Notes for Teachers

So often we see sculpture only through the medium of photography, which, while being useful, deprives us of the full visual experience. This exhibition presents an opportunity for students to see a wide range of Anthony Caro’s sculpture in full three dimensions.

These notes are intended as a guide for teachers who may wish to use the ideas Caro has employed in making these sculptures as a platform for work in the classroom. The project suggestions made here are guidelines only and can be adapted for students of any age. 

Seated Figure 1951

Different sorts of clay have been used for sculptures since known history began. Most cultures have adopted pottery techniques for making sculptures.

Terracotta (baked earth) is unglazed, usually brownish-red earthenware.

Look at figurative sculptures from a range of cultures: Greek, Roman, Sumerian, Chinese (T’ang Dynasty), Italian Renaissance. Compare them with the sculptures of Edgar Degas, Auguste Rodin and Henri Matisse.

How does Caro’s Seated Figure relate to these traditions and the work of these artists?

Project suggestion
Observe a seated figure in a pose that contains open space, for example, placing hands on hips to create spaces between the arms and body. The base upon which the figure rests should be considered as an important part of the composition.

Use clay to make a model. Take note of how the medium influences the ways in which it can be used and the range of possibilities that can influence the resulting sculpture.

Seated Figure III 1955

During the 1950s Caro experimented with lump modelling, an additive technique where pieces of clay are gradually added to a sculpture to build up form.

From 1951 to 1953 Caro worked as an assistant to Henry Moore, and not surprisingly he was influenced by Moore’s methods and ideas. Moore made sketch models (maquettes) in clay, wax or plaster, which were then cast in bronze.  The reclining figure, mother and child, family groups and interior/exterior forms were themes that recurred in Moore's work. Caro, however, sought to escape from the apparent domination of sculpture by the human body and the monolith format. He was searching for his own sculptural voice.

Project suggestion

Place a seated model with hands on the floor.

Take a lump of clay and pull shapes out of the main piece. Stretch and pull the clay to form the main shapes of the body.

Concentrate on how it might feel to be in this position. 

Note how the weight is distributed.

Woman on Her Back 1957

The random shapes formed by dropping and hitting soft clay inspired some of Caro’s work at this time. A rough unfinished appearance resulted after casting, which retained the sense of the artist at work. This kind of surface treatment can be seen in some of Auguste Rodin’s bronzes.

Project suggestion
Take a lump of soft clay and throw it down hard on to a board. Do this several times until you see a shape that appeals to you. Use this as a starting point for a sculpture of a reclining human figure.

Capital 1960

This is one of Caro’s earliest abstract sculptures. The edges of the main upright shape create the illusion of a much thicker piece of metal, and the tilting of the other large shape gives a sense of gravity being defied.

This kind of sculpture was made technically possible by developments in welding which meant that large pieces of heavy metal could be supported on a single point.

Project suggestion
Cut a series of pieces of thick card. Add a strip of card across the edges of some of the pieces to give the impression of additional thickness.

Make a construction joining the pieces either by making slots in the card or by using a glue gun.

Try to arrange the pieces so that there is a feeling of surprise in the way the shapes relate to one another.

Paint the final construction in a bright colour to unify the structure.

Table Piece XCVII 1970

Table Piece CCLXV 1975
Three Cubist Pieces 1993

In his early abstract pieces Caro had rejected the plinth or pedestal and created large sculptures that stood directly on the ground. In the mid 1960s he began to consider the problems of working on a more intimate scale and has continued to work on this theme intermittently for over thirty years.

The early table pieces express the idea of what being on a table might mean. They reflect aspects of a traditional still life and sometimes contain found objects like tool handles or grips. Caro experimented with the ideas of gravity and balance and in some works the forms spill over edges or seem to react to an absent plane. Some of the pieces are inspired by the work of other artists such as Paul Cézanne, Andrea Mantegna, Leonardo da Vinci, Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse.

Project suggestion
Chose a three-dimensional space to act as an area in which to build a sculpture. This could be a corner of a room, the edge of a table or the space under the stairs.

Make an abstract sculpture from card or paper that either responds or reacts to the space.

Consider how painting the resulting sculpture one colour unifies the structure and influences the way that the eye reads the form.

Look at a still life painting by Paul Cezanne, Georges Braque or Pablo Picasso.

Interpret the main elements of the composition in sculptural forms and arrange them on and over the edge of a table.

Paint the final construction in one colour.

Curtain Road 1974

The steel sheets used by Caro in this sculpture were obtained from the steelworks before they had been trimmed into exact rectangles. Steel sheet is formed by a billet (bar or block) of steel being rolled through a series of hot rollers to the desired thickness. The resulting sheet has soft; rounded edges like those you achieve when rolling clay or plasticine. 

Project suggestion

Work in ceramics could be built around the idea of exploring the plasticity of the medium to bend and drape the forms and then assemble them when fired. The pieces could be stacked or placed in relationship to one another.

If using clay, roll it out then experiment with a range of edges – torn, stretched, compressed, cut or rolled. Allow the clay to dry to leather hard and then construct a collection of shapes using slip to join pieces together.

Fire and glaze.

Emma Scribble 1977-79

This sculpture could be described as a ‘drawing in space’. It has the same linear fluency as a pen and ink drawing by Pablo Picasso. The negative and positive shapes of the construction lead the eye to interpret empty space as volume.

Project suggestion

Make drawings from observation using a brush and indian ink on newsprint.

The subject could be anything – a still life, a landscape or a pile of chairs. Look at the spaces left by the interaction of the solid forms.

Draw quickly and simplify the shapes to show the main compositional lines or relationships. Make several drawings.

Chose one of the sketches to transform into a ‘three-dimensional drawing’.

Use rolled up newspaper, wire, willow and lengths of card or straws. Attach the pieces together with masking tape, wire or a glue gun.

Consider how the structure will stand, and move around it to look at the lines and inner spaces from different viewpoints.

Thicken some of the linear elements by wrapping other materials around them. This could be scrim, cloth, mod-roc or wire.

Paint the construction in a single colour.

Bronze Screen No. 1 1980

Here the convex and concave shapes are like fragments of vessels. Caro interchanges the inside and the outside by cutting the shapes and then tilting and clustering them in intriguing ways.

This series of works displays an ‘uprightness’ in contrast to Caro’s earlier more horizontal pieces.

Project suggestion

Look at Chinese ritual bronzes and vases and bowls of the T’ang and Sung Dynasties. Notice the way that the interior and exterior surfaces are treated.

Cut pre-formed shapes such as plastic bowls or yoghurt cartons. Construct an upright structure using chosen pieces of the cut shapes and bent card. Consider how the inside and outside surfaces are to be treated.
King Priam (The Trojan War) 1993-94

The Chariot of Achilles (The Trojan War) 1993-94

Anthony Caro visited Greece for the first time in 1985 and was inspired by the combination of sculpture and architecture he saw at Olympia and the Acropolis. This led him to create After Olympia 1987, based on the group of battling mythical figures on the temple of Zeus at Olympia.

Caro had been thinking of making ‘a kind of war and peace sculpture’ for some time, and The Trojan War series – a multi-figure composition made up of nearly forty individual sculptures – was the result. The sculptures are made up of ceramic elements, wood and steel.

Caro worked with the ceramicist Hans Spinner in his studio in the south of France to make the clay elements. Spinner used an unusual clay mix with sixty per cent grog instead of the usual fifteen per cent. This meant that the model did not need to be hollowed out before firing and so encouraged Caro to use solid volume.

In King Priam wood is used as a type of plinth to support the head of the figure while being an integral part of the sculpture.

Project suggestion

Read passages of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. Move on to an epic poem of your own choosing.
Look at the statues on the west pediment of the temple of Zeus at Olympia.

Look at the collage sculptures of Pablo Picasso and Julio Gonzalez.

Choose a theme – this could be mythical or connected to contemporary life. Collect pieces of rough wood and steel.

Make up some stoneware clay with a high percentage of grog. Strike it hard down on to a board and punch and beat it until you decide that the resulting shape pleases you.

Fire. 

Assemble a collection of elements that symbolise characteristics of your chosen figure/theme. 

Black Hole Blues 1993-95

Requiem 1993-96

Caro questioned the relationship between the interior and the exterior of a form. Some of his sculptures, for example Child’s Tower Room, were meant to be entered, while others prohibit that possibility.

Project suggestion

These pieces are mysterious and evocative. Use the information you have to build up your understanding of the sculptures. 

A group of students could try to answer these questions individually and then feed back their ideas to the whole group.

What is the title?

What does it tell you?

What is the sculpture made of?

How do think it was put together?

Is it hollow?

How can you tell?  

What does it remind you of? How big is it?

What other things have you noticed?

Castanets (Concerto Series) 2000

This sculpture conveys movement and evokes memories of sound and place. It looks as if the arms of the castanets are in motion and that all the relationships of space and form are about to change. The scale is altered.

Project suggestion

Draw a number of musical instruments. Choose one that interests you particularly and analyse its three-dimensional forms more closely. Look at the ways in which the shapes connect. Notice materials, surfaces, voids and solid portions; look at attached elements.

Try to describe the type of sound the instrument makes and see how you might suggest this in three-dimensional form, surface texture and scale. Consider the culture from which the instrument came.

Construct a sculpture based on your research using found objects combined with some elements made from materials of your choice.

If the structure is hollow it might be possible to strike it to achieve sound.

