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Francis Upritchard’s (*1976, New Zealand) sculptures are situated between realism and fantasy; 

whilst flamboyantly theatrical, they are also keenly observant of human nature. Made from a wide 

variety of materials, such as rubber, bronze, stone and glass, they explore both material and 

aesthetic aspects of human and anthropomorphic forms. Upritchard’s work draws on craft traditions 

and design, combining references from science fiction and folklore to ancient sculptures and the 

animal kingdom. 

 

In A Loose Hold, the artist creates a sculptural and spatial installation to which she imbues human and 

anthropomorphic forms, carefully arranging them into mysterious environments. Often hand-woven blankets, 

tie-dyed silks, and custom-made garments adorn the deftly crafted sculptures, which are sometimes combined 

with found objects. The varying scale of the sculptures, which can be tiny or monumental, in interplay with 

their presentation, challenge the viewer’s gaze. 

 

Upritchard’s works are characterised by curiosity and an exploration of the human form. The most expressive 

reflection of the human-like qualities can be found in the group of clothed figures, which are modelled by hand 

in polymer clay and are about one metre high. The face, arms and feet are painted in a palette of monochrome 

colours or with a geometric pattern. The artist’s figures, which transcend culture and time, resist easy 

categorisation and allow for multiple readings. For example, no one wears a uniform so that they could be 

assigned to a particular profession. Instead, the clothes are strange.  

 

More recently, Upritchard has experimented extensively with form and material, creating a group of dinosaurs 

and other creatures from extracts of wild rubber trees. They appear natural, but at the same time monumental 

and brutal in execution. Some of the rubber works are cast in bronze, which makes them less pliable and implies 

a different perception of materiality. The wild rubber gives the exhibition its name – A Loose Hold. It comes 

from a description about working with the material: it needs a certain speed and looseness to feel supple or 

authentic.  

 

Another inspiration for the exhibition was the fantastic novel Piranesi (2020) by British author Susanna Clarke. 

The narrative is set in a house that represents a parallel dimension consisting of an inexhaustible number of 

corridors and atriums, which gradually causes the loss of memory in those who arrive. It is a very visual book, 

detailing many gigantic statues as well as other attributes of the house, such as its steps. In the exhibition we 

find traces that evoke a sense of Clarke’s fictional house. The sculptures in the large Salle Poma are not 

archetypal representations, but objects that everyone, regardless of gender and age, can read in their own 

meanings. Frightening or friendly: that can depend on the mood of the viewer. 

 

A Loose Hold is the artist’s first solo exhibition in Switzerland. It includes over 100 works, all of which – with a 

few exceptions – Upritchard created especially for the solo presentation in Biel.  

 

The exhibition is displayed on the two floors of the new building; it begins in the Galeries and ends in the Salle Poma. 
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Balata Rubber 

 

The extraction of Balata (a wild rubber) for exportation began in the Monte Alegre region of Brazil in the 1940s, 

alongside the “rubber soldiers government program”, an incentive for workers to extract rubber to provide raw 

material for the Second World War. In the United States the material was imported for use in machinery belts, golf 

balls, underwater cabling and other products. Due to the invention of synthetic rubber in the mid-1950s, export of 

Balata halted and the last shipment of 150 tons was sent to the United States in 1965. As industrial export had begun 

to tail off, João Boi a local from the Monte Alegre region, began using the material for craft purposes which 

continued to provide a steady income to his team of Balata extractors. 

 

Darlindo Jose de Oliveira Pinto, a former apprentice under Boi, now manages the extraction process which takes 

place every two years. He has a special permit to send several extractors from Monte Alegre at the beginning of 

January. They begin the several-week trip by car, then by boat and hike up to 1800 metres with their equipment, 

clearing a path and setting up camp so they can extract the rubber for the next two months.  

 

The trees grow on the equator line and can only be harvested every four years, specifically during the rainy season. 

De Oliveira Pinto ethically harvests trees from several plots so they have time to recover, the extractors alternate 

between 2 stands of trees. V-shaped burrows are carved into the tree, leading into a single line to the bottom of the 

trunk where a bag is strapped to collect the latex. Each 15-metre tree gives approximately 18 litres of latex. This 

liquid is then boiled in water and cast into solid rectangular blocks. Since the blocks are transported by river, they 

wait until the end of the rainy season in June to avoid the risk of losing the blocks in the high water. 

 

De Oliveira Pinto and his team collect approximately one ton of rubber during each expedition which is shared 

between the local artisans, with Francis Upritchard and a local dentist being the only other people he sells to 

beyond the Monte Alegre community. De Oliveira Pinto makes and sells his Balata crafts in the local markets and a 

few artisanal stores in Belem, Brazil. He makes small 2-20cm sculptures of local animals and Amazonian mythical 

creatures. In 2012, UNESCO awarded him a recommendation of excellence for his Balata modelling.  

 

In his studio, de Oliveira Pinto heats and massages the Balata five times to remove any insect or bark debris. As 

natural rubber is not vulcanised (the water is not removed) it is perishable. Before use, the rubber is soaked in 

water, which is then heated to around 80 degrees Celsius. At this heat it becomes pliable and modelling begins – 

most of the forming takes place under water in a cold-water bath. The water atmosphere cools the Balata and slows 

the effects of gravity.  

 

Upritchard has been working with this material since meeting de Oliveira Pinto in 2004 in Belem during an artist 

residency. 
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