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“You have fashioned a very young Pope!” the newly elected John Paul II announced beaming with pleasure. It was 1979 and the occasion of the unveiling of Fleischmann’s bronze portrait bust of John Paul at the 400th Anniversary of the foundation of the Venerable English College in Rome. John Paul remarked that Fleischmann might yet sculpt a fifth pope. The sculptor replied, “I shall never do a fifth.” – he was then 83 years old! Arthur Fleischmann is the only sculptor ever to have modelled four popes from life. For the first time they are all on show together in this exhibition. In 1939 he sculpted Pope Pius XII, then John XXIII (1960) and Paul VI (1964), each commissioned by international seminaries. Following in the steps of St. Peter, a fisherman on the sea of Galilee and the first Pope, these portraits of later “fishermen” are central to this exhibition of Fleischmann’s religious works. 
           A fortuitous series of events and the vision of RC priest Gregory Grant has brought this exhibition to Bristol. Some years ago Father Gregory stepped in to rescue a unique set of altar furniture created by Fleischmann in 1974 in transparent, coloured Perspex, a medium the sculptor had pioneered carving in 1949. This innovative altar-set had been displayed in the crypt of Westminster Cathedral (1991-2) but was controversially rejected for permanent display there, being deemed too modern for the Cathedral’s Victorian architecture. Consumatum est (the Crucifix) from the altar-set has been selected for this exhibition. Fleischmann’s widow Joy believes “It is one of my husband’s most powerful works”- visitors must judge for themselves.
Later works, Homage to the Big Bang and Homage to the Discovery of DNA reflect Fleischmann’s deep interest in science, but also have a spiritual dimension. These are exhibited alongside intriguing, early glazed ceramic figures modelled by Fleischmann in Vienna in the 1930s and shown for the first time in this country. These ceramics are loaned by the Arthur Fleischmann Museum in Bratislava, which opened in 2002 and is devoted to his work.
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