Woman of Words.

‘Most women turn to salt looking back!’ 

The brief from Wellington Sculpture Trust brief required the artwork celebrate Katherine 
Mansfield’s literary heritage.
I decided to make an exception to my sculpture practice over the past 30 years and proposed a figurative artwork, entirely laser cut with words and phrases from Katherine Mansfield’s writing… I moved outside my comfort zone... 
‘Risk! Risk anything!’ 

Woman of Words is a celebration of Katherine Mansfield’s achievements and her aspiration to be seen ‘as a writer first and a woman after.’ 
While Wellington Sculpture Trust secured funding for the project, I spent around two years immersed in Mansfield’s short stories, journals and diaries, and selected many lines that resonated in my head. 
As we installed the work in Monday’s deluge, I remembered;

 ‘I love the rain, I want the feeling in my face’
During the design process, I made several Marquettes to refine the form and confirm accuracy of each panel shape, using paper and wood and eventually, to run through our theories about the process, we made a stainless steel figure, laser cut at one third scale.
One of the major challenges was to create soft ‘fabric’ curves, from flat panels of stainless steel. 

Initially we used a massive 20 tonne, foot operated press, for the hundreds of incremental pressings, on either side of the steel sheet, to form the undulating fabric folds.
And a Pullmax machine to develop the rounded compound curved panels of the hollow figure. 
Creating this artwork has been like making a suit of armour.
Each panel has been laser cut with Katherine Mansfield’s words, as the filigreed figure is designed to become a lantern of words at night. 

Among the text, I’ve included many references to New Zealand; to Karori, Mansfield’s birthplace; the Wellington wharves and the Picton ferry; camping in the Urewera bush; and her numerous references to the sea.
I’m grateful to Vincent O’Sullivan for his positive comments about the text selection, and to Gerri Kimber for sending lines from the cache of recently found stories.
The placement of text needed to be considered carefully and is arranged so panels can be read standing in one place, without walking around the artwork.
 On the right arm I’ve placed;
 .‘This is not a letter but my arms around you for a brief moment’; on the left:

  ‘Toi Toi branches bent in the wind to shake out their golden hair’
Line length was always a restriction; single word-titles of short stories appear at hip level.  As the line length options increase, the phrase length also increase until the lines run along the flowing hem of this 1920’s skirt. 
I have given the work the long pointed sleeves wished for in ‘The Dressmaker,’ to emphasise the hands and allude to Mansfield’s early years as a cellist and her frequent mention of hands and gloves. 
The bobbed hairstyle was assembled from shopping lists found in the journal, dated 1922.
The mask-face is a response to Katherine Mansfield’s letter to Sylvia Payne:
‘Don’t lower your mask unless you have another mask prepared beneath –

 as terrible as you like - but a mask…

I carved the mask and hands initially in Plaster of Paris, they were then ceramic moulded and cast in wax, before I separated the fingers and experimented with varying mask expressions. These components are cast marine grade, stainless steel. 

It was difficult to calculate how long the project might take and there have been times when 
there appeared to be no horizon;

‘Regret is an appalling waste of energy’
I’d especially like to thank my fantastic team for their patience, perseverance and assistance throughout the complexities of this project:
Mike King, thank you for Project Management: Design Documentation and securing permits, liaising with contractors, and managing to bring some balance to our lives during the past 10 months assembly… and delivering delicious pies to Luke and I at the workshop.
Special thanks to Luke King, for your assistance throughout the project, your patience in the meticulous placement of the text… even when I changed my mind ...for assembling our many computer printouts, for your hands-on work during fabrication and for playing good music as we travelled home each day in heavy traffic.
Special thanks to Ben Galloway, sheet metal worker, for his metal forming skills, and multiple, even stitch welds and to Lance Rummins, the Workshop Manager at Stainless Engineering who also lost sleep during the project. 
Thanks to our Structural Engineer, Steve Thorne of Thorne Dwyer Structures who said loosing sleep was his job.
Thank you to Martin Goulden for the Lambton Quay site works: the foundation and installation, and Bryan Mitchell for lighting and testing.
Thanks also to Pearl Button, the film makers who documented the project, Nikki Baigent and Hamish Mortland; to Nathalia Lusardi, from Argentina who modelled for the mask; Judy Craig who modelled for the hands and Jon Craig for his integrity, constant support and encouragement during the project.
I’m extremely grateful to Neil Plimmer and the Wellington Sculpture Trust for their leap of faith in commissioning this project, and their partnership with Wellington City Council, and to the Katherine Mansfield Society for suggesting the concept.
Thank you.
Virginia King
 May 2013

