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The night I found this figure I dreamt of my own death. That’s when  
I realised it was a powerful object. Steve Dilworth

As we heave the weighty case out of its travelling crate and  
slowly lift the latch that locks the strong box we collectively hold 
our breath, not knowing what will be revealed. Usually Steve  
Dilworth hides the objects he is venerating by encasing them,  
but in this early work he grants us access to find a carved, hessian 
covered figure. Discovered and purchased from a Nigerian street 
merchant in Chicago where Dilworth was setting up an exhibition 
in 1996, he returned home with the figure and immediately  
took to finding how to express his strong response to it.  
The resulting work which Dilworth calls Doll Box is extraordinary 
and beautifully crafted in wood, studded with copper roves and 
bound with steel, both externally and internally, in an attempt  
to subdue the figure’s innate, unsettling power. 

Dilworth often speaks of his work in terms of making objects  
for a tribe that doesn’t exist using natural materials such as  
stone, sea and air as well the bodies of animals he finds on his 
wanderings or is given. However, Doll Box is an exception to the 
rule having been made originally for a tribe that presumably does 
exist - by a fellow craftsman. The complex case Dilworth has 
created to contain the figure reflects his acute, visceral response 
and thus pays tribute to its unknown maker. Indeed, many of the 
works in the exhibition, reveal Dilworth’s ultimate respect for  
the objects he works with, exploring the power that can be gained 
by encasing or exposing them in the right way with the right  
materials. Indeed Dilworth often alludes to the alchemical  
metaphor of requiring the right elements in a battery for it to give 
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power. He says: One of my ideas about making sculpture is that  
sculpture can be seen as combining the power or the presence of materials  
and by altering their position and shape and combining them, you can  
create a battery. A bit like a zinc and a copper plate placed in an acid  
bath can create a battery, each material has an energy and you have to  
find that balance. 

Another early piece in the exhibition which charts four decades  
of making from his studio on the remote Hebridean island of 
Harris, is Rook, 1980. As we speak about the work in the gallery, 
Dilworth cradles it like a child, its gently bowed back fitting  
snuggly into the crook of his arm. Only the beak and its curled 
claws are exposed outside the sarcophagus which is skilfully 
carved from 10,000 year old bog oak and held together by hand 
wrought iron nails. It was the first piece Dilworth exhibited  
publicly after moving to the Isle of Harris and can be seen to 
signal an important transition from his previous works that often 
required binding or stitching like the infamous Hanging Figure 
(which directly preceded it), to encasing precious objects within 
other solid carved or constructed materials. 

Ark is perhaps Dilworth’s most important piece to highlight this 
change of direction and is the largest cast metal work he has  
created to date. Originally commissioned for a sculpture park  

Doll Box
1997, Wood, steel, 
copper & figure
Unique
42 x 37 x 26 cm
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near Chichester, Dilworth wanted Ark to be a vessel worthy of  
travelling forward in time for millennia. This meant making the 
work more decorative than he would do usually in the hope it 
would never be destroyed. Inspired by the casting process,  
Dilworth came up with the idea of the carapace being cast in  
two separate metals - bronze and nickel silver - to give the work  
a unique aesthetic, with the metals not inlaid but fused together 
by welding. Within the egg, clutched protectively within the  
insectile legs, is another bronze and nickel silver sculpture which 
will never be seen unless the sculpture is brutally cut open.  
Within this sculpture lie the remains of a hooded crow, hated  
by islanders for preying on young animals and carcasses but  
esteemed by Dilworth for its ability to survive. 

Porpoise Evolution III is another work that combines two metals and 
is the final work in a series of sculptures that focus on evolution. 
Shown for the first time together here in London, the series starts 
with the simple, curved, almost cellular, form of Evolution I which 
is smooth and irresistably tactile. Evolution II takes on a simple 
plated carapace which left empty leaves the viewer to ponder  
what creature it once protected. Skipping a few millenia of  
evolutionary change Evolution III has developed into an elegant 
imaginary creature with a fully articulated spine of sterling silver. 
Originating from the carcass of a porpoise washed up on the rocky 
beach outside Dilworth’s home, we are invited to look within the 
work, past the carapace to a precious inner core. 

When I visited Dilworth at his home on Harris last August, I was 
reminded of how eloquently and accurately Robert MacFarlane 
describes Dilworth’s studio in his book The Old Ways. The studio 
is an apothecary of objects, both found and gifted, all sprinkled 
with a light film of dunite dust and sanded car filler. In one corner 
a large lump of driftwood sits on a bench which is being gently 
caressed and sanded back into life. Travelling the seas for who 
knows how long, this piece of Chinese Redwood had its own  
story to tell before it arrived in Harris. Gifted to Steve by a friend 

Porpoise: Evolution III
2004/5, Bronze 
& sterling silver
Unique
53 x 45 x 45 cm
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who enthusiastically cut a node off to determine what wood it 
was, Dilworth has carefully restored it back to its rightful place 
with silver staples - his own version of the Japanese practice of 
Kintsugi  - which now gleam perfectly in contrast with the rich, 
red hue of the wood. 

Also on the workbench are a number of pieces of the local  
Harris stone, dunite, which at 2.2 billion years old is dense and 
intractable. Yet Dilworth wields his angle grinder patiently and 
brings the shards he finds into being - enticing them to become 
beautifully poised sculptures with sharp edges that contrast  
with soft gentle undulations. One piece in particular catches my  
eye, the thinnest slither of rock which is being gently carved  
into the sensuous form of a feather. It is literally featherweight 
compared to the other heavy stones and its fragility is surprising. 
There were no feathered creatures on Earth when this stone was 
formed. As such, Feather Stone is a powerful reminder of our short 
existence on the planet but also highlights Dilworth’s ability to 
look anew at objects and materials combining an ancient timeless-
ness with an integrity of craftsmanship that is supremely rare.  

Polly Bielecka

(left)
Steve Dilworth’s 
studio

(below)
Steve Dilworth carving 
in his studio & his 
home
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Ark
2000, Bronze &  
nickel silver
Unique
114 x 193 x 132 cm

(previous page)
Wing Stone
2023, Dunite
Unique
13 x 36 x 11 cm
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Cremation
2022, Mixed Metal  
& bird ash
Unique
15 x 7.5 x 12 cm
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Rook
1980, Bog oak  
iron & rook
Unique
45 x 12 x 19 cm
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Evolution II
2006, Bronze
Edition of 5
33 x 44 x 35 cm
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Drift Wood
2024, Chinese  
Redwood & silver
Unique
29 x 47 x 27 cm
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Feather Stone
2023, Dunite  
& jesmonite
Unique
51 x 18.5 x 4 cm
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Eels and Puffin
2006, Dunite,  
bronze & puffin
18 x 32 x 22 cm
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Evolution I
2006, Bronze
Edition of 5
24 x 32 x 25 cm
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Throwing Object
2023, Bog oak, bird  
& silver
12 x 10 x 10 cm
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Carapace in Five Pieces 
2019, Bronze
Edition of 3
Largest: 18 x 28 x 15 cm
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Anchor Stone
2020, Dunite
Unique
21 x 20 x 16 cm
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(below & right ) 
Cover Stone
1990, Print, stone  
& copper
Artist’s proof
Print: 62.5 x 49 x 3 cm 
Stone: 15 x 8 x 6cm 

(above ) 
Cover Stone Print
1990, Print
Edition of 26
62.5 x 49 x 3 cm



36 37

Balancing Stone
2023, Dunite
Unique
17 x 11 x 12 cm
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Maquette for Carapace
2010, Bronze
Edition of 5
27 x 25 x 42 cm
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Sail Stone
2023, Dunite
Unique
18 x 15 x 7.5 cm;  
16 x 21 x 24.5 cm
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Tooth
2023, Dunite
Unique
20.5 x 15 x 10 cm
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