


In February 201 8, I was introduced to Ritherdon & Co Ltd:
a family owned manufacturer of steel enclosures in
Darwen, Lancashire. I undertook an Art in Manufacturing
residency at the Ritherdon factory, to make an artwork for
the 201 8 iteration of the National Festival of Making.

The potential for further cooperation and col laboration
between the Ri therdon workforce and I became qu i te
d i ffcu l t to ignore. After the festival commission was
complete, Ben Ri therdon , the Manag ing Director,
agreed to let me return and continue developing the
recent work made on si te and in i ti ate some new l ines
of inqu i ry. The two-year project Return to Ri therdon
began in February 201 9, thanks to an Arts Counci l
Eng land Project Grant and Ben 's curiosi ty.

I am often asked why Ben agreed to let me return for
two years. I asked h im th is question mysel f and he
repl ied wi th the fol lowing three reasons. Fi rstly,
supporting an artist wi th access to the factory seemed
l ike a good th ing to do. Second ly, i t wou ld be in teresting
to see the reaction at the factory. Maybe i t wou ld make
working there a bi t more in teresting for everyone?
Th i rd ly, the process wou ld expose everyone on-si te to
a bi t more contemporary art.

Return to Ri therdon is a two-year period in which I can
study the ecosystem of the Ri therdon factory and i ts
business operations. In turn , th is creates opportun i t-
i es to develop new artworks, ski l l s and methodolog ies.
A particu lar area of in terest in th is ecosystem is 5S
(a system to ensure efficient, effective and safe working
practices) and i ts relationsh ip to lean manufacturing
ph i losophy. Also, the occurrence of an artist placement
in industry resonates wi th Artist Placement Group
(A.P.G) activi ty. Therefore, absorbing A.P.G. material
at Tate Arch ive is an on-going action throughout the
project. Overal l , the project creates opportun i ties for
an Artist and Manufacturer to wi tness each other's
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work in the factory, stud io, gal lery and respective
communi ties.

The artist placement si tuation demands an on-going
assessment of ‘value’ , i n relation to the process of
making art on an industrial s i te, and the artwork i t-
sel f. Most of the work leaves the factory at some point,
therefore i ts ‘value’ changes accord ing to the sh i ft in
context. I try to understand what is gained or lost as
i t i s moved between the factory and the stud io or
gal lery. And i f i t can exist on i ts own terms outside
of the manufacturing envi ronment.

Some new sculpture has already made i ts way out of
the factory, into exhibi tions over the last twelve
months. More works featuring audio, video and data
visual isation are currently being developed with the
help of some tech-wizards and knowledgeable col lab-
orators. I l ook forward to sharing them after the
project ends in February 2021 .

Covid-1 9 restrictions put manufacturing and artist
placement activi ty on pause. Th is temporari ly sh i fted
my focus to the d ig i tal material amassed throughout
the project to date. Th is publ ication contains some
of th is d ig i tal material : photographs and a selection
of watercolour pain tings, wh ich reference them. The
pain tings celebrate both the fixed and parambu lating
landmarks in the industrial envi ronment, for thei r
beauty and thei r functional role. Extracting these
landmarks from the manufacturing context and re-
creating them in a clean space is my way of offering
them up for consideration as scu lpture.



Ri therdon & Co Ltd . was founded i n 1 895 by Percy
Ri therdon , the cu rren t Manag i ng D i rector’s g reat-
g rand father. Operati ng i n a property on Great Moor
St. Bol ton , the company focused on el ectropl ati ng
and enamel l i ng processes for the Edward i an
bi cycl e boom . Arch i ve materi a l from Percy’s era ,
a l so , documen ts h i s i n terest i n the techn i cal s i de
of en terta i nmen t and performance. As a testamen t
to th i s i n terest, he opened a second Ri therdon
workshop at North Bri dge M i l l , wh i ch fabri cated
mag i ci an ’s props and tri cks . Wi l l Dexter descri bed
h i s vi s i t to the workshop in h i s book The Ridd l e of
Chung Ling Soo, s tati ng ‘no two men were
perm i tted to hand l e more than one part’ of each
fabri cati on .

After the tu rn of the cen tu ry, Ri therdon pl ated many
m i l l i ons of parts for the F i rs t Worl d War effort, and
the 1 920 ’s and 30 ’s saw the i n troducti on of sheet
meta lwork to the factori es techn i cal capaci ty. Rol and
Ri therdon took over the bus i ness i n 1 936 and , under
h i s d i recti on , the company produced the i r fi rs t s tee l
enclosu re for Navy sh ips du ri ng the Second Worl d
War. After moving to the cu rren t Darwen prem ises ,
Ri therdon con ti nued to respond to the demand for
fu rther speci a l i sed sheet meta l work th roughou t the
m id -twen ti eth Cen tu ry, produci ng con tro l panel s for
the earl y nucl ear i ndustry. Du ri ng the 1 970 ’s ,
Ri therdon worked close l y wi th the el ectri c i ty boards
to develop new products , the des i gns for wh i ch
i n formed several products sti l l be i ng made at the
factory today.

Howard Ri therdon became Manag ing Di rector in 1 986.
I n the fol l owing decade, E lectroplati ng process were
phased out in order to reduce the company's
envi ronmental impact, along wi th securing the fi rst
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I nvestors in People Award and ISO 9001 (then BS5750)
accred i tation for Qual i ty Management Systems. Ben
Ri therdon took over from Howard in 201 2 , the year a
partnersh ip wi th Leeds Ci ty Counci l resu l ted in the
fi rst Pass ive Fi re safety products . The Fi reSeal
provided an upgrade in the industry standard fi re
res i stance of meter box and ri ser hatch doors . The
world ’s fi rst pass ively safe, crash -tested roadside
cabinet was developed at the factory in 201 3 , wh ich
lead to a knowledge transfer partnersh ip wi th The
Un ivers i ty of Manchester in 201 5.

I n 2020 - the company's 1 25th year - the th i rty-n ine
members of the Ri therdon workforce continue to
design and manufacture h igh qual i ty stain l ess steel
enclosures to house power suppl i es for bu i l d i ngs ,
construction s i tes , e l ectri c car chargers and other
related products .
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I wou ld l i ke to thank the fol l owing ind ividuals and
organ isations:

Ben Ri therdon and everyone at Ri therdon & Co Ltd .
Thank you so much for making me one of the team and
continu ing to support my activi ti es at the factory.

Deco Publ ique and Super Slow Way for match ing me
wi th Ri therdon & Co Ltd . during the in i ti al Art in
Manufacturing residency.

The Turnpike, Platform A Gal lery, Bury Scu lpture Centre,
Dr Clare O'Dowd, John Plowman and Mark Parham for
invi ting me to exh ibi t work from th is project over the
last twelve months.

Col laborator Manol i Moriaty along wi th Craig Oates and
Joel Keating for your techn ical support. Wi thout you ,
the right kind of work wou ld not be in the process of
doing th is project justice.

Marsha Bradfield , Pol ly Wright and the Incidental Un i t
for your ongoing in terest in Return to Ri therdon activi ty.

Castlefield Gal lery, comission ing patron Prof. Chris
Kl ingenberg and The Ronn ie Duncan Art Foundation for
supporting the upcoming exh ibi tion at Castlefield
Gal lery

Return to Ri therdon is supported by National Lottery
publ ic fund ing through Arts Counci l Eng land .

Th is publ ication was commissioned by Castlefield
Gal lery and produced by N icola El l i s in anticipation of
her upcoming solo exh ibi tion in 2021 .
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Artworks exhibited in Major conversations: the industrial
narrative at Platform A Gal lery, Middlesbrough.

Art and the possible Discussion panel at the National
Festival of Making 201 9.

Artworks exh ibi ted in Major conversations: Theodore
Major in d ialogue wi th contemporary Bri ti sh Artists at
The Turnpike, Leigh .

Artworks exh ibi ted in Each Toward the Other at Bury
Scu lpture Centre.

Artworks exh ibi ted in No Particu lar place to Go? 35
years of Scu lpture at Castlefield Gal lery.

The artwork Dead powder series: Yel low selected by
The Manchester Contemporary Art Fund at the 201 9 The
Manchester Contemporary art fai r for acqu is i tion in to
the publ ic col lection of Manchester Art Gal lery.

In troduction to Return to Ri therdon and steel enclosure
assembly workshop del ivered during the Incidental
Assembly at South London Gal lery, hosted by Incidental
Un i t.

Live links

www.nicolael l is.com

www.ritherdon.co.uk

Return to Ritherdon blog

www.castlefieldgal lery.co.uk

www.incidentalunit.org

www.festivalofmaking.co.uk

Exhibitions and events featuring artworks or
discussion about Return to Ritherdon:

http://www.nicolaellis.com/
https://www.ritherdon.co.uk/
https://www.a-n.co.uk/blogs/return-to-ritherdon/
https://www.castlefieldgallery.co.uk/
https://incidentalunit.org/
https://festivalofmaking.co.uk/



