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(1996) and Out of Order (2003), Orinoco (2007) and Walking the Walk (2009) and I 

Remember 1, 2 and 3 (2012–13), each ambitious, multipartite sculptures. Perry is clear 

about their working relationship on such works: ‘After thirty years I think our association 

is fairly unique. I do not fabricate, that implies a notion of detachment which I don't have. 

I make work with as much invention, vision and personality as I can give. Skills like 

materials come and go and more importantly are laid to rest when there is nothing left to 

do. I don't collaborate. We are associated.’24 And elaborating further on how he sees their 

working together, Perry states: ‘Perhaps working and thinking in parallel lines. Meeting up 

to discuss how it will work and how Richard might exhibit it. Most of the work starts with 

a notion or a word and perhaps a where and when. The vocabulary is either there or 

invented or stumbled upon. I may make incomplete models to make choices, draw the 

shapes of the exteriors to be selected or compose the interiors to be altered, or not. Just 

lately the models themselves, both in wood and acrylic, have taken things forward, 

separating off themes to go in different directions.’25 Such sentiments are echoed by 

Deacon, demonstrating his own openness as an artist and his willingness to see where 

things take him: setting out to do one thing and ending up with another through what 

Phillip King has often called ‘the adventures of the studio’.26 Discussing Out of Order 

(2004), for example, at the time of his recent Tate Britain exhibition, Deacon stated that 

the work ‘is a combination of twisted lines and spiral curves, but it only very slowly came 

together to form one line. Originally, it was going to be four pieces, but at some point 

I realised you could connect the pieces together to some advantage. That’s how the 

wooden works often develop, and there is less pre-planning as Matt and I understand each 

other so well.’27 

 

Over the last few decades, Deacon has developed good understandings with many artists 

beyond the three discussed here. There have been different kinds of collaborations, 

partnerships and exchanges: ‘some shorter and intense, and others over longer periods.’28 

Across them all, to varying degrees, a combination of learning and imparting, planning and 

playing, and expertise giving, taking and sharing can be discerned. It is also a 
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demonstration of the artist’s relentless curiosity about the material world and the ways in 

which sculpture can give intensified value to it. We find it in his early experience of ‘heat-

line bending’ at the Govan shipyards via the British Shipbuilding Training 

apprenticeships, and in exchanges with Stephen Hughes, from whom he and Bill Woodrow 

learned about bending and forming plastics.29 We find it in his turn to drawing ten years 

ago during a residency at Oxford University in the Oxford Centre for Gene Function,30 

where he relished exchanges with scientists there working on researching ion channels in 

relation to insulin, and was interested in the fact that the resolution of the electron 

microscopes was such that they couldn’t actually see what they were looking at: ‘the 

apparatus interfered with observation and it was this interference or obstruction that 

interested me.’31 We find it in his work with film-makers KSA32 and Claudia Schmid, in his 

co-writing with Lynne Cooke and his text co-editing with Dieter Schwarz, in his archiving 

work with Victoria Worsley and Justyna Niewiara, in his curating (such as the recent 

exhibition of his friend and former tutor Garth Evans’ work), in his collaborations with 

printmakers at Paragon Press, Thumb Nail and most recently at the Singapore Tyler Print 

Institute, with the choreographer Hervé Robbe, with the architect Eric Parry and with 

other artists such as Gordon Young, Mrdjan Bajić, Thomas Schütte and, most extensively, 

Bill Woodrow.33 

 

‘Only the Lonely’ and Other Shared Sculptures (1993) was the title of the first exhibition 

that Woodrow and Deacon staged, which indirectly suggested that the music industry 

might provide models for their collaboration.34 Although many of their joint or shared 

sculptures radiate the liberated pleasure and break from the routine that their production 

clearly entailed, the exhibition titles that they chose, such as Lead Astray (2004) and On 

the Rocks (2008), intriguingly suggest that there is also something dangerous about their 

collaborations.35 This is a quality that the writer and curator Teresa Gleadowe, a 

longstanding admirer of Deacon’s work, observes in relation to his collaborative impulse: ‘I 

am interested in the way in which Richard appears to use collaborative projects like those 

with Bill Woodrow as a way of losing himself, challenging his own identity as an artist, 
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taking risks. I believe that these collaborative adventures must contribute significantly to 

the freshness of his practice – and I was thinking also of his interest in responding to work 

from other periods of history, for instance the bases and plinths he made for the medieval 

sculpture display at Tate Britain.36 Perhaps these improvisations also hark back to his 

early experiments at St Martin’s, which clearly remain of great importance to him.’37 The 

point is a strong one and it is striking to think that each of these attempts by Deacon to 

further make his thoughts visible and give his ideas shape are simultaneously acts of 

individual artistic re-evaluation and re-invention: deliberately initiated challenges to the 

self, as much as well-choreographed collaborations and exchanges with others. Perhaps he 

needs these collaborative challenges not just to keep him on his toes, but to keep him 

thinking and making ‘outside of the box’. Perhaps ‘the other side’ can often best be 

glimpsed from ‘the others’ side’. 
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