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In a classic piece by automata-maker Paul Spooner, a man and woman sit opposite each other in a bathtub. With a turn of a hand-crank, a crack appears in the side of the bath, and the small, expressionless wooden figures are separated as the bath splits in half. Another turn, and they’re back together. The piece is called ‘Drifting apart’.

As is typical of Paul’s work, the piece is funny and yet also deeply serious, combining a humorous sculpture, a play on words, skilful engineering and a comment on relationships. It’s mechanical metaphysics – the creation of moving models that appear almost toy-like, that make you laugh, and yet deliver a thought-provoking message.

‘I think that being alive is a serious matter, and that you’ve got to find angles that enable you to endure it,’ says Paul who, at 60, is one of the world’s most respected and renowned makers of automata. ‘My pieces are messages that come in the form of humour. They’re jokes and comments about the human situation. I do enjoy amusing people, but I don’t want to be there when I am doing it. Rather than a stand-up comedian, I’m a sit-down-somewhere-else comedian.’

Paul, it is apparent, has a very dry wit. He is also hugely self-deprecating. ‘Because it keeps me busy,’ is his answer to why he makes automata, adding: ‘I’ve just never thought about doing anything else. I’m very fortunate to be earning a living. Although it’s an accolade when someone buys my work, it always makes me feel slightly shifty.’

Born in Preston, Lancashire, Paul was always interested in machines, and made model aeroplanes as a means of escape during an unpleasant time at boarding school. ‘Everything I have done since then was the line of least resistance,’ he says. ‘Art proved to be a thing I was good at.’ He studied art and design, specialising in mechanical sculpture, at Cardiff, followed by a post-graduate teaching diploma at Goldsmith’s, then a stint of teaching at Battersea Grammar. It wasn’t hugely successful, and in 1974 he ‘drifted’ with his wife Sue, a weaver, to the remote village of Stithians, Cornwall. 

Paul worked as a van driver and builder, then in 1979, encouraged by the example of friend and fellow automata-maker Peter Markey, and by the opening of Cabaret, a quirky crafts shop in nearby Falmouth, he produced his first edition. It featured the Egyptian jackal-headed god of embalming, Anubis. It’s been described as his signature character, though Paul disagrees. ‘At first everything I was did was about Anubis, simply because from a comedy point of view I thought that head was preferable to a human head,’ he explains. ‘To other people there’s a coherence and a consistency to my work; I think my range is bigger than that.’ If there is a consistency it comes from Paul’s intellectual approach, with themes that often refer to fine art (from Manet to Magritte), ancient Egyptian mythology, religion and literature. Words play a large part, with descriptive writings, sometimes quite long, in Paul’s spidery script attached to the bases of many a piece. That said, there’s also room in the oeuvre for simple, one-off jokes and a bit of schoolboy humour, too. Not surprisingly, Paul is also a perfectionist. ‘I quite often make a thing and then throw it away,’ he reveals. ‘What I love about what I do is getting something right. But that is a fraught operation. It’s all a compromise.’

For several years, Paul sold small machines through Cabaret. (Those early pieces, which then cost £75, now change hands among serious collectors for thousands.) His work soon began to displace the other crafts, and crowds formed when his pieces went on display. In 1983 the shop became Cabaret Mechanical Theatre, with push-button pieces mostly by Paul, Ron Fuller and Peter Markey. Two years later it moved to London’s Covent Garden, where it expanded, added more makers and became hugely popular. CMT shut in 2000 due to exorbitant rents, but is still open as a virtual shop and exhibition space. ‘Cabaret is like my family,’ says Paul simply. These days, he sells only through the Cabaret Mechanical Theatre website, making the occasional large-scale piece to commission – the Eden Project has a number, and other works are in the collections of the Falmouth Art Gallery, the Science Museum and the Museum of Childhood in London, and art galleries in Preston, Bristol and Newport.

Virtually unchanged since those early days, Paul’s workshop, next door to his house, is a no frills, barn-like space. Large and cold, with stone walls and a wooden floor, it’s one of the row of 19th century cottages that he and Sue bought as derelict ‘hovels’ and have gradually renovated. Inside, it’s a fascinating, ordered mess – shelf upon shelf of carpentry tools, tiny pots of paint, half-formed figures and mysterious engineering implements. Paul’s main tools are a lathe, an electric fretsaw, a treadle-operated fretsaw (made years ago from an old sewing machine and a church organ), and a Swann-Morton scalpel – the sort that’s employed by surgeons for delicate operations. And he works hard. Very hard. He’s in his workshop for ten hours a day, seven days a week, give or take the odd cup of tea in the kitchen. ‘I just wouldn’t know what else to do with my time,’ he says, shrugging his shoulders. 

In the main, Paul uses wood for his pieces, as much of which as possible is local and free – in other words, friends and neighbours give him old bits of furniture they no longer want. He buys lime wood for the carved elements, and quite frequently, adds more exotic and expensive woods, such as in the recent Un Homme et Une Pipe, a large head from which a pipe can be extruded, made from a combination of ebony and an old policeman’s truncheon. Mechanical parts are sometimes made from scratch, but sometimes bought by mail order off-the-shelf. This irritates automata purists. ‘Life’s too short,’ argues Paul. ‘It’s all part of the absurdity of doing this, that anyone can actually get exercised about these things.’ 

Paul is currently developing a piece based on Manet’s painting Olympia – a re-working of a piece he originally did 30 years ago. He has also done a series involving a rather sinister, controlling grey man, and a couple of light-hearted works influenced by the Mexican day of the dead. He adores the Simpsons and the bawdy novel Tristram Shandy, and is re-reading Darwin’s Origin of the Species. ‘I am constantly browsing, looking at books and taking in lots of little bits of information,’ he says. ‘I have a lot of ideas which I write down, and I do a lot of drawing in notebooks .And then I develop one idea and it becomes a ridiculous wild goose chase, as something that was nine lines on a piece paper becomes three weeks spent in the workshop. But you know, other people work very hard and I’m just having quite a nice time.’

• You can buy Paul’s automata and see a virtual exhibition of his work at www.cabaret.co.uk.

MECHANICAL MESSAGES

‘Paul’s automata are incredibly clever and unexpected,’ says Antiques Roadshow expert Hilary Kay. ‘I first saw them in Covent Garden and really loved their anarchic quality. Historical automata are rather beautiful and tame; this is wild automata-making, and Paul was the first to go down this route, looking at what could be achieved with a simple mechanism but a complex message. The concepts are fantastic, the wood is carved beautifully and the whimsical execution belies the hard-hitting messages. I think there’s a good chance his work could go up in value, because it has universal appeal.’

