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Who?

What?

Nathan Coley was born in Glasgow, Scotland, in 1967 where he lives and works. The artist graduated from 
Glasgow School of  Art in 1989 with a BA in Fine Art. He is interested in the built environment, particularly public 
spaces and the meanings that are placed on civic buildings and gathering places.

Coley uses a variety of  different media, including sculpture, installation and video work to explore the symbolism in 
architecture and urban environments.

He investigates how these buildings, monuments and public spaces come to represent values, beliefs and ideals of  
the society that builds and uses them.

Coley is an ideas-driven artist who conducts extensive research before creating his works, including visiting sites, 
library research, interviews and photographic documentation.

The materials he chooses to use in his work have significant meanings, however Coley prefers to provoke discus-
sions rather than to make statements in his work. He doesn’t reveal his opinions in the themes he explores.
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Why?

ARCHITECTURE
Coley often references buildings in his work to examine how the values of  a society are reflected in its architecture. 

Civic buildings are given importance and significance by their social history and the communities that populate them. 
Social, political and religious doctrine, or rules dictate how humans behave in and around these spaces. 

Coley draws our attention to the symbolism in architecture, encourages the viewer to reflect on the values that 
underscored the construction of  civic buildings and to consider their transformation over time.

		
Building Symbolism How it influences our behaviour

Library Freedom of  information, equality, 
education centtre

Quiet at all times, must return books, must look after 
and treasure books.
Place of  gathering, place for protest

Court of  Law

Church

Art Gallery

Shopping Mall

Coley once spent four months building 289 card-
board scale replicas of  every place of  worship in 
Edinburgh, Scotland. These included churches, 
synagogues, mosques and Salvation Army Halls.

What do public buildings mean to us?
Make a list of  buildings that communities use and how they shape our behaviour. What are their influences? Think of  
examples (eg being quiet in a library, following the layout of  an exhibition, queuing at the bank etc). Think of  ways to 
change the way people behave in these buildings. How could you disrupt behaviour patterns in these buildings?

The Lamp of Sacrifice (286 Places of  Worship, Edinburgh 2004)

Palace, 2008.

Camouflage Church,  2006.
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TEXT
Many of  Coley’s works include written text, as can be seen in his seen in his message sculptures. The texts he uses 
are appropriated from history, literature and popular music.

Because the text is appropriated, then illuminated and placed in different locations, the original context 
and understanding of  these phrases are gone. The viewer is left to make their own meaning.

Coley chooses to use globes rather than neon to illuminate the text, because neon is associated with 
advertising. Light globes have a theatrical and nostalgic appearance, and are reminiscent of  fairgrounds, fun and play.

The playful material undermines the authoritarian tone of  the statement, which is written in capital 
letters and placed on 6x6 metre scaffolding, creating an imposing sign.

Statements can have different meanings depending on tone, case, font or social, historical and physical context. 

Notice how the meaning changes when the location of the work changes?
Make your own text work – take a statement from a song or story. 
Try spelling it out in different materials. 
How does the appearance alter the interpretation of  the words? 

There will be no miracles here
Mount Stuart parkland, Isle of  Bute, Scotland

Tate Liverpool

Heaven Is A Place Where Nothing Ever Happens is a message sculpture Coley exhibited last year in ACCA’s forecourt. 
Illuminated with 480 globes, the text was taken from a pop song chorus, though for Coley the phrase seems to pose 
questions. Is there a heaven? What is heaven like? What does it mean if  nothing ever happens there? Is that a good or 
bad thing?

Heaven is a place where nothing ever happens
ACCA forecourt December 2010
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Made from simple painted hardboard, Coley has removed any defining symbols and characteristics. It represents a 
generic building for faith. The stripe pattern is appropriated from ‘Razzle Dazzle’ camouflage which was applied to 
navy ships during both the World Wars. While the horizontal patterning did not blend the ship into its surroundings, it 
disguises the vessel’s size, type, speed and heading. 

By camouflaging places of  worship, Coley poses questions around the increasing loss of  authority that religious insti-
tutions have in our society. Using wartime camouflage brings up ideas around conflicts of  different religious beliefs.

FAITH
Coley is fascinated with faith, and the way that religious 
buildings hold great importance for our cultural iden-
tity, even though their spiritual significance may have 
declined.

Coley’s ‘Camouflage Mosque’ (2007) is a model of  the 
Bajrakli mosque in Belgrade, Serbia. Built around 1575, 
the mosque was turned into a Catholic church during 
the Austrian rule 1717-1739.  It was then turned back to 
a mosque when the Turks returned. Today it is the only 
remaining Muslim place of  worship in Belgrade. 

Did you know?
From the middle ages, until the advent of  skyscrapers, churches were the tallest buildings. Their height reminded 
people to cast their eyes upward to the heavens where God is enthroned, and the grand architecture symbolized the 
wealth and power of  the Christian church, for example.

In a video work 14 churches of Münster (2000) Coley references orders issued to allied bombers to target the churches 
in Munster, Germany.

Why do you think churches would be a target for bombers?

What do churches and places of  worship represent in our society?

How does being inside a church make you feel?

Camouflage Bayrakli Mosque, 2005
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THE EXHIBITION

GALLERY 1 ‘PUBLIC SPACE’

Coley has been commissioned to make a major new project for ACCA. In the largest gallery he will create a continua-
tion of  the street or public plaza.

Colehy has created a series of  cast concrete platforms inspired by the designs of  Oscar Niemeyer for Brasilia, the 
capital city of  Brazil. Coley visited the city in 2003 and was interested in the way the concrete platforms sit strangely 
amidst the modernist architecture. With nothing atop the platforms, they raise questions about whether they are un-
finished plinths, or sculptures themselves. The audience is able to sit and walk on top of  them, creating an interest-
ing way to position the viewer in the plaza. 

The gallery also contains a tree sculpture with colour fairground lights, remixing his illuminated signs with a par-
ticular structure he saw at Luna Park. The tree marks the space as being outdoors but in a particularly abstracted, 
magical way. 

GALLERY 2 ‘GALLERY’

One of  the platforms continues from gallery 1 into gallery 2 through the doorway. A model of  Melbourne’s Scots’ 
Church will be exhibited on the platform here along with a series of  text based light box works. 

GALLERY 3 ‘HOME’

Coley redefines the shape of  the room by painting the ‘Razzle Dazzle’ style bold horizontal stripe pattern directly 
across the gallery walls. 
The pattern creates an optical effect, making the reading of  the room more difficult, pulling and stretching the walls 
into a new shape.

GALLERY 4 ‘SCHOOL’ 

Architects often hold presentations, showing pictures of  buildings and projects they have designed and talking about 
them. In a 20 minute video projection, Coley creates a funny and ironic version of  these architectural lectures, set up 
with seating for the audience.

Actress Cate Blanchett becomes the architect, narrating a ‘slide show’. However instead of  seeing buildings, the 
images are of  usually overlooked, incidenta,l built structures, urban brokenness and rubbish that Coley photographed 
around Melbourne and Scotland. Blanchett talks about these images as if  they were serious and outstanding building 
designs, laden with meaning.

The Scots’ Church, Melbourne.

The Square of the Three Powers, Brasilia, 2011
Gold Leaf  on Gisclée Print
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Building Mural

Level 1 The Arts Creating and making
•	 Make and share performing and visual arts works that communicate observations, personal ideas, feelings and 	 	 	
	 experiences. 
•	 Explore and, with guidance, use a variety of  arts elements (on their own or in combination), skills, techniques 	 	 	
	 and processes, media, materials, equipment and technologies in a range of  arts forms. 
•	 Talk about aspects of  their own arts works, and arts works and events in their community.
Level 1 Civics and Citizenship
•	 begin to develop a sense of  belonging to the school community. 
•	 explore their responsibilities and rights and those of  others in familiar contexts such as the family, the classroom, 	 	
	 the school playground and local recreation areas.

Suggested Activties
Make a class mind map about what a school is. 
Create a section about what a school is for.  
Who makes a school?
Why do we have a school?
What are the rules of  a school, and who makes the rules?
What is significant about the school building’s entrance? The hall? The corridors? The outside areas? 
Why does the building have this particular design? 
Does it work for the purpose for which it was built? What would we change about it? 
Who makes a school what it is?
What we like and don’t like about the school
If  we were going to imagine a perfect school, what would we like to see there?
Give your students a piece of  cardboard to make a 2D version of  a building facade. Use paint, fabric, and other mixed media to 
make building collage.
Collate all students’ work to make a large mural of  buildings on a wall in the school.

Become an Architect

Level 2 Civics and Citizenship
•	 Discover why groups and communities have rules, begin to question rules which they believe are unfair, and make 	 	
	 suggestions about improving the rules 

Level 2 The Arts Creating and making
•	 Create and present visual arts works that show emerging arts knowledge and an ability to plan arts works that 	 	 	
	 communicate ideas, concepts, observations feelings and/or experiences. 
•	 Demonstrate an emerging ability to select, arrange and make choices about expressive ways of  using arts 	 	 	
	 elements, principles and/or conventions. 
•	 Use skills, techniques, processes, media, materials, equipment and technologies in a range of  arts forms. 
•	 Identify, describe and discuss characteristics of  their own and others’ arts works.

Suggested Activties
Discuss the term architecture, and what an architect does. Show pictures of  architectural drawings and how architects design and 
map out spaces.
Visit some interesting public architecture, such as ACCA and draw from observation. What sorts of  shapes, forms and patterns can 
you see?
Teach skills around size-scale relationships (foreground and background) and basic perspective, including horizon lines and vanishing 
points. 
Walk around the insides of  different public buildings, taking note of  the types of  spaces. 
Discuss the purpose of  the building, what is it used for? How are people expected to behave in the building?
How do different aspects of  the building design influence our behaviours?
Make a list of  ideas for a new public building. Decide what it should be used for, and what sort of  rules will be needed for people 
interacting in the space.
Draw a picture of  the outside of  the building, using techniques of  (foreground and background) and basic perspective, including 
horizon lines and vanishing points.  Draw an architectural drawing of  the building layout.
Share work with classmates, explaining the intentions of  the layout, details of  the outside and how people are expected to behave in 
the building.

CURRICULUM LINKS
VELS 1-4 One suggested activity per level, but activities can be adapted to suit different levels.
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Message Installation

The Arts Level 3 Creating and making
•	 Create and present works in a range of  arts forms that communicate experiences, ideas, concepts, observations and feel	 	
	 ings. 
•	 Select and combine a range of  arts elements, principles and/or conventions, and use a range of  skills, techniques and 	 	
	 processes, media, materials, equipment and technologies. 
•	 Show evidence of  arts knowledge when planning arts works for different purposes and audiences and identify 	 	 	
	 techniques and features of  other people’s works that inform their own arts making. 
•	 Refine their work in response to feedback and self-evaluation.

Exploring and responding
•	 Comment on the exploration, development and presentation of  their arts works, including the use of  specific 	 	 	
	 arts elements, principles and/or conventions, skills, techniques and processes. 
•	 Identify and describe key features of  arts works from their own and other cultures, and use arts language to 	 	 	
	 describe and discuss the communication of  ideas, feelings and purpose in their own and other people’s artworks.

English Level 3 Speaking and listening
•	 recognise that speaking and listening provide opportunities to exchange information, to share and explore ideas, and to 	 	
	 express opinions and listen to the opinions of  others. For example, in an art class, students develop skills in     			 
	 verbal communications by articulating descriptions of  their own artworks and skills in listening to their peers and 		
	 sharing responses in small group contexts. 

Suggested Activties
Group students into teams of  four.
Let them choose, or give them a statement.
Discuss different art elements such as line, shape, texture, colour, form, tone, and how using these can effect the meaning of  the 
statement
Working as a team experiment using different materials to form the statement, such as bright metallic paper shapes, twigs and 
leaves.
Create four small mock up versions of  your ideas, then a large version.
Install the works in different places around the school, and selected art elements.
As a class, visit each of  the works. 
Discuss the qualities of  the installation, including the elements used, the symbolism of  the materials the group chose, how the loca-
tion affects the meaning of  the work, and the meaning of  the actual words.

Building History Sculpture

Level 4 Humanities- History Historical reasoning and interpretation
•	 Use a range of  primary and secondary sources to investigate the past. 
•	 Frame research questions and plan their own inquiries. 
•	 Use appropriate historical language and concepts to develop historical explanations. 
•	 Present their understandings in a range of  forms.

Level 4 The Arts Creating and making 
•	 Investigate a range of  sources to generate ideas and manipulate arts elements, principles and/or conventions in a range 	
	 of  arts disciplines and forms as they explore the potential of  ideas. 
•	 Communicate ideas and understandings about themselves and others, incorporating influences from their own and other 	
	 cultures and times. 

Exploring and responding 
•	 Discuss traditional and contemporary arts works using appropriate arts language to describe the content, structure and 	
	 expressive qualities of  their own and other people’s works from a range of  arts disciplines and forms. 
•	 Identify and describe influences on their own works and discuss the purposes for which arts works are created in different 	
	 historical and cultural contexts.
					   
Suggested Activties
Research the history of  a building in your town. 
Make a mind map. Use a section to record facts, stories, events to do with the building. 
Use another section to think about the function of  the building. What was it intended for? Who built it? What is the symbolism of  the 
building? What kind of  rules exist around using this building? Who made those rules?
Make a section of  questions about things you would like to know about the building.
Use another section to think about how the building is used today, and what has changed.
Create a 2D or 3D building structure based on the building. Use mixed media eg photographs, paint, found objects, newspaper cut-
tings, quotations etc. to decorate the structure, telling the story of  the buildings history, and the ways communities have used the 
building.



GLOSSARY

Appropriation 		  To adopt, borrow, recycle or sample something from another artwork.

Architect 		   Someone who designs buildings.

Architecture 		  A general term to describe buildings and other structures.

Camouflage 		  Clothing or materials used to disguise or hide.

Civic 			   Belonging to a city or town.

Commissioned 		  Given an order for the production of  a work of  art.

Documentation 		 Evidence of  something.

Generic 		  Having no particularly distinctive quality or application

Illuminated 		   Brightened with light

Installation 		   Site-specific, 3D artworks, that can be temporary or permanent. 

Material 		  The tangible substance that goes into the makeup of  a physical object; “coal is a 			 
			   hard black material”

Urban 			    Relating to or concerned with a city.
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