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Abstract

Usurping Architecture is a study in three parts. Part One explores the historical and
theoretical basis that has informed my body of work. In this section, | explore the
perfection of the depiction of the three-dimensional structure on a two-dimensional
plane. This is specifically related to architecture. | then examine the role of geometric
abstraction, as developed on the two-dimensional format, in sculptural strategies
and their insertion in the lived, everyday environment.

The role of geometric formalism is expanded on in the chapters on minimal art,
where | explore the role of Gestalt psychology in creating a phenomenological
response in the viewer. In the following chapters | indicate how the strategies
employed by the minimal artists were used in subsequent decades as a response to
the architectural environment.

Part Two deals with the methodology related to my art-making processes. The first
chapter of this section informs the reader about the general use of concrete as a
material. The second chapter explains how | use this material in the construction of
cast concrete sculptures. It describes the technical aspects of the process in detail.

Part Three comprises a list of each work submitted for examination. The works are
represented photographically and are accompanied by a short explanatory text.



Introduction

The basis of my research into the arena of sculpture and
architecture is founded on construction. Using this word
in relation to the building and construction industry, it is
symptomatic of the growth in urban areas, gentrification
and regeneration. The term also relates to demolition and
destruction, as the often necessary precursor or inevitable
successor to construction. My interest in the construction
of buildings stems from my employment within that
sector. Consequently the construction industry, together
with the formal elements of modernist architecture and its

social impact, has had an influence on the sculpture that |

produce.

| do not propose to deal equally with architecture and
sculpture. | recognise that both of these arts exist in the
spatial sphere where they are in synchronicity or are at odds
with one another. In its use of three-dimensional space,
sculpture enters into the same kind of spatial practice as
architecture. This allows the creation of a dialogue between art
and architecture that transgresses the aesthetically pleasing
coexistence of the two. | look at the creation of conflict and
dialogue as it is highlighted through critical spatial practice.
As an artist, my focus thus rests primarily on the role that art
plays in this relationship.

In Art and Architecture Jane Rendell explores the two-way
relationships between art and architecture. Rendell uses the
term ‘critical spatial practice’ as a basis for examining artistic
and architectural practice that is both critical and spatial. In
architecture these practices are utilised by conceptual design

and urban intervention. Within art, Rendell looks at site-
specific and public art, as well as contextual practices drawn
up around discussions regarding the role of the city {Rendell
2006).

It is not my desire to examine all the strategies employed
by artists interested in working with or commenting upon, the
urban environment. While site-specific art has informed my
own practice, it does not warrant extensive discussion here.
Rather, my focus falls on site-specific artworks operating in
confrontation with their urban surroundings. My discussion
of public art is similarly limited to artists whose works have
informed my own work, namely the utopian modernist
movements as well as the post-minimalist artists. Lastly, my
discussion of architecture is limited to the means in which
artists have countered the dominance of architecture in
general, and modernist architecture in particular.

An investigation into spatial practice that criticises
or comments on the relationship between sculpture and
architecture has to acknowledge the existence of a tension
between the two. This alludes to the existence of dialogical
relationships, and opens up debates on issues such as
binary opposites, hierarchies and power struggles. To claim
the existence of an aggressor, victim or oppressor in this
relationship might be excessive. However, there are examples
of artists who critique and appropriate, not only architectonic
concepts and designs, but physical constructions as well.
Resistance to aspects of the built environment by artists
denotes dissatisfaction with the impact that architecture has




had on the urban environment.

This study focuses on artists who provoke a debate
about the built environment. | place particular emphasis
on sculptural strategies of resistance towards precepts
of modernist architecture within this environment.
I must note here that my aim is not an attack on
architecture itself. Recent decades have seen architects
develop the same critical spatial practice that many
artists have employed. These practices deal with their
misgivings about the dominant architectural tenets
their education was based on. Although more bound
to social and economic pressures, the architect is well
placed to deal directly with the functional and cultural
role of architecture. The type of architecture opposed
by some architects is the very same that some artists
are attempting to liberate, namely the universalising
tendencies of standardisation and seriality, loss of
regional identities, highlighting of class divisions and
accentuation of power relationships. Added to these
are the binary opposites prevalent in large cities, with
entropy and decay on the one hand, and gentrification
and development on the other. The South African
example, while in many ways unique, serves as an
example of what has already occurred in many other
large cities around the world.”

Early modernist understanding of spatial practices
required the development and reproduction of ideas
on the two-dimensional format. The genealogy of
art and architecture can be traced to the depiction
of architecture in painting. Chapter One builds on

the pioneers of perspective studies during the Proto-
Renaissance. In the quest for "truthful’ representations,
architectural depictions were utilised to draw the
viewer into the picture frame, and present them with an
‘objective’reality. The use of perspective and architecture
aided the viewer in 'experiencing’ a painting. This is an
early link to later strategies employed by sculptors,
such as Gestalt', where the viewer is made aware of a
wider array of phenomena than is simply 'seen’

Art based on the precision of geometry evolved
during the early twentieth century to embrace non-
relational abstraction in the search for supreme forms.
The grid format, which aided painters in accurate
perspective studies, was transferred onto the two-
dimensional plane. The utopian artists attempted to
create forms with universal relevance by formatting
the grid around geometric abstraction. This allowed
for the simultaneous and equal integration of these
supreme forms into art and architecture. While the
International Style in Architecture? spread and mutated
into modernist architecture, artists attempted to take
geometric abstraction to sculpture. Until the 1960s,
sculpture had remained predominantly figurative.
Some exceptions grew out of the idealistic movements
of the twentieth century; Russian Constructivism, the
Bauhaus School and De Stijl. Chapter Two examines
aspects of these movements through a discussion
of artists such as Oskar Schlemmer, El Lissitzky, and
Georges Vantongerloo.

Within a discourse of spatial practice that draws on

1 Gestalt psychology is a theory of the
mind and brain. When used as psycho-
therapy it focuses on the individual's
experience in a present moment, the
relationship between patient and thera-
pist, and the social and environmental
contexts in which these experiences take
place. It focuses on the self-regulating
adjustments an individual may make as a
result of the overall situation. For the pur-
pose of this study, | refer to Gestalt as the
form-forming capabilities of our senses,
or the inclusion of all environmental fac-
tors in aid of perceiving the 'whole from’ |
differ from the psychoanalytical function
of Gestalt and focus rather on its aid in
experiencing visual art. {Collins English
Dictionary).

2 The International Style became the
dominant architectural tradition in the
years preceding the Second World War.
Crucial to its conception and growth were
the architects who taught at the Bauhaus
in Germany, such as Walter Gropius, Mies
van der Rohe and Adolf Loos. Together
with the highly influential Le Corbusier,
they advocated the use of clean lines and
modular utilitarian structures based or
human ergonomic studies. The dominant
tenet was that ‘form follows function’
Their grand urban planning called for re-
petitive living units to be organised along
single monumental compositions.



both art and architecture, the human body plays the role of
a link between viewer and object. Chapter Three traces the
genealogy of experience and phenomenology. Architecture
subjects viewers to constant interaction; floors have to be
crossed, stairs ascended, and walls brushed past. Art has to
replicate or enter into the same kind of spaces to achieve a
similar level of interaction. Minimalist artists like Donald Judd
and Robert Morris first used the formalist model of modernism
to intentionally disrupt the autonomous function of visual art.
They broke the relationship between the viewer and the object
through forcing the viewer to become physically aware of
their experience of the work. The works were strengthened by
using the prevailing aesthetic conventions of late modernism
to negate the role of sculpture as an autonomous practice
within the gallery. Chapter Three concludes by relating the
pre-literal work of Anne Truitt to my own. Truitt's sculptures
serve as a metonymic link between the object, the perceiving
subject, and the environment.

Chapter Four discusses sculpture that reacts to architecture.
This is firstly sculpture in direct dialogue with its architectural
surrounds, such as Serra's Tifted Arc, or Whiteread's House.
Here I enter into a discussion of the architectural interventions
of Gordon Matta-Clarke. This architect-turned-artist worked
through a series of interventions within the urban and suburban
landscape in such a way as to physically deconstruct existing
buildings. By creating fissures and incisions into buildings, he
broke barriers between private and public, seen and unseen.
His forceful interventions illustrate a violent desire to affect
change within urban margins. Matta-Clark's work comments
on urban and suburban decay and appropriation, property

development and reclamation of denigrated urban spaces.

Given a harmonious relationship between art and
architecture, they can serve each other. The urban arena is
humanised through the use of sculpture as embellishment or
focal points for buildings. In the same way architecture serves
the display of art. This is achieved by filling the empty spaces
created by the architectural designs with sculpture, where
architecture is used specifically for the improvement of the
display of arl. In such contexts the two coexist, although it
often occurs within a situation where one serves the primary
needs of another. One can also consider the argument that
architecture is also ‘sculptural’, albeit functionally so. Some
might argue that once sculpture takes on a function such
as shelter, it ceases to be sculpture. This argument is fiercely
advanced by Richard Serra, who considers all art to be 'useless’
and thus 'functionless. Others might argue that by rendering
a building uninhabitable, as Rachel Whiteread succeeded in
doing with House, the function of the building is removed,
turning it into sculpture. The arguments surrounding the
alchemy of buildings into sculptures are expanded upon in
my discussion of post-minimalism in Chapter Four.

The second part of this dissertation is focused on the
use of concrete as a material. My body of work has been
executed primarily in this medium. Part Two thus allows for a
contextual look at concrete, as used in the construction of the
built environment. Technical aspects regarding my production
processes are explained here. This includes mould-making and
casting processes, and touches upon my preliminary drawings
for the sculptures. The third and final part discusses individual
works in detail.









demonstrated viewpoint (2003:558-9).

The placement of the viewer within the grid-like
matrix implies that they will be able to experience
‘truth’, and hence an objective angle on the subject or
object. However, this can be used to instil subjectivity
in the viewer by presenting perspective from one side
only. The subject’s experience is based on what they are
presented with in their field of vision. The effect of the
object or painting on the viewer, as reported in relation
to the Brunelleschi demonstrations or early viewers of
Citta ideale, is for them to have a sensory experience’.

What defines Cittg ideale (and the other Urbino
Perspectives) in contrast to other contemporary
works steeped in perspective studies is that it tells no
fable, expresses no history and leaves nothing to be
narrated. Hubert Damisch contends that this precludes
it from a strict definition as painting, and provides
justification for a definition of this work as 'abstract’,
due to the essential decorative purpose. But he refers
to its pictorial mechanisms as seeming to have ‘been
conceived precisely to lure anyone stopping in front of
it into its game’ (1994:169). This implies that the result
at the time would have been for the viewer to have
a phenomenological experience, based on the visual
array presented by the painter.

What is of interest to this study is one of the
explanations presented for the production of Citta
ideale, which was that it was produced to function
as an idea or appearance of buildings. It relates to my
sculptures, which function at times as architectural

samplers, depicting a part or a segment of a building.
The other reason Citta ideale is relevant here is its
name and subject matter. It depicts an ideal city (some
publications refer to the work as View of an Ideal City),
and it is the perversions of modernist architectural
ideals that some of the artists [ discuss take issue with.
The subject matter of the panel, namely the depiction
of what an ideal or perfect city should look like, is
reinforced by the order and symmetry of the classical
architecture. The use of this panel as a depiction of a
utopian living environment is an early indicator of the
search for universal purity that characterised the early
twentieth century.

The Urbino Perspectives serve as examples of the
influence of architecture on art. The reason that
painting was used for this emulation of architecture
was due to the fact that sculpture was not as advanced
as painting. The format of sculpture had remained
vertical rather than horizontal, and the subject matter
figurative. The early twentieth century saw non-
relational as well as geometric abstraction implemented
by sculptors as well as painters. Through reduction and
loss of the figure-ground hierarchy, sculpture could
enter into dialogue with architecture, as both operated
in three-dimensional space. The phenomenological
technique applied by the creator of Cittd ideale came
into use by sculptors, who used it in their reaction to
the subservient role of sculpture to architecture.

11

5 The word ‘subject’ is from the Latin
subicio. Definitions of this can be 'to
strike from below' or "to place under.
Summers used subject as a synonym for
the self, but defines self as being a "'me-
dium of response to, of actually being
subject to, the phenomenal actuality -
of a human life! He delineates only the
embodied self capable as turning sensa-
tion into experience, and uses an anal-
ogy to describe the subject as one that
‘undergoes the forces of the external
world as experience’ (2003:559).
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Chapter Two: Universalising art and the
sculptural mimicry of architecture.

The utopian movements of the early Twentieth Century
were founded upon a search for essential truths with
universal relevance. This led to artistic movements
searching for idealised forms and their insertion into all
aspects of the environment. Centres of learning such
as the Bauhaus in Germany and VKhUTEMAS in Russia
advocated a synthesis of the arts, but with a strong
emphasis on craft. De Stijl artists in the Netherlands
also adopted the use of idealised forms with universal
relevance.

Inadiscourse of artandarchitecture these movements
are relevant. Firstly, the quest for synthesis between
the arts led to the integration of art and architecture.
On the one hand, this led to the insertion of sculpture
into the architectural environment in a subservient
role. This was caused by sculpture adopting the role
of embellishments for buildings or to accentuate focal
points of urban designs.

On the other hand architecture took up a sculptural
role through the adoption of sculptural strategies in
urban design. For instance, the entry of asymmetrical
compositions and the avoidance of decoration in
modernist architecture is evident of the influence of
art on architecture.
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Figure 4: El Lissitzky, Praun Room. 1923, November Group's art exhibition,
Grosse Berliner Kunstaustelling, Lithograph.

Atthe Grosse Berliner Kunstaustelling of 1922 Lissitzky
used the opportunity to illustrate the purpose of the
two dimensional Proun as a mapping of architectural
space. He deployed his compositional thinking into
real space in an installation dubbed the 'Proun Room’
(Figure 4-5). The installation used an interlocking series
of abstract forms, painted and in relief, expanding
onto the walls and ceiling. The installation was in a
room tightly packed with paintings, where Lissitzky
attempted to show the importance of working in real
space while thinking in abstractions.

For the the1926 Internationale Kunstausstelling in
Dresden, Lissitzky was commissioned to design a room
that would house works by Mondrian, Leger, Picabia and
Moholy-Nagy, amongst others. The display used sliding
panels, walls of various colours and textured surfaces.
The works were hung at different levels, forcing viewers

Figure 5: El Lissitzky, Detail of the Proun Reom, 1923. Grosse Berliner
Kunstaustelling. Qil on canvas. 77 x 82 .

to change their stance when looking at the works.
Through these strategies the architectural context
became as much a part of the viewing experience as the
objects on display. By placing abstract forms in space
Lissitzky succeeded in creating a dynamic environment
that enlivened, or added to, the artworks.

By the late 1920s Lissitzky was producing
architecturally inspired work, forging a relationship
between the abstract form and the inhabited
environment. He achieved this through the insertion
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the removal of religious images from artwork as they
detracted from the sanctity of God. Jaffe claims that
the De Stijl artists were descendents of the early
Calvinist ‘iconoclasts’, who through their ‘banishment
of every representation of nature’ sought ‘divine purity
of the laws of creation’ Abstraction was seen as an
affirmation of their faith in universal values. Search
for universal truth, pure objectivity attainable only
through the geometric abstraction was paramount to
the ideals of De Stijl group. (Jaffe 1982:13).

For De Stijl artists the search for essential truths
was fundamental. These truths were revealed through
the use of only the most elemental means of primary
colour, rectangular form and asymmetrical composition.
But while pure colour and elemental form initially
engendered De Stijl, in effect it became the subject
matter. Like the VKhUTEMAS in Russia and the Bauhaus
in Germany, it called for a synthesis of all the arts in
the quest for universal synchronicity. The movement
believed that where their ideas were implemented,
harmonious relationships would be established between
all aspects of the visual environment. This equilibrium
was deemed attainable only through the application of
De Stijl as the universal style.

The style differed only in respect of the delineations
of the varying arts, namely painting, architecture and
interior design, sculpture and furniture design. It is in
the few examples of De Stijl sculpture that we can see
the most direct link between sculpture and architecture,
and observe examples where sculptorsstarted emulating

Figure 7: Robert van't Hof, Trappoal, 1918.

formal aspects of the built
environment, Whether this was
mimicry or pure non-objective
abstraction is not certain. What
does seem relevant to me is
the distinct similarity these
sculptures hold with modernist
architecture.

In 1918 the architect JJ.P.
Oud argued that unlike painting,
architecture has to compromise
between pure artistic creativity
and practicality. Art and
architecture could thus not
function as an ‘art of pure relations. But the distinction
of art as two-dimensional and architecture as three-
dimensional was not so large that there were not a
variety of projects where the two were integrated.
Through searching for a common means of expression
between the arts, they relied initially on the de-
emphasis and elimination of architectural mouldings.
Thus the breakdown between the two arts was aided by
the reduction of visual references which were seen as
detractors of elemental form. (Oud 1918).

Robert van ‘t Hoff who was briefly aligned with the
movement, produced Stepped Column (Figure 7). In
the original Dutch the translation is Trappaal, a name
denying a reading of it as a sculpture or an architectural










The International Style in architecture evolved
initially from the concepts of 1J.P. Oud, Mies van der
Rohe, Walter Gropius and le Corbusier during the
1920s and early 1930s7 . At the exhibition of advanced
tendencies held at the Museum of Modern Art in 1932,
the importance of structural steef and ferro-concrete
was stressed as the defining feature that bound the
style together®. The International Style was considered
the first structural system to have been developed since
Romanesque and Gothic architecture of the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries (Arnason 1988:312).

The first principle of this new style of architecture
was the loss of need for the load-bearing wall. The
use of ferro-concrete allowed the construction of a
skeletal structure covered with a skin of masonry, metal
or glass. One could thus speak of an architecture of
volume rather than mass. The other defining principle
was the avoidance of decoration. This included the loss
of high contrasts of colour. The reconstruction allowed
by the removal of load-bearing walls meant that new
spatial structures could utilise a free flow of interior
space. The inexpensive use of the new style allowed
standardised units to be used in urban planning and
low cost housing.

The International Style exerted a strong influence on
students at the Bauhaus, particularly under the tutelage
of Walter Gropius. Gropius believed that no barriers
should exist between structural arts and decorative
arts. Initially the Bauhaus was greatly influenced by
the English Arts and Crafts movement and the work

of William Morris, unifying art with design. Once the
Bauhaus had come into contact with De Stijl though,
it adopted a more austere and purposeful manifesto.
They moved in a direction of stark cubic simplicity
and functionalism. The focus of the Bauhaus thus
moved away from handicraft and relied more on the
possibilities of mass machine manufacture.

Gropius learned the potential of working with ferro-
concrete when he was working in the offices of Peter
Behrens. When the Bauhaus moved to Dessau in 1925,
Gropius took the possibilities of creating free-flowing
interior space that he had learned under Behrens, and
applied them in designs for the new premises (Figure
10). The building consisted of asymmetrical spatial
arrangements with interpenetration of inside and
outside space made possible by a skeleton structure of
steel frames and reinforced concrete columns. In due
course the Bauhaus became one of the paradigmatic
buildings of the International Style.

Gropius left the Bauhaus in 1928 and Germany
in 1934. During that time his work focused on low-
cost and medium-cost housing. He was particularly
interested in housing and city planning, and the social
as well as aesthetic implications that architecture
allowed (Arnason 1988:315). This interest in housing was
shared by Le Corbusier, whose interest and knowledge
of Cubism had an effect on his understanding of
architectural space and structure®. Throughout his
career Le Corbusier's primary focus was on housing
and the home. He explored ways in which houses could

19

7 The International Style in architecture
grew in prominence through two waves.
The First Wave was brought about by the
end of the First World War and the result-
ing inter-pollination of ideas and com-
munication. The Second Wave is charac-
terised by the growth of Nazi Germany
and the outbreak of the Second World
War. As a result many artists and archi-
teets fled to safer countries, particularly
the United States.

8 HH. Arnason maintains that commu-
nication between architects was re-es-
tablished so quickly after the First World
War, that there were no national stylesto
speak of. Rather, there existed centres of
experimentation to which architects and
artists converged from elsewhere, thus
resulting in an internationol style (Arna-
son 1988:312).

9 le Corbusier was the architectural
pseudonym of Charles-Edouard Jeanner-
et. Le Corbusier was a highly effective ex-
claimer of his own architectural theories.
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attain an interpenetration of inner and outer space
through the minimal amount of structural elements.
Le Corbusier followed closely on the principles which
Gropius and Behrens had evolved in the construction
of ferro-concrete housing and working units.

Le Corbusier famously defined a house as a ‘'machine
for living. This statement has subseguently been
corrupted to validate the construction of low-cost
housing that decreased, rather than increased the living
quality experienced by its inhabitants. The tenets of the
International Style evolved into what became known
as modernist architecture. Le Corbusier was a prolific
theorist, and although many of his projects were never
seen to completion, his theories were greatly influential
on architects in ensuing years. This was particularly
evident in post-war years, when massive reconstruction
was necessitated by the return of war veterans and the
settlement of refugees. '

Le Corbusier and his contemporaries were hailed
for their theories regarding monolithic city planning.
However, in assuming the standardised low-cost
housing model, many of these ideals were corrupted by
subsequent urban planners. Modernist architecture still
retains a large degree of dominance today, with many
of the buildings constructed reliant on modernist ideals.
My interest lies in the destruction of such buildings.
Here Pruitt Igoe Modernist housing in St. Louis makes
an interesting case study. The structure, designed in
1958 by the architect Yamasaki, was destroyed in 1972
after its inhabitants refused to live there any more (Curl

2000:516). Some claim this to be the event signalling
the entry of postmodern architecture. Strategies used by
artists similarly disillusioned by modernist architecture
are delved into in Chapter Four.



Chapter Three: The negation of modernism
in the sixties: Minimal Art.

By the 1950s the figure painters and Abstract
Expressionists had established themselves as the
American avant-garde. During the latter part of the
decade the dominance of figurative abstraction in
painting was challenged by a return to geometric
abstraction. The paintings of Kenneth Noland, Ellsworth
Kelly and Frank Stella were more influential to the
sculptors of the ensuing years than many of the artists
working with sculpture. Many of the artists who were
later called the ‘minimalists™ had worked primarily in
painting.

Some of the practices employed by the minimal
artists are described as non-relational, non-hierarchical,
reductive, serial, literal, unitary and specific, and gave
rise to names such as Cool Art , Structurist Art, and
Literalist Art. Sol LeWitt claimed that ‘'no one defined’
minimalism. Thus placing it within strict boundaries
becomes difficult. Minimalism still remains a ‘shifting
signifier whose meanings altered depending on the
moment or context of its use’ (Meyer 2001:3).

Because of the use of ideal geometric abstraction,
minimal art was seen as a consummation of the
formalist model of modernism. It appeared to embrace
the architectural aesthetic of clean lines and unitary
serial structures. It can be argued that minimal art was
the last of the modernist styles. However, it also initiated

a postmodern critique of modernism. This was largely
due to Michael Fried's critique of minimal art in Art and
Objecthood. In his 1967 article, he attacks minimal art
as a threat to formalist modernism. Minimal art not only
‘completed’ the elitism associated with modern aesthetics,
it also broke down this elitism. This was accomplished
by negating the autonomy of sculpture by denying the
limitations of, and distinctions between the arts.

The strategies of the minimal sculptors of the sixties
are relevant to a discourse of art and architecture for
several reasons. The reductive nature of much of the
work allowed the spectator to consider how the objects
function in space. This gave the work a relationship with
its environment, an environment in which architectural
space was shared by the viewer and object. The materials
used no longer defined the aesthetic quality of the works
in the same way as traditional sculpture did, and the
objects were constructed as architecture would be. The
scale of the wark was along human proportions, the same
on which architectural ratios are established. The works
were increasingly floor-bound, linking them more directly
with their architectural surroundings. Also, in respect of
exhibition venues or galleries, the works often demanded
neutrality in architectural mouldings and styles. As a
result the placement of the works became increasingly
important.

21

10 | use the term 'minimal art' to
describe the work produced during
the sixties by the likes of Morris, Judd,
LeWitt, Havin and Truitt. Minimalism
became the collective term for the
artists, although it was in fact not a
cohesive movement. Some artists felt
uncomfortable with their association
with minimalism, while others refused
to agree on anything theoretical. Con-
sequently, | use the term in the lower
case.






Some of the other minimalists did rely on walls and
ceilings for support. Morris’ early works place specific
emphasis on gravity and support. Flavin, meanwhile,
used walls to hang his 'light sticks. The artist whose
work is most inseparable from the floor is Carl André.
His works are the very definition of ‘floor bound' and
sit there placidly and unobtrusively. Architectural space
is relevant here, but it is the objects themselves that
play the greatest role in engaging the spectator. This
was primarily aided by the rejection of the base. Colpitt
defines it as having been ‘made on the basis of formal
and theoretical notions about the ontological status of
the work of art' (1990:35). Broadly speaking Ontology
is the study of reality, and the nature of being. It is
relevant to the object and viewer relationship as a
means of defining the self through the presence of the
object. Similarly the body reacts to the environment,
and the viewer questions his or her reaction to the
work by considering external features.

3.2. Materiality:

The early twentieth century saw dynamic use of
concrete abstraction” in painting. This did not expand
into sculpture, as its function in real space would
inherently give it object-like appearance. In the same
way the use of industrial materials was avoided to aid
the autonomy of sculpture in three-dimensional space.
Colpitt claims that ‘the modernist concept of "truth to

material” of a sculpture is found in its material, that
the sculptor aids in its birth through an awareness and
consideration of the potentiality of the material, and
that the form and the material coincide’ (1990:8). The
danger for modernist sculptors in using non-relational
abstraction was that the art objects produced would be
similar to everyday, utilitarian objects. As a result this
strategy was avoided. In using materials favoured by
the mass-production industry, as well as commissioning
tradesmen in commercial workshops to create their
works, the minimal artists negated the influence of the
choice of material over the work. By freeing themselves
from the actual construction of the works they did
not have to master the skills required for such precise
constructions. The removal of the hand of the artist
form the work also reduced the subjectivity of the
artist. The viewer or spectator could now play a greater
role in the completion of the artwork, by engaging with
the works on equal terms.

Further, the relationship struck up between the
viewer and the object of perception became possible
through the reduction of compositional material.
Confrontation extended beyond the traditional passive
aesthetic apprehension to confrontational awareness
evoked through Gestalt. The entirety of the space in
which the confrontation takes place must be taken into
consideration by the viewer, by responding to features
not exhibited, such as presence, the scale of the works
and its architectural implications.
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11 Concrete abstraction means not ab-
stracted from something.
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12 in Towards o newer Laocoon {1940,
Clement Greenberg explained why the
various art forms larchitecture, sculpture,
painting etc.) should retain an autonomy
from each other. Defending the ideality
of artworks, he claimed that "purity in art
consists in the...willing acceptance of the
limitations of the medium of the specific
ast’ (1940:23-38).

13 This 'viewer' is also referred to as a
'spectator’ or as part of an ‘audience!
Fried, particularly, preferred to use the
term ‘audience’ as it strengthened his ar-
gument that minimal art was 'theatrical!

14 Morris wrote extensively on phenom-
enclogy and Gestalt psychology in Notes
on Sculpture. He claims that the literal
object created an awareness of itself as
a physical entity. It also made the viewer
aware of themselves as a perceiving or
spectating subject. (Morris 1968).

3.3: The spectator’s experience:
Theatricality and new anthropomorphism.

Michael Fried's Art and Objecthood is one of the most
influential analyses of minimalism. Fried negatively
assessed the works of Morris and Judd as ‘theatrical’
because of what he called their obsession with the
spectator (1967). Fried's criticism of the theatricality of
minimalism is founded upon the Greenbergian distinction
between the arts?. Their view was that art forms {e.g.
painting, poetry or architecture] should be independent
from each other.

Theatre's position in between the arts denies each
art form its autonomy. Fried argued that the minimalist
aims were ‘antithetical’ to art, as it refused to respect
the boundary between sculpture and painting. He calls
it theatrical because ‘it is concerned with the actual
circumstances in which the beholder encounters it.
Parallels also exist between minimalism and theatre
because of the reliance on a viewer®. In fact, Fried
describes minimalist objects as having ‘a kind of stage
presence’ such as ‘the silent presence of another person’
(1967:15-19). This description alludes to a kind of
anthropomorphism, which is existent in sculpture that is
devoid of any formal human figure qualities.

Fried used theatricality to discredit minimalism, but
in doing so unintentionally affirmed the minimal artist's
success in visually engaging the spectator through the
creation of a situation (Reiss 1999). When talking about
the work of Morris, Foster claims he sought to reconcile

the old modernist autonomy with his new minimalist
literalism by means of Gestalt" , thereby shifting
the focus from the object, to its perception. He thus
creates a situation (2002:54). The situations are by no
means clearly defined, and are contingent upon the
individual viewer. The meaning of the work thus varies
from person to person. In that way, time is disrupted by
adding to the works an element of temporality. Morris
states that this disruption of time and physical passage
means that total space is altered by the presence of
objects (Morris 1966).

Fried called for the sublime ‘instantaneousness of
modernist work’ which at any moment can stand on
its own, faulting the ‘endlessness’ of minimal art. in
adding the concept of temporality to his critique, Fried
explains that the presence of the viewer is required
to complete the artwork. And as the objects create a
theatrical situation only in the presence and with the
awareness of the audience, they only ‘work’ at specific
times. Timelessness’ also comes from the fact that
the circumspection of the work literally took time.
(1967:15-19).

In reaction to Fried’s critique Morris wrote, 'Only one
aspect of the work isimmediate: the apprehension of the
Gestalt. The experience of the work necessarily exists in
time’ (Morris 1966:23). By this he meant that modernist
geometric simplicity would seem to be comprehended
instantly, as one recognised for instance, a square or a
rectangle. In minimal sculpture the shapes are similarly
instantly recognised, but the spectator takes time to






to command its own space’ (1970:37). The Objecthood
of the work is that which gives it its presence, and
evokes a bodily response in the spectator. Because the
objects are real rather than illusionary it evokes a non-
specific response.

As opposed to earlier painting were the viewer gets
‘sucked into’ the work, minimal sculpture made the
spectator acutely aware, even self-conscious. Viewers
compare themselves to the work on an equal footing.
This is a result of what is referred to as the external
orientation of minimal art. It isan outer-directedness of
the objects which is seen through the literal emptiness
of the works (their lack of content). The viewer is forced
to locate the meaning of the work from experiencing it
rather than from simply ‘seeing’ it.

Lucy Lippard attacked Fried's critique of minimal art,
by stating that it rested on a modernist distinction of
sculpture as a ‘pictorial’ tradition. Lippard claimed that
Fried's favourite type of art {painting), arisen from a
modernist tradition, was threatened by the theatricality
of minimalist or conceptual sculpture. She noted that
painting is not threatened by the ‘encroachment of
the “real spaces" and “real life" into art, except if one
still asserts the “continuing domination of painting's
tradition™ (1972:20). Many of the artists producing
minimal art did so through sculpture, not having used
this medium in the past. One can draw the conclusion
that sculpture was the medium best suited to serve
the flow of art into real space. This was due to the
environmental nature of such sculpture.

3.4. Architecture and the environment:
issues of scale and presence.

More than paintings, the sculptures of various minimal
artists often resembled architecture. Morris's sculptures
resemble doorways or columns, but have nothing to
do with them. Judd's work was described as taking
inspiration from the technical aspects of building,
and thus can be read as reference to architectural
construction. While the artists denied this link, it can
be found in the works of Tony Smith and Sol LeWitt.
Smith worked as a practising architect, while LeWitt,
when interviewed by Frances Colpitt, claimed that the
kind of structures architects were busy with had more
of an influence on him than sculpture did (1990:81).
Another link with some of the sculpture of the time is
that it was constructed, as opposed to the more classical
sculptural techniques of carving and modelling.

While Morris relied on architecture for the inspiration
in devising his forms, he also relied on architectural
function when installing his work. It was constructed
to fit into a corner or lean against a wall. The fact that
you can step through the work made it undeniably
architectural, a feature evident in Morris's plywood
show of 1965 (Figure 13). Architectural references are
most notably taken up by artists whose work enveloped
the viewer. By creating a new space, the spectators could
be made more acutely aware of the space surrounding
themselves and the work. Art even became a physical






16 | refer only to Truitt's early sculptures.
Truitt abandoned the specific content
seen as tombstones and fences and sub-
sequently only used form and colour to
convey the content, using a stricter ab-
stract format. She adopted a serial meth-
od and worked in polychromatic shades
of colour

17 In linguistics, metonymy refers to ‘the
use of a single characteristic to identify a
mare complex entity’ (http//en wikipedia
org/)

3.5. Metonymy in the pre-literal works of
Anne Truitt.

While the theoretical and formal basis of minimal art
influences my work, what is of particular interest to
me is the associations that singular minimalist forms
evoke of a larger entity. Some of the work produced by
Anne Truitt serves to illustrate the metanymic function
of sculpture'®. Truitt used easily identifiable forms
which allowed for the interpretation of the work as
representative of a greater whole'”.

Besides being the only female artist associated
with the minimal artists of the sixties, her work was
also praised by Greenberg for its ‘optical aesthetic’,
something Judd and Morris opposed (Meyer 2001:63).
Like many of the minimal artists, the significance of the
painters Stella, Newman, Noland and Kelly's work was
hugely influential on Truitt's artworks. What makes her
work distinct from the practice of her contemporaries
was that she took colour to her sculpture, unlike the
monochromatic greys and whites of Morris. Southern
Elegy (Figure 14) was painted astark black, and resembles
a tombstone. The sketches she produced during that
time suggest portals, colonnades, columns and trellises,
as well as geographical depictions. James Meyer notes
that these works depict the built environments of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the environment
of Truitt's childhood town. He describes the works as
not based on a particular motif, that is, not something
drawn on site. Rather than ‘empirical perception’ they

Figure 14: Anne Truitt, Southern Elegy, 1961-62. Painted wood.







Chapter Four: Post-minimalist
confrontation with architecture.

The concern by minimal artists with Gestalt and
phenomenology was indicative of their break with
modernism. However, pictorial considerations remained
unbroken as a concession to high-modernism's careful
aesthetic arrangements and ideal geometric forms.
Subsequent artists inspired by the minimal artists
approached pictorial considerations in a different
manner, or rejected them completely. | discuss three
artists by way of example, Richard Serra, Gordon Matta-
Clark and Rachel Whiteread. The similarities between
the work of these artists are twofold. Firstly, all three
can be called post-minimalist. This does not imply that
their works are similar. It merely indicates a response
to the theoretical basis of minimal art. Each of the
three artists used the passage of time in their works.
Temporality is due not only to the necessary presence
of a viewer, but in certain cases reflects the actual life-
span of the works,

Secondly, these three artists concern themselves with
architecture. In the case of Serra, his large-scale urban
interventions function in direct confrontation with their
surrounding architecture. Matta-Clark used incisions
to cut into buildings. This served to undermine the
structural integrity of the structures. In rendering them
functionless, Matta-Clark effectively turned buildings
into sculptures, simultaneously commenting on what
he regarded as the misuse of modernist architectural

ideals. The same assessment of the human condition
through the autopsy of architectural structure appears
in the sculptures of Whiteread. She cast the interiors
of structures to open up its interior space to exterior
scrutiny.

4.1. Interruption and mass:
Richard Serra

Richard Serra’s large steel sculptures of the 1970s and
1980s alter and reshape the viewer's perception of
space. Only part of these sculptures can be seen from
any one vantage point, with the result that one has to
take time to experience the work. The pieces change
as the viewer's body moves around them. This forces
the viewer to become more aware of the urban spaces
surrounding them.

Richard Serra is the post-minimalist whose
relationship with architecture is perhaps the most
antagonistic. He distances himself from the modernist
notion of synthesis between the arts, which was
stretched to breaking point by the minimal artists. While
Robert Morris may have claimed that his structures
have architectural implications, Serra's works are
premised on sculptural "distinctions’ with architecture.
Serra claims that architectural structures work on



the notion of habitable space (1994:33). He does not
believe it possible for architecture to be considered
sculpture. While architecture serves needs that are
‘specifically functional and useful’, he claims always
to have thought of art as ‘non-functional and useless’,
and architecture as a work of art being 'a contradiction
in terms’ (Serra 1994:104).

In many instances Serra's sculptures have been
rejected by architects. This strikes one as odd, as Serra's
work appears to have strong architectural connotations.
Architects often introduce ‘empty spaces’ in their
blocks or precincts, in order to ‘'open up’ their buildings
to sunlight and air. These spaces acted as a foil to the
mass and bulk of the built forms. Serra disturbed this
by disrupting these voids with his sculptures. When he
was commissioned to place a sculpture in the lower
fevel of Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers’ design for
Plateau Beauborg in Paris, Serra angered the architects
by proposing a sculpture that would have altered the
space completely. The resistance of the architects
towards Serra's design prevented the completion of the
project’. (Serra 1994:132).

In an interview with French architect Alfred
Pacquement, Serra states that he has never had an
excellent working relationship with any architects. He
goes on to say that, 'In my sculpture, | often structure or
restructure architectural space in a way architects don't
foresee; they can become very hostile because they
feel that their concept is being changed’ (1994:163).
Serra's sculptures do not ‘work with' urban design

projects. Nor do they embellish or decorate, or 'point
to' specific buildings. His sculptures create their own
space, and work in contradiction to the places where
they were created. By declaring own space and creating
own situation his sculptures refuse to bow down and
serve architecture. He says, 'l am not interested in work
which is structurally ambiguous, or in sculptures which
satisfies urban design principles' (1994:100). And while
Serra claims that his sculptures are non-utilitarian and
functionless, their disruption of pedestrian activity
does indicate a purpose, even if it is a useless one.

Late modernist public sculpture projects are more
often than not abstract. The interpretive difficulty of
modernist abstraction has made such projects in effect
a line-extension of the galleries, and the prominence
of the selected artists served as status symbois for
their patrons. While aimed at humanising the urban
environment, the artistic elitism only served to alienate
the public from the works. As Miwon Kwon argues,
‘despite the physical accessibility, public art remained
resolutely inaccessible insofar as the prevalent style
of modernist abstraction remained indecipherable,
uninteresting, and meaningless to a general audience’
She goeson to say that while 'providing a nice decorative
effect, it often simply became ‘a corporate bauble or
architectural jewellery. (2002:65). It was against this
grain that the U.S. General Services Administration
(GSA) started endowing public art geared towards
harmonious design and spatial integration between
sculpture and architecture. This publicly accessible art
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18 Serra's inflexibility regarding his
proposal doubtlessly also played a role
in preventing his sculpture from being
installed.






the legality and social concerns of the sculpture lasted
five years, the debate serving to assert the critical basis
of site specificity. In 1989 Serra was asked to relocate it
to a less offensive site. His response affirmed what site-
specific sculpture had become, stating that Tilted Arc
‘was not meant to be "site adjusted” or.."relocated”,
and that in restructuring the site, such works are
conceptually and perceptually part of the organisation
of the site {Serra 1994:203).

This type of site specific art, dependent upon its
environment, was defined by lames Meyer's 'literal
site’ (2000:24). He labelled such a site as conforming
to the 'physical constraints of [the] situation, even if
{or precisely when) it would subject this to critique’
(2000:24). Tilted Arc's critique arose particularly
because of its discomposure in the environment. Meyer
calls it a "critical monument with claims to resistance’
(2000:24).

Meyer further talks about a 'mobile’ site, which
can amongst other things, court its own destruction.
In that way the artwork is wilfully temporary, stating
that 'its nature is not to endure but to come down’
(2000:25). This is especially true in the works of Gordon
Matta-Clark, and is also relevant to Rachei Whiteread's
House.

4.2, Cutting: Gordon Matta-Clark

'‘One of my favourite definitions of the difference
between architecture and sculpture is whether
there is plumbing or not’ (Matta-Clark 1976:75).

Matta-Clark was a student of architecture before
entering the fine art world. His education in
architecture was dominated by Le Corbusier's theories
of the ideal city, and the possibility of attaining a
utopian urban environment through city planning®.
The misuse of these ideals by urban planners affected
his later artwork. His building cuts commented on
architectural styles’ preoccupation with symmetry and
geometry. Andrew Causey claims that Matta-Clark
'saw modernist architecture’s preoccupation with
geometry as equivalent to capitalism'’s desire to pigeon
hole individuals and classes of people within closed
compartments’ (1998:200).

Matta-Clark performed dissections on buildings.
Through these cuts, segments of buildings were
removed and installed in gallery spaces. Together
with his photomontages of the sites, these segments
served as the only evidence of his interventions. This is
because all the buildings were subsequently destroyed.
Matta-Clark’s choice of sites was defined by the failure
of certain buildings as permanent structures. All were
abandoned and awaiting demolition, and reflected

20 Le Corbusier advocated that form
should follow function. He also called the
building a 'machine for living', and de-
signed building and living units in accor-
dance with ratios of human proportions
and ergonomics. He advocated stringent
city planning structured on grids, where
high-rise buildings act as islands within
green zones. His utilitarian approach was
taught at many architectural schools, and
evolved into much of the theoretical ba-
sis of modernist architecture. Subsequent
city planners and architects, who stan-
dardised the designs irrespective of loca-
tion, corrupted the ideals of Le Corbusier
and his contemporaries. in the long run
it was proven that high-rise apartment
blocks were linked to higher rates of
crime and depression.



21 According to Mark Wigley [as cited
in Steele, 1997), the roots of Deconstruc-
tive Architecture lie in the works of the
Russian Constructivists. Deconstructive
Architecture, a seminal exhibition held
at the Museum of Modern Art in 1988,
first identified this trend in architecture,
Mark Wigley and Philip Johnson related
it to Russian Constructivism in its ‘threat
to tradition by breaking the classical rules
of composition, in which the balanced,
hierarchical relationship of forms creates
a unified whole! According to them pure
forms were ‘used to produce “impure”,
skewed geometric compositions...placed
in conflict to produce an unstable, rest-
less geometry' (Steele 1997:203).

the temporality of the built environment. While
serving to comment on real-estate speculation, urban
development and gentrification, they also highlighted
the failures of modernist architectural ideals. These are
articulated by Matta-Clark below:

...Modernity, proliferated by the development
of the International Style, must be seen in the
development of post-war American imperialism.
The state of that architecture reflects the
iconography of the Western Corporate axis. It
is first the abuse of Bauhaus and early Purist
ideals that | take issue with. Then | must clarify
how Monolithic Idealist problem-solving has not
only failed to solve the problems but created a
dehumanised condition at both a domestic and
institutional level. So what 1 am reacting to is
the deformation of values (ethics) in the guise of
Modernity, Renewal, Urban Planning, call it what
you will' (1976:77).

While Matta-Clark seems to comment on class and
urban planning, breaking the symmetry inherent in
architectural traditions is perhaps the most destructive
force in physically deconstructing a building. Although
he was called a behavioural architect by Donald
Wall (1976:74) | see various similarities between Matta-
Clark’s building cuts and the collection of architectural
styles that has become known as Deconstructivism?'.
According to site-specific artist James Wines, what

makes recent architectural work ‘deconstructive’
is 'the use of certain formal devices - rotated axis,
shattered grids, crossed beams, tilted walls, and radical
juxtapositions of materials - that appear to violate
the more orderly and ideological tenor of the original
sources’ (1989:135). This violation of the original
structure by Matta-Clark supports the claim that he
physically deconstructed buildings.

Deconstruction adds to John Baldessari's claim
that Gordon Matta-Clark was a minimalist with
an expressionist execution (1985:19). Matta-Clark
is a second generation minimalist, and instead of
constructing objects he used ready-mades. His ready-
mades were buildings, and he took the geometry of
minimalism and transferred it to architecture. In a
statement in 1977 he remarked, 'Why hang things
on the wall when the wall itself is so much more a
challenging medium? ...a simple cut or series of cuts acts
as a powerful drawing device able to redefine spatial
situations and structural components. ...Each building
generates its own unique situation’ (2007:188).

There are significant late minimalist influences in
his work. This is evident in the use of enclosed interior
space, its spatial context, and the viewer's relation to
the enclosed object. Opening up this enclosed space
was done through destabilising architecture, and the
viewer. However, by removing or splitting areas of
the floor, viewers were left with little place to orient
themselves in relation to the work, as was possible
with minimalist sculpture. Audiences at his sites recall






22 Suburban life cultivates the private
sphere, cut off from the demands of civil
society. The emergence of gated estates
in South Africa and abroad exemplify this
idealised living environment, and the au-
tonomy of the law enforcement systems
attest to this,

Figure 19: Gordon Matta-Clark, View of Splitting, 1974. Englewood, New
Jersey.

space. It also highlighted the architectural ethos of
demolishing the old in order to create monuments to
new symbols of prosperity. The Bronx Floors segments,
removed from the buildings, were first exhibited in
1972 (Figure 18). By tilting their once horizontal axis
alongside the flat vertical plane of the gallery wall, they
were presented as works of art. Each layer of the floors
was exposed to the viewer's scrutiny. Linoleum surfaces
covered the floorboards and in turn the structural
beams, exposing the historical stratum of construction,
habitation, and then destruction.

Matta-Clarke's reputation was built on Splitting
(Figures 19 & 20). He procured the use of a house in
suburban New Jersey through an art dealer and his

Figure 20: Gordon Matta-Clark, View
of Splitting, 1974. Englewoad, New
Jersey.

wife. They had bought the
property as an investment,
and would in due course
demolish the property to
redevelop it. The area had
once been a prosperous
neighbourhood  housing
commuters fleeing the
confines of Manhattan®.
It had since fallen into
decay like many of the
lower density areas surrounding the urban centre, and
the tenants were evicted. Matta-Clark transformed
this building into a sculpture by splitting it through its
centre, removing the cinderblocks on its corners, and
tilting the two halves away from each other. The cut
divided the entire body of the house from its roof to
its foundations, neatly cutting everything in its path.
By removing the corner foundations his team lowered
the base on the sides by several cases of brickwork. This
allowed the narrow split inside the house to open in
a wedge to the sky. Visitors to the site responded to
the kinaesthetic manner in which they experienced
the widening crack as they traversed the house.
Matta-Clark received a generally favourable response
from contemporary critics. Many claimed that he had
succeeded in turning a house into sculpture (Crow







24 This project was eventually realised in
Coribbean Orange, although the building
he acquired for this project was substan-
tially smaller, and located in New York.

continuing cycle of construction and demolition. For me
this construction and demolition process highlights the
destruction of social spaces, and the traces of historical
residues left in the appropriation of ‘new’ space.
Matta-Clarke's most ambitious project was
undertaken for the Internationaal Cultureel Centrum
(ICC) in Antwerp. In a letter to the curator he explained
that he intended to mount an exhibition that would
involve ‘transforming unused structures or spaces into
revitalised areas' (Crow 2006:110). The ICC secured an
office block for him whose previous occupants had
gone bankrupt. Matta-Clark's name for the work,
Office Baroque, is apparently a pun on ‘office-went-
broke. However, his initial plan for a notional sphere
cut into the structure was halted by the City of
Antwerp as it would pose a danger to the public®. The
building’s owners gave him permission to continue as
long as he limited his cuts to the interior. The basic
plan was derived from overlapping circles. On the first
floor, ares from two circles became visible where they
intersected, mapping what he called ‘a peculiar, almost
row-boat shaped hole’' (Matta-Clark 1977). The shape
mutated as it rose from floor to floor, the cuts dictated
by the available space and structural beams (Figure
23). The work contained an implied spatial rhythm as
viewed from up and down through the layers, colliding
with walls and partitions. Thomas Crow describes
this work as a 'more thoroughgoing realisation of
[Matta-Clark's] alchemical conception of building as a
provisional suspension between aerial and subterraneal

Figure 22: Gordon Matta-Clark, View of Office Boroque, 1977, Antwerp,
Belguim.

extensions. Further, it complicated the experience for
the viewer, to the degree that it could never be seen
in its entirety (2006:110-114). There were few visitors
to the site however. Most of those who witnessed it
did so through breaking into the building, which had
been padlocked by the ICC. The subsequent exhibition
of this work consisted of photographs documenting
the building, and two of the removed cuts.

Although the physical act of deconstructing a
building, and through an almost alchemical procedure
turning it into a sculpture interests me, it is the evidence
of Matta-Clarke's building cuts that are most relevant
to my own work. These are not his photomontages,
which | do not consider to be very successful as
documentation, but rather the pieces of the building
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4.3. Casting: Rachel Whiteread

Rachel Whiteread makes casts of the spatial voids
below or inside objects, furniture and structures. These
spaces are empty and are defined by what surrounds
them. Through casting she solidifies the absent spaces.
In doing so, absence becomes presence, by directing the
viewer's gaze towards the unseen spaces of everyday
life.

Social spaces are continually in a process of
construction, by ourselves or others around us. It is
always being broken down and rebuilt, under a process
of constant revision. Because it functions in time,
Doreen Massey calls it ‘social time-spaces' (1995:36).
Whiteread succeeded in disrupting the social time-
space continuum. She achieved this through effectively
freezing an object in time by casting its adjacent space.
The cast of this object {or structure) then also functions
as an object or structure. At the same time it depicts
the original object. Richard Shone notes that a cast of
an object traps it in time, 'eventually displaying two
histories - its own past and the past of the object it
replicates’ (1995:52).

In 1993 Rachel Whiteread secured the use of a
Victorian terraced house in Bow, in the East End of
London. It was the last house in a row of terraced houses
along Grove Road, and would in due course have been
demolished to make way for an urban park. The park
which was already surrounding House once housed
row upon row of houses behind the Victorian terraces.

They were post-war ‘prefabs’ intended as temporary
structures, but they were still in use in the 1970s.

The area surrounding Bow was in a process of
gentrification spurred on by intense development of
the Docklands area to the South. This aided settlement
of City workers from Central London to Canary wharf.
The East End was thus seeing a transformation from an
industrial and working class residential district into a
speculative real-estate development. The last tenants
of 193 Grove Road had moved out, and the house
was soon to be demolished. Whiteread proceeded to
cast the interior spaces of the house, boarding up the
windows before spraying Locrete {a type of concrete)
onto a steel grid reinforcing. The concrete was about
250 millimetres thick, and reinforced in order to be load
bearing. After the concrete had cured for the required
period of time, a construction company proceeded to
remove the exterior walls, roof and front terrace. What
remained was a cast of the negative interior space of
the house.

The outcome was that Whiteread had effectively
built a life-size anti-model of a house. With the
negative space inverted, it served to resemble a number
of typical modern houses. This was aided by the one
major structural change Whiteread made to the house;
in order to avoid unwanted connotations caused by the
V-shaped roof it was levelled off. The result was that the
House resembled a paradigmatic modernist structure.
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shaped by the shared and accumulated experience of
humanity, ‘which settled down sediment in the form of
‘archetypes’ {Harrison, Wood 2004:378].

Whiteread’s House also underscored nostalgia.
Nostalgia can take the form of an evocative emotional
response bringing forth feelings of absence, loss and
transience. Transience is perhaps one of the most
profound concepts evident in Whiteread's casts.
However, through evokingrepressed feelingsofnostalgia
a political will can also be evoked in communities, as
the media furore aver House proved. This media frenzy
was an integral part of the rapidly changing East End
environment. Doreen Massey explained that in the local
area of Tower Hamlets, ‘memory and nostalgia [were]
active forces precisely in the constitution of communal
identifications and political subjectivities’ {1995:41).
The British National Party had won the local election
in the year House was constructed. This far-right
party's victory was built on the battles surrounding
housing, with local concerns pitted against the ‘other’
immigrant classes. At the time there was a severe
housing shortage and the area of Bow, in which House
stood, was a relatively white enclave within the East
End. House came under fierce criticism from the British
National Party and local councillors for being obscure,
wasteful and elitist.

Fortunately House was not praised as defending
the 'whiteness' of Bow. Its solidness disallowed such
readings, as Doreen Massey wrote, 'House insists on
the impossibility of recovering the past' (1995:43).

Nostalgia is a narrative that idealises lived experience
by stripping it of specificity (Bird 1995:116). Repressed
feelings of nostalgia can often erupt in a political way,
with communities feeling a sense of belonging and
non-alienation, but also evoking xenophobia.

Notall critics of House were against elitistart projects
‘understood’ by just a few and ‘incomprehensible’
to the common man. Criticism also arose out of the
focal communities due to a dislike of House as a
representation of the East End. It resisted rather than
accommodated the surrounding buildings. People in
similar houses reacted angrily (Colomina 2001:74).

Whiteread also breached the boundary of public
and private spaces or places, by removing the barriers
between inside and outside. Opening up the insides
of a building to public scrutiny is a very voyeuristic
act. Living spaces within the urban environment are
already conducive to scopophillia, due to their close
proximity. Living spaces are private arenas of safety
and comfort, that ‘harbours the past and history of
its occupants' (Dennison 2001:34). Matta-Clark and
Whiteread open this 'sphere’ of privacy, 'as it takeson a
semi-public dimension as permeable, open to spectacle’
(Lee 2000:114). However, a home is not only a utopian
place of safety and shelter, but also a place of secrets.

Whiteread's sculptures resemble minimalist objects,
but instead of the precision of machine manufacture
we see the fissures or traces of history. These are
transmitted to the objects through the casting process.
The quotidian rituals of life are shown through




displaying forensic-like evidence of years of usage. The
process used in casting House enabled Whiteread to
extract not only the space of the cubic rooms, but also
the residue of the previous inhabitants; pieces of paint,
wallpaper and dust. Beatriz Colomina calls casting
‘an interrogation of space: violently pulling evidence
out of it, torturing it, forcing a confession’ She goes
on to compare casting with 'the brutal techniques of
medical enquiry and diagnoses’, seemingly berign,
and the ‘violent excavations and demolitions involved
in psychoanalysis! (2001:72). These comparisons
with medical interrogation relate to Matta-Clark's
dissections and incisions. They also evoke approaches
used in Gestalt therapy, where the minutest detail
is viewed and inspected in a highly confrontational
manner, albeit in the context of a greater whole.

James Lingwood explains the Gestalt evident in
House most succinctly:

‘Sculpturally, House referenced  minimalist
concerns; solidity and sense of wholeness, and
the repetition of unit structures. But instead of
emphasising the presence of the body it emphasises
the very absence of the body. The solid mass of the
sculpture indicated wholeness, but this gestalt was
contradictory. While the wholenessallowed instant
comprehension, the complete inaccessibility of
the structure warranted further inspection. House
was both a closed architectural form and an open
memorial..." (Lingwood 1995:8).

What | read most strongly in Whiteread's House is a
criticism levelled at architecture. This might not have
been her intention, as her other projects of the time
have more to do with transience and the exploration
of space than with architecture. But where this work
functions for me in contradiction to architecture is
through its ability to make the unseen, seen. In doing so
Whiteread exposed the unitary structures so favoured
by modernist architecture as a low-cost solution. The
result of such standardised structures on the living
environment is a loss of individuality and regional
identity.

in conclusion, Part One of this dissertation surveyed
the negation of modernism during the sixties through
a study of the work of certain minimal artists, as well
as the post-minimalist's uneasy relationship with
architects and architecture. | discuss this aspect in
Chapter 4 and go so far as to label it ‘a confrontation
with architecture’ This is an important point because it
lends strength to the title of my dissertation, namely
‘Usurping Architecture: Sculptural Resistance to the
Built Environment..

After discussing Richard Serra's antithetical
relationship with architecture, and Gordon Matta-
Clark’s physical annihilation of architecture, | move
onto a discussion of Rachel Whiteread's so-called
‘medical enquiries' into architecture. Her work is closest
to my own work, although there are of course many
points of difference. | too am interested in using found
materials to make a cement cast, and in interrogating






Part Two: Practical Methodology.

Materials

Truth to material’ implies that the material used in the
production of a sculpture aids in its conception and
production. This is in many ways true in my use of con-
crete. | do not use this medium to mimic the products
of other sculptural techniques such as stone carving,
woodcarving, or traditional mould-making processes
that employ the use of plaster, wax or latex. | cast con-
crete into moulds adapted from those used in the con-
struction industry, such as formwork and shuttering.
Nor do | rely on purchasing assembled modules such
as pre-cast concrete. | prefer to work in immediate
contact with the material, constructing the form and
structure of the objects from the base materials up. For
this | use water, steel, a selection of aggregates, and
Pretoria Portland Cement (PPC).

The scale of cement production around the world is
staggering. By 2007 the United States alone was using
100 Million tonnes a year, while by 2008 China was
consuming 50 percent of the globe's cement (Econo-
mist 2008). In South Africa the reinforced concrete pil-
lars which rise from plots of redeveloped land signal
the expansion of cities and the growth of the construc-
tion industry.

After water, concrete is the second most widely
used material on earth. Most commonly it consists of
Portland cement, potable water and aggregates. While

the cement used in its production has differed, the ba-
sic recipe for concrete has been known since ancient
times. The cement used by the Romans is most simi-
lar to Portland. They used quicklime, pozzolanic ash,
and an aggregate made of pumice?®. Modern cement,
such as the most commonly used Portland, consists of
calcium, silicon and aluminium. It is produced by heat-
ing limestone with clay, until it bonds into a solid mass
known as a clinker. This is then crushed with a source of
sulphate {e.g. gypsum) to produce cement powder.

By adding water to cement, it hardens through a
process known as hydration. A lower water-cement
ratio results in a stronger bond than a higher water
ratio. Aggregates are added to the cement paste and
make up the bulk of the concrete mixture. Both fine
and coarse aggregates, like sand, gravel and crushed
stone contribute to the high compressive strength of
concrete. Reinforcing steel reduces the tensile stresses
placed on concrete, and can be pre-stressed for extra
strength”. In order to maximise the strength of con-
crete it needs to be compacted. This can be achieved
through vibration. Concrete also needs to cure at an
appropriate environmental condition until hydration
is complete. A moist environment increases the hydra-
tion, lowering permeability and increasing the strength
of concrete. The hydration process can be accelerated

28  The Romans and Egyptians added
volcanic ash, allowing concrete to set
under water. The Romans also added
horsehair to lessen the ability of concrete
to shrink while hardening, and added
blood to make it more frost resistant. Re-
cent technological advancements have
seen the introduction of aggregates and
admixtures capable of conducting elec-
tricity. Compressed concrete can thus be
heated, act as sensors to measure pass-
ing traffic on freeways or count people
entering a room. Using concrete itself as
a conduit for electricity is proven to be
more reliable than embedding wires and
sensors in the concrete {(Economist, 23
September 2006).

29  Fibre reinforcing is also commonly
used, although there is no widespread
distribution of it in South Africa. Using
synthetic fibres to reinforce concrete al-
lows a thin layer of concrete to be sus-
pended over large areas.
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or retarded through the use of chemical admixtures.

Potable water should be used in the production of
concrete. When water and cement is mixed, it forms a
cement paste. This paste glues the aggregate together.
Raising the water content in the plastic concrete in-
creases the concrete’s workability. But excessive water
will lead to increased bleeding (through the mould or
as surface water) and the segregation of aggregates.
This results in a lower quality concrete.

While expansion occurs when concrete is subjected
to heat, contraction is a constant part of its curing pro-
cess. Concrete can continue shrinking for up to thirty
years. However, the rate of shrinkage falls rapidly and
is generally negligible after some time.

It is typical for concrete to crack, either during the
curing process or during finishing. Cracking is exac-
erbated by thermal effects such as extreme tempera-
tures. It also occurs as a result of usage and the tension
to which the concrete is subjected to. The extent of
cracking can be limited during the hydration process,
and the first three days are crucial to this. Extensive
cracking also appears when the cement-aggregate ra-
tio is too high.

Cement and concrete is the medium in which | have
chosen to work. Although there exists a sculptural tra-
dition of using concrete in figurative sculpture and so-
called outsider art, my use of this medium stems from
architectural and spatial considerations. Architecture is
the locus at which space, subject and object meet. My
interest in architecture comes from my experience of

the built environment and how sculpture acts in resis-
tance to that environment.

Processes

The shape and form of my sculptures are generally con-
ceived as thumbnail sketches. To explore the feasibility
of these sketches as sculptures, some of these drawings
are transferred onto large sheets of used architectural
blueprints with charcoal. These larger drawings aid in
the planning and execution of my moulds, into which
concrete will be poured. Once | have decided upon a
suitable form | proceed to construct a mould.

| use shutter-ply board or an equally suitable timber
for the construction of the flat and angular parts of the
moulds. For curved areas | use hardboard which is thor-
oughly moistened and then clamped in a curved press
while it dries. Once all the timber pieces have been cut
or curved | sand the inside panels to a smooth finish.
While the different segments are being joined | start
painting them with gloss enamel. This is in an effort o
render the timber structure waterproof from the inside.
[ do this to minimise bleeding through the wood during
the casting process, as this would result in brittle areas
on the finished product. | leave one side of the mould
open through which to pour the concrete.

To increase the strength and extend the life of the
sculptures | use a steel reinforcing grid as an armature.
For this | use mild-steel reinforcing rods, welded togeth-















Part Three: List of Artworks: The Formwork Series.

Step. 2006. Reinforced Concrete.

Step consists of two flat, rectangular, blocks. They
are cast together so that they are joined along the
length of the blocks but at opposite ends. The broader
block rests on the one below. The width of the upper
block cantilevers 210 mm over space, while the lower
block extends by 160 mm underneath. The weight of
the lower segment counters the weight of the upper
segment. The entire piece is 200 mm in height, with
each of the blocks rising by 100 mm. The height of each
of these blocks is similar to the height of an average
step on a staircase, and goes some way in resembling a
dislocated pair of steps. The width of the piece is 570
mm and was based on the width of my shoulders.

Step was the first work of this series in which | used
ergonomic measurements in designing the sculpture.
The width, height and shape invite the viewer to make
associations with structures they are familiar with.
A step is a functional structure aiding humans in
traversing uneven terrain or accessing differing levels.
Their function allows users to ascend or descend through

space, and often serve as links between separate, closed
off spaces.

‘Step’ is also a verb, signalling the action taken to
counter the purposeful offset of balance forwards
or backwards. It can also refer to progress or digress
not related to the physical action of walking. While
the stepping action is one taken by many people on
a daily basis, structural steps are features of the built
environment which most people utilise every day. Step,
however, does not provide the same functionality. One
can place one's feet on the blocks, rising slightly in
the process. But it would not lead its user anywhere.
One can only rise from one level to the next, at which
stage the counterbalance of the user's weight will
topple the structure, rendering even this minimal
function useless. The function that Step does provide
is in engaging the viewer in a manner which invites a
kinaesthetic response. Three of the works in this series
use the appearance of steps as a strategy to invoke a
phenomenological response in the viewer.












Dolos. 2006. Ciment Fondue, Steel

Dolos consists of three concrete pillars. All three are
joined at the top as if on the same axis. Two of the
pillars are parallel, but are separated by the third, which
is swung forward ninety degrees. The work is rough, the
colour dark, and it is supported rather awkwardly by
the three pillars.

The title Dolos refers to the large pre-cast concrete
structures used for the construction of breakwaters and
reclamation of the sea. These structures take the form
if an T shape, with the top and bottom horizontals
extended and twisted at right angles to each other.
When multiple dolosse are placed on top of each other
they interlock, and once they have been compacted
by earthworks or the force of the sea, they become
impossible to shift.

The contemporary dolos was named after homemade
toys made from the tailbones of oxen. Some of these
bones represented ox-wagons, while the smaller bones

resembled oxen. The toy resembling an ox was a 'dolos’,
and the collective term for the toys were 'dolosse’ This
was also the name of the game, which is an uniquely
South African creation, as is the newly concreted ‘dolos’,
which was invented by Eric Mowbray Merrifield.

While Dolos refers to the children's game, the shape
of the work is also suggestive of an optical illusion often
found in children's books. The 'impossible columns' is
an illustration showing the pedestals of three columns.
When the eye follows the columns upwards, the middle
column fades away into the space between the outer
two. When constructing Dolos it was my intention to
present the viewer with a puzzle. And although Dolos
resembles the optical illusion of the impossible columns,
it does not present the viewer with any illusion,
Rather they are faced with an ambiguous geometric
structure.






Formwork no.9. 2006-2007. Concrete, Steel, Copper.

Formwork no.9 deals more directly with the formal visual aspects of
the built environment during construction than many of the other
works in this series. The materials also differ from some of the other
structures in that the inner steel reinforcement rods are exposed. This
is an element of concrete construction that is always hidden, visible
only during construction or demolition. When the construction process
is interrupted or permanently suspended, the steel reinforcing is also
often displayed on the uncompleted structures. When exposed to water
or damp the mild steel rods rust. This weakens the concrete structure.
What it serves to illustrate in this work is the process of working with
concrete. In this work | also utilised copper plumbing pipes and joints.
Although these materials are often seen in completed structures they
are usually hidden from view.

This work exposes structural elements allowing the viewer to see the
inside of the solid form through exposed structural protrusions.
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Tilted Shelves. 2007. Reinforced Concrete.

The idea behind Tilted Shelves evolved from a functional
object, whose function was ambiguous or that had
became compromised in some way. | began looking
at objects such as tables or chairs. However, | did not
want to be too specific in replicating an existing object,
and settled on constructing a tall concrete block that
incorporated useless shelves.

The shape | cast contained two identical recesses. |
saw these recesses as storage spaces, titled at such an
angle as to render them incapable of functional usage. |
angled the blocks in such a manner that the base would
just be heavy enough to counterbalance the forward-
leaning upper part. They are on the cusp of verticality.

The mass and weight of the solid concrete implies
stability and permanence. By tilting these structures,
this stability is undercut allowing the possibility of
collapse. Furthermore, dialogue between the two tilted
shelves is created by their position towards each other.
They support each other, not physically, but they act as
buffers should either structure tilt forward. By facing
each other the recesses are also partly hidden from view.
This negates the promise of functional value.
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Steps. 2007. Reinforced Concrete.

The construction of Steps involved the use of a reusable
mould from which multiple casts were made. The
name Steps is deceptive. It resembles three steps that
have been displaced or cut out from a larger pre-cast
staircase. Although this seems to be their origin, the
steps do not function, or indeed look exactly like those
one would find on a stairwell. Both the vertical rises
and the horizontal surfaces are of the same length.
As a result there is no signifier as to which side rises
and which side descends. In fact, the depth of the
individual steps would not allow one to place ones foot
comfortably in order to traverse the structure.

Steps serve as an architectonic sculpture, a sampler
of a functional architectural feature. But instead of
replicating a functional object this sculpture cannot be
utilised, allowing it only to be read as a visual artifice.
The placement of the Steps is vital to a reading of the
object. By leaning it against a wall the form links the
floor to the wall, and takes environmental space into
consideration. This function highlights architectural
features of the surrounding space.
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Formwork no.12 (Block and Slot). 2007. Reinforced Concrete.

The original design behind this work was two steps, with the central part of the
upper step removed to compromise its possible function. While constructing the
mould | became interested in the negative space around the mould, not on the
inside, but around the closed, exterior part of it. The shape created by the mould
was a polyhedron, and once | had cast the structure and removed the mould, |
again became affected by the reification created by the structure. The shape of
the second structure was thus generated by the first, larger one.

| subsequently cast the smaller structure, which fits perfectly into the larger
one. When placed apart, the viewer's perception of the two structures generates
the idea that the smaller structure 'belongs’ to the larger one. This perception can
be altered according to where the objects are placed in relation to each other.

The dialogues created by the two are that they fit together. The recess of the one
and the protruding arm of the other, further enhances the perception that they
are constructed specifically for each other. The opposite spaces of these structures
imply a male-female dichotomy. Although the creation of such a reading was
unintentional, it remains open to interpretation by the individual viewer.
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Carriages. 2007-2008. Reinforced Concrete.

The form and structure of Carriages evolved out of a
series of drawings. The first object was designed through
a process in which | examined the aesthetic qualities of a
partly curved block-like shape with an imbedded recession.
Only once | had cast the second object did the spatial
functioning of the pair become apparent.

The second object has a larger recession; it extends to
the end of the curve while also receding deeper into the
form. These sculptures are activated by placing them in
proximity to each other, allowing the viewer to generate
spatial information regarding the geometry of the objects,
and the differences between them.
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Climb. 2008. Reinforced Concrete.

Climb is a set of three step-like ledges that rise up
a concrete block. Although the reference to a stair
is clearly evident, the steps are higher than they are
deep, allowing the possibility that it could have been
tilted on its back. The back side of the block is tilted
outwards, and presents the viewer with a simple mass.
Despite its apparent weight and solidness, the structure
is undercut by vulnerability presented by the forces of
balance and gravity.

The steps invite the viewer to access the work by
ascending the levels. The desire for such an action is
denied by the tilt of the structure. Any weight applied
to the structure from above could result in its collapse.
Yet, as the structure is presented to the viewer, it is
completely self supporting.

Climb once again refers to a verb as well as a
description, and is in reference to the kinaesthetic
response made possible for the viewer. The work is
however not solely reliant on such a response, and
the Gestalt of the form must also be noted. The work
activates the space around it as the viewer becomes
more aware of the negative space created by the work.
Here the architectural space of the room is highlighted
and environmental factors taken into consideration.
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19: Gordon Matta-Clark. View of Splitting, 1974.
Englewood, New Jersey. /n Diserens, C (ed). 2006.
Gordornr Mattu-Clark. Phaidon Press: London and New
York (81).

20: Gordon Matta-Clark. View of Splitting, 1974.
Englewood, New Jersey. In Diserens, C {ed). 2006.
Gordon Matta-Clark. Phaidon Press: London and New
York (83).

21: Gordon Matta-Clark, Conical Intersect, 1975. Black
and white photograph, 40.5 x 59 cm. Estate of Gordon
Matta-Clark. In Diserens, C (ed). Gordon Matta-Clark.
2006, Phaidon Press: London and New York {95).

22: Gordon Matta-Clark, View of Office Baroque, 1977.
Antwerp, Belguim. /n Diserens, C (ed). 2006. Gordon

Matta-Clark. Phaidon Press: London and New York (115).

23: Gordon Matta-Clark, Bingo, 1974. Building fragments
{Installed at Westfilisches Landemuseum fir Kunst und
Kulturgeschichte, Minster, Germany, 1999). In Diserens,
C (ed). Gordon Matta-Clark. Phaidon Press: London and
New York (91).
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24: Rachel Whiteread, House, 1993. {Photograph courtesy
of Gavin Younge).

25: Rachel Whiteread, House, 1993. (Photograph courtesy
of Gavin Younge).

Part Two; Methodology (all photographs by the artist)

26: Pieter Cilliers, Steel armature used to reinforce the
concrete.

27: Pieter Cilliers, Inserting a void within the mould.

28: Pieter Cilliers, Compacting concrete through the use of
a vibrating table.

29: Pieter Cilliers, Removing the mould.

Part Three: List of Artworks
(all photographs by the artist)

30: Pieter Cilliers, Step, 2008. Reinforced concrete.

31: Pieter Cilliers, Poke, 2006. Reinforced concrete, mild
steel,

32: Pieter Cilliers, Dolos, 2006. Ciment Fondue, steel.

33: Pieter Cilliers, Twins, 2006. Reinforced concrete.

34: Pieter Cilliers, Formwork no.9, 2006-2007. Reinforced
concrete, mild steel, copper.

35: Pieter Cilliers, Tilted Shelves, 2007. Reinforced concrete.

36: Pieter Cilliers, Steps, 2007. Reinforced concrete.

37: Pieter Cilliers, Formwork no.12 (Block and Slat), 2007.
Reinforced concrete,

38: Pieter Cilliers, Carriages. 2007-2008. Reinforced
concrete.

39: Pieter Cilliers, Formwork no. 15 {After Judd). 2007.
Reinforced concrete,

40: Pieter Cilliers, Climb. 2007-2008. Reinforced concrete.

41-44: Pieter Cilliers, 2006-2008. Charcoal drawings on
blueprint.














