| 4 L They may look as delicate and organic
as the real thing, but Ben Russell's sculptures

of fungi, cacti and roots will outlast us all,
believes Natasha Goodfellow
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LESHY. Squidgy. Succulent. These

are not words one expects to hear

when talking about stone and sculp-

ture, but Ben Russell’s creations
of fungi, cacti and roots are far from ordinary
themselves. Think about it—how many stone
sculptures of plants have you seen in your
life? For sure, you've seen carved acanthus
capitals, floral bosses, palmettes and ara-
besques, particularly in Islamic architecture.
Perhaps you've spied the odd two-dimensional
floral cornucopia or sheaf of corn. But free-
standing sculptures? In a field dominated
by statues of gods, people (usually men) and
animals (usually powerful), these pieces are
remarkable not only for their subjects, but
for the wonderful incongruity between their
soft, flowing forms and the hard nature of the
stone in which they are carved.

€1 love that sense

of everything being
connected and alive.
It’s quite incredible 9

‘If there was a material that I was going
to fall in love with, it was going to be stone,
says Mr Russell, describing his childhood in
Charmouth, Dorset, known for its fossils and
less than an hour’s drive from the quarries
of Portland, stone from which built much
of London. T was always down at the beach
hacking at rocks with my chisels or looking
for stones to sculpt.

It was the Dorset landscape, too—the hollc
ways, sunken lakes and rolling hills—that gave
Mr Russell his love of Nature, especially
mushrooms, his longest-lasting passion.
‘Because so much of the land around here has
never been ploughed, you get such a variety
of mushrooms popping up, he explains.
Parasol mushrooms, parrot wax caps and even
‘magic’ mushrooms, Psilocybe azures
have all inspired both large pieces and
latest miniature ‘Terrariums’ collection.

As his recent ‘Roots’ series shows, the
sculptor is equally as interested in what goes
on beneath the soil in their mycelia—net-
works of tiny fungal threads that interact
with tree and plant roots to share nutrients,
trigger immune responses or, in some cases,
to release harmful toxins. ‘Ilove that sense
of everything being connected and alive,’
he shares. ‘It’s quite incredible.

Realising it was unlikely he could simply
set up a studio and start selling work, the
teenage Mr Russell decided to learn his >

Soft as stone: smooth, tactile mushrooms
emerge into the air in Ben Russell’s hands

81



trade, studying applied architectural stone-
work and conservation in Weymouth, followed
by a post-graduate diploma in historic/
architectural stone-carving in London. His
first job was restoring the listed monuments
at Highgate Cemetery in north London, still
one of his all-time favourite locations. ‘In some
places, Nature had completely taken over.
Iremember one chest tomb totally encased
in great, chunky ivy roots, as if they were
trying to contain some sort of evil.’

61 can quite often see
the form in the stone.
[ just have to take
the excess away 9

Other commissions were memorable more
for their historical significance. Over the
years, he has worked on nationally significant
buildings, including the Tower of London,
the Houses of Parliament and the Albert
Memorial, as well as making large limestone
reliefs for the capital’s County Hall, sculpting
an armadillo grotesque for St George’s Chapel,
Windsor, and carving a commemorative
plaque for London's Goodenough College,
which was unveiled by The Queen.

In spare moments, Mr Russell continued
to make his own work, mainly mushrooms,
and then, in 2017, inspired by a trip to the
glasshouses at Kew where he'd noticed the
sun refracting through the flesh of a S,
he made a trio of potted alabaster cacti. ‘The
plants I'd seen almost looked as if they were
illuminated from within,’ he remembers.
‘Alabaster has that same sort of trans-
lucency and I felt it could replicate
that succulent, squidgy look a cactus
has. After all the detailed repair
work I'd been doing, it was
really nice to be working on
big, bold, organic forms, too.'

He posted a picture of the
completed piece on Face-
book and, within a few days,

a Mayfair sculpture gallery
(‘the kind of place I'd thought

I might get into when I was
65, he laughs) had called. Inless
than a week, the sculptor had
a date for his first solo show.

Now, as then, the work starts
with a visit to a supplier or a quarry,
depending on the kind of stone he
is seeking. As well as alabaster, Mr
Russell likes to work with Carrara marble
for its consistency and ability to
handle detail; Ancaster, a hardy
limestone that’s good for bigger,
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: Anfractuous in Portland limestone; Specimen 00,

alabaster and Carrara marble; Combo in two alabasters; Messenger, with an Ancaster
limestone cap; an alabaster commission. Above: In the studio with rescue lurcher Willie

outdoor forms; and local Portland stone,
with its subtle fossil content. Whichever it
is, he rarely goes with a pre-formed idea or
design: ‘T can quite often see the form in the
stone. I just have to take the excess away.’
Working from his studio, an old cowshed
backin Dorset, he starts with an angle grinder
to remove the waste, cracking offlarge pieces
with a hammer. This stage is highly physical
and a far cry from most people’s romantic
notions of stone-carving. ‘I'min a PVC onesie

Cognizance,
in Carrara marble

with a hood, a full face mask to protect me
from the dust, ear defenders for the noise and
gloves for the vibrations, he elaborates. ‘It’s
not the most pleasant way to work’.

He much prefers the moment he can start
using chisels to refine the shape, which he
does partly out of a love for the tradition of the
craft and the attachment to the work it gives
him, but also for the element of control. ‘With
a chisel, you can get so much more tension
and movement into the forms, he explains.
The piece is then filed with diamond rifflers
to smooth out any unwanted marks and
sanded, often for days, with a series of papers

from a very coarse 24 grade and to a super-
fine 7,000 or more. Each grade takes out
the grooves left by the last until,
where Mr Russell wishes it to be so,
none are visible. ‘That’s what gives
that really lustrous finish. By the
time a piece is well polished,
it’s almost like looking into
a sheet of glass—you're able

to see through the surface.
A final coat of wax adds
a protective layer and brings
out any colours, some of which
may have lain hidden right to
the end. ‘That's what I love about
stone,’ the sculptor divulges.
‘There’s so much variety in it, so
much of the unknown. It comes

to life as you make it &

—June 6 (www.b ssell.co.uk)
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