MS of essay commissioned and accepted by Rasheed Araeen for the book The Whole Story: The Arts in Postwar Britain. (The book was never published, though the list of contributors was long and distinguished and the book was, as I understand it, complete. The idea was that it should be a textbook for British Art that took account of the contribution of non-white artists and alongside other intersectional questions.) 
BEINGS AND SOMETHINGS: NEW BRITISH SCULPTURE IN THE 1980s

Ian Hunt
'They must be beings, not somethings, for the inorganic could not serve for substance yielding enough to receive and resistant enough to withstand, able indeed to respond to the commerce of others. The finer, more highly finished would be so easily broken.'  John Wilkinson (1) 

1. Locating a generation
This essay looks at a small number of sculptors who came to public attention in the 1980s: Tony Cragg, Richard Deacon, Alison Wilding, Shirazeh Houshiary and Anish Kapoor. They are well known, canonical figures of recent British art, and in need of reconsideration. I shall argue that their work combines a profound reticence, a reluctance to speak directly, with, perhaps paradoxically, an acute and subtle engagement with significant aspects of their time.  


There have been very few exhibitions that have emphasised the social and historical context for these artists' work. The 1997 Hayward show Material Culture: The Object in British Art in the 1980s and 90s (2) invoked periodicity in formal terms, suggesting continuities and distinctions between stylistic moments in British art of the respective decades, and looking at the varying ways in which the object had been used. Both of the stylistic moments Material Culture addressed were built on social contradictions, but of subtly different kinds – a distinction that was hard to see in the exhibition itself.  The older artists (not restricted to the core group of 'New British Sculptors' who came to public view in the 1980s) were not all represented by early and defining statements – which might have illuminated such contradictions – and could not be shown in any depth. The younger artists appeared to be the main focus of attention: the art of the present granting permission, as it were, to art of the recent past, to which it was not an accurate guide. For these younger artists, social contradictions appeared more readily available for quotation or appropriation through the selection and presentation of objects in forms little altered from their everyday state: simply to fill the honorific space of sculpture with three-dimensional things was for many of these artists a sufficient strategy. Many showed a gestural quality in their thinking, for which Richard Wentworth's work was one precedent, though not all managed this with his wit and broad social understanding. 


Some of the older artists also figured as freshly disavowed parents for many of the younger ones, especially on the question of how worked a piece should be. The curators, however, sought continuities or polite disagreements with the artists of the recent British past. The atmosphere created was of forced and pretended friendship rather than productive antagonism. The strengths, possibilities and the critical dimensions of the older artists – not all of whom had settled into careers by this point – were not readily appreciated, and the account of the younger artists' work was somewhat bloodless (Rebecca Warren and Sarah Lucas being among the exceptions). In the generally celebratory atmosphere it was hardly possible to gauge what had been lost or found, either in aesthetic terms or in the habits of viewer response and interpretation in which aesthetic terms are embedded. (Contemplation, for the younger artists, was mostly out; quick viewing, reference-getting, was in.) Material Culture could have been a coherent and informed antidote to the Saatchi-dominated narrative of British art of the mid-1990s. By including artists such as Lucia Noguiera and Susan Hiller it proved its point about the fickleness of allocating artists to generations; but ultimately, despite its worthwhile intentions, it ended up as something of a compromise.


However, its focus on sculpture as a disputed term and on the differing attitudes towards the object and language was entirely justified. These questions were at issue both within and between the notional generations. 'Sculpture' figured as a key term in the training and studio culture of many of the older artists, and also in the successful promotion and exhibition of their work in national and international contexts. The use of materials from outside the standard repertoire of modernist sculpture, especially shards and discards from the street, the factory and the skip, was made eloquent in the art of the 1980s by methodical redeployment in forms of self-conscious labour, and by an acute awareness of the mixing, meeting and joining of materials of different natures. Artefacts, when used, retained a possibility of achieving an active role in symbolisation, in coming to mean something, rather than remaining locked in their given identity (3). Cragg's work, for example, has an almost encyclopaedic ability to deal with materials, artefacts and forms, but his work is not neutral – it is acutely involved in exploring subjectivity and feeling, though not in a self-dramatising way. The institutional success of the sculptors of the 1980s (many were eventually nominated for the Turner Prize, and five won it) may have blinded younger artists to many of their qualities. In looking again at key 1980s sculptors, my interest is in their oblique but telling ability to represent, and their understanding of how the physical art of sculpture could convey knowledge of changed times. While there was much good writing on these artists at the time (by Michael Newman, Lynne Cooke, Charles Harrison, Peter Schjeldahl, Thomas McEvilley and others) much remains unsaid about the cultural dimensions of their work.


The success of the art this essay addresses lay in its willingness to operate as a gallery-based art – removed from, but not untroubled by, social life. As with any art, it was inevitable that the audience for this work would seek forms of representation and recognition in it, and the best of the ‘New British Sculpture’ returned this need to its viewers in new ways with a subtly negotiated awareness of them. It was 'able indeed to respond to the commerce of others', as John Wilkinson puts it. This was a refined art made in a context of political contention that the artists refrained from representing directly (except Cragg in his early pictorial works made from plastic fragments, which included a riot policeman, Britain Seen from the North and the Union Jack – all made in 1981 (4) ). Technically, the new sculpture appeared in keeping with the middle-class manners and character of British art in the postwar period, but it did represent a considerable stylistic shift and an opening of art outwards to more general concerns, while retaining a commitment to what sculpture is specifically able to do. It was consistently supported by public galleries and organisations, and also by private collectors and museums, especially in Europe. Within these structures, radicalism and innovation may be framed for the beholder as a trophy, and eternal human values, mastery and mystery are ever at the ready to take over the burden of explanation for the new forms we behold; nevertheless the works become available for those interested to see them, and the institutions involved are not simple machines of the civilising process or the market. The attention these artists received at the time was deserved, and to see their works in public galleries at the time affirmed an intelligent contemporary realism as well as robust evidence of imaginative life. Their impact on sculptural practice, then mostly languishing in unconvincing academic forms of abstraction and domestications of expanded-field thinking to landscape, was liberating and heterodox. 


The sculptural work of the 1980s managed to operate in an interesting middle ground between more radical and ephemeral forms of artistic work (such as Black Audio Film Collective's Handsworth Songs, performances by Rose English, Mona Hatoum or Gary Stevens) and the international painting revival on the other. The 80s sculptors' ability to withhold as well as to articulate was built on shared social facts and difficulties, in a period of radical conservatism, socially divisive policy and an assault on public culture. The private nature of this art – its ability to intrigue, rebuff, impose on and retreat from its viewers – was manifested in the most public of forms. By its command of space it takes on the character of a public statement, even when that statement is oblique. To look again at this work it is necessary to broaden the context: to reopen its relationships with art that has left fewer historical traces in collections, or that did not define itself as sculpture. It is also necessary to re-read the work itself, strategically, for what it could and could not speak of about the positive cultural developments of its time, including anti-racist politics, feminism, and the critique of ideology and established forms of knowledge – as represented by identity politics, the emergence of cultural studies as a discipline and the wider questioning that took place under the heading of the postmodern. This essay can only deal with some of these contexts, and places some emphasis on feminism (5).  

2. The early 1980s and the beholder   

Objects and Sculpture (Arnolfini/ICA, 1981) and, more wide-rangingly, The Sculpture Show (Serpentine Gallery/Hayward Gallery, 1983) were among the defining exhibitions where the new approaches to sculpture became visible. The artists, nearly all of whom had quite long apprenticeships, made their first solo shows in the late 1970s and early 1980s. A smaller grouping was consolidated by the British Council exhibition Transformations, in 1983: Cragg, Deacon, Kapoor, Wilding and Bill Woodrow. Antony Gormley was frequently considered and exhibited in this context, though his version of perennially appealing figuration is limited in comparison with the more speculative and subtle human understandings that can be located in the other artists' work.  


Cragg's breakthrough piece was probably Stack (1975), a cube of carefully arranged waste materials. In 1977 in New York, using a hammer, he 'reduced variously coloured bricks into powdered rubble on the gallery floor', a striking aesthetic statement (6). New Tones – Newton's Stones, followed in 1978. It consists of a rainbow of found plastic fragments arranged in a rectangle. Accounts of British sculpture in the 1980s (7) frequently begin with this fascinating work, which occupies the horizontal plane of the gallery floor – an area claimed for art by Carl Andre with bricks, metal plates and lumber, and by Richard Long with stones, but not by this point anyone's sole artistic property. New Tones – Newton's Stones is preoccupied by the natural and the unnatural in equal measure: plastic, as it ages and fades in sunlight, becomes fully a part of new nature. As an essay on new materials, and the relationship between colour and matter, this work could hardly be bettered. 


However, I want to compare this work with another horizontal work of the period by an artist not identified with sculpture, to look at how definitions of sculpture were at issue within as well as between the notional generations we are considering. Fragments (1976-78) by Susan Hiller, is an arrangement and analysis of Pueblo potsherds, mostly presented resting on gouache drawings, each of which does not portray the adjacent fragment but another one, not present. It also consists of charts, diagrams and texts in polythene bags hung on adjacent walls. The drawings were displayed on the gallery floor in a grid formation. Fragments is to be looked at and encountered as a horizontal extension through physical space where we would normally walk, and it is also to be read, interpreted: not as simple evidence of retrieval of a far-off practice in which women were primary makers of meaning, but also for opening out its own act of retrieval and labour to cultural scrutiny. Guy Brett writes: 'My first and lasting impression of Hiller's now-classic Fragments (which I saw at the Museum of Modern Art in Oxford in 1978) was of a kind of dismantling of "achieved" and monumental space. [...] It was not simply that the work was composed of fragments – both material and verbal – but that they remained fragments, refusing to conjure up defined wholes, either artistic or scientific. Yet the disposition of the space had a powerful physical – I could call it sculptural – presence' (8).    


New Tones – Newton's Stones shares the sculptural presence (and vulnerability to the viewer's tread), but it does not have the element of 'to be read': its impact is physical, optical and immediate. The work appears to contain all that we need to interpret it. There is a sense of self-sufficiency – that the physical evidence given to us, in combination with the title, is enough. This is an important feature of the sculptors considered here. Their work seems to confirm its spectators in the view that empiricism – attending to the evidence of our senses, to the facts that are obstinately there – is the approach required. Frequently the titles they choose act as allusive and engaging prompts for viewers: familiar phrases and idioms, vernacular touches. These deftly establish interpretative frames and encourage us to approach their works' claim on larger social meanings. However, the sense of the physical undoes our rationalisations of their form and our associations, and the encounters we have with these works tend to be private, not fully socialised, despite the way the sculptures take on a public character through their occupation of space. Ultimately, the contract the sculptors offer their audience is a solitary one.  In contrast Fragments, drawing on wider social commitments, confidently opened out the frame of interpretation itself as a shared cultural dilemma. It is a significant difference. 


Interestingly, it was only Cragg who found a way to open out that empirical solitariness into more widely shared cultural terrain, through exploration of the legitimate role of image (as opposed to figure) in sculpture. Swiftly following on from the rectangle of New Tones were works such as Redskin (a floor-piece in the shape of a toy plastic figure, made in a disused factory in Berlin, 1979), and Flugzeug  – an aeroplane, realised in Künstlerhaus Hamburg, which was enlarged from a toy attached to a nearby wall. Such works brilliantly entered the immediate social possibilities of the moment – the hunger for images – while keeping the images deliberately simple and retaining a much wider historical and sculptural understanding of material. As contours on the floor they could, in any case, only be grasped as anamorphs; there was no right place to see them. Cragg would develop, as we have seen, freedom to respond directly to political events, but image is a beginning point in these works, not an end. Woodrow's early works, made from cutting up abandoned consumer items to make new meanings, have a similar ability to engage through the use of simple images while retaining an identity for sculptural work. These works by Cragg and Woodrow were nevertheless relatively isolated in their use of sculptural techniques (cutting up, sorting, thinking with materials) to engage in a wider social questioning. Deacon's work cannot be taken as paradigmatic, but his work requires a solitary encounter to vouchsafe its meanings, and his small works went out under the symptomatic title Art for Other People. A reticence about art as a shared project appeared to have taken hold. Only Cragg, in his writings, expresses anything like a programme, and there it is principally a descriptive account of the environment sculpture enters (9). There were good political reasons for this reticence, quite apart from the fact that the sculptors did not themselves form a coherent group.

3. Richard Deacon and gender  

Deacon, among these artists, had come through a period of involvement with far-left politics and may have had reasons to be suspicious of the constraints of oppositional language as well as the right-wing ideology then raining down as policy under Margaret Thatcher's government. But the reticence of his work – which he drew attention to and implicitly questioned in titles by his explicit interests in language, communication and muteness – has other sources than living through the period of political defeat represented by the period known as Thatcherism. This period was also one of positive questioning, rethinking and reconstruction on the left, an important aspect of which was feminism.  


Gender differences, feminism and relationships between the sexes appear to be fairly clear sources for Deacon's preoccupation with communication, though this aspect of his work has not been widely discussed. Feminism was prominent through this period in art circles and beyond them – in 1979 The Slits sang 'Typical girls are so confusing/Typical girls – you can never tell', and vibrantly claimed a space within punk and post-punk. How did one man's response to feminism manifest itself in and through the more sober manners of sculpture? Let's begin with some crude thinking. Without going into close readings of works, one could consider Deacon's determined neglect of welded steel in favour of diverse materials – including fabric, lino, glued and laminated wood, and galvanised steel, painstakingly cut, folded and joined by rivets. These materials and modes of joining are absolutely counter to the welded steel orthodoxy that emerged from Anthony Caro's teaching in the 70s. (This teaching may have left few visible traces in public collections or art history but it provided an implicit backdrop to the material choices and counter-choices made by Deacon and his contemporaries.) No material or practice can be simply identified in gender terms, but the overwhelmingly masculinist character of sculpture departments in art schools, at least into the mid-1980s, is not seriously disputed. Deacon's pointed avoidance of welded metal in his early works was a critical move, however stupidly the game was set up. Having said this, his work is frequently large in scale, commanding in its use of space, and it shows evidence of materials bent to the artist's will and design. Steel, too, was to return, however differently it was treated. In some ways Deacon's work reconfigures and makes newly self-conscious as a subject the male sculptor's traditional role of struggling with material. 


Deacon also explicitly moved away from the rectilinear forms characteristic of the minimalist artists who had impressed him so much, such as Judd, in favour of the curvilinear. He addressed questions of surface – of how the external skin mediates the intuited interior – rather than mass, or part to part relationships. (Surface is also structure in Deacon's works, which usually have nothing inside them, and pottery has been one of his abiding concerns.) Rectilinear forms, like curvilinear ones, don't have any given gender identity, outside that they acquire through association and history – unless one wants to argue for phenomenological or biological constants in how we respond. Such suggestiveness and associations, however acquired or understood, are nevertheless an unavoidable aspect of the language the sculptor is using. I would argue that Deacon consciously worked with these structurally given meanings and associations of both form and material, stupid as some of them are, and made a determined stand within and through them. It carries through to his understanding of language. Let's Not Be Stupid, the title of a major public sculpture made in 1991, is a familiar set phrase in a domestic dispute between partners, or in a workplace, whenever authority is claimed to shut the other person up. One mission of feminism was to redescribe these situations, to both women and men. The work itself is unusually forthright: it depicts two looped elements or beings, one of which is in a caged enclosure, joined by a bridge of relation or speech. The beings themselves could plausibly be described as speech bubbles: spoken, as well as speaking beings. 


The critical advantage Deacon brought to sculpture was that his work is inescapably appealing as figure, but we cannot usually say what or where his figures are, still less determine their gender – Boys and Girls, one early work is called, alluding to this impossibility. Sexual symbols are not preferred over other signs and allusions, and when they are present the associations of the material used tend to contradict the identity of the symbol, and identificatory thinking itself starts to unravel. We are left with physical facts again, but also with a deeper curiosity, desire and wish for relationship with the being the sculpture still seems to represent. The tradition of intact, worked, self-sufficient sculpture was continued – Deacon respected aspects of William Tucker's phenomenological account of sculpture, 'subject to gravity, revealed by light'. But the sense of otherness was moved from the idealistic or sometimes primitivising plane in which Tucker mostly worked by this point, towards a more immediate and vulnerable sense of negotiated recognition of another person (or another's recognition of you: Deacon has pointed out the some works may you feel like their object). The physical dance with the sculpture that you make, as you explore its silhouette, profile, back, front, and surface, is a part of this negotiation, and what may seem open from one approach may from another seem withdrawn, wrapped up in itself. Closed forms, such as the tank-like Struck Dumb (which is sliced but even here does not reveal its interior), may not signify a specifically male defensiveness, but the sculptures reveal a consistent psychological pressure around the question of being open or closed. Elsewhere in social life this dynamic does involve us in thinking critically about gendered behaviour. 


Deacon's works conserve a tradition of sculpture, but they set out to do so in a period in which common usage first began to untangle the word gender from the word sex: a small but significant historical victory. His close concern with the interpersonal realm marks his work out as some kind of response to feminism. To acknowledge that he did indeed speak as a man, not as a universal subject, might seem a minor triumph, but he was relatively isolated in this and, perhaps unsurprisingly, it was underdiscussed both at the time and now (10). 


Interpreters were ready at the time with sophisticated readings, but it is necessary to be more direct. Deacon was not afraid of thinking about sex. The vulnerability and excitement of sex and the motif of castration (not an exclusively male concern, in psychoanalytic theory) are indicated by the fish-trap/basket motif in the untitled laminated sculptures of the early 1980s, and later in the remarkable What Could Make Me Feel This Way A (1993). The six elements resembling openwork vessels/fish-traps are themselves trapped in spiralling loops of bentwood. The vessel forms and the encircling loops summon sexual identification as both male and female simultaneously. (From the side, in complete contrast, the whole appears to be some kind of vehicle, which summons the question of who or what is driving.) By this point the fear of being caught and the desire to be held were still clearly present, but as part of a dyad encompassing a celebratory attitude to wildness and sexual energy. The wildness found more direct expression in Laocoon (1996). 


I have gone into some blatantly sexual readings here because, quite simply, the question of sex and relation (how one thing fits or joins another) seems to be a principal underlying concern of Deacon's work. It is possibly a divisive one. Different but equal, the feminist slogan announced: any wider claims for what is shared by men and women, as respondents to sculpture or in other contexts, have to reckon with what may be different in order to reconfirm what is equal. Male viewers may feel rewarded or affirmed by the self-questioning Deacon's sculptures inaugurate, and their taut energy and psychodramas; female viewers may see yet another man wrestling with a snake. But the overall atmosphere established by Deacon's work – that it acknowledges its status as man-sculpture – permits them to have a fruitful discussion about it. However virtuosic his sculptural performances, without interaction they remain radically incomplete: they crave commerce with others. To call them masterful is to misunderstand an important part of the cultural history of which they are a part. 

4. Alison Wilding and embodiment 

The 'New British Sculpture', however one defines it, was heterodox. But this does not mean we can approach the artists simply as examples of individual achievement, as laws unto themselves. It is consistent as an approach to look at men's work of this period in terms of gender, and women's work for its legitimate claims to go beyond gender. Cragg's work, for example, has either a somewhat aloof approach to gender and sexuality, or quite simply preoccupies itself with different problems: a wider interest in environment. Cragg's thinking is based on a modern universalism, a scientific-materialist view of culture, industry and nature, moving from the molecular to the large-scale. Cragg is articulate about this worldview, in his works and his writings, and his cosmology is not gendered. There is something a bit Olympian about it nevertheless. Like other artists of the 1970s, he has used his own image (his head and profile) as a seemingly neutral source material to generate form, as in Self-portrait with hand-held camera, 1977, which foreshadows later works developed from the futurist portrait of Mussolini by Renato Bertelli (a profile turned through 360 degreees). The artist's outline appears in the plastic detritus works as a modest, bemused everyman figure. This claim on one's image as neutral was and is easier for a man to make than a woman. That does of course not mean Cragg's cosmology as a whole is wrong or that his relative silence about gender renders his work suspect; it is not a requirement of feminism that gender always be discussed. His thinking also interacts with his studio practice in surprising ways. His work is radically open in its areas of reference, encompassing one-off works and improvisations as well as consistent themes. It conveys, overall, a sense of critical realism in response to a situation newly understood. The use of poor materials and motifs had impact – I vividly recall seeing Cragg's Inverted Sugar Crop (1986) at his Hayward retrospective in 1987: sugar beets cast in bronze, each carved with a primitive face, heaped strangely in an open iron box as though shaken about in the back of a truck. At a time when masks and crude faces everywhere grinned from neo-expressionist paintings, Cragg showed nature (or some anonymous agricultural workers) making faces at the viewer too. A materialist cosmology that includes such things is worth thinking about. 


Alison Wilding and Shirazeh Houshiary equally convey a cosmological understanding through their sculpture, but unlike Cragg's it is not exclusively materialist; at least, not at first sight. Wilding is specifically concerned with hiddenness, among other concerns, and Houshiary with spirit's actuality and art's agency as its conduit. Both artists, however, present sculpture as self-sufficient form, and expect you to work from what you see to intuit and understand their preoccupations; though for Houshiary it was to be a longer journey to this position. The implicit empiricism that is required of the viewer, in a relatively solitary, private encounter, is consistent for many of the artists I am discussing. Whatever learning or knowledge informs the making of the work or its final form, there is no backstory that one is required to know, except perhaps that of the materials themselves – it matters, when Wilding uses a meteorite in a work, that we know exactly what it is. 


Wilding spent most of the 1970s making what would now be called installations before clarifying a way of working with more self-sufficient forms; she has retained a concern with works that spread out into the horizontal plane, removing the viewer from closeness to their central features. Her work frequently generates an effect of the mysterious. Yet she shares with Deacon a pursuit of sculpture that is concerned with embodiment, and the relationship between outer and inner, however differently it is developed; it is in embodiment that at least some of the mysteries of her work have their specific source. Her approach to it has always been original, from very small sculptures fitted to the hand to full-scale environmental works. Her sculptures often involve the intuition of spaces into which a person could fit. They invite us to imagine that prospect, or actually to see into the interior through holes, into a space where we cannot go. The scale of her large sculptures often seems environmental and imposing, even giant, though it is not usually much taller than an average man (a bit taller for an average woman). At the same time this environmental sense – of envelopment, of a space that is surrounded, enclosed, removed from the viewer or protected – is not at all like architecture. The forms are mostly rounded, frequently variations on something like a truncated cone. An analogy that frequently comes to mind is of a cloak or tent, yet the materials used (a wide range of metals, plastics) are stiff and structural. Wilding provokes associations that go in different directions at the same time. A small-scale wall-piece, Plunder, shows this at something like its most blatant. The element in carved black walnut, described by one commentator as resembling a propeller (a subject of other works) also strongly recalls a pair of pants. It is stuffed with linen; fabric confirming the idea of clothing, though here the fabric is that which is contained.   


Wilding's sculptures of the 1980s and 1990s often grow from a hidden or potential space for implicit figures, and as such they may take on a quality of presence in the way that clothing on a stand can. But the figure is implied; it is not there. There is nothing in Wilding's work that recalls flesh or organs. The wall-piece startlingly titled Minge (1982), in crumpled copper sheet, spreads notional 'thighs', dangerously pointed, to display a red wax area at their intersection, as though to demonstrate the impossibility of materials to substitute for flesh – alongside the impossibility of 'seeing' sex. When a body seems figured by Wilding's works – the head-sized granite stone resting at the centre of the floor piece Blue Skies (1987) has some kind of representative function – it is only diagrammatic. The sharply pointed metal ends of the work, which has some overall resemblance to a tomb effigy, are symmetrical, unlike a human's head and feet that would be found at respective ends of a tomb. The ovoid head-like element is in the middle. We cannot mistake the material facts, but the work articulates something more than facticity, makes us go on looking for how they fit or don't fit together. 'Soft and hard, smooth and abraded, tensile and brittle, industrial and crafted: there is an entire spectrum of contrasts that Wilding extends and nuances in the elaboration of her work; often defusing the viewer's expectations of a binary structure with the involution of one form or material inside the other, as if the relation were one of dependence, whether trustful or parasitical. Since a part of each work is often physically encrypted, concealing areas of surface and implying hidden articulation, the perception of its meaning must combine looking with sensing, the visible with the virtual image' (11). Of the artists considered here, she is least in need of re-reading, because her work has been consistently underestimated, in comparison with her contemporaries. It needs to be read. 


In what way, then, does Wilding's work go beyond gender, as I have suggested, and what are the cultural dimensions of her work's achievement? Her choice of materials – silver, brass, copper, alabaster, silk, meteoritic iron – is removed from the plane of the everyday, the street, and the skip (significant areas of reference for Cragg, Deacon and Woodrow). These materials are frequently rare, but are not used in a rarefied way: they remain forceful in their impact and conjunction. Her work though poised is not so arrogant as to claim to constitute a world unto itself. It is porous, in particular through its incorporation of alien and unfamiliar materials and motifs that it cannot fully integrate. It conveys a sense of living in a universe and a culture in which some things cannot be understood, even when they are close enough to be touched. These mysteries are not set up for worship, but they are registered. Wilding even manages to work through sci-fi and gothic atmospheres without irony; the solitary encounter her works depend on allows an original experience of perennially appealing cultural themes of fear and disquiet (12). 


Wilding's understanding of sculpture as a way of exploring implicit embodiment, unlike the usual equation of sculpture as body, was original. In contrast, the effigies, life-casts and dummies that made repetitive appearance in art through the 1980s (and beyond) obscure our view of what a figure is or could be (13). An aspect of this contrast is how gender is represented, or not. Wilding’s work, with its emphasis on the housing of an implicit, imagined body of no particular gender, allows that people do not uniformly understand themselves as gendered at all times. This has clearly been a more intractable problem for women to negotiate than men (14). As the most prominent woman artist in the notional group of new sculptors, she perhaps faced an expectation that her work should speak of or for female experience. It did so, eloquently, by not doing so in any way that reconfirmed the category of 'women' as immutable – and it opened out the understanding of sculpture, the body, and the viewer's interaction and imagination in a way that has not yet been fully appreciated. In a standard-looking work such as Andrew Causey's Sculpture Since 1945 (Oxford, 1998), there is not a single mention of Alison Wilding in the relevant section; neither is there any mention of Shirazeh Houshiary.  

5. Shirazeh Houshiary

Deacon and Wilding, in quite different ways, make forceful claims for sculpture's ability to address contemporary questions of embodiment, without resorting to direct representation of the figure. The development of Shirazeh Houshiary's work is less even, and it is necessary to follow her career into the 90s and beyond to understand fully her achievement as an artist. She began working in an area close to direct figuration, which was an important context of late 70s and early 80s art, taking many forms – neo-expressionist, fantastical, realist and ironic. While much of the overt discussion of postmodernism was taking place in relation to the image, design and architecture, British art was going through a fairly prominent revival of traditional figuration; charcoal drawing was back. The exhibition of late Philip Guston paintings at the Whitechapel in 1982 had significant impact, though few British artists knew how to respond.  


Houshiary's early works – made from earth and straw, over armatures or some kind of internal structure – are outlandish and sensuous, and were able to enter this moment from an unexpected direction. Listen to the Tale of the Reed, a six-part ensemble shown at the Serpentine Gallery in 1982, included the legs and feet of an inverted figure whose torso is cut off, as though extending underground. 'Totemic forms, a sentinel, an altar and a throne plus two creatures whose antic gestures seem strangely disquieting, are amongst the inventory of allusions. The material, in whose rich textures a light mould was growing, conveys a cthonic primal note as if the forms had been directly spawned from brute inchoate matter.' (15) These 'beings with somewhat larger than human dimensions', as Lynne Cooke described them, met the demand for figuration strangely, like out-of-time Mirós, but the destructible nature of the material charged the encounter with drama. The mud structures grew from awkward angularity too, not just from the biomorphic. However, by relying on a skin of earth and straw they could not fully find a technical means for addressing what is crucial in any sculpture addressed to the figure, a sense of how inner relates to outer. (When Eric Bainbridge, in the mid-80s, started making works in chicken wire, scrim and plaster, which are then covered in artificial fur, no pretense was made that the objects were anything other than hollow; hollowness was incorporated as part of the work's meaning.) Having said this, the one work from this period that remains available to public view, Listen to the Tale of the Reed No. 3, 1982, in the Arts Council Collection, is a truly enigmatic and recalcitrant relic. L'Invitation au Voyage and Crescent of the Earth, both made in 1983, were more controlled and simplified and also more intensely erotic and powerful. The use of earth was not a novelty, but for an artist not born in Britain to make use of primitivism – an important and much debated aspect of early modernism and equally of neo-expressionist painting of the 1980s – was uncomfortably open to misapprehension. 


Earth was later used in the remarkable Temple of Dawn, an outdoor work five metres tall erected at Münster in 1987 as part of that year's prestigious Sculpture Projects. It stood there for five years until damaged by a storm. It was a tower in the form of an arc, facing south, pierced by irregular holes to allow for the play of sunlight. A wicker-worker was found to weave the willow structure on which the mud/straw mixture was applied. As a piece of earth-architecture (uncommon though not unknown in Europe; familiar in hotter parts of the world) Temple of Dawn was materially dramatic. To use earth as an agent of light in this way was a compelling and imaginative gift to the city. The intervention was also sensitive to its context, an urban setting of many ruined ramparts, and effortlessly entered the contemporary debate in German art about the role and image of architecture. 


Such conspicuous clarity was not always apparent in Houshiary's works in metal of the 1980s, which followed the earth/straw sculptures. Her intrigue with figuration was elaborated in an unusual and secretive vocabulary of forms between the biomorphic, the 'techno-morphic', the graphic and the architectural. The metal sculptures frequently make use of seams to construct closed forms, and use zinc and copper sheeting, beaten over wooden shapes. 'These new sculptures have a hybrid character for they seem to belong neither to the world of fabricated, manmade objects nor to the "natural" one of things which grow independently, on their own. [...] This combination of non-anthropomorphic form, man-made materials and a modest scale relates these works to certain objects of daily use and, more broadly, to urban vernacular structure. Kinship with artefacts from other cultures, which too often are cherished and idealised primarily for their exoticism, sentimentalises a pre-technological way of knowing the world. It is their mundane counterparts in this culture which constitute the present point of reference' (16). 


Yet Houshiary was not ultimately satisfied with the mundane and the artefactual – favoured areas of reference in 'New British Sculpture'. Titles such as The Earth is an Angel (1987) pointed to her mystical concerns. The evident seriousness of intention in such works – to point beyond the physical to the realm of spirit, often through the image of angels' wings – can betray a sense of straining for effect. At the same time the sharp features and points, whatever their representative function, have a physical dangerousness. A work such as Ki (1984) 'alludes to the first sounds made, whether by an infant or early man is immaterial, sounds which have not yet formed an ascertainable meaning though they are nonetheless expressive' (17). Ki has some resemblance to a reclining figure, and provokes empathy as a hybrid or orphaned form, but it also resembles an outsize weapon. The prickliness and danger have, perhaps, a cultural dimension. As Houshiary concentrated more explicitly on a connection with Eastern mysticism, especially on Sufism, and began to exploit geometry, a verbal account of these interests (the role of geometry in Islamic art, for example) became necessary to supplement the European beholder's encounter. This brought with it biographical reading: that Houshiary was born in Iran, and had moved to London in the 1970s, shortly before enrolling at Chelsea College of Art. The biographical and intellectual background were necessary, but also irksome if used simply as a template to account for and domesticate unfamiliar features in the work. We should take seriously some of the factors apparent in Fereshteh Daftari's account: 'Presented as a figurehead for new British art in the 1980s, and then pressured to do the same for Iranian art in the identity-driven exhibitions of the 1990s, she shunned categorisations and withdrew from events that would have her cast in their light. Unconcerned with gender and ethnicity, perpetually trying to move beyond, she seeks a passage to a condition free of division, a space shared by all humanity.' (18) It frequently falls to those arriving from outside a culture – 'exceptions' – to be the bearers of and apologists for a wider sense of what is humanly shared.


Houshiary's early sculpture has not, to my knowledge, been widely seen since it was first exhibited. The history of sculpture can very quickly become inaccessible to viewers in the forms in which it was made. She made such a radical break from it towards geometrical abstraction by the end of the 1980s that the status of the early work is not entirely clear (19). The geometrical work, developed principally from the square and the circle, uses light to reveal the qualities of a range of metals: lead, gold, copper. It also makes conspicuous use of the horizontal plane – which, as already seen, remained a favoured position for art claiming seriousness as a public statement. Licit Shadow (1993), in five parts, was first exhibited at Camden Arts Centre in a gallery with no windows – daylight falling only from skylights above. Its five square forms, resembling gridded trays, are made in lead, copper and gold leaf, but they obey an order based on the circle. The grids pull down to a central point or are pulled up, as though by strong forces. (Houshiary's mystical interests – not an uncommon feature in modernism – coexist happily with scientific descriptions of the universe.) 


By this point Houshiary's project had been clarified. The visible and physical works that she proposes, which include graphite drawings based on repeated words and spiralling columns in metal or terracotta, presume some verbal frame and knowledge through which we approach the work, as does all art. However, Houshiary succeeds in communicating in a quite primal way. Her forms successfully interrupt the assumptions of rationalist, secular space: without bombast, and without imposing a spiritual programme. She has a particularly sensitive understanding of the requirements for interaction on a human scale. The columns are astonishing – physical counterparts of Qawwali, the devotional Sufi music of the Punjab, and equally of Brancusi's Endless Column. Though modest in their claim on physical space, their transformative effects on it are considerable. Whole in themselves, and offering no shelter, they are nevertheless fragments of a notional architecture.


Houshiary began in an area of awkward figuration, making hybrids that were radically homeless, and often claimed the support of walls. Her mature works reject figuration as such, and enable the viewer to experience embodiment affirmatively, in the free circumambient movements they suggest. In this they confidently join a larger trajectory of modern and postmodern sculpture as both a mediation of architectural space, and a critique of it. 

6. Anish Kapoor: sculpture and doubt 

Anish Kapoor's output has been received enthusiastically from the moment the works titled 1000 Names were shown, and has been impressively consistent in its concerns, from the powder works to the void stones, portals, mirrors and beyond. He was fully a part of the moment of 'New British Sculpture', and as an Indian artist who had studied and has continued to work in Britain, he was, with Houshiary, one of the principal reasons why the 'British' part of that title for the notional group would always remain in inverted commas. His work is perhaps better known than that of all the sculptors already discussed (it occupies a wider place in culture) and its aesthetic direction is also quite different to theirs. Its emphasis on illusion separates it even from Houshiary's work, with which, in other ways, it has some kinship. Kapoor's deep concern with the body and mental states is addressed through experiences of disembodiment, disorientation and emptiness. 


His early interests as an artist were in Abstract Expressionism, particularly in its early phases and its preoccupation with mythic origins and endings. Kapoor has described himself as 'a painter who is a sculptor', referring to his concern with illusion (20), and the sense of doubt he introduces into sculpture as a specific practice is profound. One of the strong interests of the 1980s for art history is precisely that sculpture made a return. It did this while shot through with doubt about its specific abilities and its fuzzy definition (against a wider world of things and practices: craft, design, theatre) but numerous sculptors set out to explore this situation with considerable fidelity, energy and imagination. There was even a sense of comradeship, despite the diversity of approaches. 'Sculpture' nominated a wide area, but the negotiation of inherited formal questions in genuinely new ways allowed for subtle forms of representation and implicit cultural dialogue to inhere – as I have shown with Deacon and Wilding. Kapoor's disembodied art, in contrast, introduces grand doubts about sculpture, and grand transcultural themes; it continues to do so today. 


It is also radically empty, and dependent on the beholder's willingness to engage with and make use of it in a semi-ritualistic way. This differs substantially from the solitary empiricism that the other artists discussed seem to encourage (which perhaps betrays a more locally British origin) and it also differs from the wider European context, in which a critical dialogue with architecture was particularly important. Kapoor manages a superb balancing act. The cultic atmosphere he establishes can seem pre-modern, while the sense of doubt is always up to date. His work is wide in its appeal through the distinct appearance of familiar themes from the history of art, notably the sublime, and it also reverberates with the art and culture of its time in surprising ways. Kapoor describes how 'The act of putting pigment on these objects removes all traces of the hand. They are not made, they are just there' (21). The pigment that locks the objects into place as particular manifestations also dematerialises them. Kapoor's manifestations, far distant in intention as they are from the New York commodity sculpture of the 1980s, share certain characteristics with it. The art object offers no reassurance: it is there and it is not there. When he began to use stone to make voids, as in Void Field (1989), the lack of reassurance was intensified by the presence of the most traditional and weighty sculptural material. Thomas McEvilley captures the sense of frustration: 'Darkness has become a material; only here it is maddeningly separated from the viewer, who can see it but not enter it.' He also recognised how clearly Kapoor worked through a complex transcultural and historical situation: 'It cannot be said that the Hindu elements are primary, or that Modernist elements are. What is primary is the way the work performs its homage to various deities without seeming to betray any.' For McEvilley the simplicity of Kapoor's formal solutions embodies duality: 'On the one hand it reverses the colonial relationship, incorporating the aims of the imperialist Modernist power into the forms of the colonized culture that is its vaster matrix; it takes revenge by incorporating into itself the reflection that once had incorporated it. In another sense, the colonial culture is subsumed into that of the urban imperial center, betrayed. Yet again, the codes of the colonized and colonizing cultures can be seen as interpenetrated, a utopian glimpse of a possible post-Modern future' (22).


This was written in 1990. What is harder to grasp from our own point in history is how utopian this predicament could be. As an artist who from the beginning was able to communicate outside the locally British context, Kapoor was also an early participant in what was called 'internationalism' in the 1980s – an area where some of the sorrows of globalisation were becoming apparent. Antony Gormley's conspicuous visibility, wide international reach, primal themes (and three years' study in India) make him a useful point of comparison here (23). The early careers of these two artists can't be disentangled from their later ones, which involve considering the uses to which their art is put. Both artists would make good case studies under the heading art and globalisation. Contemporary art, as a small part of the international traffic of people, goods and services, functions as a cosmopolitan space, a 'good' version of globalisation, at least for those with access to it. Kapoor's work (and his career, which gets in its way) is especially relevant here, as it enabled British art to negotiate its internal limits, both aesthetic and sociological. The open and heterodox atmosphere of 1980s sculpture – an arena removed from at least some of the urgency of representation – allowed some of these limits to come into view. Kapoor managed the grand themes as his British contemporaries couldn't or wouldn't. At the same time it fell to other artists than Kapoor to assert and protest. The smoothness of his art (and its stake in beauty) coexisted historically with art that was ragged, ugly, and smouldering with justified anger. 


Kapoor's work is rightly celebrated but it remains overdetermined by its historical situation. However effortless his formal solutions may appear, and however weightless, they are burdened. It is useful to look back to the origins of his work. Reading details of Kapoor's early career (encounters with Paul Neagu at Hornsey, return to India, uncertainties, first exhibitions) you can learn that parts of 1000 Names, with their powdered aureoles of pure colour, were first shown in London at the Coracle Press gallery, whose premises were in a modest but light-filled shop on the Camberwell New Road. ('New British Sculpture' is partly a South London story: Cragg was away in Wuppertal, but Deacon, Kapoor, Woodrow, Wilding and Wentworth, among others, have all had studios south of the Thames.) The Coracle Press gallery, with its small rooms, would have been well suited to the works, which depend on close proximity and on bending down to the ground to establish their not-thereness. Shabby, cosmopolitan Camberwell was also part of the urban imperial centre to which Kapoor brought home Indian visual culture in new forms – and with it, all those grand themes.    

7. Richard Deacon in Brixton 

The immediate urban world of the street was a favoured area of reference for the early phase of 'New British Sculpture', and especially for Cragg, Woodrow and Deacon. A question worth asking is: which streets? Richard Deacon moved to Brixton in 1976, and began working in an Acme studio on Acre Lane in 1977. He showed at the gallery there in 1978 and again in 1980. Writing in 1982, he said:

These seem to me to be the important facts of my life over the past six years. I don't know what relation the work I have done has to them. There are certain things – the light and space in my studio are important to me, it is a place I enjoy going to: a great deal of the material that I have used has been scrap salvaged from the conversion of the factory, collected and stored; the gallery at the studio is a liberating facility. And there are people – I have felt a strong sense of community with the individual artists who occupy the studio at Acre Lane, particularly at the beginning when we were all trying to make the building work and trying to make studios for ourselves: Peter Venn, who had the studio next to mine before he moved to Norfolk, and Bill Woodrow who lives near and also has a studio at Acre Lane are both old friends with whom, in different ways, I feel a strong kinship; Matt Rugg whom I met through the studios is another; I could go on to talk about neighbours and friends who live nearby. More intangibly South London in general and Brixton in particular seems to me to be a very open place. I have found the opportunity to do what, at an individual level, matters very much and to find support for doing it. I have come to feel that I belong here. There are also the crushing realities of urban decay, economic deprivation, unemployment and racism. In the face of these facts I am less optimistic, less sure.(24)
This passage provides a rare account of the social contradictions of being an artist in this period. The need for support on an individual level is shown as being met by a small group of fellow artists and working relationships (the studio of a fabricator is a social place), and also by a larger urban environment that is 'open', though recognised as riven by deprivation and racism. The openness described is accurate: in poor areas, no one asks your qualification for being there except the police. Brixton in this period was an important refuge for punks, gay men and women, students, artists, musicians, exiles and people of every colour and faith. There were major riots there in 1981 and 1985. 


I have spoken of the subtle ways in which representation inheres in Deacon's work. However, there are limits to what can be successfully represented in sculpture. It might be argued that the meetings and mixtures of materials – the hybridity and strategic impurity that were such a feature of 'New British Sculpture' – register, if only subliminally, the positive urban culture of the 1980s, the urge to mix things up. Deacon's use of materials in particular can be seen in that context. Art doesn't spring fully formed from other art, it also derives from its wider cultural setting. However, despite Deacon's feeling of belonging in Brixton, his art could not give back directly to the streets he took from; he gave back in another arena entirely. 

 
Other artists approached the relationship with urban life differently. An exhibition at Brixton Art Gallery in 1984, Roadworks, took at least some of its artists out into the streets. In an imaginary museum, or a dripping railway arch like that used by Brixton Art Gallery, a sculpture by Deacon could sit opposite the relics of the exhibition – photos and accounts of Mona Hatoum's and Stefan Szczelkun's performances; Rasheed Araeen's photographs of the sites in Brixton associated with his membership of the Black Panthers; and all the sometimes dippy and less remembered work that went on either side of these (25). Not all art is meant to last; but even that which becomes canonical is diminished if it is not at least sometimes considered in the context of its historical moment. 

8. Into the 1990s

This essay does not tell the whole story of British sculpture in the 1980s. In my re-reading of works by some canonical figures, a great many artists have been left out. To name just some: Edward Allington, Phyllida Barlow, Hamad Butt, Tony Carter, Brian Catling, Dorothy Cross, Bill Culbert, Grenville Davey, Bethan Huws, Cathy de Monchaux, Locky Morris, Lucia Noguiera, Eilís O'Connell, Cornelia Parker, Veronica Ryan, Amikam Toren, Jean-Luc Vilmouth, Darrell Viner, Boyd Webb, Rachel Whiteread. 


Important questions remain about the kinds of spectatorship art produces. The late 1980s and early 1990s saw a shift away from reticence and towards art that appealed more directly to publicly available meanings and themes. The spectator's experience was more socialised, but this was at the price of making spectators into an audience, aware of its participation in art as a mediated phenomenon. Artists as different as Mark Wallinger, Chris Ofili and Sarah Lucas managed to explore this widened territory sympathetically and inventively. However, the shift in art away from the solitary, somewhat isolated spectator – which I have described as an important part of the 1980s moment – to an apparently more sociable reception was not a straightforward cultural gain.


  It can also be asked what had happened, by the 1990s, to 'sculpture' itself (26). For artists of the 1980s, the term referred to no single practice and did not provide any guarantee of authority within a tradition. Nevertheless, the more robust artists of this period demonstrated an ongoing commitment to sculpture as a practice embodying a specific form of knowledge, as is evident in the work discussed here. These artists also show an awareness of their times and of significant cultural changes, feminism included, despite their apparent reluctance to speak directly of the world outside the studio and the gallery. Working through inherited problems of sculpture and new ones, within the relative security of a practice, allowed both the artists and their audiences to process mental and cultural life in subtle and unexpected ways. However wary and watchful your encounter is with such work, it addresses you as an equal. 'Sculpture' was one term for this compact in the 1980s. A different word might be required today. 
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