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The choice of this statue by the 
Fourth Plinth Commission made it 
controversial, even before its unveiling. 

A disabled woman? Naked? Pregnant? 
Shocking. Not fit for this square full of 
national heroes who fought to make this 
country what it is today. But let’s have a 
think about that one. Lord Nelson, with his 
back to Alison, was himself an amputee and 
was blind in one eye. So, strike off questions 
like ‘why put a disabled person in Trafalgar 
Square?’ because it’s already been done. A 
hundred and fifty years ago. And George the 
Fourth, who sits alongside Alison? Ah yes, 
he did so much to make the nation proud 
– a serial adulterer, a drug addict. In fact, he 
was so admired by his subjects that a name 
plaque had to be put on his statue barely a 
few decades after his death, because people 
had forgotten who he was. So, forget all the 
comments that Alison is an unknown and 
not a hero.
 
The outcry that surrounded the unveiling of 
the sculpture revealed a lot about the society 
we live in. From accusations of extreme 
political correctness on the part of Ken 
Livingstone and his cronies, to comments 
on Alison not being ‘a national hero’ – the 
sculpture has stimulated some real debate 
over the representation of disability. Marc 
Quinn himself said, “In the past, heroes 
conquered the outside world. Now they 
conquer their own circumstances and the 
prejudices of others.” But the whole concept 
of displaying Alison as a ‘hero’ for basically 
living her everyday life could also be 
construed as being a teensy bit patronising 
to the thousands of disabled people who 
just, well, get on with it.
 
Does My BuM Look Big on This?
I saw the statue on a grey, rainy day a week 
after it was revealed to the public. The 
square was empty bar one woman who, 
when I asked her opinion, blurted “It doesn’t 
really belong here.” Londoners on their 
lunch breaks and tourists with soggy maps 
scattered for shelter as the heavens opened 
and continued to pour for the whole day. 
Or did they just run because they saw me 
coming, armed with camera and notebook?
 
At first sight, it’s huge. And very, very white 
against the grey of the other buildings 
and statues around it. Alison was being 
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colonised by pigeons on the day I saw her 
- probably not her most flattering angle. 
The statue, which every man and his dog 
seems to have an opinion about, sat quietly, 
with the rain tracing over the curves of the 
much-discussed breasts and rotund belly. 
A symbol of new life and fecundity in this 
rain-soaked and polluted environment. 
Glistening in the rain, with no one around 
her, I didn’t want to pass judgement on this 
piece of art. Enough people have done that 
already, and every judgement seems to be 
a slur on Alison’s character and disability, 
rather than a comment on the art itself.
 
Under my umbrella, my mind was working 
overdrive. I was thinking back to my days 
as an art history student when I studied 
the work of Marc Quinn, the ‘Young British 
Artist’ who sculpted Alison’s body (although 
it was carved mostly by a group of Italian 
craftsmen - Quinn did the original casting. 
This in itself gets my back up – he’s able 
but doesn’t actually create his own work. 
But then again, using trained craftsmen to 
produce sculpture can be traced back in 
history). In all the opinions offered about 
the sculpture, all the ‘it’s wonderful that 
disabled people are being represented’ 
commentary, no one seems to have stopped 
and thought about the motives behind the 
sculpture.
 
expLoiTaTion?
Quinn is a bit of a shock merchant. He’s best 
known for casting his own head using nine 
pints of his own blood (again – don’t get 
me started. This blood could’ve been used 
to save a life) – an artistic experiment that 
went horribly wrong when builders switched 
off the freezer used to store the head. Apart 
from doing bizarre things with body fluids, 
Marc Quinn’s latest works – entitled “The 
Lost Marbles” and “Chemical Life Support” 
- have shown a fascination (verging on an 
obsession) with disability, terminal illness 
and impairment. As Alison says, “He’s 
managing to do it as an able-bodied artist, 
yet I and my fellow disabled artists can’t 
do it. Is he somehow divorced from the 
disability? Because we’re disabled artists 
you’ve got to deal with us as well – not just 
the image of the art.”
 
“The Lost Marbles” was a collection of 
carved pieces which depicted amputees 

and those born without limbs in classical 
poses. These reflected ancient sculptures 
which have lost limbs simply because of the 
passage of time - ancient sculptures which 
are still deemed beautiful, despite their 
missing limbs. So I guess by presenting 
actual amputees in his work, Quinn is 
creating a tension between classical beauty 
and physical difference. 
 
“Chemical Life Support” features wax 
sculptures of nude bodies - bodies which 
need drugs to stay alive. A woman living 
with HIV, a transplant survivor, even 
Quinn’s own baby son who has an allergy 
to milk. And the smart idea behind these 
pieces? The wax the bodies are cast in is 
mixed with enough drugs to keep their 
subjects alive for one day – the HIV patient’s 
anti-viral drugs, the transplant survivor’s 
anti-rejection medication and Quinn 
Junior’s milk-free substitute which keeps 
him nourished. Representing people with 
invisible disabilities in this way no doubt 
got the art set thinking, but the placement 
of Alison Lapper Pregnant in the very public 
location of Trafalgar Square has certainly 
got the rest of the 
country talking. 
 
But as a non-disabled 
artist selling these 
models of disabled 
people for fairly 
large sums of money, 
is Marc Quinn 
exploiting disabled 
people? The fact 
that Alison Lapper Pregnant will go on 
sale for £500,000 after its 18 month stint 
on the plinth is over, frankly, makes me a 
little uncomfortable. The sculpture will no 
doubt sell to a local authority who will be 
accused of wasting money in an attempt 
to be politically correct, or it will go some 
rich collector who wants another Quinn. 
As for the disabled person seeking an image 
of a positive role model? Well, incapacity 
benefit will only stretch to a postcard of the 
sculpture. 
 
Quinn has strong feelings about accusations 
of exploitation. He explains that he pays 
his models, and they all take away positive 
feelings after the casting of their bodies. 
Lapper herself has always been quick to 

dismiss any ideas about being exploited. 
If she’s being exploited, she jokes, that 
would mean she is helpless and doesn’t 
know her own mind. Anyone who has 
read her autobiography or heard Alison 
speak on television knows that this is one 
woman who isn’t afraid to speak her own 
mind! Perhaps the exploitation argument 
is a defence for people who have difficulty 
accepting the image of a naked woman with 
a physical disability? After all, if she were 
viewed as equal within society, we wouldn’t 
be raising any queries over any kind of ill-
treatment.
 
Alison has said in the past that when 
you have a disability, you become public 
property – people feel it’s ok to pass 
judgement on you in the street, and 
comment on your abilities and appearance. 
I suppose the statue on the Fourth Plinth 
is the ultimate in public property – with 
Alison “naked, pregnant and proud” in front 
of the whole world. One can only hope that 
the statue will inspire as much interest in 
Alison’s work as it has in her body and life 
story. After all, she still has trouble selling 

her work. As David 
Grob, director of the 
Eyestorm Gallery, 
which sells Alison’s 
work, said, “If you’ve 
got an Alison Lapper 
up on the wall, you’ve 
got to justify it every 
day.” My fear is that 
Alison will have to 
continue to paint 

pretty Christmas card scenes for the Mouth 
and Foot Painter’s Association to support 
herself and her son, Parys, rather than go 
on to have international recognition as an 
artist, like Quinn enjoys. 
 
Forget the London Mayor’s bizarre motives 
- “I’d never seen a disabled person naked,” 
he once told Alan Yentob – and push aside 
all the comments from liberal arty types 
and opinionated cabbies. The fact about the 
sculpture is that people will never be happy 
about it. Anything that goes up in Trafalgar 
Square is going to arouse argument. Let’s 
face – a statue of a woman is hard enough 
to come by in London, let alone a disabled 
woman. And I get the feeling that the next 
sculpture to go up on the Fourth Plinth 

The end of SepTember 
Saw a biT of a fuSS 
over The unveiling of 
marc Quinn’S new 
SculpTure aliSon lapper 
pregnanT. arT criTicS 
had Their Say, memberS 
of The general public 
Showed Their True 
colourS, and diSabiliTy 
commenTaTorS (on The 
whole) praiSed iT.  

The STaTue, which every 
man and hiS dog SeemS To 
have an opinion abouT, 
SaT QuieTly, wiTh The rain 
Tracing over The curveS of 
The much-diScuSSed breaSTS 
and roTund belly. 


