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The Fragility of Objecthood:
Angus Taylor’s Momentary Permanence
Federico Freschi

“In some way, all things are congealed moments in a longer social trajectory. ...Consider
the objects of traditional plastic art, such as paintings, drawings, sculptures, buildings, or
monuments. Despite their aspiration to the illusion of permanence, they are only momentary
aggregations of material, such as paint, bricks, glass, acrylic, cloth, steel, or canvas. These
underlying materials are ever volatile, which is why museums insist that we ‘do not touch’.
What is at risk is not just aura or authenticity but the fragility of objecthood itself.” – Arjun
Appadurai (2006)
‘Fragility’ is not the most obvious association that springs to mind when confronting
Angus Taylor’s sculpture. Monumental in concept and effect, his powerful figures are
fashioned from obdurate materials, whose primal, elemental nature cast long shadows
in the history of sculpture and its role, since time immemorial, as an expression of the
human desire for permanence. Yet even as we are confronted by their overwhelming
factitiousness and while we marvel at the audacious skill that it must have taken to
produce them, the artist seems to suggest that monumentality itself is no guarantee of
permanence.
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Indeed, in the presence of his solemn, beautifully wrought figures

objecthood’, and allows us to see his monumental figures not as literal

with all their inherent energy and virile grace, the subtle oxymoron of

stand-ins for humans that desire to be remembered, but rather as a

‘momentary permanence’ assumes a telling poignancy, and puts me in

meditation on the vanities implicit in the desire to be remembered; to

mind of the first two quatrains of Shelley’s ‘Ozymandias’:

resist the decay of the flesh, and the inevitable return to dust and ashes.
The title of this work also reminds us that it, like many of Taylor’s

I met a traveller from an antique land

sculptures, is a mythical figure, an archetype that resists easy description

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

even as it invites identification. In this case it is the fleet-footed Hermes,

Stand in the desert. Near them on the sand,

messenger of the gods, invoked by Homer in his Hymn to Hermes as being

Half sunk, a shatter’d visage lies, whose frown

“of many shifts, blandly cunning, a robber, a cattle driver, a bringer of

And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command

dreams, a watcher by night, a thief at the gates, one who was soon to show

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read

forth wonderful deeds among the deathless gods”. Hermes is generally

Which yet survive, stamp’d on these lifeless things,

depicted in ways that emphasise his fleet-footedness and changeable

The hand that mock’d them and the heart that fed.

nature (it is, after all, from his Roman equivalent that we get the term
‘mercurial’): wearing a winged cap and sandals, carrying his herald’s staff

With Shelley, Taylor reminds us that all human beings – along with

(usually a caduceus entwined by serpents), and with his arm raised in

the objects that they produce and amass – are transitory. This is evoked

a rhetorical gesture that denotes eloquence and persuasive argument.

with particular urgency in Homage to Hermes, a massive recumbent

Giambologna’s Mercury (1580) in the Bargello Museum in Florence is

figure constructed out of ten tons of carefully piled Marico slate, its

perhaps the best known depiction in this vein, and has come to inform

rugged contours powerfully evoking both a figure and the vast, barren

countless popular representations of the deity wherever his principal

landscape which, in some terrifying parallel universe, it might occupy. At

attributes of changeability, persuasiveness and immediate gratification

8.5 metres in length it must rank with the largest of indoor sculptures, yet

are invoked.*

its massiveness belies its impermanent nature: like any pile of stones it
can be carried away; like any landscape it can be altered; like any figure
it is subject to the ravages of time and the vagaries of chance. In this way
Taylor compellingly evokes what Appardurai (2006) calls the ‘fragility of
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* It is interesting to note – given the scale of Taylor’s Homage to Hermes – that the FlemishItalian Mannerist sculptor Giovanni di Bologna (known as Giambologna, 1529 – 1608) is
credited with producing the largest of Renaissance sculptures, Apennine (1579). This colossal
rock sculpture of the Cyclops arises out of a fountain at Medici’s Villa Pratolino to a height of
approximately 9 metres, and has three stories of rooms inside.

Homage to Hermes 1/3, 2008
Ten tons of stacked Marico slate stone
120 X 500 X 850 cm

Taylor’s gigantic, ominous pile of slate could not be further from the lissom, athletic
Hermes of convention, and clearly this homage is asking us to consider Hermes in a very
different light. In his Trickster Makes This World: Mischief, Myth and Art, the essayist and
cultural critic Lewis Hyde (1998) suggests another aspect of Hermes, namely his role as
an embodiment of the creative imagination. For Hyde, Hermes (like his equivalents in
other cultures – he cites, amongst others the North American Raven and Coyote, the
Yoruba god Eshu and the Norse god Loki) is the quintessential ‘trickster’, and as such a
manifestation of the mythic consciousness of contingency and chance, moral ambiguity
and transgression. Hyde equates these attributes with the role of artists in crossing
boundaries, provoking thought, and ultimately contributing to a ‘gift’ economy, where
the products of creativity have a social, cultural and moral value that far exceeds their
value as commodities. Hyde argues that all societies operate with two economies: the
economy of commodity and exchange on the open market, where value is circumscribed
by questions of supply and demand, and the ‘gift’ economy, where things of immeasurable
value (like poetry, art and music; the donation of blood and organs) are freely given.
While market transactions imply no bonds of gratitude and create no obligations, gifts
are reciprocal and emotionally complex. As Margaret Atwood (1998), extrapolating
from Hyde, puts it, “Market exchanges move through the bank account, gifts through
the heart. Where the gift circulates, spiritual life flourishes. .... The artist belongs primarily
to the gift economy; without that element of creation that arrives uncommanded and
cannot be bought, the work is unlikely to be alive.” Like the successful artist, Hermes is
ever changeable, creative and transgressive, flitting between these two economies. Since
he “loves the fluidity of money, not the weight” (Hyde, 1983) he, like the artist, constantly
converts money from an object into a gift.
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Denote #1 (Feet) 1/8, 2008
Cast bronze
70 X 120 X 90 cm

Fucking rocks 1/4, 2008
Polished and raw Belfast granite
50 x 35 cm
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These observations are significant to Taylor’s oeuvre in a number of ways, and help
us to understand the impetus behind this homage. First, it is through the production
of public commissions of conventional, figurative work – sometimes on a monumental
scale, of which this work offers a wry parody – that he is able to fund the lyrical work
that is the subject of this exhibition. In this way Taylor literally moves in both economies
– the artwork-as-commodity in a fixed system of exchange enables the free exercise of
the creative imagination, and the ‘giving’ of work that resonates powerfully beyond its
materiality. Second, this gigantic figure is conceived as a prototype for ‘gift’ sculptures;
enormous figures cast from available materials and placed arbitrarily next to the road in
otherwise unpopulated landscapes for the amazement and delight of those who pass
by. Such sculptures would not only embody the ‘gift’ of creativity, but would indeed
problematise the very notion of ownership, both of the land that they inhabit, and
themselves as objects. In this way too Taylor questions the nature of objecthood, and
indeed exposes the fragile webs of consensus that bind our perceptions of value.Third,
these meditations on Hermes and his gifts of creativity and transgression engage deep
metaphors of the creative process, and remind us that Hermes, in his role as guide for
souls on their way to the underworld, is also a “gatekeeper who opens the door into the
next world” (Hyde, Trickster Makes This World: Mischief, Myth and Art, 1998).

Sit 1/4, 2008
Belfast granite and cast bronze
200 X 100 X 120 cm

11

But what glimpse of that “next world” do Taylor’s figures offer? Undeniably masculine
yet oddly sexless, they are of indeterminate race and age; avatars of some superhuman
race. They may be understood in this sense as suggesting a world of Otherness, what
Margaret Atwood (1998) calls “the unobtainable, the denied, the forbidden: other
cultures, other nations, other forms of sexuality, other classes and races”. On a deeper
level, however, they offer a glimpse the underworld of the imagination, populated by
characters of ancient myth and legend: Heracles and Prometheus; Apollo and Dionysus;
Theseus and the Minotaur. These archetypal characters resonate powerfully in our
imagination and in our subconscious, suggesting the ongoing tensions between our
conscious and unconscious minds and our material and spiritual selves. Seemingly
forged in some primal kiln (it is no accident that the artist’s studio is called Dionysus
Sculpture Works), these ominously powerful figures cannot fail to evoke those earthly
psychological impulses that Carl Jung in Man and His Symbols (1964) describes as
‘chthonic’:
Envy, lust, sensuality, deceit, and all known vices are the negative, ‘dark’ aspect of the
unconscious, which can manifest itself in two ways. In the positive sense, it appears as a ‘spirit
of nature’, creatively animating Man, things, and the world. It is the ‘chthonic spirit’ …. In the
negative sense, the unconscious (that same spirit) manifests itself as a spirit of evil, as a drive
to destroy.
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From left to right:
The burning narrative #1 (1), 2008
Digital print: Ultrachrome on Hahnemuhle paper, 59 X 51 cm
The burning narrative #1 (2), 2008
Digital print: Ultrachrome on Hahnemuhle paper, 59 X 51 cm
The burning narrative #1 (3), 2008
Digital print: Ultrachrome on Hahnemuhle paper, 59 X 51 cm
The burning narrative #1 (4), 2008
Digital print: Ultrachrome on Hahnemuhle paper, 59 X 51 cm
The burning narrative #1 (5), 2008
Digital print: Ultrachrome on Hahnemuhle paper, 59 X 51 cm
The burning narrative #1 (6), 2008
Digital print: Ultrachrome on Hahnemuhle paper, 59 X 51 cm
The burning narrative #1 (7), 2008
Digital print: Ultrachrome on Hahnemuhle paper, 59 X 51 cm
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This tension between creation and destruction, the high ideals of the super-ego and
the dark undertow of the id, are compellingly evoked in Taylor’s darkly disturbing Burned
Self Portrait, in which a charred and desiccated portrait bust is forced to confront a series
of photographs spectacularly charting its fiery destruction. As the only remaining trace
of this immolation the harrowing figure is not only a stark reminder of the fragility
of its objecthood, but powerfully evokes notions of the chthonic forces at play in the
creative process. The careful documentation of the fire in which it was all but consumed
lends the scene the aura of a primal ritual; an orgiastic, Dionysian frenzy culminating in
violent sacrifice, and calls to mind Friedrich Nietzsche’s meditations on the nature of the
Dionysian in The Birth of Tragedy (first published in 1872). Nietzsche shows how, in their
licentiousness, intoxication and violence, the Dionysian festivals of ancient times shifted
attention from the experience of the individual to the experience of the group. Indeed, it
is through the ecstatic dissolution of the individual (or – as implied in Taylor’s truncated,
disfigured form – actual physical dismemberment) that re-immersion into a common
organic whole is achieved.
With Nietzsche, Taylor seems to suggest in this work that the destruction of
the rational self in a violent, primal ecstasy, can offer redemption; that creation and
destruction are two ineluctable parts of the same whole, and that “the poet is incapable of
composing until he has become unconscious and bereft of reason” (Nietzsche, Nietzsche:
The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings, 1999). The transience of the object and its
creator notwithstanding, the creative force that produced it, propelled by Dionysus and
tempered by Apollo, remains: as Nietzsche puts it, “when the will is most imperilled, art
approaches, as a redeeming and healing enchantress; she alone may transform these
horrible reflections on the terror and absurdity of existence into representations with
which man may live.”
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Burned self portrait 1/6, 2008
Bronze cast + 3 digital prints (A1) of ‘Animation 1’
56 X 60 X 26 cm
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This tension between fundamental opposing forces represented by the Dionysian
and the Apollonian is a recurring element in Taylor’s work. It is self-consciously evoked
in the Co-presence (Apollo and Dionysus) series, where the subtle differences in material
and surface detail between two seemingly identical figures highlight the fragile balance
of opposites that underscore our perceptions of ‘difference’. The immaculate bronze
Apollo, his physical perfection worthy of the highest ideals of classical prototype, speaks
of an ordered outer world of aesthetic refinement, balance and proportion. His Dionysian
counterpart, identical to him in every respect but for his imperfections – deep scars and
gashes in the burnished stainless steel skin that reveal the armature beneath – speaks
of the chaotic inner world, where nothing is as it seems. In Co-presence the two figures
squat on their haunches opposite each other, their attention on seven golden balls
stacked neatly between them. In Co-presence 2 they stand, each extending an arm to the
other and almost, but not quite touching. Despite their propinquity, in both cases there
is an intense sense of physical separation, which is all the more charged for the formal
reliance that the figures have on each other as coherent sculptural entities. Where the
Burned Self Portrait took us into the dark heart of the Dionysian ecstasy, into the very
“terror and absurdity” of our fragile existence, these figures restore a sense of coherence
and balance: the Apollonian light of reason shone into the dark, chthonic recesses of the
Dionysian underworld.
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Co - presence (Apollo and Dionysus) AP/2, 2008
Cast bronze and cast stainless steel on a steel brass base
62 X 150 X 40 cm
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Co-presence #2 (Apollo and Dionysus) 1/8, 2008
Cast bronze and cast stainless steel on a steel and brass base
120 X 180 X 50 cm

But Dionysus is never far away: if these heroic figures – half-human,
half-cyborg – emphasize the notion that the elements of Apollo and
Dionysus are inextricably entwined, the monstrous figures in Oop, Toe
(‘Open, Closed’), Kop Toe (‘Head Closed’) and Sit appear like guardians on
the threshold between sleeping and wakefulness; what we know and
what we imagine; dreams and nightmares – in short, that fragile balance
between the conscious and unconscious mind that keeps us sane. On the
one hand as austere and hieratic as ancient Egyptian funerary monuments,
they embody on the other the terrifying power of shadow creatures
from some primordial moment. Omnipotent and blind to anything but
the virile, explosive energy contained in their tense bodies, they bring
to mind another Nietzschean archetype, the Übermensch (or ‘Superman’)
implacably contemplating his will to power. With Zarathustra they seem
to suggest that man, fragile and fallible, is “something that ought to be
overcome” (Nietzsche, 1998).
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Oop, toe and kop toe 1/8, 2008
Belfast granite and cast bronze
120 X 50 X 50 cm
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These ideas also animate Disclosing Decay and Imparting Imperfection, where two
gigantic, disembodied heads set in roughly-hewn blocks of granite are locked in baleful
confrontation, the ‘no-man’s-land’ between them charged and tense. Coldly impassive,
their expressions betray nothing but the “wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command” of
Shelley’s Ozymandias, and like Ozymandias, they are quite impotent: trapped in rock, they
have no limbs, and all the implied strength of their muscular necks is focused, Atlas-like,
on carrying the weight bearing down on them. There seems to be something of an ironic
reference here to the heroic figurative sculptures of political leaders that are part of the
sculptor’s stock-in-trade. Unlike such literal tributes to temporal heroes, however, these
Titans transcend time and place and loom like avatars of some future race of idealised
(South) African supermen. As meditations on the dark dystopia of the Dionysian will to
power they resonate forcefully in the context of the complexities and contradictions of
political life in South Africa, and the ongoing ideological battles for supremacy.

Disclosing decay 1/8, 2008
Belfast granite, cast bronze and cast stainless steel
220 X 110 X 600 cm

Imparting imperfection 1/8, 2008
Belfast granite, cast bronze and cast stainless steel
220 X 110 X 600 cm

This is further reinforced by Denote #1, two gigantic bronze feet violently
amputated (to judge by the ragged wounds) above the ankle from the
immense body that they once supported. At once reminiscent both of the
“two trunkless legs of stone” of Shelley’s Ozymandias and of the remains
of the Biblical Nebuchadnezzar’s statue, these severed appendages cannot
help but evoke the terrifying scale of the figure that would have stood on
them, his very absence a determined, baleful presence. Yet there is a certain
pathos in his absence. Like all statues to forgotten heroes, this missing giant
calls to mind very powerfully the elegy to the fragile vanities of objecthood
in the final sestet of Shelley’s sonnet:
And on the pedestal these words appear:
“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains: round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
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Ek het wat jy nie het nie, jy het wat ek nie het nie 1/6, 2008
Belfast granite and cast bronze
120 X 180 X 50 cm

In the final analysis, the power of Taylor’s Momentary Permanence lies
in the subtle dialogue that it proposes between the figurative and the
metaphorical, the material and the spiritual, the id and the super-ego. As
objects the sculptures are impressive and unavoidable, yet although their
literalness invites identification they resist glib interpretation. Consider
Ek het wat jy nie het nie, jy het wat ek nie het nie (‘I have what you do not
have; you have what I do not have’), two figures with their arms extended
towards each other like the Apollo and Dionysus figures in Co-presence 2,
but here neither figure is ‘complete’ in the literal sense: where the one figure
has a head, his counterpart has a rock; where the rock-headed figure has an
upper torso of muscle, skin and bone, his counterpart has roughly-hewn
blocks of granite, and so on. Each figure literally has (or does not have)
what the other figure has (or has not). This play of presence and absence,
substance and insubstantiality, literalness and metaphor, raises profound
questions not only about notions of perception and reality, but about the
very nature of things: metal and rock is as fragile as flesh and blood; flesh
and blood as elemental as rock and metal. “In some way,” Appardurai (2006)
argues, “... all things are brief deposits of this or that property, photographs
that conceal the reality of the motion from which their objecthood is a
momentary respite”. As meditations on the fragility of objecthood these
works are immensely affecting, and suggest a profound dialogue between
object and viewer: they indeed have what we do not have – a seemingly
inviolable objecthood – and we have what they do not have – the sure
knowledge that this inviolability is an illusion. Its seeming permanence, the
sculptor reminds us, is momentary.
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