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Underground Gallery and Open Air

Yorkshire Sculpture Park presents the biggest UK exhibition to date by leading sculptor 

Tony Cragg in the Underground Gallery and open air. New sculptures, drawings and works 

drawn from nearly five decades of Cragg’s practice will survey and demonstrate the 

artist’s pioneering and continued mastery of materials.

A ‘radical materialist’, Cragg defines sculpture as a ‘rare category of objects’, and takes a 

taxonomic approach to his own practice, something which is reflected in the exhibition. 

The wit and will to analyse the properties of all of the planet’s resources and use them to 

make new things is unique to human beings, along with the intuition to sort, order and 

categorise the things that exist and that we bring into existence.

Cragg’s extraordinary career has its roots in a fascination for, and exploration of, the 

possibilities of the material world, which he considers to be ‘the huge storeroom [in which] 

lie the keys to essential processes and explanations of our existence’. Cragg’s artistic 

practice developed from drawings he made to document experiments whilst working as a 

lab technician at the National Rubber Producers Research Association (1966–68). He 

went on to study at London’s Wimbledon School of Art and the Royal College of Art and 

during two summer vacations worked nightshifts in a foundry that manufactured 

components for engines. The combination of art and the experience of the physical 

transformation of materials through industrial processes is the cornerstone of Cragg’s 

practice.
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His is a systematic approach but, as is exemplified in his major series Rational Beings, one 

that acknowledges the alchemical transformation of particular configurations of materials 

into objects with meaning beyond the sum of their parts. On a material level, for example, 

the human body is just a unique and fleeting combination of particular atoms from the 

universe. The artist believes that ‘it could be said that the most fantastic material is the 

human neuron’, leading Cragg to consider his sculptures as being ideas made manifest. 

From the small scale to the monumental, Cragg’s prolific practice is the outcome of a 

constantly questioning and experimental symbiotic process of thought and manual making, 

which always starts with drawing. With the support of his studio, Cragg makes his 

sculptures by hand, each evolution of thought taking form and inspiring the next. His 

intuition to sort and categorise, evident in his childhood fossil collection, is expressed in the 

significant early stacked series in which the accumulated content of his studio, including 

stones, wood, and books, are formed into geological-like sculptures. This important strand 

of his practice is shared through the extraordinary sculpture Minster, which will greet 

visitors in the first space of the Underground Gallery.

A new important aspect of Cragg’s work evolved in 1977 when he began to collect plastic 

objects washed up along the river Rhine, after moving to Wuppertal, Germany, where he 

continues to live, work and teach at the nearby Kunstakademie, Dusseldorf. This, and 

other seminal moments, are revealed in the first room of the Underground Gallery. Recent 

and new sculpture in the huge central gallery and open air reflect the evolution of Cragg’s 

important career and demonstrate that he is an artist in full command of his chosen 

discipline.

In YSP’s 40th year, the exhibition offers not only the opportunity to experience the work of 

one of the world’s leading artists, but reinforces the life-affirming capacity of humanity to 

create. As Cragg himself believes ‘go into a museum and you will automatically be 

confronted with a whole category of objects that are all, every single one, because of the 

concentration and the commitment of the individuals that have stood behind them and 

made them, fighting against mediocrity.’  

An academic session produced in collaboration with Dr Jon Wood, Research Curator at 

the Henry Moore Institute, will coincide with the exhibition. Cragg’s open and contagious 

fascination for the universe will inform YSP’s learning programme and offer, making links to 

the National Arts Education Archive which is based at the Park. A limited edition and 

exclusive exhibition merchandise will be available to purchase along with a full colour 

publication sharing unique insights into Cragg’s career from both an art historical and 

material science perspective. Recent work by the artist is also on view at Lisson Gallery, 

across both London locations, from 1 October until 5 November 2016.  
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AbOUt the ArtiSt 

Tony Cragg was born in Liverpool, UK in 1949 and has lived and worked in Wuppertal, 

Germany since 1977. He has a BA from Wimbledon School of Art (1973) and an MA from 

the Royal College of Art (1977). Among many major solo shows he has exhibited at The 

State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, Russia (2016), Benaki Museum, Athens, Greece 

(2015), Heydar Aliyev Centre, Baku, Azerbaijan (2014), CAFA Museum in Beijing (2012), 

the Scottish National Gallery, Edinburgh (2011), Tate Gallery Liverpool, UK (2000), Museo 

Nacional Centro de Arte, Reina Sofía, Madrid (1995), Stedelijk van Abbemuseum, 

Eindhoven (1991) and Tate Gallery, London (1988). He represented Britain at the 53rd 

Venice Biennale in 1988 and in the same year was awarded the Turner Prize at the Tate 

Gallery, London. He has been a Professor at Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux Arts, 

Paris (1999–2009) and Professor at Kunstakademie, Düsseldorf, 2009–present. He was 

made a CBE in 2003, elected a Royal Academician in 1994; received the Praemium 

Imperiale for Sculpture, Tokyo (2007) and awarded the 1st Class Order of Merit of the 

Federal Republic of Germany (2012). In 2016 Cragg was appointed Knight’s Bachelor in 

the Queen’s Birthday Honours for his service to the visual arts and Anglo-German 

relations. Cragg will be presented with the 2017 International Sculpture Centre Lifetime 

Achievement Award in spring 2017. 

 

AbOUt yOrkShire ScUlptUre pArk 

Yorkshire Sculpture Park (YSP) is the leading international centre for modern and 

contemporary sculpture. It is an independent charitable trust and registered museum 

(number 1067908) situated in the 500-acre, 18th-century Bretton Hall estate in West 

Yorkshire. 

Founded in 1977 by Executive Director Peter Murray, YSP was the first sculpture park in 

the UK, and is the largest of its kind in Europe, providing the only place in the world to 

see Barbara Hepworth’s The Family of Man in its entirety alongside a significant 

collection of sculpture, including bronzes by Henry Moore, and site-specific works by 

Andy Goldsworthy, David Nash and James Turrell.

YSP also mounts a world-class, year-round temporary exhibitions programme including 

some of the world’s leading artists across five indoor galleries and the open air. Recent 

highlights include exhibitions by Not Vital, KAWS, Bill Viola, Anthony Caro, Fiona Banner, 

Ai Weiwei, Ursula von Rydingsvard, Amar Kanwar, Yinka Shonibare MBE and Joan Miró. 

YSP’s core work is made possible by investment from Arts Council England, Wakefield 

Council, Liz and Terry Bramall Foundation and Sakurako and William Fisher through the 

Sakana Foundation. YSP was named Art Fund Museum of the Year in 2014.

ysp.co.uk / Twitter and Instagram: @YSPsculpture / #YSP #TonyCragg
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