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to the sculpture. This too was on a cycle 

so that at points visitors heard different 

combinations of the sound piece, the fan 

and silence. Though there was never really 

silence as the sculpture made its own 

noises whilst it inflated and deflated, rubbing 

against itself and the choir stalls that it 

was almost wedged in between.

This piece attracted such diverse audiences, 

we had one little girl visit several times 

with different family members so that she 

could visit the ‘giant worm’. We had two 

men who were working on the roads nearby, 

who had seen it on BBC Look North and 

popped in to take a look. Some people 

had come as part of Heritage Open Days 

specifically to see our building but found the 

presence of this huge fluorescent sculpture 

encouraged them to look up more and really 

see the building and appreciate the sheer 

scale of the space.

To bid farewell to the epic sculpture we 

held a closing party to celebrate INF23. We 

gently lit the sculpture from within, which 

became the focal point of the party. A group 

of contemporary dancers choreographed 

a piece in response to the sculpture, there  

was a live sound performance and a DJ 

playing. It was a fabulous way for visitors 

to see the piece one last time; though in a 

completely different light.

Courtney Spencer

Director & Curator

Left Bank Leeds

INF23 by Michael Shaw was a commission 

that delivered above and beyond 

expectations and really wowed such a range 

of different visitors. The project came about 

when I wanted something epic that really 

utilised the stunning space at Left Bank  Leeds, 

a Grade II* listed former church building that 

is now an arts venue. The sense of space, with 

imposing columns and high vaulted ceiling 

is incredible but in comparison, our doors 

are relatively small. I wanted something 

that we could get in the building but would 

really use the space and respond to the 

architectural elements within it. 

It was fabulous to watch the reactions of 

visitors as they opened the doors to be 

confronted by a smile-inducing sea of 

striped fluorescent fabric and watch them 

look either way, trying to figure out what 

it was and how best to begin exploring it. 

They walked around it, followed as it coiled 

around columns and went underneath it 

as sections crossed above. They gently 

touched it and peered into the hole in the 

end to try to get a better sense of what it 

was and how it had been constructed. 

The Dr Suez-like stripes really emphasised 

the sculptural form of the inflatable and gave 

it a playful quality. The piece was inflated 

by a fan that was on a timer which was on 

for two minutes and off for a minute, this 

gave the piece a breath; and many visitors 

felt it had a lifelike quality to it, like some sort 

of sleeping giant gently breathing. 

INF23 was accompanied by a sound piece 

by Bob Birch that was made in response 
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Michael Shaw – Sculpting Architecture

The former Neo-Gothic church space 

here, with its sprawling concrete floor 

spaces, rising pillars and elegant arches is 

spectacular - however it comes with its 

challenges. How does an artist respond 

to something so grand and ideologically 

loaded? Having known Michael for some 

years I was sure he would rise to the 

challenge, and the results would be more 

than fitting, and most likely ambitious, 

ingenious and breath-taking.

The gallery housing the sculptures is a 

vibrant space, populated by a broad range 

of people during opening hours; older 

visitors often drop by to admire the 

church space (some reminiscing about 

their memories of it as a working church). 

Children love to negotiate the architecture 

– they move and play between the pillars, 

and run their fingers along the crumbling 

stonework. Michael Shaw’s inflatable INF22 

does all of these things in its own way; 

through forms of sculptural ‘play’ it aims 

to become part of the building, and 

encourages visitors to encounter the building 

itself in new ways. 

Inflate 

At the heart of Sculpting Architecture is a 

monumental sculpture. The artwork was 

created digitally using sophisticated 3D 

modelling software, and manifests itself as a 

massive inflatable intervention dominating 

the space.

The normal airy view up into the arches 

and roof of the church is disrupted by a 

triumphant and enormous colourful 

cartoonish bulb form, appearing a little like 

a crashed hot-air balloon. From there the 

sculpture stretches and curls around the 

building, negotiating pillars and looping 

back on itself several times in an extended 

snake-like form.

Despite its digitally-created origins and 

cartoonish appearance, it is hard not to see 

the piece as bodily, perhaps even erotic? As 

the pump sustaining the inflation buzzes in 

and out of action, the piece becomes alive 

and breathing.

Visitors can let their imaginations wander, 

and ponder whether it might be a sleeping 

monster or the tail of some yet-larger entity. 

Perhaps they can imagine the building as 

a mould that the work is gradually expanding 

into, or the sculpture as a parasite, that will 

eventually consume its host?

As they look up into the space to cast their 

eyes across the bulk of the sculpture, I hope 

visitors might notice a previously unseen 

aspect of the building. They may perhaps 

glance at one of the building’s beautifully 

crafted angels, the profile of an arch, or a 

lovingly carved detail in the stonework. 

Resonances

I have been told that every object has a 

resonance, even buildings? Church spaces 

especially are constructed to echo, intensify 

and resonate with the music within. 



It is not hard to consider the works in 

Sculpting Architecture as musical. Michael 

himself talks about the work as ‘riffing’ 

with the architecture. The sculptures and 

actions themselves are only activated by 

cyclical rhythms of air, material and people 

in the space. 

I have enjoyed working with Michael Shaw 

on this project immensely. In the planning 

stages of this exhibition we pondered a 

variety of different positions, formats, colours 

and sizes. However, despite seeing multiple 

digital renderings of the final piece prior 

to construction, nothing prepared me for 

what I saw when the sculpture was inflated 

in the space for the first time – INF22 is 

huge in every respect, towering some 

7m above visitors’ heads.

Since it has been installed, I have been 

fascinated whilst watching people’s 

reactions when they enter the gallery, 

witnessing a fair few gasps and dropping 

jaws. I’ve also enjoyed exploring the space 

myself, and wondering if resonances of the 

work will remain when it is deflated for the 

final time, and removed to make way for the 

next exhibition in our programme.

The inflatable in Sculpting Architecture 

maps the space with sculpture, drawing, 

and intervention. I hope visitors to our 

space over the coming weeks enjoy 

the experience of encountering Michael’s 

work as much as I have.

Dominic Mason

Exhibitions Manager

20-21 Visual Arts Centre
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has augmented the sense of a temporal  

journey, of moving around the sculpture, 

observing its interactions with each 

buildings’ architectural features. 

The colouration of the sculptures is 

important, with stripes becoming a 

defining characteristic that underlines 

the curvature of the sculptures’ geometry. 

The variegated colours help emphasise 

changes in the tubular forms’ diameters, 

whilst creating a dynamic spectacle. The 

use of day-glo hi-vis colours in INF23, 

deliberately contrasted the muted 

colours of its host Left Bank Leeds. These 

strong colours created a subtle glow on 

the building, its hue often intensified with 

strong sunlight. 

To enable bespoke production accurate 

to the cm, each building was physically 

mapped and modelled in 3D software. 

Multiple solutions were drawn onto plans 

of each space, and the most dynamic 

were chosen, modelled virtually and 

digitally cut into smaller panels. Once 

flattened with seam allowances, the 

requisite shapes were laser cut from 

ripstop parachute fabric and sewn 

together. The sculptures’ breathing was 

enabled by a fan and timer cyclically 

inflating and deflating; this kinetic rise 

and fall animated their presence by 

continually transforming their geometry 

over time. 

Michael Shaw

STATEMENT

Sculpting Architecture seeks to 

unify architecture and sculpture by 

considering the building a mould that 

forms and informs the sculptures’ 

geometry. Hopefully, the resulting site-

specific sculptures heighten visitors’ 

experience of architectural space; 

delivered through a series of epic 

inflatables that entwine architectural 

features. 

Buildings with open spaces were avoided 

in favour of two deconsecrated churches 

and a contemporary atrium, each 

delineated by axes of columns. Sculptural 

geometry was developed to block 

existing sitelines, reconfigure pathways 

of movement, create overhangs and 

continually curving forms that kissed the 

ground in limited contact points. 

Their physical size was deliberately 

made vast so that observation from 

one viewpoint became impossible; 

instead viewers experienced diverse 

perspectives as they moved around the 

buildings. This helped the sculptures to 

become experiential, rather than just 

observed. 

In the larger pieces installed in the ex-

churches, elements of the sculpture 

criss-crossed around the axes of 

columns; meaning that viewers could 

walk under parts of the sculpture. This 

development in my sculptural language 
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