


INTRODUCTION

BY Tanya Ashken
GODDESSES, GODS, SEA AND EARTH

My early life and schooling ultimately had a big influence on the kind of sculpture I make. It was at
Dunhurst, the junior school for Bedales (the co-educational boarding school in Hampshire, England),
where | started to use my hands. We were all taught woodwork, and much else by an inspirational teacher.
At Bedales my interest turned to silverwork and by a twist of fate | gained my own hallmark at the age of
thirteen. This interest continued and on leaving school I went to the Central School of Arts and Crafts to
study silversmithing.

My main interest in life was animals and birds and all through my school years | would go bird watching.
I've always seemed to have known about the Albatross, even from a very young age. Perhaps, | was one in
my last life!

Having worked with wood and silver and gold, | have a great respect for the beauty of the materials that
the earth produces. Although I did enjoy making objects in silver, silversmithing became rather restrictive.
So when John Drawbridge' and | got married in 1960 and we went to live in Paris for a year, | thought I'd
have a go at sculpture instead. Stone carving appealed, as it would mean that I still had a hammer in my
hand and could continue to work with a hard material. The Atelier del Debbio in the Impasse Ronsin, off
the Rue de Vaugirad, was run by a half Italian Frenchman. He had two rooms. In one of these a few mature
stone carving sculptors shared the space with four or 5 students. It was a good atmosphere to be in, and to
learn something of life as an artist.

In the same complex of studios was that of Constantin Brancusi’, the famous Romanian sculptor, who had
died only 3 years before. By peering into high up windows, standing on blocks of his uncarved marble, |
was able to see down into his impeccably arranged studio: WOW! My life changed from that moment.

Marble carving became my first love and some of the bronzes here in this exhibition are casts from the
marble sculptures: Aphrodite, Aphrodite 11, Waiting for Gaia, Dark Apollo, Isis. From wood, sculptures are:
SeaBird, Olduvai, Black Whole, WhaleBird, Gondwana and Poseidon. Only Whale Form, Whale Form Il
and Ancient Way are created using the modelling technique.

A number of my works reflect creatures of the sea. Where | live in Island Bay, the sea is over the road and
inevitably has a big influence on my work. | allow my subconscious to dominate my sculpture, especially
the carvings, although conscious thought and subconscious work together when I've got a particular idea
to reveal. There are some works when 1 very consciously try to get my feelings across about how badly
Homo sapiens treat other creatures on this planet.

! John Drawbridge (M.B.E., Honorary Doctorate, Massey University) New Zealand artist (1930 — 2005). Notable works include a 40 meter long Beehive
Mural in the Banquet Hall, New Zealand Parliament, the Expo '70 Mural for Osaka, Japan, now housed in the foyer of the NZ National Library, the
15 meter long mural for New Zealand House London, UK, now housed in the NZ National Archives Building
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A reconstruction can be seen at the Pompidou Centre in Paris, France.
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Goddesses, Gods, Sea and Earth

The environment in which Tanya Ashken creates her sculpture is the wild, rugged south coast of
Wellington, New Zealand’s capital city. This landscape, where the sky and the deep blue sea of the South
Pacific meet on the horizon, is also home to soaring sea birds and marine mammals. There is a sense of
permanence, beauty and tension with the movements of the sea and the waves, the dramatic shifts in
weather patterns and the changing light. These are the same elements that underlie Tanya’s work.

Tanya Ashken developed a strong interest in the three-dimensional arts during her schooling in Hampshire,
England. She began working in wood and then in metal, particularly silver. During these formative years,
her other great love was for animals and birds. At the age of thirteen, the quality of her work was recognised
and she gained her own hallmark as a silversmith, thus earning a personal signature in the craft. She then
went on to study silversmithing at the Central School of Arts and Crafts in London. After marriage to the
New Zealand print maker and painter, John Drawbridge, and a shift to Paris, Tanya began to study sculpture
at the Atelier del Debbio. She was deeply affected by the work of the world famous Romanian sculptor
Constantin Brancusi and marble carving became her passion. This shift of medium meant she continued to
work with a hammer in her hand and with hard materials. At the end of 1963, Tanya moved from Europe
to live in New Zealand, where she took up a part-time teaching position at the Wellington Polytechnic
Design School. In 1967 she was awarded the Frances Hodgkins Fellowship, enabling her to spend a year
at the University of Otago, sculpting marble, plaster and wood and developing ideas for large pieces.

Tanya Ashken is concerned with the beauty of the materials she uses and often abstracts the ideas for her
work from organic forms. She says about her work: “1 feel strongly involved with the natural rhythms and
forces of the earth; with the tensions of stones and the tensions of seabirds; the power of natural light and
the course of the earth’s movement. 1 like to think I can feel something of what ancient Man felt when he
placed the great standing stones, and | marvel too at the natural work created by the elements. | create my
work by consciously trying to use today’s language in art to reveal...that some of the human race can still
be close to the source of natural forces.” Peter Cape (Arts and Community, 1972) described Tanya’s work as
“chastely sensuous,” as there is a quality of closely observed anatomical beauty in her works, deriving both
from animal forms and other natural living forms. “It is as though Tanya Ashken finds sinews in trees, the
curve of muscle in the curve of wood or metal and the qualities of slow vegetative growth in the mobile
forms of birds” (Peter Cape, 1972). The abstract beauty and perfection of form in Tanya’s work are classical
and not romantic in conception. There is a balance between the hard edges and soft sensuous curves and
the play of natural light articulates the graceful organic forms (Anne Kirker, Art Historian, 1970s), creating
works that Peter Cape describes as having “a certain lyricism” (“Please Touch”, 1980). Although her

sculptural forms are graceful and simple, containing nothing unnecessary, Tanya injects tension and
meaning into the simplicity. “Recognisable organic shapes appear and disappear, the sensuousness of the
polished bronze flows gently from abstraction into figuration and back to abstraction again. Nothing is
what it seems...The rigidity of our preconceived ways of seeing is playfully subverted as we see what we

o

expect changing into what we do not. ” (Stephen Cain, 1992). This “multiplicity of suggestion” (T.J.
McNamara, Art Critic, 1999) helps to make Tanya Ashken’s sculpture so distinctive. And so, too, does her
silver smithing background, because in whatever medium she chooses to work, Tanya seeks a silversmith’s

perfect finish.

Tanya allows her subconscious to dominate her sculpture, especially the carvings, although in some works
she consciously comments on how badly Homo Sapiens treats other living creatures on this planet. Along
with her response to the environment as an artist, Tanya has a long time concern for the caring of the natural
environment. Reviewing Tanya’s work in an exhibition at Wellington’s Brooker Gallery, Stephen Cain
(1992) says: “She ‘quotes’ rather than ‘copies’ from nature, in the discovery of her own unique forms and
she treats her subject matter with a sympathy and a delicacy which is indicative of a deep concern for the
natural world.”

Tanya Ashken’s work is well known and enjoyed by the New Zealand public. Her large public sculpture in
Frank Kitts Park in Wellington, the albatross water sculpture, led to the establishment of the Wellington
Sculpture Trust. Established in 1982, the Trust commissions quality contemporary public sculpture to
support the creative arts in New Zealand. Tanya’s Albatross gives sculptural form to the ideals to remember
the visual and aesthetic aspects of Wellington city and to add further beauty to the magnificence already
endowed by nature. “The gleaming white surfaces of Albatross reflect the light and colours of its
harbour-side setting, while its organic shapes echo the hill forms of this evocative natural environment.
Ashken'’s use of water as both a malleable sculptural form and a symbolic force serves to bring the power
of the harbour closer to the heart of the city” (anonymous, 1986). Tanya has sculptures in both public and
private collections in New Zealand, Britain, the United States and Holland and she also has works in silver
in churches around England and New Zealand.

Tanya Ashken has undertaken a number of high profile commissions. The Royal College of Australasian
Neurosurgeons commissioned her to create a trophy using the New Zealand Kotuku (white heron) and the
Australian boomerang in the design. The Wellington branch of Zonta, a worldwide organization to advance
the status of women, commissioned her to design a silver and gold medal for a biennial award to a woman
working in science. When he retired as head of the New Zealand Court of Appeal, Lord Cooke of
Thorndon gave Tanya a brief to create a sculpture representing Harmony and Equality between Maori and



European and to have the Treaty of Waitangi in it. Tanya’s bronze shows the two parties coming together
in a symbolic handshake over the Treaty of Waitangi document.

Tanya’s sculptures begin as carvings in marble or wood and are then cast in bronze. Some of her sculptures
have taken from 10 to 30 years to evolve, while others take less than a year. The abstract bronzes Aphrodite,
Aphrodite 1I, Waiting for Gaia, Dark Apollo and Isis are all casts from marble sculptures, the titles reaching
back to classical mythology. Aphrodite, the goddess of love, beauty and fertility, evokes a sensuous,
stretching figure. Waiting for Gaia, the primal goddess personifying the earth, has richness, depth and
stability (T.J. McNamara, 1999). ‘Waiting’ refers to Tanya’s need to carve Gaia at some time in the future.
The white marble Apollo, transformed into the bronzed Dark Apollo, refers back to the Greek god of music
and poetry in its powerful strength of form and grace. Isis, an Egyptian goddess who was worshipped as the
archetypal wife and mother, has a sense of purity and loveliness. In contrast to the works described above,
the bronzes SeaBird, Black Whole, WhaleBird (Raven), Olduvai, Gondwana and Poseidon are all cast from
wood sculptures, each piece of wood carrying its own history which becomes embedded within the new
form. Connections with the spirituality of ancient lands and coastal associations are inherent within these
works. Whales and birds are closely connected and lie on a continuum of expression. In a 1999 review of
Tanya’s work, McNamara comments on “the multiplicity of suggestion which inspires the lovely arch of
WhaleBird, supported on tail and wings/fins but poised just short of the surface at the front of the arch.”
Olduvai is a subtle and mysterious standing form, a totem from an ancient world. Poseidon, which is the
most recent work in the collection, has powerful kelp-like forms and the beautiful marbled patina is
reminiscent of light dancing on the surface of water, creating a feeling of depth and mystery. The sculptures
Whale Form, Whale Form 1l and Ancient Way are created using the modelling technique, a process which
involves manipulating materials to create a three-dimensional form.

The feeling for the creation of a permanent monument is something which lies deep in the unconscious
motivation of many sculptors, and it is something that people respond to on a primitive level (Peter Cape,
“Please Touch”, 1980). Viewers walking around Tanya Ashken’s sculptures in the exhibition “Goddesses,
Gods, Sea and Earth” will be drawn into the subtle and mysterious forms, which recall the shapes of the
natural world which she is so strongly linked to.

7yn Hardie Boys
Dip Teaching, MA /\pphed Linguistics
ELl Teacher, Victoria University of Wellington
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"My work comes from the subconscious: it tells me what to do."
Tanya Ashken, 2008
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Poseidon /&8 &%

2007
Cast Bronze
h 430 x w 400 x d 230 mm
Edition: 1 of 6




.I.

LY

Aphrodite Il ERXZEEF 82—

2007
Cast Bronze
h 750 x w 600 x d 140 mm; base size h 650 x w 450 x d 300 mm
Edition: Tof 4



Isis (Raven) #7228

2004
Cast Bronze
h 960 xw 145 xd 120 mm
Edition: 2 of 4




Black Whole & %AH) 2R

2003
Cast Bronze
h 345 x w 520 x d 200 mm
Edition: 2 of 6




Dark Apollo 7&K [ 1% il 5 Z&

2003
Cast Bronze
h 530 x w 210 x d 145 mm; base size h 750 x w 300 x d 300 mm
Edition: 5 of 6



Gondwana [ B AP A fze

2003
Cast Bronze
h 1,300 x w 360 x d 320 mm
Edition 3 of 6




SeaBird /& &

1998
Cast Bronze
h 275 xw 280 xd 130 mm
Edition 7 of 12



Olduvai BFr &

1998
Cast Bronze
h 1,060 x w 190 x d 160 mm
Edition 3 of 6



WhaleBird (Raven) £ &

1997
Cast Bronze
h140 xw 440 xd 110 mm
Edition 8 of 12




Ancient Way 38

1996
Cast Bronze
h 165 xw 250 xd 165 mm
Edition 6 of 12




Waiting for Gaia 515 A2 &f—F 48

1996
Cast Bronze
h 590 x w 330 x d 260 mm; base size h 750 x w 300 x d 300 mm
Edition 5 of 6



Aphrodite 5K 7 &5 2014

1994
Cast Bronze
h 745 x w 220 x d 200 mm; base size h 900 x w 350 x d 350 mm
Edition 5 of 6



Whale Form Il 2.2 —

1994
Cast Bronze
h 820 x w 500 x d 350 mm; base size h 900 x w 350 x d 350
Edition 5 of 6



Whale Form €38

1990
Cast Bronze
h 260 x w 325 x d 190 mm
Edition 8 of12




Poseidon /& {8 &%

This is my most recent work and was carved from a flawed piece of wood, to
which | built up the shape with other materials. It exists in bronze form only
and has links with the sea.
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Aphrodite || BKZEEF L1 2 —

The original sculpture is carved from a beautiful piece of white Italian marble,
The black bronze is a complete contrast to it, but it feels equally sensual.
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Isis (Raven) {F % Hy 2244

There is an aluminium version of this sculpture, hence the subtitle ‘Raven’.
The casts are taken from a sculpture carved in black Belgium marble. From
some points of view | think this work has an Egyptian feel to it.
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Black Whole & SAH) 285

I was taking part in a ‘human exhibit’ at Wellington Zoo, in the vacated lion
cage and we were supposed to be acting and doing things that we would
normally do. So 1 took along a chunk of ancient kauri (a swamp kauri,
millions of years old) a mallet and some chisels. 1 liked the way the sculpture
progressed and cast it into black bronze. | feel it is completely abstract and
self contained.
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Dark Apollo K 5 #5 P )i 78

Apollo was a white marble sculpture, so | call the bronze “Dark Apollo”. |
completed the carving after my first son was born and | felt they both had
some attributes of Apollo!
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Gondwana [ 5 #F A fz

This bronze is cast from the other log of wood from the London wharf:
Rosewood. Over thirty years, at 4 different times, | carved my rosewood. It
was a difficult wood to turn into a piece of sculpture because it was so
beautiful in its own right. Finally, | think | succeeded, but the work is probably
better in this bronze form. It has suggestions of the Pacific and Africa, but
there is a whale in there too.
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SeaBird /2 &

This is also from a wood sculpture: Rewarewa, a New Zealand wood. | was
entranced by the folded wings of the Black Backed Gulls outside my window.
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Olduvai B

Many years ago | bought two logs of wood from a wharf on the Thames in
London; one of those was ebony. After a visit to Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania, |
decided to carve my ebony, as | was moved by the spirituality of the Gorge.
This bronze with its black patina, feels very like the wooden one.
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WhaleBird (Raven) 3 &

The title is relevant as it fits into my whole Whale — Bird consciousness.
However, | have huge admiration for Ravens and hope that some of their
qualities are felt in this sculpture.
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Ancient Way & #&

Ancient Way came to life as | was working on a commission to create a
sculpture representing ‘Harmony and Equality between Maori and
European’. It was not part of the final version for the commission, but exisls
in its own right. | feel it has the quality of an ancient landscape.
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Waiting for Gaia 45 A2 £—F ¢

This also started as a carved marble sculpture, which 1 called Kore, after the
image of the Greek girl goddess. This version suggested something else. It's
‘Waiting’ as | feel | still need to carve Gaia.
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Aphrodite & 5 28 555 2 48

This bronze is taken from an earlier marble carving. | was aware of a stretch-
ing human movement when | first started to carve it, but it turned into
something much more than that.
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Whale Form Il £22 —

This is a shape from a shadow cast by a silver SeaBird sculpture | made once.
Whales and sea birds are interchangeable in my work
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Whale Form &5

Whale Form is the result of a request to make a sculpture to replace a dead
apple tree in a garden. | thought of the tree as having a spreading trunk and
in a large version could have a simple plant within the shape.
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- Ri = _ (] x 1992 ‘Celene’, Bronze, Rutherford Art Trust, New Zealand
Tanya Ashken Blography %ﬁi\ﬁﬁ 1AJ§E 1986 ‘Albatross’, 3 piece Ferro-cement Water Sculpture, Frank Kitts Park, Wellington, New Zealand
Trophy for the Royal Australasian College of Neurosurgeons, Silver, Bronze, Greenstone & Wood.
Bom1939 LonanEng]and ....................................................................................................... 1080 Apollo’, White Marble, Wairarapa Arts Centre, New Zealand
Emigrated to New Zealand 1963 1975 ‘Monolith’, Concrete, Memorial for Polish Children Refugees, Paihiatua, New Zealand
1974 ‘Seabird IV’, Bronze, Beaglehole Memorial, Victoria University, Wellington, New Zealand
Seabird V', Bronze, New Zealand Chancery, Canberra, Australia.
EDUCATION & NOTABLE DATES 1973 ‘Kotuku’, Second Casting, Bronze, Dowse Art Gallery, Lower Hutt, New Zealand
..................................................................................................................................... 1972 ‘Bronze Torso’ 2/9, Te Papa Museum, Wellington, New Zealand
1967 Received Frances Hodgkins Fellowship, Otago University, Dunedin, New Zealand 1970 ‘Sea Creatures’, Aluminium Mobile, Wellington College of Education, New Zealand
1961-62  Studied sculpture at Camberwell Art School, London, England 1969 ‘Head’, Bronze, Victoria University, New Zealand
1960-61  Studied sculpture in Paris, France ‘Kotuku’, Bronze, Dunedin Municipal Building, New Zealand
1957-60  Studied silversmithing at the Central School of Arts and Crafts, London, England 1968 “Two Standing Forms’, Bronze, Dunedin Public Art Gallery, New Zealand
1952 Awarded own silversmith’s Hallmark ‘Bronze Torso’ 1/9, Otago University, Dunedin, New Zealand
1946-57  Bedales School, Hampshire, England
NOTABLE PRIVATE COMMISSION
EXHIBITIONS SELECTED) BT SRRTRITRS e
..................................................................................................................................... 2004 ‘Lament of the Albatross’, cast in White Marble Dust, commissioned by lan Fraser & Suzanne Snively,
2007 Goddesses, Gods, Sea and Earth, Koru Contemporary Art, Hong Kong Wellington, New Zealand
2006 South Coast Gallery, Wellington, New Zealand
2003 Solo Show, Judith Anderson Gallery, Auckland, New Zealand
Solo Show, Idiom Studio Gallery, Wellington, New Zealand CHURCH SILVER
1999 Solo Show, Judith Anderson Gallery, Auckland, New Zealand e R o R AT B et s A
Crossroads Bookshop Gallery, Wellington, New Zealand 2007 Chalice, St. Peters Church, We]]m‘gton, New Zealand ‘
1998 Studio 4 Gallery, Wellington, New Zealand 1990 Canc?leholder, Home of Compassion Chapel, Island Bay, Wellington, New Zeakand
1995 Family Exhibition (with Tony and Cameron), Turnbull House, Wellington, New Zealand Baptismal BOWI_’ Matawhero Ch.urch, Gisborne, New Zealand
1990 Brooker Gallery, Wellington, New Zealand 1983 Cross, Candlesticks & .Snuffer, Kings School Chapel, fj\uckland, New Zealand
1972 Solo Show, Bett Duncan Gallery, Wellington, New Zealand 1972 Warden's Wand, St. Michael’s Church, Kelburn, Wellington, New Zealand
1966 New Vision gallery, Auckland, New Zealand 1970 Alms Dish, St. Mary's F:hurch, Timaru, New Zealand
Le Verre, International Exhibition of Contemporary Glass, Rouen e Pastoral Staff for the Bishop O_f Nelson, New Zealand )
1963 Redfern Gallery and New Vision Centre Gallery, London, England 1962 Bron.ztf_' & S]]\{er Cross, All Saints Church, Steep (near Petersfield), Hampshire, England
1959 Crucifix, Addiscombe, Croydon, London, England
SCULPTURE IN PUBLIC PLACES
..................................................................................................................................... OTHER PUBLIC COMMISSIONS
1997 ’Waiting for Gaia’ ]."r6, BanZE, Wakefield hospital, Wellington .............. i Ty guesns S ‘.‘.......‘.‘.‘.......‘.‘.: ...............................................................
1996 ‘Treaty of Waitangi Sculpture’, Bronze & Serpentine, commissioned by Lord Cooke of Thorndon for the Court 1994 Women in Science’ Medallion, Zonta Club of Wellington, New Zea.la!nd
of Appeal. 2nd & 3rd casts presented to Lord Woolf and Lord Goff in the United Kingdom. 1567 Chain of Ofﬁcg for the Royal New Zealand College of General Practlti‘oner
1995 ‘Whale Form II' 3/6, Bronze, Circa Theatre, Wellington, New Zealand 1970 Pgndant for Pnnc.ess A[’me, presented by the New Zealand Arts Council
‘MantaBird’ 1/6, Bronze, Circa Theatre, Wellington, New Zealand 1970 Bishop of Dunedin’s Ring and Pectoral Cross, New Zealand
1995 ‘Rock of Ages’, Oamaru Stone, Efil Doog Rhododendron Garden, near Wellington, New Zealand

‘Whale Form 11" 2/6, Bronze, Marsden Collegiate School, Wellington, New Zealand
1994 ‘Whale Form 11" 1/6, Bronze, Otago University, Dunedin, New Zealand
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