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Pete Codling’s ‘Soup of Souls’ 

About the Exhibition 

 

This exhibition by Portsmouth based 

artist Pete Codling, was created and 

inspired during an artist residency project 

in the summer of 2018 as part of the 

Portsmouth Cathedral Annual Theme for 2018: TIME.  

Artist Pete Codling spent his time while at Portsmouth Cathedral 

working in the ‘Hermitage’, a small quiet space in the Cathedral tower 

with superb views of the city of Portsmouth, Portsmouth Harbour, and 

The Solent. These eight panels created by Pete are the product of his 

time spent in quiet reflection and creativity in the relative isolation of 

the ‘Hermitage’.  

This leaflet will guide you through each panel, with notes provided 

written by the artist.   

This exhibition was possible in part through the support of Arts Council 

England.  

If you enjoyed this exhibition, you may wish to leave a small donation to 

support this and future exhibitions at Portsmouth Cathedral.  

 

Thank you for visit.   

 

 

 

 

 



Artist’s notes: 

They Fell 

The common term ‘fell into the 

water’ caught my thoughts in 

this panel. There are many 

stories of people falling into the 

water of the Camber dock, 

falling off boats, ships and 

ferries, off seawalls and from the 

piers and dockyard wharfs.     

The imagery I have used in the 

top section clearly suggests the 

destination but not specifically 

where these folks have fallen 

from.  

The mid and lower section however are drawn to touch up three stories: One 

of a young lad, whose rowing boat capsized in the harbour returning home 

from Gosport. One of a young mother and her child, I was amazed how many 

people have simply ‘fallen’ into the Camber Dock, some under the influence, 

some pushed, some whose sad decision is politely referred to as ‘fallen into 

the water’. A subject tackled in another panel.  

The memento mori here references not just the manmade house bricks of ‘land 

and home’ but also the ‘boat as coffin’ and the treasure of artefacts and 

jewellery of those beloved returned to family. 

  



Artist’s notes: 

They Fish  

This panel was inspired by the 

local story of the Wilhelmina J, 

a scallop fishing boat from the 

Camber Dock in Old 

Portsmouth. In 1991 it was 

sunk with all six hands after 

colliding in the cold early hours 

with a Cypriot oil tanker in The 

Solent. The imagery used here 

is both illustrative of the boat 

itself and a representation of 

fishing folklore and seafaring 

mythology.  

The mermaid/man and the selkie, half woman half seal, are composed around 

the figure of an elderly fisherman holding an open shell. The symbolism is 

open to interpretation, but the intention was to create a feeling of tenderness 

and spirituality; of the generosity of these fishermen who risk their lives daily 

to provide food for our table. It is not a portrait of a particular fisherman but 

intended to reflect the traditions, skill and knowledge involved. 

I had the pleasure of meeting some of the families and other scallop fishermen 

who use the Camber Dock and was struck by their comradery, their faith in 

their boats, the family photos stuck to the walls and around ships’ 

instruments. Despite all the tradition and now the science of fishing and 

navigation I was inspired here the open-minded approach to fate. Somewhere 

‘between the devil and the deep blue sea’ is a place for us all. 

 

  



Artist’s notes: 

They Flew 

Not all those who rest at the 

bottom of The Solent came from 

land or boat. Many have ‘fallen’ 

from the sky as pilots of 

aeroplanes. There are many listed 

in the archives, of all shapes and 

sizes and across over a hundred 

years of flying history. Some are 

accidents, pilot error, mechanical 

failure, weather, misadventure 

and in the dog fights of World 

Wars. 

It has been difficult to find 

appropriate stories for these eight panels. There could be so many more. But 

this story jumped out at me from a long list of plane crashes across Hampshire 

and the Solent. A simple notation that inspired this drawing of two young 

men, one German one English. One flying a Luftwaffe Messerschmitt the 

other a RAF Hurricane. Somehow in a dog fight these two pilots collided in 

mid-air. I was touched by the idea of two young men, probably about the 

same age caught up in a World War making anonymous enemies of each 

other.  

One-minute high above the sea flying fast, furious full of life, the next crashed 

mid-air, dead and heading to the bottom. Together, bound in an unexpected 

destiny to rest in peace at the bottom of the sea.  

The lower section of this panel depicts that water graveyard of aeroplanes and 

pilots. I chose jelly fish to echo the idea of parachutes and the octopus to 

represent the movement of the propellers.  

The haunting skull imagery reminds us of these many ‘war graves’ and the 

broken propeller shapes and aeroplane tails mimicking the monuments and 

crosses of graves we will never see. 

 

 



Artist’s notes: 

They lost 

This ‘sad panel’ tries to tackle those 

‘lost at sea’ and those already ‘lost’ on 

land. The difficulties of mental health; 

heartbreak, hopelessness, loneliness, 

sadness and the use of the sea as 

means or passage to another world, a 

happier one, or at least a more peaceful 

one for those with a troubled mind.  

Suicide in The Solent is not uncommon. 

The clothes left on the beach, the 

‘disappeared’, the ‘missing’ and the 

‘lost’ make for a sad history and our 

insight into our deep relationship with the water and sea as somehow a 

gateway to a better place.  

The composition here includes a naked body, a pure and androgynous human 

figure, winged by a shoal of fish and accompanied on their journey by our 

closest sentient being the graceful and most benevolent of creatures, the 

dolphin.  

The other main element here is the message in a bottle used throughout the 

panel and particularly caught the treacherous current of the Portsmouth 

Harbour.  

(Note the Cathedral as dome, my studio space as a light house…)  

The memento mori here is the welcoming hand of a skeleton and the flow of 

letters in the waters current and the many bottles, each with their own 

personal message. A subtle detail of mobile phone (youth) an old analogue 

hand set (age) also attests to the many missed calls for help, the SOS, that 

sadly doesn’t always reach home. 

 

 

 



Artist’s notes: 

They Rose  

The Battle of ‘The Solent’ gives us 

a spectacular insight to the busy 

and often deadly business of 

defending the Realm and in 

particular our city of Portsmouth. 

The Mary Rose is a national 

treasure but has great poignancy 

to us in the knowledge of the 

many local men who perished on 

the fateful day it sank and took 

with it nearly 600 lives in a matter 

of minutes.  

I have chosen to represent this story through an individual sailor, a musician, 

whose violin/fiddle can be seen in the Mary Rose museum, salvaged from the 

shipwreck along with many other personal possessions. Something that 

weighs heavier than any cannon or anchor salvaged, is the simple human story 

of individual people caught up in the wrong place at the wrong time.  

As well as a battleship it was a bustling community trapped inside a horrific 

moment. I have included ‘Hatch’ the ship’s dog, along with various artefacts in 

a memento mori along the sea bed. Looking closely above the sailor you will 

also see the Cathedral’s annual theme of ‘Time’ reflected in a sand timer 

floating in the vortex of the sea current.  

I have tried in the drawing to suggest the number of lives involved with the 

fish, but it is hard to imagine, (this very cathedral full of people), whose time 

has come. We are familiar with fish are brought to the surface in large nets, it 

is hard to imagine so many people brought to the bottom of the sea in such a 

horrific way.  

The ship’s dog, these personal effects such as Rosary beads and pocket bibles 

are particularly moving. For this reason, I have morphed the iconic ship wreck 

into the traditional image of its name sake. One can only imagine the prayers 

offered to Mary and the heart wrenching cries for God’s hand to save them 

from this horrifying death.  

  



Artist’s notes: 

They Sang 

This striking image of a young 

African in his traditional tribal 

clothes sinking below the sea, 

carried by the fish and accompanied 

by a dolphin on the rest of his 

journey, is as striking as the sad 

story of his ship and the 600 other 

men that perished with him in cold 

dark waters of a foggy night just off 

the Isle of Wight in the height of 

World War One. 

The SS Mendi was a South African 

steam ship taking The South African 

Nations Labour Corp to serve as the hard labour and horrific mess of the 

WW1 battle fields. These ‘un-armed’ labour forces taken from across the old 

Empires.  

Having travelled by ship from South Africa all the way to the Isle of Wight she 

was hit by another steam ship the SS Darro and quickly went down with all 

hands. A book ‘We died as Brothers’ documents the story in great detail and 

discusses the issue of responsibility of the other ships captain who sailed off 

and did not stop to save lives.  

A particularly moving part of the story is the singing and chanting heard from 

the ship as she sank, supposedly lead by an African elder in the full knowledge 

of their fate and in the traditions of the native tribes on board.  

In this panel I have used the bottom of the sea and the linear suggestion of 

currents to depict a battle field. A battle field in this case, that has no 

weapons, no guns, only the tools of hard labour, shovels and picks, and the 

skulls and helmets of those who fell before. I cannot imagine which fate would 

have been worse, to die quickly at sea or to spend years clearing up and 

labouring over the horrors of a world war.   



Artist’s notes: 

They Sank 

This panel reflects on the many 

thousands of burials at sea that 

have taken place formally through 

the Royal Navy and one imagines 

perhaps in a less formal manner in 

times gone by. In the top section 

HMS Victory, Mary Rose, a WW2 

battleship, the current HMS 

Queen Elizabeth and a submarine 

try and convey the history of burial 

at sea as military/naval tradition. 

This ceremony has a long history 

across nations and cultures, but I 

have tried to make the local reference in this regard. 

The solitary figure, weighted with an anchor and wrapped in the traditional 

sail cloth or flag is suspended, floating upright in the journey to the bottom of 

the sea.  

Arms crossed and sinking the figure is highlighted in the darkness by a halo, of 

a sailor’s cap, and set of wings suggested by the shoal of fish. 

The seabed is composition suggestive of Britannia with the lion, shield and 

figure draped with the Union Jack. The seals, a sea lion and a common harbour 

seal await arrival, the lives of many others represented not just by the many 

fish but also the ‘starfish’, that are used throughout the panels to represent 

the many and those forever unknown to history. 

 

  



Artist’s Notes: 

They Swam 

Despite The Solent’s ingredients as 

a ‘Soup of Souls’ it is also the happy 

place of beach goers and water 

sports enthusiasts. We have 

probably all swam in there at some 

point, or at least paddled our soles 

into the cold salty waters.  

Here I have used the directional 

pattern of the seagull’s flight to 

suggest the swimming movement 

and the fish to depict the dangerous 

under currents that have taken 

many lives.  

The panel is not a dedication to an individual as such but does touch on the 

heroic and recent tragedy of a young Portuguese man who saved two young girls 

from drowning at The Hotwalls before he was sadly lost to the treacherous under 

current of the Harbour mouth. This sudden generous, heroic act, with the help of 

others, saved life. I am sure there are many more unknown acts of kindness and 

saviour that happen daily along this deadly coastline and of course a huge 

appreciation for our local life guards and RNLI who do this as a daily job. 

Portsmouth’s own ‘James Bond’ character ‘Buster Crabb’ is also subtly included in 

his black frog suit. He disappeared on a diving mission to spy on a new Russian 

battleship propeller, in 1956 at the height of The Cold War. His body returned 

from the sea, handless and decapitated with his story untold. 

The memento mori at the bottom is full of references to the Cathedrals 2018 

theme of ‘Time’. We are all familiar with the temporariness’ of a sand castle, 

physical or emotional. We are also all responsible for the pollution of plastic in 

our oceans and the thousands of years this man-made problem has caused.  

 

 

 



About the Artist: 

Pete Codling  

Born in Zambia in 1969, to a “very Irish mother and very English father”, Pete Codling 

lived in Cornwall, Scotland and London before settling in Portsmouth on the South 

Coast of England. 

At sixteen he went straight 

to Portsmouth College of Art 

& Design (1986 -1991) and 

then to East London 

Polytechnic to complete his 

BA Fine Art in Sculpture. 

From there to Wimbledon 

School of Art to study Site 

Specific Sculpture (1992 -93) 

and transferring back to The 

University of Portsmouth to 

complete his Masters Degree 

in 1994.  

In 2014 he was awarded a 

PhD studentship at Portsmouth, to pursue his philosophical interest in drawing titled 

‘Dust to Data’. (This is currently on hold for commissions and family commitments). He 

is a regular Artist in Residence, Visiting Lecturer and Associate Lecturer at the local 

Universities as well as running his own studio and gallery space. 

He has had an established career as a sculptor and designer of public artworks, 

receiving commissions from Local Government and for Lottery-funded regeneration 

projects throughout the UK. Using ceramic, steel, concrete, bronze, resin, wood and 

stone carving, he has created community projects commissioned to give local 

populations a sense of place, engagement, empowerment, and ownership. 

A lifelong drawer, Pete formerly relied upon drawing as a method of investigating 

forms in 3D for sculpture, using drawing as a tool of fabrication and understanding 

rather than a medium in its own right. 

Since 2010, Pete has dedicated himself to developing a portfolio of large-scale 

charcoal drawings, now based in an atelier-style gallery on Castle Road, Southsea. 

Querying the essence of what it is to be ‘human’ in the new digital age, his traditional, 

pictorial use of charcoal is an attuned and sensitive counterbalance within the 

contemporary art scene. 

 



Guides 

Our team of friendly and knowledgeable guides are on duty most days and would be 

delighted to talk to you and show you the fascinating history of Portsmouth 

Cathedral. Group guided tours can be booked by contacting the Cathedral Office. 
 

Cathedral Shop  
The Cathedral Shop sells a wide range of cards, souvenirs, gifts, and books. Tickets for 
certain Cathedral events are also available.   
 

Shop Opening Times  
Monday-Saturday 10.00am-4.00pm.  
Cathedral Shop is closed Sundays. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Twitter: @PortsmouthCath 

 Facebook: @portsmouthcathedral 
 023 9282 3300 

 info@portsmouthcathedral.org.uk 
www.portsmouthcathedral.org.uk 

High Street, Old Portsmouth, PO1 2HH 

Regular Services 
 

Sundays 

8.00am   Holy Communion (Book of Common Prayer) 

10.30am Choral Eucharist   

6.00pm  Choral Evensong 

8.00pm               Taizé-style Night Prayer (usually the last Sunday of the month) 
 

Weekdays   (please see the Service List and website for any changes to service times) 

7.40am  Morning Prayer (except Saturday) 

8.00am  Holy Communion (except Saturday) 

12.00noon Holy Communion (Wednesday and Friday only) 

6.00pm  Choral Evensong or Evening Prayer (5.00pm on Saturday) 
                               

Details of service times can also be found on the Cathedral website and on the Service List. 

http://www.portsmouthcathedral.org.uk/

