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LAURA GASCOIGNE

CLASS CONCEPT

Bristol’s city council insists that school developments there
must incorporate works of art. Two Catholic schools now host
exciting commissions, each of them religiously inspired

« ake that scarf off from around

your neck, before I confiscate

I it!” It’s two days before the

Christmas holidays at St Bede’s

Catholic College, and a teacher is trying to

keep alid on the excitement. The young dandy

quickly secretes the scarf in a pocket. The
teacher has succeeded, for now.

Waiting in the lobby of this unremarkable
1960s building on the outskirts of Bristol, I'm
whisked back to my own schooldays as a sar-
torial rebel at a Cambridge convent of the
same vintage. Some things never change, and
the impulse to push the envelope of school
uniform is one of them. But other things about
this school are different. For one thing, the
reception is informal and cheery: graduation
photos of former alumni beam down from a
wall, while pictures of current pupils flash up
on a screen beside it and a boombox plays a
selection of secular carols. From the Christmas
playlist, I might be shopping on Oxford Street,
but I'm here in Bristol to see something else
that makes this school different: a piece of
specially commissioned contemporary art.

The city that gave the world its most famous
graffiti artist, Banksy, has an energetic Public
Art Policy: its Building Schools for the Future
programme stipulates that new school devel-
opments must incorporate works of art. Elpida
Hadzi-Vasileva’s Transpire is one of two new
works commissioned under the programme:
the other, Michael Pinsky’s Intersection, was
unveiled in October at St Bernadette’s Catholic
Secondary on the other side of town. Both
commissions were organised by Art and
Sacred Places, a non-denominational art con-
sultancy founded in 1998 under the auspices
of a former Anglican Bishop of Guildford and
Chelmsford, the Rt Revd John Gladwin. It
specialises in matching contemporary artists
with sacred sites, from cathedrals and mosques
to Quaker meeting houses and Hindu prayer
rooms, with the aim of stimulating debate
about spirituality and creating space for
contemplation.

At both Bristol schools, the pupils were
involved in the creative process. It was a group
of Years 9 and 10 at St Bede’s who made the
final selection of Hadzi-Vasileva and settled

on the artistic theme of the tree. Trees are
recurrent images in the work of this artist,
who grew up among the forests of south
Macedonia: Life Cycle (2004), an earlier work
for Bristol’s Knowle West Health Park, con-
sisted of a pair of oaks, one planted upside
down so that its roots mirrored the crown of
the other. Life Cycle was vandalised after a
rumour was falsely spread that the council
funding had come at the expense of a health
centre. But Transpire seems to have won uni-
versal approval, despite being clad in 23.5
carat gold.

Subtitled “What lies beneath reflects above”,
Transpire spreads its tracery of golden boughs
over the stairwell between St Bede's new art
and technology faculties, seemingly growing
in through the window from the landscape
outside. Like its techniques of stucco relief and
gilding, its symbolism is ancient. Buddha
received his insights under the Bodhi Tree,
Siva as Silent Sage sat beneath the banyan and
in the age of secular Enlightenment Newton
made his discovery under an apple. On one
level, the work’s meaning is universal. “It’s
about learning, growth, travel through the
school, journeys,” choruses the selection group
when I ask what the tree symbolises to them.
But the gilding, recalling the gleaming interiors
of the Byzantine churches that entranced the
artist during her Communist childhood, reflects
aricher seam of Christian meanings: the Rod
of Jesse, the Cross, the vine and branches of
the Church. In this clean, white modern build-
ing, its impact is striking. New intakes of Year
7s, reports the art teacher, are mesmerised by
it when first led up the stairs.

Equally mesmerising, in a very different
idiom, is Michael Pinsky’s electronic light
piece Intersection at St Bernadette’s. Choosing
such an uncompromisingly modern work was
“quite a leap of faith”, admits head teacher
Basia McLaughlin, for a school that marked
its recent golden jubilee by commissioning a
traditional icon of the vision of St Bernadette
for its assembly hall. But presented with a
solidly non-traditional shortlist, the school
plumped for Pinsky because of the way his
ideas chimed with its three keywords “Faith,
Learning & Community”.

Transpireby Elpida Hadzi-Vasileva,
2010, in a stairwell of St Bede’s Catholic
College in Bristol

Like Hadzi-Vasileva, Pinsky went for an
obvious symbol. Each of the school’s pupils
was asked to draw a cross on a yellow sticky
note, and from these 750 personalised crosses
Pinsky wove a school-wide web of complex,
irregular interconnections in Christ. At the
end of the corridor facing the school entrance,
on the axis dividing the old building from the
new, between the lockers on the left and the
girls’ toilets on the right, the large rectangular
panel of his Intersection pulsates with the
light of thousands of LEDs, alternately high-
lighting white crosses on a black ground, then
black crosses on white.

Its idiom is modern - Malevich meets Dan
Flavin - but its message is as ancient and as
universal as 7Transpire’s. Since time
immemorial, crossroads have been risky places
requiring protection from statues, shrines
and - since the arrival of the car - traffic lights.
“Secondary school is a crossroads,” volunteered
one St Bernadette’s boy I spoke to. The
metaphor reaches back beyond Christ’s sac-
rifice on the Cross to the life-changing decision
that faced Hercules at the crossroads in clas-
sical myth. Hercules would have grasped the
meaning of Intersection, though he might
have blinked at the brilliancy of its medium.
But if its meaning is that simple, couldn’t it
be expressed in words? In a recession, words
have the advantage of being cheap.

When I put this question to the Bristol stu-
dents, I got the answer: “Art is a lot more
imposing”. In a school day where staff and
pupils are constantly running to catch up with
atimetable, art installed on a stairway or cor-
ridor offers a pit stop for contemplation. Amid
the cheerful clutter of St Bede’s reception, I
noticed a tablet inscribed “BE STILL and
know that I AM”. I wondered how many
people stop to read it.
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