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Heather H. Yeung 

Stations: On Eric Gill and the Poetics of Stone 

 

 

+ 1 + 

 

We begin with the rules of the form: the words must be cut with fair attention to the 

punchline. Craft determines that the letterer and the punchcutter are not of the same 

character. Patience determines the craft of both: 

 

Of patience there is this to be said. To be patient is to suffer. By their fruits men 

know one another, but by their sufferings they are what they are. And suffering 

is not merely the endurance of physical or mental anguish, but of joy also. A 

rabbit caught in a trap may be supposed to suffer physical anguish: but it 

suffers nothing else. The man crucified may be supposed to suffer physical & 

mental anguish, but he suffers also intense happiness and joy. The industrialist 

workman is often simply as a rabbit in a trap; the artist is often as a man nailed 

to a cross. In patience souls are possessed. No lower view of the matter will 

suffice. (Eric Gill, An Essay on Typography) 

 

Of patience we call to attention the following: Gill Sans—Gill Cameo—Perpetua—

Golden Cockerel Roman—Hague and Gill Joanna—Monotype Joanna—Aries—

Solus—Jubilee—Bunyan—Floriated Capitals—Gill Shadow Line. It is easy to write in 

the work of Eric Gill. 

Each day in this process of attention or attenuation I walk up onto the moor 

above my house in search of fresh air. I live in a place where trees do not grow easily, 

so windbreaks between portions of land are fashioned in stone, stone walls I walk 

along. 

 

 

+ 2 + 

 

How many prisoners notice the quality of the material that limits their point of view 

at a level more than the perception of their physical discomfort? We might remark 

the coolness or heat of wall or floor, its darkness or light, its basic texture. . . . Yet 

once freed, how many will be perpetually affected in their encounters with the same 

material that was also used to form the prison walls? 

I have been struggling to write about the work of Eric Gill; in the writing is the 

discomfort. There is something at the side of the frame that I can’t see, a known 

secret of unprimed canvas, as it were. This either produces the impetus to write or 

has precipitated the struggle. Gill was not, first and foremost, a painter. Nor was he, 

first and foremost, a typographical artist. Gill worked in and with stone. 



In his first philosophical investigation, Wittgenstein develops the basis of a 

“primitive language”: engrossed in the act of building, A (master) calls out, and B 

(apprentice) brings the required stone. Repeat at each station until the wall is fully 

formed. 

 

 

+ 3 + 

 

Yes, I have been struggling with stone, but now know to focus in on this most fluid of 

materials. 

Begin again: Hoptonwood is a limestone of peculiar qualities. The eye—

unknowing and walled in by certain expectations of Hoptonwood and its 

implications—creates visual myths, which we—not seeing how we see them—tacitly, 

even unknowingly, accept. Such immured vision prevents our noticing the true 

nature of the stone.  

This is to write that Hoptonwood, quarried in the Peak District of Derbyshire 

and of a characteristic grey-cream hue, is a usefully hard stone. It is therefore favored 

in Britain for carving and sculpture of an indigenous, decorative variety.  

The stone taxonomized under this name is itself various. Whether “light,” 

“dark,” “marbled,” or whorled with the smallest of fossils, the voids in the limestone 

are filled by recrystallized calcite, and, as a whole, the stone reliable. Because it is 

hard, it is used as curbing in the Peaks, as interior flooring in public buildings. 

Because it is hard, its surface can be polished to a shine, and because of this plastic 

quality in particular, there was a time when the stone was mis-sold as marble. This 

has for a century now been rectified. We continue to polish the stone. 

 

 

+ 4 + 

 

One hundred twenty thousand Commonwealth graves are carved from Hoptonwood, 

with the stones shipped from Derbyshire to France and Belgium and installed. Pulled 

teeth in uniform rows planted in fenced-off fields, the lettering design by the brother 

of Eric, Max Gill: 

 

Exigi monumentum aere perennius | regalique situ 

pyramidum altius | quod non imber edax, non aquilo 

impotens | possit diruere aut innumerabilis | annorum 

series et fuga temporum. 

 

I learned the full ode by heart as a punishment for a childhood misdemeanor long 

forgotten, along with the final lines of the ode, or any accurate, even serviceable, 

translation. Right now this doesn’t seem to matter terribly: what does is the weight, 

or heft, of the Latin syllables I carry with me and to which I apprentice myself, and 



the dust of the desert. The words, complete to a point, form in the mouth what they 

call out as their interior, monumental performance. A thing from a larger thing that 

guides and obscures my readings of elegy, of monument, of aesthetic, cultural, or 

political acts of commemoration and restitution.  

In my mouth I carry stones terribly, as B carries to A, and spit them out. 

Hoptonwood is generally popular for gravestones, memorials, monuments. 

What we assume is a darker Portland is usually Hoptonwood. We learn analogy by 

rote. In our postwar mind we see in all instances of Hoptonwood the murmur of 

innumerable bodies dead and without names. 

 

 

+ 5 + 

 

Through our memory of stones perceived but unnamed, the grave. This is a vision 

immured by stone rows in Hoptonwood’s cream-grey gesturing towards and against 

sky, the matter of the world’s mouth, its teeth. Hoptonwood’s aesthetic resonance 

must always now bear with it our sense of what war means, its standard memorial 

work working on memory in strange ways. 

And, lest we forget, this is a durable stone. 

Between and after the wars of 1914 and 1939, for similar plastic reasons, 

Hoptonwood sees use in carving and sculpture. There is a list that goes on but may 

start with Hepworth, and move through Moore, McWilliam, Epstein, to Gill, with an 

abundance of rubble pile cairns of offcuts between. Many of these names cut 

between sculpture and carving—between art and monument their figures move. In a 

sense, the list goes backwards. In a sense, it isn’t really a list at all, but a row, a wall. 

 

 

+ 6 + 

 

A courtyard: the maquettes are plasterwork. Stone carving lets dust settle anywhere, 

hang in the air between the sheltering walls, dust in the spaces of the stone store 

where different sizes are seasoned before use, dust boxed into the studio whose 

windows are thrown open to the light. The necessary tools are well worn and well 

cared for, placed close at hand. The light illuminates the density of dust and through 

the dust movement: eyes and hands in concert with each other and in search of form 

with the body that holds them forgotten. 

With every surface we dust, we remove the dust into the atmosphere. A 

strange metamorphosis of verb to noun. Deliberate obscurantism. We tie back our 

hair against it even though we know it is pervasive. 

Around every gravestone, each plaque, curbstone, or sculpture, there is an 

aura of dust—the dust that the stone loses in its reformation as an aesthetic object 

to be held in the eye. But here, it is the air that is set in relief against the dust; it is the 

stone in this environment liquid, but we will not see it again until the dust settles, by 



which time it will be different. We don’t choke, are suspended. The body in dust is 

set, and it is the form that moves, demands a rigorous memory work. 

 

 

+ 7 + 

 

Set off from the clouds of dust in an atmosphere rarefied, the design of most 

modern artists’ formal or “display” studios incorporated a viewing platform. Thus we 

look down on the work in stone. 

The art of sculpture requires 360-degree vision and more: height, depth, time, 

weathering—the full circular. The imagination of how patination will work after the 

sculptor’s death in different landscapes, and how each unanticipated viewer will 

approach the work anew. The invitation to touch must be as strong as the invitation 

to step back and take a prospectus. The myth is created from all angles and exposed. 

Stone being, lest we forget, the most fluid of media. 

As its viewer, we, too, must attempt the dance of these many degrees, and in 

poor mimicry of the sculptor’s own search, emerge sometimes from the myopia of 

dust. 

I submit that it is difficult to see work graven in Hoptonwood without the 

graves, the monuments, in mind; I view each singular work of art from the requisite 

multiple angles, rolled around in rocks and stones that are also Hoptonwood; I am 

still and am still missing something, but vow to be patient and let the work unfold 

around me. 

 

 

+ 8 + 

 

In the work of the chambered cairn are the same angles of vision as the studio view: 

our angles of vision enacted in stone. The walls constructed from B to A.  

The cairn exists monumentally, perhaps turfed over with time passing vision 

over centuries. An archaeological imaginary assumes its hollow center is a norm, the 

paths ascending to the place abandoned excepting what is hidden there, the father’s 

gift to a daughter. 

Who, now, chooses to play Creon’s role? We have heard his judgement 

translated a thousandfold, the punishment for the pouring of libations, the renegade 

mourning, the shrouding of what has been forcibly unshrouded in dust. And yet I 

write it again, here: 

 

ἄγων ἔρημος ἔνθ᾽ ἂν ᾖ βροτῶν στίβος  
κρύψω πετρώδει ζῶσαν ἐν κατώρυχι,  

φορβῆς τοσοῦτον ὡς ἄγος μόνον προθείς,  

 



Through the dust, then, immurement beyond city bounds. In this father’s voice, 

different-tongued Horace exigi monumentum . . . and different-tongued Gill of 

patience there is this to be said. . . .The word as gesture rules, and gesture, by decree, 

is set in stone. Or the daughter. 

A body starves to bone dust. The cairn enacts in solid form the 360, which 

now cannot observe the progress of the body inside. She is the sculpture we seek 

but can never see. Center point of a different world, its protective heaven-bowl made 

of stone, she is indifferent to our roving perspective. Roll the door-stone. Crack open 

this egg. Disturb what you will that is immured, engraved. 

I walk on eggshells, destroying domes, tombs, tomes. The dust falls for all of 

us differently. 

 

 

+ 9 + 

 

There is a painting by Vanessa Bell that I have stored in my memory as a talisman. 

Interior with Artist’s Daughter rattles around in the tomb my skull.  

The interior of the image is a view into a moment at infamous Charleston. A 

vase. Flowers. Prints. Books. Scissors and a spool of light-colored thread, the figure of 

the “Artist’s Daughter.” It is the figure’s curved line of inattention that compels.  

The curve of this line sits in a technically insignificant part of the frame in 

profound indifference to the process of creation it is formed from and forms. The 

work exists starkly in two dimensions; the figure forces such depression of the planes. 

These lines again in a sketch by Eric Gill, from Eliz (dated the third of April, 

1927). But this is stark. What surrounds the figure is blank paper. But again, on a 

chair with the head resting on the left arm and the right arm slack the line has been 

configured. Again, the daughter or figure or line looks down, utterly uninterested in 

any process external to the body or the external effects of the body itself. 

The “interior” of both images is what is important and what we cannot see: the 

woman whose line invites one to look beyond the board and see what is there. 

Chalky fingermarks on paper. And scattered in our turning to the blank back of the 

image, dust. Which we will accidentally breathe in. 

 

 

+ 10 + 

 

Relief carving and lettering are demonstrably different modes of vision in stone than 

is sculpture, even if some of the tools, and the range in size of monument, are 

shared. 

Relief carving shares with any paper or canvas-based mark-making a reliance 

on a mostly two-dimensional vision, but it can at the same time create true shadow 

through real (if shallow) manipulation of depth in the stonework. You can almost see 



the fingerprints. It teeters on the border of enactment and illusion and falls off on the 

opposite side to the woodcut printing plates. 

We wade through and breathe in dust in the atmosphere of the carver’s 

working studio and stone yard, but do not bathe in it to the same degree, even if the 

stone being carved is shared with the sculptor in some way, even if the artist is the 

same. Elements of the wider perspective have been lost. Portland, Hoptonwood, 

Kilkenny Blue; look closer but avoid the full 360, repeating at each station. 

 

 

+ 11 + 

 

Westminster. The smell of cold stone, of waiting: standing waiting to greet or be 

seated or in the act of incredulous pronouncement or witness, kneeling waiting, 

waiting to stand, and so in waiting seeking a mode of passing time which is not a 

parodic approximate performance of invocation or prayer. 

The Abbey marks my most prolonged encounters with any of Gill’s relief 

carving work. Each time my body rises and falls in false genuflections I find myself in 

some form of contemplation of the Via Crucis.  

The 14 stations carved in bas-relief in Hoptonwood stone between 1914 and 

1918 measure five feet and eight inches square were delivered to the cathedral thus 

10, 2, 13, 5, 4, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 14.  Dedicated on Good Friday 1918. All panels 

“finished” in place. The 11th was the final to be delivered, as by request of John 

Marshall it had been recarved. 

For Gill, the via is a walk of protest and a warning against the “iniquities” of 

the rising capitalist society, the industrial age, and warmongers. In Hoptonwood, 

there is to the postwar viewer the stony intimation of the war’s breath.  

It is important for this and any via that it is the flatness of the image which 

forces prayer; the numbers and lettering need only be remarked inasmuch as they 

act as a reminder to the ritual habit. (In a way they are a castigation—one should not 

need to consult them at all). In the 10th station as in the 3rd, Gill’s body is 

transubstantiated into that of Christ, carved by himself, the artist, in stone. 

The self of the via is one turned in upon itself in an act of painful interiority, 

the body as flat as the icon that has provoked such patience, such difficulty, such joy. 

The body at the meeting point of the two lines that comprise the cross must exist 

under the rule of a stoniness renewed at each station. 

 

 

+ 12 + 

 

The first tablets were brought down from the mountain and smashed to dust with 

and because of the icons. The second—replacements—brought down once the dust 

had commingled or settled, haunt what is yet called Western Civilization. 

For the great Welsh poet David Jones, Gill “as a carver of inscriptions”: 



 

. . . stands supreme. There the workman scaled the heights of pure form, and 

some of his inscribed stones possess the anonymous and inevitable quality we 

associate with the works of the great civilizations, where an almost frightening 

technical skill, for a rare moment, is the free instrument of the highest 

sensitivity—and the Word is made Stone. (Epoch and Artist) 

 

A calls to B, demands genuflection. There is in Jones a companion of sorts in my 

difficult work on Gill. Jones writes of Gill’s pioneering work in the promotion of direct 

carving—the art of “cutting direct into the stone” without the use of preliminary 

models, templates, or pointing: the act of raising above the vision of the artist the 

potential held in the material itself. Each figure, each letter, an icon. 

In a long period spent together in Wales, Jones apprenticed himself to Gill. 

Thus, the cover pages for that great poem, The Anathemata, meticulously laid out as 

the catalogue of names on a monument. Each stroke must be meticulously placed, 

since there is total exposure in the letterer’s line of any mistake (in the case of which, 

the whole work must be discarded, begun again). In the mosaic pretensions of the 

lettering, the hint always that behind the relief is a tablet that is in turn a law.  

Jones and Gill cast themselves as the figure of the artist. Both Jones and Gill 

are steadfast in upholding beliefs which, even in a godless world, are akin to the act 

that precipitates not an upholding, but, as at the mill with slaves, a crashing down of 

temple walls. 

Who, after walking by walls, would bear to return to the cairn? 

 

 

+ 13 + 

 

The nature of letters or scratches in stone? If the walls are forced open, we see the 

play of light, and reach out to touch, feel the difficult frictions in our fingertips’ 

relation to their nails, feel in this friction the stone become enclosure, form. 

Perhaps the most striking thing about the Westminster stations is that the 

lettering beneath each piece is rubricated, the numbering in an approximation of a 

typesetter’s black. In their direct call to medieval habits of illumination and 

annotation of the devotional book, they trick the eye into assuming they are 

important. If you trace with your fingers too long, these letters will bleed, hugging 

close to the punchline. But in the via, the law of the word is immaterial.  

For the maker trapped in the valley of stone there are two options. The first, to 

turn back. The second, to bend his craft to his will. 

There is a violence to the gendering of this expression, violence to the 

patience of work in stone. 

A calls out to B; B passes the stone down the mountain or up to the cairn 

walls. 

 



 

+ 14 + 

 

In 1924, Jones painted The Garden Enclosed, himself figured and forcing a kiss in the 

right-hand side of the frame. Flowers fall from the left hand of Petra Gill, whose left 

arm is slack, as the right arm escapes in tension behind the head.  

Enclosed, Jones takes violent form from himself and Gill’s daughter. Gill 

modeled his figures on himself, and also took form, lines, from his daughters in 

parallel to their sexual violation. 

Both Jones and Gill with Gill’s daughter Petra. Gill with both daughters.  

Compare, now, the portraits of the artists’ daughters; our stations. 

The passion become violate, the body crucial, a work in dust, entombed; at 

what point was the punch line crossed? 

Walk again the via, see how A calls out to B; B passes the stone. See how we 

cannot distance ourselves from the work in stone, how close we come to being 

immured for the scattering of dust, our hasty ritual. 

What is the scale of patience in the work of abuse? Of patience there is this 

much to be— 

Petra, partly carved into the sandstone rockface is the “Rose City.” She is 

accessed via a geological fault line   

  السيق

where there was, once, an archway. From thence, cliffs rise in rubricate enclosure. 

Petra taken directly from Ancient Greek is stone. 


