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Mining York Minster

A detailed visual and material language has been created by processes sur-
rounding the mapping, restoration and dissemination of stone from York Min-
ster. Damaged stones extracted from the building’s facade are annually auc-
tioned off to the public to help support the ongoing restoration project. Larger
pieces of the Minster can make thousands of pounds, but on the day, smaller
pieces are carefully arranged on long tables. If you get there early enough, have
a keen eye and are prepared to queue, you can pick up a piece of this historic
building easily.

| was surprised to see how many people attended the auction and how much
value was being imposed on this material by the public. A large number of peo-
ple lived in York, enjoyed the building and simply wanted a small memento
- something to take home and cement a more personal connection with the
Minster. Others had their eye on larger pieces, to be carted off across the city
and become focal points in gardens. Since then, | have heard of pieces being
repurposed into lamps, coat hooks and even paving slabs. Sharing the fabric of
the minster to be repurposed across the city and beyond makes you rethink how
you define a building’s position and value.

People at the auction seemed to be drawn to the more detailed decorative items.
| think this was due to a sense of the initial craftsmanship put into the pieces,
now mostly lost due to erosion and weathering. | purchased two stones cut
away from a 13th Century clerestory window. | was attracted to these in partic-
ular because unlike the rest, they had been cut into slabs when being removed
from the building. Each stone had two very clean cut parallel surfaces, contrast-
ing a very weathered profiled face. They seemed to be talking more about their
removal process, which interested me and made me think...

... what do you call a piece of stone removed and replaced from a building’s
facade?

| have been trying to understand and unravel what these pieces of stone are
and reconcile my relationship to them ever since.

| thought a lot about what it means to stop and asses these removed stones at
this specific point in their timeline. | am mining these things for value, when re-
ally it is all too easy to dismiss them as just stone. | don’t think everything that’s
old should accrue value and deserve recognition, but | became fascinated by
how these stones sit so comfortably between so many vast processes of pro-
duction and topics of discussion. These stones are so hard to lock down and
define in words as things beyond their material.

Almost all of the terminology surrounding stone masonry and architecture is
tethered very closely to building and processes leading to a structure’s com-
pletion, maintenance and repair. | found myself looking through glossaries of
terms but couldn’t find anything about what is replaced, or things that may end
up further afield from the building itself. A lot of terms were describing little more
than waste material that could be repurposed as rubble, so | started to look
further afield.



Palimpsest is a term for writing material that is reused but still shows visible
traces of earlier text or form. Interesting, but the more | think through the pro-
cess, extracting stone from the minster creates a void rather than a trace. The
new stones inserted into its facade are the trace. Held together with mortar, they
are surrounded by older stone and context that can be read and understood, il-
lustrating the functional process | am trying to understand. The removed stones
bear the weathering of being part of York minster. Aged, hard and brittle, prone
to faults; this is why they were removed and would be unsuitable to be reworked.

Are they relics? No. They are still active, not solely reliant on referencing some-
thing lost - after all the minster is still standing strong. A souvenir? commodity?
memento? Maybe for some, but these all seem wrong to me. They were made
with purpose to fit, support and engage with other parts. | like the idea that
someone could track down every displaced piece of York minster and get a long
way to reconstructing sections of its old worn out facade, but | think the more
interesting question to ask now is: can these things stand alone? And if so, what
and how much do they divulge to a viewer?

It’'s fascinating how this kind of building can create its own closed systems. |
found out that the Minster still uses imperial measurements for all its repairs be-
cause that was the initial unit of measurement used. It is this defiance of outside
influences and modernisation that | think these stone fragments have somehow
managed to shed. They have a distance and autonomy of their own, which is
much more permeable and is why they can be repurposed. This quality is what
attracted me to them.

Are these displaced stones sculpture? I'm not sure. They reference and even
represent a part of the minster, and | think unpicking and critiquing this material
as | would a sculptural object has been valuable for me trying to understand
them. | would hope that the specific formal qualities of these stones is enough
to lead someone down a line of inquiry, but my biggest worry is that no-one will
care about these things without the context of the minster behind them.

Perhaps thinking about the stones as signs or signifiers of the minster that can
exist in the public realm and gesture toward the processes that informed their
creation is best. But how far will someone get when confronted by this stone? |
think putting them back into the public view with direction and intention, without
relying on a rambling text, is important. In a lot of ways | admire the confidence
needed to turn a piece of this building into a lamp and the resolve of making a
functional object, but | don’t want to ruin or lose what attracted me to them in the
first place. How much/little do | need to do to let someone in? | like the idea of
using the formal language of a sign to help point a viewer in the right direction,
using the shape, colouration, and orientation of these stones to allude to my
research and their origin without ever having to explicitly divulge facts that will
weigh down or push these things inward upon themselves.

Hopefully, through display and context, | can figure out a way for someone to
engage with these stones and the ideas | have touched upon, finally deciding
what to call these pieces of removed and replaced stone. Perhaps | need to be
bolder and declare these stones artworks, readymades or sculptures and have
done with it, but simply placing these stones within a gallery and declaring them
art seems too much like attaching a lightbulb and making a lamp for me.



P

Ay BRETEY

il

=
£
3
{
f
3

g
(

Spolia

The term spolia (derived from the latin, ‘spoils’), refers to building stone that has
been repurposed for new construction, or decorative sculpture that is reused to
form new monuments. It describes a process in which quarried, cut and worked
stone that once formed part of a structure is transported elsewhere and incorpo-
rated into a new building process. Often, signs of the stones original use remain
after this sometimes unintended shift in purpose and place.

How can | incorporate these stone into a new physical and mental structure of
my own?

| don’t want to narrate these stones into art or talk them into something more
than they are.There is a danger of being too precious, coveting these things as
a scarce commodity and ultimately becoming too scared to do anything to/with
them. The fear is already setting in. If | corner myself into not being able to make
mistakes and be playful, | have lost something important. My pursuit of these
things should not be purely academic and theoretical, I’'m not interested in ac-
cumulating information around these stones to substantiate and elevate them. |
need to physically do something.

It’s nice to know the proper term for my stones, but having to make do and strug-
gle with defining and explaining their qualities in other terms meant that | had
to also take on a set of material and societal connotations that came with that
language. These ideas were separate from my stones and their ill fit provided
me with another way of thinking about them - a kind of useful perspective or
tension. Perhaps spolia is too neat, too wrapped up. The idea of these stones
being signs or signifiers of more than their material worth still greatly interests
me, but | need to find a way of creating an experience for a viewer that activates
these objects, expressing their nuances and my encounter with them without
relying on text. | don’t know if the term spolia will help me come to terms with
and resolve these ideas, but at least | now know what to call my stones in the
meantime.

Bigger

| like the fact that my research has taken my thoughts far away from these
stones. As objects, they have an incredible distance held within them; they carry
ideas much bigger than me and are part of a process that spans more than any
one person’s lifetime. When | met the master mason at York Minster, he said he
was just about to start the restoration of a new section of the minster. He quickly
followed up this statement by adding that the project won’t be finished before he
dies. The weight and time imbued in the structure and such tasks has strongly
influenced my approach and the responsibility | feel to do the ‘right thing’ with
these stones (whatever that might be).

Stalled

A friend came to visit.

We talked about these stones and | questioned if | had stalled with my work.
They said I’'m still excited.

| think | am too.
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22. Hair cut from my head, contains my DNA. the strands are lighter
towards the tips than at the roots, as they tips suffered being bleached
blonde and consequently are still recovering, although dyed close to
my natural colour. My natural hair colour (a) has came through a lot
darker than I can remember it being. I have particularly thick hair, like
my mam (b).

(a) What I thought was a light brown, but now closer to a medium
brown. JM

(b) Your mam's got lovely thick hair which has a wave in it (i), and my 1
hair is very straight and thin, but luckily have not lost much thickness
over the years (ii).

(ii) And you have not gone grey. PM
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23. Train ticket from a short holiday (a) - Sunderland to London (b)
departing (c¢) at 11.15am on Thursday 3rd December 2009, to visit my
friend Laura, an architecture student at UCL. During the visit, while
Laura was at university, I went to an Ed Ruscha retrospective at the
Hayward Gallery which was enjoyable and surprising — also, I was the
@ first customer of the day; the Freud Museum, one of the trip’s highlights
and Pop Life at Tate Modern which was altogether more tedious. 1 then
went to see Laura’s installation based on the third painting from William
Hogarth’s “A Rake’s Progress” — the orgy. We also visited China Town

and Portobello Market followed by Sunday lunch, after which 1 got the
rain home.

.

(a) We had a train tickets for London reserved but got on an earlier
train (i) without realising and were trying to get the people in what we
thought were our seats, our of theirs seats. GM

(i) So I have my mam's thick wavy hair, and a mixture of my dad's
blonde hair and my mam's almost black hair. My brother's hair,
on the other hand, is very thin, though a similar colour. JM
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(i) The train we accidentally boarded had been delayed, so it
arrived just before ours was due. PM

= B
L

(b) Changing at Newcastle (i). JM

(i1) Hard to get one for me personally due to the expense. DP

(c) Two days ago I went to get my train home from Edinburgh and as
I arrived the train was departing. 1 had no money and could not buy
train tickets over the phone using a credit card, so my mam, who was
in Preston on business, hadto go to Preston Train Station at gpm to
buy tickets to be printed in Edinburgh. I managed to get a ticket for

" the 9.30pm train, 3 hours after the one I missed had departed. AC
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32A.' Rust.fmm the key, created during the making (a) of the tile by the
‘ . reaction of iron and oxygen in the presence of water or air moisture (b).
32. Key for my inner (a) front door (b), no longer face on in the set

plaster. The plaster has created a circle of rust that looks like a shadow. (a) Rust never sleeps (i). GM

(a) We have an inner and outer front door, but only have a spare house

(1) Cars never seem to get rusty anymore (ii), years ago a little
key for the inner door. It is on a Vera Duckworth (i) keyring. GM

scratch in the paint would rust . PM

)

(i) A Coronation Street character no longer in the show. JM
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(ii) It used to be a curse, even painting it with tar would not stop
the rust. GM

(b) You're forever losing (ii) your keys. PM

(b) Water moisture. JM
(ii) I had a set that had replaced a previous set I had lost, and was
convinced I must have lost them somewhere outside the house, so
paid for a new set of the two keys, then soon after found the
original keys had slipped behind a chair in my room. At the
moment I can find neither set of my keys, so have been using ‘the
Vera Duckworth’ set, which is useless if someone has locked (iii)
the outer door. JM
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(iii) Which is difficult in itself to lock as it is a wooden door
which swells in the cold weather, making it an ordeal for me to
even shut. JM
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33. Book from Sunderland City Library, “The Nation’s Favourite Poems’ 34. Date Stamp Label found in the front of all library books, so the

(a) with a foreword by Griff Rhys Jones, with Rudyard Kipling’s ‘If being T borrower knows what date to return it (a) by, should they wish to avoid |
' the nation’s very favourite. Brought home by my mam, who also works in L} a fine (b). This Pdl‘thUlar book was due back the 13th December 2009(c).
[the library (b). ; The label also contains the phone number of the City Library and
- Sunderland Library Service’s old logo. The book was first issued in
‘i

(a) My favourite poem (i) is ‘Abu Ben Adam,” whenever our teacher January 2002 and has been out 5 more times in the 5 years since then.

was off, Mr.Tarbitt (i), the headmaster did anthology with us and still

\ remember it off by heart. GM

(1) My favourite is the Leonard Cohen poem from ‘Book of Longing’
that begins “Remembering my mother, at a theatre in Athens.” JM
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(a) Date stamps come in 1 week loans, 2 week loans and 3 week
loans (i) depending on the book. PM

"

(i) Although you can change the date stamp to any date. 1 and 2
week loan stamps are usually red. JM

-

-

(ii) My piano teacher’s husband. I went to piano lessons for 12 years
from the age of 7. JM

(b) There has been uproar since fines went up from 10pence a day to
20pence a day - extortionate. JM

i
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(b) She works in Fulwell Library 19 hours a week and I work in
Silksworth Library 3 hours a week. I have worked there since 2006,
my job interview being the day after my 16th birthday, where I was
extremely nervous as it was the first of its kind. We both enjoy the job,
apart from the management of course. JM

(c) However it is not overdue as I can keep renewing it and not receive
a fine as long as I work in the library. The password to override
maximum renewal limit is ‘super.” JM
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45. Grass which unexpectedly grew (a) from the bird seed inadvertently
planted in the tile. Following the Christmas holiday I was surprised to
see a plant growing around the sides of the tile it was beneath, and at first
could not place where it had came from, until I examined the tile closer,

' at which point it took me a minute or two to realise that the bird seed had

germinated (b).

(a) The climate temperature has to be 6 C for grass to grow. GM

(b) This chance (i) occurance provided the art work with a life force of
its own, allowing an element to grow and die independently of me as a
creator, much like the work of Dieter Roth or Spoerri's EAT ART.
Imagine making sculptures, or even paintings, embedded with
thousands of seeds, and recording its life process. JM

(i) Perhaps my interest in chance is because I lack confidence in my
own decisions and feel more comfortable when I am not in complete

control of my work. JM

—

4(). String (u‘) dipped in fluorescent pink (b) ink (¢), swirling in and out
of the plaster tile's surface like a radioactive worm.

(a) My dad always carries a bit about in his pocket in case he needs
some (i). PB

(1) A better measuring device than a tape measure. | have been
using lengths recently at univesity in a project to do with measuring
and triangulation. LY

i1

(l?) At Catholic Camp we played a sheep game and each group was
given a different colour length of string to wear around the wrist. 1
wore mine for about a year afterwards, I think it was green. AC

i
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(¢) From a box of inks borrowed from the A Level art room to do work
at home, sometime last year, still yet to be returned. JM
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Contributors to the Topography:
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s been in there for as long aul Barber, who I have not seen in person for too long

58. Zip from my mam's sewing box that ha
Due to the plaster, it is

as I can remember. Itis a dark brown colour.

\ functionless, unable to zip up or down (a). 2. Hans Biedermann, author of ' Dictionary of Symbolism: Cultural

Icons » Meanings ind T ;
s and the Meanings Behind Them' Plume, 1994

]

]
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(a) 1have a zip down the side of one of my favourite pairs of shoes (1)
and I went shoe shopping one day with my friend Joanne. I couldn't
zip them up or down myself since it was so stiff, so Joanne had to do

it for me in every shop. AC

Alice Chalder, who is brilliant but ever so slightly mad

N .

Suzanne Hill, an art historian.

I\l

Carl Jung, the founder of analytical psychology.

(i) My favourite pair of shoes are black flat brogue types bought
in a shop near Portobello Market that I do not remember the name
of. They are comfortable and suit me well. JM

Myrriah Lavin, a writer of the occult.
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Geoffrey McKnight, my dad.

i

«v‘u‘ & I..h.l lld.d‘lu-

Pauline McKnight, my mam.

The Oxford English Dictionary.

L
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10. Laura Young, my best friend now residing in London.
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I lived

I happened

1 was part of

I imagine

I reached

the first

the l}ighest
waves cresting
where

I've tried often

since then
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