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PAUL WAPLINGTON
Interviewed by PETER FULLER

(Paul Waplington is a Nottingham artist who is now receiving wider recog-
nition. An exhibition of his paintings of Nottingham, including the lace
trade, appeared at the Midland Group from 28 October to 22 November
this year.)

1-ó. What was your life like as a child? What sort of background do you
come from?
W. It was a very ordinary, housing estate kind of background. My father
was a milkman; during the war he was afitter; later he became a storeman.

School was a terrible place: in fact, I think it had the highest Borstal
rate in Britain then. The people I grew up with had come from Broad
Marsh; then that was knocked down When I was about fourteen dA I . I readed
every day at school. There was always some bully in wait for you. It
was a sickening place.
F. Was anyone at home interested in art? Do you remember any images
in the house?
W. There was no interest in that sort of thing at home.
F. What about at school? L
W. The school was orientated towards sport: boxing and football. One
of the kids, Swift, turned out to be a champion boxer. Before the war
there was a lot of slum clearance in Nottingham: whole communities were
shifted out on to housing estates. How could an art lesson be considered
important? Art andmusic lessons were regarded as a skive. We used to
go for music masters and give them nervous breakdowns and actual
physical fights.
F. Do you remember when you first became interested in making images?
W. That was at school. Probably when I was about ten years old. The
art lessons were not much more than pieces of grey sugar paper and
poster paints.

I was interested in puppets and had a marionette theatre. Once I had
seen a Punch and Judy show and was spellbound by the theatricality of it,
by everything about it. The first thing I remember drawing was the
puppets that I made; drawing for its own sake did not interest me.
F. You left school in 1953 when you were fifteen. What did you think you
were going to do with your life then?
W. It was all a question of what I did not want to do. When I failed the
eleven plus, my old man said, "Well, tITa't's it, you are going to be
Marsden's delivery boy." That meant going around on one of those bikes
for the rest of my life. It was a fairly dismal prospect, but I managed to
get a job for Ã1 a week training as a lace curtain draughtsman in a small
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Paul Waplington: Laughing foreman
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trade shop in the Lace Market. So I got a pencil and brush job.
I-ó. Hid you enjoy this work?
W. Yes, I became a fanatic. Before I even set eyes on a lace machine I
knew how it worked, because I read a book about it.
I-ó. What does a lace draughtsman do?
W. Lace is a woven fabric and therefore different from any sort of print-
ud textile. The mechanical process is involved at the design stage. So:
the draughtsman leads the drawn design through to the finished fabric.
Ito plaits it and determines which way it is made. The pattern is made in
the weaving. The draughtsman has to have a mechanical, technical
uppretriation of the machine. The designs are stereotyped because of the
nature of the fabric. You gradually pick up the rules about what looks
right and what looks wrong, where to break a line with another line, at ,
what point and from what angle. Most of the designs are ornamental þoral
IIó. You did this for about six years, until you were twenty-one, then you
decided to go to Brussels. Why was that?
W. It was not me deciding to go to Brussels so much as the trade going
through one of its periodic slumps. In fact, the machines were being
broken up. I had qualifications as a skilled technician. At twenty-one I
was redundant; in the dole queue, signing on. So that was it. I just
wandered off. I had read a book about globe-trotters and I decided to
become a bloody globe-trotter. I was not consciously seeking anything.
I just didn't know what I wanted. By this time, I had done a bit of paint-
ing around Nottingham: trees, horses, cows, that sort of thing. So in
Brussels I started to draw on the pavements. I met one or two real
artists too, artists who painted on canvas. Herman Miner, a g55d_
expressionist painter was there and I got to know him. On the streets I  
used to paint crucifixions and copy scenes from postcards because you
had to. I always did my best, but I didn't really connect this with art. I
just did it for the money. But I made other pictures too. I remember
painting, in oils, a scene of autumn trees, and a cart with two horses
pulling it; I had never seen anything like it, in fact, but I painted it
because thatwas what art was for me. I was naive as that. I had a very
romantic view of the world in Brussels. It was a sort of paradise for me.
Painting was associated with dreaming.
F. What would you have said that your idea of a painter was at that time?
W. Probably Herman. He lived in a dirty flat where nude ladies posed
for him and he wore clogs.
F. It was almost a nineteenth century, European Bohemian view of the
artist.
W. Oh, most definitely}. Yes.
F. Why did you decide to leave Brussels and come back to Nottingham?
W. Well, I was making a living as a pavement artist, but you can't do
that when it starts raining, or in winter. I went back to Brussels the
following summer and did the same thing again. When I got back to
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Nottingham, the new knitting machines were coming in. I took a look at
them and applied my design knowledge and draughting experience to them.
Since then, they have virtually taken over and the trade has been booming
tremendously. But by this time I was not so enthusiastic about being a
lace draughtsman. I don't basically like lace as a fabric. You could say
that politically I don't like the connotations of the material. Lace draught-
ing was just a job to go back to. I was keen on the machine and how it
worked, but I wasn't interested in the product or what it meant.
F. Did you realise that the lace manufacturers were exploiting your
skills as a designer?

W. It was beginning to dawn on me. In this set--up one tends to get
pounced on.
F. When you settled in Nottingham again did you stop painting?
W. No, no. I painted a lot. Mostly country scenes. Constable and, I
am afraid, Edward Seago were where it was at for me: sitting out in the
country painting trees. I had odd attempts at what I thought was Cubism
and Surrealism, but they didn't amount to much. Once, I tried to paint a
political picture, a_ grandiose thing called "The Decay of Capitalism" .
Oh dear}. It was full of snakes and men with girders on their backs, rot-
ting teeth and crosses spewing out of anuses. I sold it to someone one _
night, when I was hard up, for a fiver. I have heard that it is hanging in
the foyer of a mental hospital in Leicester. They probably think it is a
picture by one of the inmates, at least I hope they do! But basically I
have always liked to go out into the country. Many of my weekends were
spent camping or hiking. I have always liked to get away. So, after a
while, I went down to Devon to paint. '
F, Before you went to Devon where were you discovering the painters
you liked, like Constable and Seago?
W. In books.
F. Did you ever go to museums?

I

W. Two or three times a year the Arts Council would send a touring _
exhibition to Nottingham and I would go and see that. _ I had} never been in
the Tate Gallery, or the National Gallery. I didn't like Cezanne and I
was just beginning to tolerate Van Gogh.
F. Art seems to have been an escape for you, a way of getting away from
what you didn't want to be and did not have to do?
W. That's right. It was.
F. What sort of things did you paint in Devon?
W. I painted the sea, boats and cliffs. Sometimes, I'd do a rich man's
catamaran: a portrait of his latest toy. I made a bit of a name for myself
at the local yacht club. I learned to paint the sea naturalistically, That
may sound small beer but it is quite difficult to get it actually to sit back,
to get the waves to recede. I used to apply oil paints straight on to the
canvas, a sort of purist thing. I would always paint everything there, on
the spot and would not change it afterwards. I would aim for a straight
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