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David Williams-Ellis, 55, is a leading figurative sculptor who works mainly
in clay and plaster, and casts in bronze, silver and glass. He lives near
Penrith in Cumbria, and his first one-man show in a decade will be
opening at the Portland Gallery in London on December 3. He has three
children, Hugo, 23, Phoebe, 20, and Jack, 17, with his (estranged) wife,
the interior designer Serena Williams-Ellis.

Cumbria You’re constantly aware of nature, living here: it gives you
heightened senses and you become so alert to the weather. I moved here
17 years ago, and I couldn’t ask for a better working environment. This
studio was a small old-fashioned dairy barn, and I took out all the stalls
and put in a socking great window because you need light from all
directions; sculpture’s not like painting – you’ve got to see under, over and
around. In the winter it’s harder – I have big artificial lights but I don’t like
using them. Daylight is much more subtle.

Work I’m up here [in Cumbria] by myself a lot, but I go to London
regularly, and the foundry I use is in Basingstoke, which is 300 miles
away. I need kit, welding gear, compressors, water, bags of plaster; I
need steel and supplies and incredible collections of junk that I use to
make armatures. At the moment I’m doing very figurative work, which is
quite influenced by the landscape. I love the response between two
figures; it’s often the negative space between them which is interesting.

Formative years In the late 1970s I studied in Italy, apprenticed to
Florentine wood carvers and studying with the marble craftsmen at
Carrara. It was a really formative period of my life and I was heavily
influenced by the early and high Renaissance and Italian art in general,
and the architecture and visual excitement that Italy gives you.

Creative background I grew up in Ireland and Wales. Both my parents
could paint really well, my uncles and aunts were creative, and my
grandfather was a wonderful illustrator. He did early photographs and
drawings mixed together: a battleground on the Western Front, a gold
mine in the desert in South Africa – illustrations that were simple and quite
naive but really descriptive. His brother was Clough Williams-Ellis, the
architect and creator of Portmeirion, and although he died when I was in
my early 20s he was a big influence on me, and still is today. My mother
had a great eye, a wonderful sense of space and colour, and my sister
Bronwyn is a ceramicist – this is her salmon.
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Mornings I’m up at about 5.30. I wake up to Farming Today – I like
knowing about agriculture and things. I drink masses of tea in the morning
– cups and cups of it – and I have a favourite silver teapot [pictured] that I
inherited from an uncle about 10 years ago. I like really good loose-leaf
tea, Indian mainly. I’m very ritualistic about it – it’s such an important part
of my day. Then I just fiddle around, write letters, plan what I’m doing in
the studio, feed the dogs and take them out.
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Models At about nine or 10, the model arrives. I nearly always work from
life – there’s something about a living, breathing person in front of you;
you can draw something out of them. I can’t quite describe it. I never work
from photographs – it’s a fixed image with no magic in it.
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Tree Growing up in the landscape of Ireland and Wales left its mark on
me, along with an inherited eye for beauty. One of my favourite trees is
this really old oak tree. It’s three or four hundred years old, a veteran.
Whenever I'm passing I stop and stroke it.

Evenings I stop work at about five or six o’clock, and sometimes come
back in later on and look at what I’ve done. Then I’ll take the dogs for a
walk – I love the late summer evenings when you can be out for hours,
pruning a tree, looking at the landscape, contemplating life. In winter I’ll
snuggle down in front of the fire.

Food I love good food. I cook quite a lot myself, or I go to friends’ houses.
I never go to restaurants up here. The ingredients you get locally are so
amazing: fresh fish from the river – trout or salmon – there’s a lot of game
to eat, and we grow our own vegetables.
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Portrait This is a portrait of Serena by Howard Morgan, who is a friend of
mine – and I think it’s fantastic. You don’t often get a portrait which is a
painting as well. It’s got movement and a lovely feel about it; it’s one of
Howard Morgan’s great pictures.

Materials I do huge things in plaster but I love the feel of clay. These
modelling tools are boxwood and they feel so nice in the hand. They’re all
different sizes, and are made by a company called Tiranti. I feel so
comfortable with them and I’ve had them for years. I’ve probably used at
least one of these since I was 14. I have favourite ones, but eventually
they get broken and worn out and lost. Boxwood is very dense and strong,
with a tiny bit of bend in it. They’re just wonderful. And clay, I’m never
happier than with a lump of clay and a boxwood tool. That’s what I would
have to have on my desert island.
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Work This is my first one-man show for 10 years. I’ve suddenly got a
group of work together that I’m really excited about. When your emotions
are heightened you just bury yourself in work – a little bit of stress doesn’t
do any artist much harm. I was asked not long ago if I’d ever had
counselling, and I said I don’t need it; my work does that for me. I just put
everything into it. If my work goes well, everything else goes well. What I
do is heartfelt and I love it, really love it. I’d find it very difficult not to do. I
dread the idea of going to prison and not having any clay to make
something with.
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Heritage This photograph [pictured] was taken in about 1890. It’s of my
grandfather (Martyn Williams-Ellis); Clough Williams-Ellis; Roger Williams-
Ellis (who was killed in the Boer War); John Clough Williams-Ellis (my
great-grandfather); Rupert Williams-Ellis and Edric Williams-Ellis.
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Matchboxes These matchbox tops [pictured] were made by the children
and me in Wales. They’re made out of car body filler and shells stuck to
matchboxes, and they mean a lot to me – the sea, great holidays, great
beaches, great times. dwe.com
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