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Paul Luckraft: Can you briefly 
tell me about the three strands 
of your research into 
monuments, architecture and 
archives that you bring together 
for this exhibition: 19th Century 
spiritualist Andrew Thomas 
Turton Peterson, an early form 
of sign language developed by 
Sir Christopher Wren, and the 
old Birmingham Central 
Library?

Stuart Whipps: All of the works 
come from a large, ongoing, and 
ever expanding body of 
research. So for example, the 
ghost of Christopher Wren has 
cropped up a number of times 
in reference to different strands 
of this research. Firstly, when 
researching Sway Tower, a 
concrete folly in the New 
Forest, and secondly, in the 
interview with Clough Williams-
Ellis that is reproduced here. It 
is important to note that on 
both of those occasions the 
initial subject of the research 
was something other than 
Wren, so the role of serendipity 
and intuition plays a key part in 
the production of work. I’m 
interested in the different ways 
that this core research can 
become source material for the 
production of new work in a 
variety of contexts. The wall 
from Birmingham Central 
Library, although part of this 
activity, operates slightly 
differently. Where the other 
works respond directly to 
existing monuments, with the 
wall I’m attempting to create a 
monument, of sorts, through 
the repurposing of the original 
material.

In place of a full interview, 
Stuart Whipps has proposed 
reproducing excerpts from a 
fictitious radio interview 
between the architect Clough 
Williams-Ellis and the ghost of 
Sir Christopher Wren.

The interview was produced by 
the BBC and was broadcast at 
20.15 GMT on 1 January 1943. 
Williams-Ellis played himself, 
and an actor the part of Wren.

Edited by Stuart Whipps from  
a transcription of the original 
recording.

Narrator: This week we present 
an imaginary interview between 
a distinguished architect of 
today, Clough Williams-Ellis, 
and a great figure of the past, 
Sir Christopher Wren. The 
meeting takes place within the 
shadow of St Paul’s Cathedral 
– one of the noblest and 
certainly the most famous of 
Wren’s works. St Paul’s stands 
today in the centre of an area 
that suffered much in the great 
fire of 1940 – and to that scene 
of beauty and desolation we 
now take you.

Williams-Ellis: Among the city 
ruins, among the ghosts of 
vanished buildings, there’s no 
one – no ghost I mean, no 
human ghost – there’s no one 
I’d be less surprised to 
encounter than Sir Christopher 
Wren. How does it go, that 
epitaph of his? ‘Here lies buried 
the founder of this church and 
city, Christopher Wren, who 
lived more than 90 years – not 
for himself, but for the public 
good. Reader, if you require a 
monument, look around.’

Wren: Look around? Indeed  
I will. And have done many  
a night.

Williams-Ellis: Unless I’m  
much mistaken, you are Sir 
Christopher Wren!

Wren: Look around indeed! 
These ruins take me back to the 
year 66.

Williams-Ellis: That will be –  
let me see… 1666.

Wren: I remember scorching my 
shoes in the same streets, as I 
went about them, that 
memorable year, making my 
survey.

Williams-Ellis: Scorching your 
shoes, sir?

Wren: Scorching my shoes, sir,  
I do assure you. The streets 
were still full of glowing ashes 
from the timbers of 13,000 
burned-out houses. But my 
work brooked no delay: I had to 
be about it.

Williams-Ellis: I had almost 
forgotten your fire, sir. The 
Great Fire of London, 1666!

Wren: Yes, a great fire it was. 
But a great opportunity too 
– mark you that. A great chance 
to build a new and better 
London, but they couldn’t see 
it, and the chance was missed 
– forever, as I suppose… But, 
forgive me, sir – I pride myself 
on never forgetting a face, but 
your name, I confess, escapes 
me.

Williams-Ellis: We’ve never met, 
Sir Christopher, until now. I’m of 
a later time than yours. Nearly 
220 years have passed since 
you left us.

Wren: Two centuries and more 
– it is a long time. And you are 
an architect?

Williams-Ellis: Yes and town 
planner, sir, as you were. But I 
am not, as you were, professor 
of astronomy, chemist, 
mathematician, Fellow of All 
Souls, and President of the 
Royal Society… Indeed, I do but 
indifferently well, as a full time 
professional job, what you, as a 
sort of inspired and self-taught 
amateur architect, did with 
genius and apparently without 
effort. I know something of the 
killing journeys you had to make 
about the country between 
your many jobs, churches, 
palaces, great houses, colleges, 
and hospitals, and of the 
vastness of the detailed work 
you somehow got through, and 
of the great buildings that still 
proclaim your greatness.

Wren: You are very civil, sir. Yes, 
I worked hard. I was His 
Majesty’s Surveyor General in 
four reigns, mark you, until I 
was 85, and did not give up my 
practice until I was 90.

Williams-Ellis: You must have 
thought pretty poorly of our 
attempts at architecture for the 
past 100 years. We are no 
longer complacent about them 
ourselves. We realise how 
appallingly ugly and 
inconvenient we have made our 
towns – we see how far we 
have fallen by measuring our 
incompetence against your own 
vision!

Wren: Alas, not all of my dreams 
were put to the proof. My plan 
for London’s rebuilding – ’twas 
drawn up before even the sites 
were cleared. If only the 
citizens’ heads could have been 
cleared too! By small minds and 
small degrees, my grand design 
was whittled away to nothing. 
And it was decided that the new 
London should be mere graceful 
muddle. The grace has gone, 
but the muddle remains, except 
where your fire has razed it 
once more. Has London learned 
its lesson in these 300 years? 
Or does it even now not see 
that there is a wonderful 
second chance – perhaps its 
last chance of becoming a 
splendid city – and of 
expressing the splendour of its 
spirit through architecture?

Williams-Ellis: Well, sir, I’m 
afraid the citizens’ heads are 
still not very clear, and their 
enemies – what we call vested 
interests – are both stubborn 
and sly. We have not even a 
Surveyor General like yourself, 
to push for a great and 
generous plan, and we 
architects much fear that – 
once again – little minds may 
contrive a final littleness of aim 
by the persistent nibbling away 
of nobler ones.
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Artist’s presentation
Stuart Whipps: Sunday 4 May, 3pm. A reading by Stuart 
Whipps and James Langdon of a reworked version of the play 
Blithe Spirit by Noël Coward.

Stuart Whipps: (b. 1979) lives and works in Birmingham. 
Recent bodies of work have utilised diverse material such 
as the collected speeches, interviews and statements of 
Margaret Thatcher, pieces of Scottish shale and found 
negatives from redundant South African photographic labs. 
Selected solo exhibitions include: Birth Springs, Death Falls, 
Flat Time House, London, 2013; Tick, Tack, Tick, Tack, Tick, 
David Dale Gallery, Glasgow, 2012; Why Contribute to The 
Spread of Ugliness?, Ikon Gallery, Birmingham, 2011.

Zabludowicz Collection Invites is dedicated to solo 
presentations by UK-based artists who do not currently have 
representation by a commercial gallery in the UK.

Upcoming Invites

Rachel Pimm
26 June–10 August
Lucy Beech
2 October–9 November
The ARKA Group
13 November–21 December


