ARTIST & MAKER

Sculptor Kate Kato in her studio

BACK TO
NATURE

Recording her discoveries of the natural world, artist and
maker Kate Kato creates intricate life-sized sculptures of
insects and plants using reclaimed materials
WO R D S A M Y B R AT LE Y IM AG E S © K AT E K ATO
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lance at a collection of Kate Kato’s work and you’d be
forgiven for thinking that the 3D insect sculptures she
creates from recycled and reclaimed materials were
real specimens. Look again and it’s then that you
notice a stitch of embroidery, a word on a recycled
scrap of paper or a flash of wire, and realise that every beetle,
butterfly, bug and flower has been meticulously shaped,
carved and occasionally embroidered to create a natural
world in sculpture. From her studio on the Welsh borders –
which she describes as a ‘mini museum’ – Reclaim talks to
Kate about her curating collections which inspire curiosity
and joy.
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A knowledge of bookbinding
methods has helped Kate
construct her paper creations

What inspired you to create these intricate sculptures?
When I was little my mum used to take me to museums,
as apparently it used to keep me quiet. I used to spend a lot
of time in the natural history section looking at displays of
beetles and butterflies. My family were really into nature and
I grew up with a love of collecting things from the outdoors.
I was always artistic and used to be a graphic designer, but
when I had my first child seven years ago I stopped working
and wanted to start doing something creative. I wanted to
make really lovely detailed botanical illustrations, but I
can’t draw that well, so I thought why not try to make them
3D, as in my head that made a lot more sense. So I started
to make bugs and plants out of paper. Because I’d studied
bookbinding, I was used to working with paper and had the
tools and knowledge, so it made sense.
You curate collections – why is that?
I’ve always been a person who collects things from the
outdoors. Me and my children Sophie, 7, and Rowan, 5, do it
now. We go out with baskets and bring things back from the
countryside. When I was a child, I used to shove things into
my pockets and my mum was forever emptying them out, but
I always wanted to keep those things and collect them and put
them into an order. That’s what drove me to make them out of
paper. I could then keep them forever. My studio is filled with
tiny drawers, with work or things I’ve collected, so that I can
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‘l do a lot of research,
collect real specimens
and study them, just like
an illustrator would’
]

Plant specimens are taken
apart and flattened to
make templates

use them one day. It’s like a mini museum that my children
aren’t allowed to touch! They absolutely love it though, and
my youngest wants to make butterflies for a living when she
grows up, while my eldest wants to be an artist and paint
people’s pictures.
They’re very realistic. Do you have to study each species?
I read a lot of non-fiction and love to discover new insects and
plants. There’s usually a theme that runs through each of my
collections, such as wild flowers that grow on the verge near
where I live. I do a lot of research, collect the real specimens
and study them, like an illustrator studies something when
they’re drawing. For instance with plants, I’ll take them apart
and flatten them out, so I can make templates from them and

A touch of humour, as
mushrooms grow on a
naturalist’s guide to fungi
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‘l like the pictures in
magazines where the
colours blur, as they
make good insect shells’
]

Kate’s dioramas are researched
in detail, to create a realistic
depiction of the natural world

This small woodland sculpture is
given extra story by an old metal
‘Ivy’ branded tin

reconstruct them. If I can’t get hold of the real thing I’ll read
a lot about their background and do online research. The
research helps me understand how they interact with each
other, which is helpful for the dioramas because I need to
know how they would look when they were growing in the
wild together.

A repurposed second-hand
book provides a home for a hive
of bees
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It must be a long process. How long does a butterfly take to
make, for example?
I do my research and work out the pattern first. I have a
technical sketchbook where I keep my final designs. The
research and experimenting takes a few days, then a peacock
butterfly, for instance, takes me about two hours to stitch and

put together. Generally, I spend a lot of time photographing
stuff or bookmarking pages in books, collecting research
that isn’t necessarily for anything specific, but knowing
that one day I’ll want to revisit it. I also follow scientists
and entomologists on Twitter and make a note of any new
cool discoveries.
Why do you use recycled and reclaimed materials?
I mostly use recycled paper, old wire and thread. People often
give me their junk – which is good and bad – but I particularly
like old magazines and catalogues. I like the pictures where
the colours blur in the background because they make really
good insect shells, giving them texture and depth. I also use
damaged books, old letters and old maps.
Where I can I buy second-hand, or recycle bits of old
things – like pulling the threads from an old embroidery,
for instance. Wire I get from electricians who give me pieces
they’ve pulled out of the walls that they would otherwise
chuck away. Occasionally I use old fabric – recently I took
pieces from an old pillowcase for some of the moth bodies
and caterpillars I’ve been making. I don’t feel I need to buy
new materials when there are old and broken things that are
perfectly usable. And it adds an extra story to my sculptures.
I deliberately leave bits in so you can see they’re made from
used materials; that’s one of the things people find interesting
and encourages them to look even closer. It’s then that they
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Wire and paper are used to
build the intricate bodies of
the insects

Kate’s desk is surrounded by
beetles, bugs and butterflies to
provide inspiration

‘l love that when people see my work we can have
excited conversations about bugs!’
]
start asking questions about the materials and about the
real bugs. Hopefully they end up learning something new
about nature.
Tell us about your commission from Sotheby’s.
When they emailed me I thought it was someone trying to
trick me! They commissioned me to do a window display
full of butterflies for their fine jewellery store, Sotheby’s
Diamonds in Mayfair, London. We were renovating our house
at the time and living with my mother-in-law, but I thought
‘I have to do this job!’ so I was up quite late on a number of
evenings, stitching butterflies and attaching them to wire to
create the display.
What do you love about being an artist and maker?
I’ve always loved the learning aspect of it. I’m passionate
about curiosity, and provoking it in others. That’s what I really
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love. People often turn into big kids when they see my work
and I love that we can have excited conversations about bugs
– finally there’s a purpose for my crazy obsession! My work
is also great because I can do it during school hours. Most of
the time I’m working in the studio but I enjoy going out and
exploring too. I take our dog, Bill, on lots of walks and class
it as research! Part of what I want to achieve through it is to
educate people and make them more aware of nature. A lot
of people are scared of bugs, but they look at my work and
then start asking questions. The more something is in front of
you, the more you begin to understand it, and I hope my work
leads people to pay more attention to nature.
» Kate’s collections will be at various exhibitions
throughout the rest of 2019. For more information or to
buy her work, go to kasasagidesign.com. Follow Kate on
Instagram @kasasagi.design

HISTORICAL HAZARDS

The potassium chlorate pastilles in
this jar from the 1880s, used for
sore throats, could combust on
friction

BLAST FROM
THE PAST
From exploding medicine bottles, to poisonous wallpaper,
Amy Bratley explores history’s hidden dangers
IMAGE S © LEEDS M US EU MS & GA LLERI E S

A

vintage advertisement from the 1950s hailing asbestos as a ‘wonder mineral’,
perfect for keeping your house well insulated, is a stark reminder that up until
recently little consideration was given to its dangers. Today in the UK, the number
of people with mesothelioma – contracted from historical exposure to asbestos,
usually from working within specific industries – is one of the highest rates in the
world. Use of asbestos in the UK has been banned since 1999, and although the mineral
remains in some older buildings, asbestos is only dangerous when disturbed. Thanks to
information campaigns, most people are aware of the historical risks of asbestos, but an
exhibition in Kirkstall’s Abbey House Museum in Leeds shows that many other dangers
have been lurking in our homes over the last 150 years. And, from poisonous wallpaper to
explosive tins of custard powder, those dangers are more hidden than you might think.
‘The sheer range of items we have on display illustrates how our perception and
awareness of danger is something which continues to develop through the decades,’
explains Kitty Ross, curator for Leeds History, Leeds Museums & Galleries. ‘In the past,
materials like asbestos and mercury, which we now know to be hazardous, could be
included in the most commonplace items, meaning people in all walks of life could
fall victim to any manner of hidden risk. Although today we live in an age where most
products are rigorously tested before they can be sold and workplaces are governed by
strict health and safety legislation, danger is very much a constantly evolving concept
and we are still identifying new risks and health hazards all the time.’
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Fire extinguishers such
as this example from
1910 may have contained
toxic or explosive
substances

The hummingbird in this 1880s feather fan would
have been preserved using arsenic or mercury

From dressing table mirrors containing mercury and
Victorian taxidermy preserved with arsenic, to children’s
toys with small parts that were a choking hazard, homes
throughout history were brimming with unseen dangers.
Even clothing and accessories hanging innocently in the
wardrobe posed a threat. Top hats, for instance, worn from
the mid-1800s onwards, contained mercury – a deadly
poison. ‘Mercury was used to treat the felt, to make top hats
look sleek,’ explains Kitty. ‘It wasn’t really the wearer of
the hat who would be ingesting too much mercury, but the
maker. There would be great vats of mercury at the workplace
and those hat-makers would be breathing in the mercury
vapours as they worked.’
Due to heavy-metal poisoning, workers would become
irritable and depressed, and that’s where the phrase ‘mad
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as a hatter’ comes from. Even seemingly innocuous artificial
flowers – used for decorations on gowns and accessories in
the mid-19th-century – would often contain arsenic which
was used for colouring, slowly poisoning the women who
wore them.
The medicine cabinet was also packed with hidden
dangers, in more ways than you might think. For instance,
included in the exhibition is a bottle for potassium chlorate
pastilles used to soothe sore throats in the 1880s. Although
supposedly beneficial, as the name suggests, the sweets
actually contained potassium chlorate which would combust
on friction. They were popular well into the 20th century.
‘There was a case of a dry cleaner who was killed in the
1950s after cleaning a coat which had the throat pastilles in
a pocket,’ explains Kitty. ‘He was cleaning with white spirit
which is flammable, so the combination of the substances and
the cleaning action caused an explosion.’
From the hundreds of items on display, most date from
the 19th and early 20th century, but there are a couple of
much older examples. ‘We have one ancient Egyptian item
which is a cosmetic pallet which included lead,’ Kitty says.
‘It’s a make-up that ancient Egyptians would’ve worn around
their eyes to repel insects and flies. They may well have been
aware that lead was poisonous, but weighed the long-term
risks against the short-term defence against insects. Of
course, life expectancy was shorter then too.’ Heavy metals,
including lead, mercury and arsenic, have been an ingredient
in cosmetics throughout history because they would keep the
product pest-free and give a good consistency.
While those toxic beauty treatments were doing more
harm than good, many hair products contained flammable
ingredients and were more of a risk than a restorative. ‘Many
hair products in the early 20th century contained kerosene
which is flammable,’ explains Kitty. ‘The products promised
great things but could actually be harmful. It’s a similar
story with medicines. We found a report from 1909, written
by a group of chemists who analysed medicines to see if
they contained neutral ingredients, on whether they were

Decorative uranium glass, such
as this epergne centrepiece
dated 1870–1890, was radioactive
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Top hats in the mid-1880s
contained mercury, which was
used to treat the felt

A tin of mint humbugs from
the 1920s is displayed at the
exhibition to illustrate a
tragedy in Bradford, 1858,
when a druggist’s apprentice
accidentally coated humbugs
with arsenic instead of sugar
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doing more harm than good. They found many were doing
the latter!’
Even everyday objects such as ironing boards have been
discovered to have been hazardous. ‘Because of its heatresistant properties, asbestos was used for ironing boards,
oven gloves and even gas masks,’ explains Kitty. ‘It was also
used in fake snow in the 1950s and 60s, so people would’ve
used it for festive displays in their windows.’
Ceramics and display pieces such as uranium glass (glass
which has had uranium added to a glass mix before melting
for colour), used for decoration in the home, are another
surprising area of hidden risks. Ceramics were often painted
with arsenic or lead paint which, once fired and glazed,
wasn’t harmful, but factory workers could have suffered from
poisoning while inhaling the lead or arsenic vapours.
‘Hazardous materials used in the manufacture of items
throughout history are numerous,’ says BBC Antiques
Roadshow’s Lisa Lloyd. ‘Uranium glass – generally green/
yellow in colour – is way above background radiation. I visited
a museum in Penang a couple of years ago with a whole room
full of uranium glass – it must’ve been highly radioactive!
Another example is green wallpaper, which contained arsenic
as the vibrant colour was achieved by using Scheele’s green
for the dye. It’s thought that it was green wallpaper that
caused Napoleon’s death in 1821.’
Although the risk of handling these vintage and antique
items is minimal, Abbey House Museum has health and safety
procedures in place to make sure members of the public
don’t come into contact with anything remotely hazardous.
Uranium glass measuring too high on the museum’s Geiger
counter is safely under Perspex, for instance.
For private collectors of vintage and antiques who might be
worried about an antique barometer leaking mercury, or lead
paint in the home, DEFRA says ‘local authorities are the best
places to give advice regarding local disposal of hazardous
items’ and their website contains guidance about finding
lead paint in your home, on windows, doors and woodwork
– often the case if your paintwork is pre-1960s. If it’s in bad
condition, at risk of being knocked by children or chewed
by pets, is peeling or flaking, DEFRA suggests overcoating

A 1909 report found
some hair restorers
were made with
ingredients such as
kerosene or lead

it with modern paint, removing the paint using a stripper
wearing protective clothes and getting rid of any dust you
created – or call in professional decorators.
‘Visitors to the museum are aghast at how people have been
so stupid in the past, but that’s combined with “Oh, I had
one of those”,’ says Kitty. ‘Every new danger we are able to
spot helps inform our knowledge of the world around us, so
in their own small way each of the items we have on display
has contributed to making our lives safer. We can’t eliminate
all risk, but awareness of possible dangers avoids accidents
and saves lives. For example, many skin ointments are still
petroleum-based, so people need to read the instructions and
small print.’
According to the Royal Society for the Prevention of
Accidents, in 1999 more accidents were caused by glossy
magazines than chainsaws – so be careful what you do with
your copy of Reclaim! Now, where’s that Geiger counter…
>> Danger Zone is running at Abbey House Museum for the
rest of the year, including a series of talks inspired by the
exhibition. Find out more at leeds.gov.uk/dangerzone
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Spirit
of
Salvage

Big love

We’re head over heels for this
original 1960s circus light,
one of a pair, sourced from an
old travelling showman.
£650 for a pair,
thehouseofantiques.co.uk

HERE WE UNCOVER THE PEOPLE, YARDS,
PRODUCTS AND PLACES THAT MAKE THE
UK SALVAGE SCENE THRIVE

‘I love to find original pieces that will fit into any interior from
traditional to contemporary and anywhere in between! My
stock ranges from early 19th-century decorative painted
furniture, foxed gilt mirrors and antique lighting through to midcentury chandeliers. I prefer an eclectic mix to create a more
interesting and individual style’
Janey Cave, decocave.co.uk

A minute with…
Marc Snell of FARlondon
A furniture design background, a passion for
collecting vintage, and a spell co-running
a tribal art gallery led Marc Snell to begin
FARlondon, where he sources and sells
salvaged furniture and handmade pieces from
all over the world. ‘All my interests merged
and I decided to start a business,’ he says.
‘I love rustic pieces which have all the
elements – patina, mouse holes, artisan repairs
– that make them totally unique.’
Marc finds many characterful and colourful
items in Rajasthan and Gujarat. ‘Travelling and
sourcing is one of the perks of the job,’ he says.
‘Though I must admit that some of my initial
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sourcing is now virtual and done from the
comfort of the sofa!’
At one time Marc sold from a small shop in
East London but now has a number of websites
instead, though he welcomes customers who
wish to view by appointment. ‘I miss meeting
people,’ he says. ‘I like to see the excitement
on customers’ faces when they view the stock,
such as the old painted wooden cabinets I
source. They’re often from traditional Indian
apothecary shops where they were used to
display natural remedies and Ayuvedic potions
– the odd one still has the trace of an aroma!’
l farglobal.co.uk
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At Yew Tree Barn you can find garden antiques (left), the in-house blacksmith (centre) and reclaimed timber (right)

Game on

© ESHÉ BROWN

If you hanker after the pre-digital days,
when life was more pinball machine than
Playstation, then you’ll enjoy the work of
Jonathan Parkin and Jenny Lloyd. Co-owners
of Tilt Originals, the duo source pinball
machines headed for the skip and upcycle
them into beautiful pieces of furniture.
‘The idea came from a misspent youth in
coffee shops when pinball machines were all
the rage,’ explains Jonathan, who is based in
St Leonards-on-Sea. ‘We bought one and when
it became unserviceable we turned it into a
coffee table!’
Jonathan began buying old machines and
stripped ‘playfields’, using them to create
furniture, from tables and storage to lamps,
showcasing the original colourful graphics.
Sourcing old, generally unloved objects and
pieces of furniture and transforming them
into something new and unique is at the heart
of their creativity. And what of the name –
Tilt? Jonathan explains: ‘It’s derived from
the internal “tilting” mechanism in pinball
machines that stops overzealous usage!’
l tiltoriginals.co.uk

Sitting
comfortably

In his workshop, upholsterer Simion Hawtin-Smith has a jar of curios
that he’s discovered stuffed into the depths of the vintage chairs and sofas
he has worked on. ‘I’ve found Milky Way wrappers priced at three pence,
handwritten notes and sixpences,’ he says. ‘When I’m working, I like to
imagine what the chair’s journey has been and little stories run through
my mind.’
Simion, a regular on the current series of BBC’s brilliant Money for
Nothing, has had a passion for old furniture since he was a child. ‘One
of my earliest memories is of stripping down a wooden chest of drawers
because I didn’t like the dark wood in my bedroom!’ he laughs. And it’s
that passion that has led to appearances on Money for Nothing, at Grand
Designs Live, Decorex and more, not to mention the upholstery school he
is opening in Stockport later this year.
He specialises in upholstering mid-century chairs and sofas – and the
reloved results are beautiful, as the rattan sofa pictured demonstrates.
‘This was a conservatory sofa heading for the skip and it was pretty grim,’
he says. ‘I rescued and revived it – now it has a new home in London.’
l relovedupholstery.co.uk
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Yard focus
WE SPOKE TO THE WILSON FAMILY WHO RUN YEW TREE
BARN IN THE LAKE DISTRICT

Describe Yew Tree Barn in three words.
Reuse. Recycle. Restore.
It’s a family affair – who does what?
We’re all involved in the running of the business at Yew
Tree Barn. Clive, the founder of the business, has recently
taken a more backseat role but is often on hand to help sons
James and Harry with the buying and selling for the antique
and reclamation business. James concentrates on the
garden antiques and furniture, and Harry is chief flagstone
and flooring man. Pamela, Clive’s wife, runs the gallery
and keeps everyone in check! The café is run by head chef
Adam Martin.
How did it all begin?
On a snowy Christmas eve in 1986, Clive was asked to help
demolish and remove the fabric and contents of a brewery.

He then had to find a market for this windfall and the
business grew from there – initially dealing
solely in reclaimed timber, oak beams, flooring and
building materials.
What could new customers expect to see?
Slate and stone flagstones, oak and pine floorboards, garden
antiques, troughs, architectural elements, fireplaces and
English country furniture.
You also have a gallery?
The gallery was started to showcase the work of local
artists and makers. We stock a large range of art, jewellery,
books, cards, homeware and gifts. The gallery offers
our customers a different shopping experience to the
traditional reclamation yard, and the items sit well
alongside each other.
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Stock includes
reclaimed
flagstones
(below), as well
as vintage light
fittings (right)

Yew Tree Barn
Low Newton,
Nr Cartmel,
Cumbria
LA11 6JP

‘We bought a set of incredible Georgian gothic windows which had been
removed from a house and stored in a barn since the 1920s’
What sort of items spring up that are characteristic
of the region?
Our most sought-after local commodity is traditional
Westmorland Blue flag. The blue slate used in traditional
Lakeland properties has been one of our best sellers for
the past 30 years. It’s such a hardwearing and beautiful
material that is unmatched by the inferior Brazilian and
Indian limestones that are so readily available elsewhere.

Are any pieces of stock hard to part with?
It’s always hard to part with some items, especially if
the process of finding them has been interesting. We
bought a set of incredible Georgian gothic windows
which had been removed from a house and stored in a
barn since the 1920s. They had everything you could want
– condition, colour and scale. They sold far too quickly for
our liking!

Who are your customers?
We’re lucky to have a very loyal core customer base and
have worked with many of them for a long time. There’s no
specific demographic – we have a broad range of customers,
as the business has developed to offer a different experience
for everyone. If you’re looking for period items to help
restore or build a property we can help, but if you just want
a delicious lunch and an interesting day out we have that
covered too!

Are you working on any exciting projects at
the moment?
We recently removed the front doors from the Italian
Embassy in Grosvenor Square, London. They have been
replaced with exact copies that are bombproof! The original
doors were made from walnut and date from the 1930s –
they will make a serious statement.
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