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‘Experiencing and Representing Space’ 

Maggie Pettigrew      M00461581 

 

Grandfather was a restless man. Every day he wandered around our town, 

not because he had anywhere to go or anything to do but just to avoid 

keeping still.  He frequently called in on us to pass the time of day and on 

one of his regular visits he told me this story.   

 

Grandfather said: “ I was walking down my street when I noticed a 

doorway I’d never seen before.  I was going to walk past but I was curious 

and thought I’d just take a look inside.  I stepped through the doorway and 

found I was in a gloomy passageway. The only light seeping in came 

through three slits of windows high up on my left.  Once my eyes adjusted 

to the gloom I could make out another window in the opposite wall.  

Strange, it was, looking down on me like a single baleful eye.  Still curious, 

I took a few more steps just to see where the passageway went.” 

 

Introduction 

Themes in my work are about representing space, geometry and 

architectonic forms in two- and three- dimensional formats.  My practice has 

developed into an exploration of how to recognize and create an interplay 

between two dimensional representations of space and the experience of 

being in three dimensional space.  Work frequently originates from 

photographic sources, film stills or visits to sites.  From these starting points I 

have analysed and adapted scale, form, formal materials and texture.  I 

respond to the dimensions and features of specific sites to create 

installations that relate to the site properties.  My work deals with attempts 

to reduce three dimensions into two dimensions through photographs or 
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screen printing.  Then having examined, measured and drawn these 

representations, to recreate them in three dimensions.  

 

I anticipate that writing the essay alongside developing the work for the 

exhibition may help to explain why space and its geometry holds such a 

persistent interest for me.  Why is this what I see when I look at other artists’ 

work, whether painting, sculpture or film?  Why is it what I look for when 

choosing and framing a subject to photograph?  And why are descriptions 

of space and geometry the ones that resonate most strongly for me when 

reading literature? 

 

Responding to a Space  

My practice does not follow a conscious, pre-determined plan with fixed 

outcomes from the outset.  Rather, I take pleasure in responding to the 

people, events and sights I encounter and seeing how the work unfolds 

through the choices and decisions I make regarding processes, materials 

and colour.  It is clear, however, that there are themes that recur and which 

I revisit while realizing art pieces.  One preferred way of working is to 

spend time in a new space and allow ideas to emerge in response to its 

physical features, letting the space influence me rather than imposing myself 

on it.  

 

Working daily in the exhibition space has given me the opportunity to do 

this.  I am, therefore, not only presenting existing work, but also creating 

new pieces as a result of inhabiting the space.  Physical features include the 

walls that divide up the overall area into smaller spaces and the corners 

and angles that result.  In addition to the physical geometry, there are 

architectural features such as skylights, ceiling lights, grills at the base of the 

walls, a pillar and a door.  Above all, sunlight entering the space through 
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the skylights throws exciting rectangles and triangles onto the planes of the 

space, creating shapes that move across walls and floor as the sun traverses 

the sky. 

 

The structure of the essay will reflect this way of working.  References to 

theorists and artists will be interwoven with personal recollections and 

descriptions of exhibition work.  The path is not a linear narrative but one of 

visiting and revisiting the themes in my practice and setting these within a 

wider context. While trying to avoid a psycho-analytic approach to my 

practice as too revealing of my earlier life, I am beginning to see memories 

from childhood taking hold, particularly fear of the dark and the need to 

create small comforting spaces.  Once the exhibition is installed and I have 

described this labyrinthine approach, I may have the answer to why my 

practice has developed into its current forms.  

 

Initially, I will explore navigating external sites with reference to the writings 

of Walter Benjamin1 and George Bataille2. In particular, Benjamin’s ‘The 

Arcades Project’ and the character of the ‘flaneur’ have proved relevant to 

the sense of wandering in my work. Secondly, I will focus on domestic 

interiors through the writings of Gaston Bachelard3 and, again, Walter 

Benjamin.  The ambivalence of the interior as a place of security or, 

alternatively, un-homeliness will be explored through Sigmund Freud’s 

theory of the Uncanny4.  In addition, I will describe the pathway through the 

physical environment of the exhibition space, describing the work I am 

presenting and setting this within the context of three artists.   

Representing Space 

																																																								
1	Walter	Benjamin	(1892-1940),	The	Arcades	Project,	Cambridge,	Mass	&	London,	Verso,	1992.	
2	Denis	Hollier,	Against	Architecture:	The	Writings	of	George	Bataille,	Harvard	University	Press,	
1999.	
3	Gaston	Bachelard,	The	Poetics	of	Space,	Boston:	Beacon	Press,	1994.	
4	Sigmund	Freud,	The	Uncanny,	translated	by	David	McLintock.		London:	Penguin	Books,	2003.	
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I propose to discuss principally the practice of Juan Munoz5 with references 

to Miraslaw Balka6 and Anish Kapoor7 and their representations of and use 

of space.  I was very excited to come across the Spanish artist Munoz’s 

works of isolated architectural features and installations that disturbed a 

visitor’s experience and knowledge of how spaces work.   

 

 
‘Hotel Declercq I, III, IV’, 1986 and ‘Double Balcony’, 1986, Juan Munoz, A 

Retrospective, Ed: Sheena Wagstaffe, p 15 

 

My first encounter with Balka occurred in the bookshop at the White Cube 

gallery in Bermondsey in the summer of 2014.  I was instantly attracted to 

the simplicity in the images of the interiors he created and the ‘Blue Gas 

Eyes’.   Also during that summer I planned to visit two exhibitions of his 

work, one at White Cube, Mason’s Yard and a related one at the Freud 

Museum. 

 

																																																								
5	Juan	Munoz	(1953	–	2001),	Spanish	sculptor	and	maker	of	installations.		Although	his	work	is	
representational	rather	than	abstract,	his	installations	and	sculptures	are	unsettling.		Here,	I	
thought,	was	someone	who	speaks	my	language.		Although	creating	a	large	body	of	work	and	
inspiring	writers	to	respond	to	his	sculptures	he	died		suddenly	at	the	age	of	48.	
6	Miraslaw	Balka	(1958	-),	Polish	sculptor.		Magazine	and	newspaper	reviews	of	the	architectural	
works	first	attracted	my	attention	but	it	was	only	when	updating	my	Exhibitions	Visits	book	that	
I	realized	the	book	I	had	found	in	the	White	Cube	bookshop	and	the	exhibitions	at	Mason’s	Yard	
and	the	Freud	Museum	featured	the	same	artist.		This	confirmed	him	for	me	as	a	‘person	of	
interest’.	
7	Anish	Kapoor	(1954	-),	Indian/British	sculptor.	
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‘Blue Gas Eye’, Miraslaw Balka, 2004, DVD, Tristes Tropiques, pages 62 - 65 

 

I had been aware of the artist Anish Kapoor from his large-scale public 

works such as the Mittal structure at the Olympic Park.  When I began to 

investigate, I discovered much more to his work than the large, brightly 

coloured metal sculptures with which I associated him.  The image below 

indicates how he produced works that used light to draw attention to 

everyday structures such as doorways and apertures.  Again, these 

interventions in space appeared uncomplicated but left much for the viewer 

to experience and imagine. 

 

 

‘Building for a Void, Anish Kapoor, 1992, concrete and stucco, 15m, Expo ’92, Seville, in 

Anish Kapoor: Memory, page 42 
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In all three artists I could find relevance to my work.  In some cases there 

was confirmation of what I was doing in terms of isolating architectural 

features such as stairs and windows.  Below is an example of a screen print 

of stairs. 

 
‘Glasgow Staircase’, screen print on Lambeth Paper, 50 x 72 cm, 2015 

 

There were also indications of how I could develop my ideas further, for 

example, in manipulating scale and creating environments.  An example of 

this can be seen in Munoz’s installation, ‘The Wasteland’ from 1987.  He 

disrupts the floor by using a geometric pattern.  This must have had the 

effect of making visitors reluctant to walk across it to look more closely at 

the figure on the far side. 

 

 
‘The Wasteland’, Juan Munoz, 1987 in Juan Munoz: A Retrospective.  Ed: Sheena 

Wagstaffe, p22/23 
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All three artists reference real aspects of everyday environments while, in 

different ways, removing them from the everyday and placing them in 

unrepresentative and often disturbing settings.  An example of this is 

Munoz’s balcony sculptures on page 5 where he creates an exterior view 

within an interior gallery space.  It seems not a great deal needs to change 

before the familiar becomes disconcerting.  When I screen printed images 

of skylights from Camden Arts Centre on 50cm square sheets of aluminium I 

discovered through photographing them I could alter the orientation.  They 

could then look like a vent in the floor or the wall.   

 

     
‘Skylights’, Screen prints on aluminium, 50cm square, in various orientations, 2014 

 

Wandering, Loitering, Meandering  

‘But space is broad, teeming with possibilities, positions intersections, 

passages, detours, U-turns, dead ends, one-way streets.  Too many 

possibilities indeed.’8   

  

Grandfather continued his story:  ‘Although it was too dark to make much 

out, it made me think of one of the towns we went through as we marched 

north through Italy.  Of course, then, there wasn’t any street lighting and 

the shops were boarded up, but all along the streets in the city centre there 

were really wide arcades.  Before the war it must have been lovely for 

																																																								
8	Susan	Sontag,	Introduction	to	Walter	Benjamin’s	book	‘One	Way	Street	and	Other	Writings’,	
London.		
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shoppers to be able to walk around, looking in the shop windows, and 

never getting wet in the winter or too hot in the summer.  For us, it was 

somewhere to rest in the dry before the next push. 

 

Not all writers consider the urban environment to be a place of wonder and 

discovery.   George Bataille and Walter Benjamin in his book ‘One way 

Street and Other Writings’ both consider urban architecture to be a form of 

control of the population by those in power.  For Bataille, the origin of 

architecture was the prison, designed to be imposing and spectacular.  He 

writes, ‘it is in the form of cathedral or palace that Church and State speaks 

to the multitudes and imposes silence upon them.  It is, in fact, obvious that 

monuments inspire social prudence and often real fear.’9 Bataille does not 

see architecture as expressing the soul of societies but as a way of 

smothering it.  In his opinion, the people needed to rise up against the 

system of petrification made up of ‘Imperialism, philosophy, mathematics, 

architecture etc’.  Men ‘apparently represent only an intermediate stage 

between monkeys and great edifices’.10 

 

Nevertheless, wandering the streets has an acclaimed history dating from 

the time when Arcades were constructed and Baudelaire established the 

character of the ‘Flaneur’ in nineteenth century Paris.  Walter Benjamin 

explored this characterization in great detail in his book The Arcades 

Project fifty years later11.  He captures the essence of the individual who 

strolls the urban spaces describing him as someone who becomes 
																																																								
9	Denis	Hollier,	Against	Architecture:	the	Writings	of	George	Bataille,	MIT,	1989,	page	47	
10	Ibid,	page	47.		Both	Bataille	and	Benjamin	were	influenced	by	the	writings	of	Karl	Marx	and	see	
architecture	as	part	of	the	system	of	control	that	the	upper	classes	exerted	over	the	proletariat.		
While	it	is	evident	that	those	with	power	and	money	build	the	tallest	structures	in	financial	
districts	of	major	cities,	it	nevertheless	seems	to	be	a	somewhat	negative	view	of	architecture	in	
general.		One	can,	however,	reconsider	the	nature	of	buildings	when	Bataille	draws	a	parallel	
between	a	human	skeleton	once	the	flesh	has	rotted	away	to	a	monument.		He	wrote:	‘All	that	
then	remains	is	the	skeleton,	the	structure.		Architecture	retains	of	man	only	what	death	has	no	
hold	on.’		Page	55.	
11	Walter	Benjamin,	The	Arcades	Project,	Harvard	University	Press,	1999.	
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intoxicated as he ‘walks long and aimlessly through the streets.  With each 

step, the walk takes on a greater momentum; ever weaker grow the 

temptations of shops, of bistros, of smiling women, ever more irresistible the 

magnetism of the next street corner’.12 

 

The flaneur may appear to be merely experiencing physical space but 

Susan Sontag’s statement quoted above emphasizes the choices that 

present themselves to the city loiterer.  Should he turn this way or that, keep 

to familiar paths or branch out into new unexplored places?  Benjamin 

considers this state of wandering as less of a physical activity and closer to 

dreaming.  Benjamin writes: ‘in the course of flanerie, far-off times and 

places interpenetrate the landscape and the present moment’13.  Benjamin 

identifies the development of the Parisian cityscape during the nineteenth 

century as perfect for the flaneur.  ‘The city is the realization of that ancient 

dream of humanity, the labyrinth.  It is this reality to which the flaneur, 

without knowing it, devotes himself.’14  

 

Sontag’s reference to the choices available to the flaneur has parallels with 

the choices I have when making work.  I had seen references to screen 

printing without understanding how it was achieved.  I decided to learn 

about the process and became involved in making numerous decisions 

about size of images, suitability of materials and especially colours of inks.  

I have developed a method of applying colours in which a new layer is 

applied over previous layers.  This is to avoid white spaces if colours only 

abut each other and also to provide a blending or continuity between the 

colours.  However, regardless of the care I take in selecting and mixing 

																																																								
12	Ibid.		Page	417		
13	Ibid.		Page	419	
14	Ibid.		Page	429	
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colours, the result is not always what I intended and further options are 

considered to improve the prints. 

 

Lynne Cooke begins her essay on Juan Munoz’s exhibition at the Dia 

Center for the Arts in 1987 with a description of the flaneur as a 

‘passionate spectator’15.  She adds that ‘away from home, this loiterer felt 

himself everywhere at home’. This positive view gives way to a more 

negative appraisal of a modern-day descendent of the flaneur who is, 

according to Cooke, a ‘lone traveller…remote, disenfranchised, 

alienated’.16  She describes him as walking ‘warily, estranged, in these 

empty, eerily silent, labyrinthine canyons’17.   

 

This seems an unnecessarily gloomy assessment of changes in the way 

people live in cities in the present time.  Indeed, the earlier flaneur was not 

communicating with others on his ramblings.  Although he appeared in 

public, his activity was essentially private.  Perhaps the physical activity of 

walking frees the mind to imagine just as much today as in his day. It is still 

possible for those with the means to recognize Benjamin’s assessment that 

‘the fruits of idleness are more precious than the fruits of labor.’18 Benjamin 

seems to identify idleness and freedom from drudgery as a necessary state 

that enables individuals to reflect, dream and imagine, essential conditions, 

perhaps, for those engaged in creativity.  

 

‘Architecture… a Psychological Locus’19 

Munoz exhibited a large-scale installation entitled ‘A Place Called Abroad’ 

at the Dia Center for the Arts in New York between September, 1996 and 
																																																								
15	Lynne	Cooke,	in	‘Juan	Munoz’.		Dia	Center	for	the	Arts,	New	York,	1999.		Page	3.	
16	Ibid,	page	4.	
17	Ibid,	page	4.	
18	Walter	Benjamin,	The	Arcades	Project,	Harvard	University	Press,	1999,	page	453.	
19	Lynne	Cooke,	in	‘Juan	Munoz’.		Dia	Center	for	the	Arts,	New	York,	1999.		Page	4.	
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June,1997.  To introduce the exhibition, Lynne Cooke describes entering 

Munoz’s installation as like being ‘funneled down a narrow corridor, then 

propelled suddenly around a corner into a long roadway, whose borders 

were lined with a succession of buildings’.20  She comments on the spaces 

that open up unexpectedly and describes the figures Munoz has placed in 

these areas as being like actors engaged in their own private narratives. 

 

 
‘A Place Called Abroad’, Juan Munoz, Dia Center for the Arts, New York, 26/9/1996 – 

29/6/1997 

 

Just as Sontag highlights the choices to be made in navigating an exterior 

space, Munoz seems to offer choices to visitors as to which way to turn and 

what space to enter.  At the same time Munoz maintains his ability to 

control and guide how someone could progress.  He may be offering a 

parallel to the ‘flaneur’, one who wanders the urban arcades engaged in 

passive observation without fully seeing.  Munoz’s work is representational 

and never loses its concreteness, yet it has the power to unsettle and 

undermine the viewer’s sense of reality.   

 

Exhibition Corridor 

When deciding on areas for setting up the final exhibition I particularly 

wanted to use a space that resembles a corridor and which divides two 

																																																								
20	Ibid,	page	11	
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sections of the studio.  I envisaged a traversing down through this space 

rather than standing still in a gallery.  I installed panels at each end of the 

corridor and half way down to create a fractured space.  It was no longer 

possible to see right to the end without walking around the panels. 

 

 
Corridor in Exhibition Space with right angled panels 

 

Within the limitations of the exhibition space this gave the suggestion of a 

route or path.  This marks a difference from the traditional white cube in 

which one stands to look at art works.  Why is this important to me?  I think 

I may share Juan Munoz’s bafflement about why practice develops as it 

does when he says: ‘Walking amongst and between these images, I find no 

explanation for the journey I have taken’.21  However, thinking about this 

more carefully, this layout reflects my concern to take time to explore and 

examine, to discover what is round the corner rather than to see everything 

all at once and walk rapidly from one end to the other.  With obstacles such 

as the panels breaking up the length of the corridor, a slower rate of 

progress is demanded. 

 

Self, Place and Being Lost 

Susan Sontag, in her introduction to Walter Benjamin’s ‘One Way Street’, 

emphasizes the importance of one’s relationship to one’s surroundings.  She 

																																																								
21	Juan	Munoz.		Dia	Center	for	the	Arts,	New	York,	1999,	preface.	
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writes, ‘Reminiscences of self are reminiscences of a place, and how he 

positions himself in it, navigates around it.’22  While Benjamin was keen to 

master city layouts by map reading he also valued the uncertain.  Sontag 

quotes him as saying: ‘to lose one’s way in a city, as in a forest, requires 

practice…’  Sontag comments, Benjamin’s ‘recurrent themes are, 

characteristically, means of specializing the world…To understand 

something is to understand its topography, to know how to chart it.  And to 

know how to get lost.’23   

 

Sigmund Freud was not known for illustrating his studies with 

autobiographical accounts, however, in his book ‘The Uncanny’ he recounts 

his own experience of becoming lost in an unfamiliar Italian town. After 

strolling about, he found himself in the ‘red light’ district, which he left as 

quickly as possible.  He continued his wandering but then found himself 

back in the same district again.  Even though Freud did not consider himself 

particularly susceptible to uncanny thoughts he wrote: ‘once more I hurried 

away, only to return there again by a different route.  I was now seized by 

a feeling that I can only describe as uncanny’24.  Freud’s concept of the 

uncanny will be discussed more fully later. 

 

Letting in the Light 

Grandfather continued, ‘I walked round a sort of corner.  Here, a large 

patch of light fell down the wall and across the floor. I looked up to its 

source and saw a skylight with one perfect pane of glass and one shattered 

into a million prisms.  In the far corner, a smaller light vent in the floor 

spilled blue light upwards onto the wall.  That’s not how light is supposed 

																																																								
22	Susan	Sontag	in	Walter	Benjamin’s	One	Way	Street	and	Other	Writings,	London,	Verso,	1992,	
page	10	
23	Ibid,	page	11	
24	Sigmund	Freud,	‘The	Uncanny’,	translated	by	David	McLintock,	London:	Penguin	Books,	2003,	
page	144.		
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to work, I thought, but in this place, who knows?  Beyond it, its twin 

appeared high up on a wall with its matching patch of blue light reflecting 

downwards.   

 

As I came to the end of passageway I could turn left or right.  Before I 

chose which way to go, I looked back over my shoulder to make sure I 

would be able to retrace my steps once I’d seen enough of this place but 

already the route I’d taken this far was murky and unclear.’ 

 

As visitors enter the space they will see three small blue horizontal 

rectangles high up on the wall on the left.  These are screen prints on 

aluminium set in MDF frames.  The panels were originally made to represent 

windows in the Blyth Gallery at Imperial College.  I wanted to bring the 

illusion of light into that exhibition space as there were no windows or 

natural light.  I photographed windows in the surrounding area and 

selected a vertical strip of windows in an adjacent building.  I turned the 

strip into the horizontal plane as this was more suited to the dimensions of 

the setting.   

 

 
‘Letting in the Light’, Screen prints on aluminium, 170 x 35 cm, 2015 

 

Windows were partially open meaning that shades of blue varied according 

to how many layers of glass were reflecting the sky.  Printing on aluminium 

allowed me to vary the depth of blue and to retain strips of metal between 



	 17	

the blocks of colour to parallel the metal window frames of the modern 

building.  I printed a separate band of grey along the top of each panel to 

represent shadow from the frame.  As the current exhibition takes place in a 

recently built educational establishment, it seemed appropriate to transfer 

this piece to the new location. 

 

‘The Abstract Eye of the Beholder’25  

On the wall opposite these is a framed print of a window derived from a 

photographic image from a visit to Glasgow School of Art.  Clearly I was 

attracted to the window for aesthetic reasons and that was why I 

photographed it, however, when I studied the images I noted that the 

window had somewhat unsettling qualities in that it resembled an eye.  

When screen printing the image I kept the colours fairly close to the 

original, however, flat areas of pink and green further confuse the viewer 

as to what the image represents.  Most recognize it as an eye, however, its 

title is ‘Glasgow Window’.  

 

 
‘Glasgow window’, Screen print on Lambeth paper, 50 x 72 cms, 2014 

 

Lynne Cooke refers to the descendent of the ‘flaneur’ as a lone traveller in 

her introduction to the retrospective of Munoz’s work.  However, even his 

vision ‘is skewed from that which is observed externally to that which is the 

																																																								
25	Anish	Kapoor,	interview	with	John	Tusa,	2003,	in	Kristine	Stiles	and	Peter	Selz,	Theories	and	
Documents	of	Contemporary	Art:	A	Sourcebook	of	Artists;	Writings,	page	118	
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product of the inner eye, from that which is seen with the organ of sight to 

that which is perceived internally by the imagination and intellect’.26  In my 

work I try to leave space for the viewer to respond emotionally and 

imaginatively as well as visually. 

 

In an interview with John Tusa in 2003, Anish Kapoor explains his 

understanding of his work moving away from the influence of the author.  

He said: ‘It seems to me that there’s another route in which the artist looks 

for a content that is on the face of it abstract, but at a deeper level 

symbolic…the object in a sense has a language unto itself, and that its 

primary purpose in the world isn’t interpretive; it is there as if sitting in its 

own world of meaning.’27  Kapoor stresses the importance of the viewer 

and the contribution he can make to a work.  In his experience it ‘is in that 

abstract eye of the beholder that some circle…is completed’.28 This comment 

chimes with my own interest in encouraging the viewer to engage more 

closely with the art work and the space in which it is exhibited.  

 

Interiors 

Walter Benjamin was a prolific writer on political and social movements, 

drawing together the writings of many other authors, poets and 

commentators.  Living through World War I and the early years of World 

War II, he witnessed first hand the savagery and waste of wartime, 

recognizing the comfort of domestic interiors.  In ‘The Arcade Project’ he 

identifies the moment when private dwellings, the interiors, become 

established as spaces separate from places of work.  For Benjamin the 

significance of this is that individuals can deal with reality in the office 

																																																								
26	Lynne	Cooke	in	Juan	Munoz,	Dia	Center	for	the	Arts,	New	York,	1999,	page	4.	
27	Kristine	Stiles	and	Peter	Selz,	Theories	and	Documents	of	Contemporary	Art:	A	Sourcebook	of	
Artists;	Writings,	page	188.	
28	Ibid,	page	189.	
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distinct from illusion in the home.  Benjamin writes: ‘In the interior, he brings 

together the far away and the long ago.  His living room is a box in the 

theatre of the world.’29  In the author’s view this is the time of solitary, 

inward-looking individualism. 

 

Benjamin associates this development in the importance of the interior with 

the resident becoming a collector, buying trophies for the home, 

unnecessary decorations and objects such as rugs, vases and surplus 

furniture.  Benjamin sees the collector dreaming ‘his way into a distant or 

bygone world but also into a better one…in which things are freed from the 

drudgery of being useful.’30 Benjamin’s attitude to collecting was 

ambivalent, however, as he had an extensive collection himself, particularly 

books and toys.  

 

He seemed essentially opposed to divesting objects of their commodity 

value and the activity of buying not only objects such as slippers and 

watches, but covers and containers for these.  He wrote: ‘Indefatigably, he 

takes the impression of a host of objects; for his slippers and his watches, his 

blankets and his umbrellas, he devises coverlets and cases.  He has a 

marked preference for velour and plush, which preserve the imprint of all 

contact.’31 Collecting familiar objects around one may not only be for show, 

however.  Rather, they may have an important role in establishing a sense 

of familiarity and ease in one’s surroundings. 

 

Framing the Space 

In Kapoor’s earlier sculptures his use of vivid colour not only reflects his 

birthplace, India, but ‘is bound integrally to the purpose of the work and to 
																																																								
29	Walter	Benjamin,	The	Arcade	Project,	Page	9.	
30	Ibid,	page	19.	
31	Walter	Benjamin,	The	Arcades	Project,	Page	20.	
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the reading of its form’.  His work goes beyond displaying ‘spatial qualities, 

but moreover,…is space itself’.32  He encourages a phenomenological 

relationship between the viewer and the sculpture.  He recognises that when 

viewers act as ‘participants rather than as mere spectators, we become 

hyperconscious of our own position in space and of our own scale’.  The 

artist uses the term ‘auto-generated’ rather than self-generated to minimize 

the artist as author and emphasise instead what the material itself can do.  

In his opinion, ‘All evidence of the hand of the artist became either absent 

or irrelevant.  The wonder generated by the shapes of pure color does not 

center on who made and arranged them, but on the fact that they exist at 

all’.33 

 

Something similar happens during the process of screen printing when the 

hand of the maker is not as evident as it is with, for example, the 

brushstrokes in painting.  In screen printing large areas of colour can be 

laid down with the emphasis on their relationship to each other rather than 

on surface texture. 

 

 
’Svayambh’, Anish Kapoor 2007, wax and oil-based paint, Musee des Beaux-Artes de 

Nantes, France; reproduced in ‘Anish Kapoor: Memory’, page 38, Deutsche, Guggenheim 

 

																																																								
32	Anish	Kapoor,	Memory,	Deutsch	Guggenheim,	page	34.	
33	Anish	Kapoor,	Memory,	Deutsche	Guggenheim.		Page	33.	
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In his installation in the Haus der Kunst, Munich, a large block of wax 

moved imperceptibly on tracks through a series of doorways.  As it 

travelled through each one more wax was shaved off, shaping the block 

and leaving remnants of the red wax on the building’s architecture.  In this 

exhibition, ‘Space then is a function of movement rather than of sight’.34  

 

Visitors may be disconcerted as they look back to see that the red path and 

the doorways were changing and not standing still as architecture usually 

does.  Their point of view was changing even though they were standing 

still.  The same can be achieved by encouraging the observer to move 

around the art pieces in a space and so alter their perspective and the 

geometry of the work. 

 

I will not be setting up complicated mechanics in my exhibition, however, 

the idea of marking the doorways in some way is an appealing one and 

something I need to think about more carefully.  As I consider options for 

achieving this, I realise I have kept a number of images from films35, books 

and exhibitions that deal with this concept in various ways.  Towards the 

conclusion of David Lynch’s film, Inland Empire, the actor walks along a 

passageway with doors on either side lit in a range of colours.  As this is 

cinema, the director can inject a sense of menace into a straightforward 

setting.   

 

In Hito Steyerl’s exhibition of video works at the ICA she used doorways 

illuminated in contrasting colours to frame the guards who were explaining 

how they entered and checked rooms in a gallery.  The irony in her piece 

																																																								
34	Ibid.		Page	34	
35	The	Cabinet	of	Dr	Caligari,	Dir:	Robert	Wiene,	1920	uses	a	graphic	style	to	create	interiors	and	
street	scenes.		In	The	Trial,	dir:	Orson	Welles,	1962,	Welles	emphasizes	light	and	shade	and	
manipulates	scale.		Both	films	deal	with	brutal,	irrational	authority.	
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was that the guards were describing how they drew their weapons then 

returned them to standby when working in law enforcement or as military 

personnel.  This reaction was hardly called for in an art gallery. 

 

 
 ‘Guards’, film still, Hito Steyerl, 2012, ICA, 5/3/2014 - 27/4/2014 

 

Inhabiting the Space 

Miroslaw Balka’s work reflects the tragic history of his homeland.  He 

creates sculptures and installations related to his personal domestic life as 

well as the aftermath of World War 2.  Works are sparse but powerful such 

as ‘Die Traumdeutung 25, 31m’ at the White Cube, Masons Yard exhibited 

from 21 March to 31 May, 2014.  He frequently uses his own body 

measurements to direct the dimensions of his pieces, however, in this case 

the measurement refers to the height of the space above sea level.   

 

The sculpture in the foreground suggests a plinth, step or threshold to a 

building no longer visible.  Behind it is a truncated trapezohedron with one 

side open.  Its meaning is ambiguous.  It could be a refuge for someone to 

shelter in or it could be a place of confinement. 
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‘Die Traumdeutung 25, 31m’, Miraslaw Balka, White Cube, Mason’s Yard, concrete, 

various dimensions 

 

During the same period, he exhibited associated work at the Freud Museum 

entitled ‘Die Traumdeutung 75, 32m’ but here ho chose to work in 

plywood.  The title for both exhibitions refers to Sigmund Freud’s book 

‘Interpretation of Dreams’, 1899.  Although his work can appear abstract 

he writes: ‘it is not abstraction that interests me but the past, history’.36 

Although his sculptures are not directly representational, his architectural 

pieces represent for Balka autobiographical experiences and memories of a 

wider history. He reflects on a collective memory of the devastating 

experiences of his homeland when a third of the population perished.  In 

my case, I think of unsuccessful personal attempts of the family and home to 

provide comfort and security for those shattered by direct experiences of 

war.   

 

Tracing Light  

Grandfather said: ‘You wouldn’t have liked it.  I remember when I used to 

look after you when your mother was going out and how you had to have 

the bedroom door half open so you could see the landing light.  Once, I 

																																																								
36	Juan	Manuel	Bonet,	Miroslaw	Balka	Revision	1986	–	1997,	Generalitat	Valencia,	1997.	
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forgot and turned the light off and you called out and I had to come and 

switch the light back on again. Me and my brothers were used to creeping 

about in the dark because we didn’t have electric when we were growing 

up.  It was useful training when I was in Europe and we were often holed 

up in dark, semi-derelict buildings.’ 

 

Both Balka and Kapoor often consider the impact on a space of something 

as simple as a doorway or vent in the floor that allows light to flood in.  

Much of my work has considered the impact of light, for example, from 

ceiling vents, under doorways and sunlight shining through overhead 

railway lines.  Using the medium of screen printing has allowed me to 

ignore surface texture and concentrate instead on large areas of colour to 

represent light and shade. 

 

     
‘Under the Bridge’ and ‘Barbican doorway1’, Screen prints on paper, 50x70cm, 2014 

 

The physical feature of the current exhibition space that has had the 

greatest impact on me is the way light floods into the space through 

skylights.   I wanted to capture some of the slices and triangles on walls and 

floors. I was particularly eager to see how a right-angled panel half way 

down the corridor affected the pattern of the sunlight and what geometry 

this created.   
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I photographed this trace of light as it fell on the wall, floor and right-angled 

panel at around midday.  I outlined the shapes the light made with masking 

tape then painted directly on the surfaces where the light fell.  While 

marking these areas, it was extraordinary how quickly the light moved over 

the walls and floors.  Although I placed the masking tape quickly, by the 

time I finished, the area I was outlining had changed considerably.  I could 

watch the pattern of light moving down the wall.   

 

       
Photographs of sunlight on the outlines painted directly onto walls and floor in the corridor, 

2015 

 

Although the speed of movement was fascinating, this was not my initial 

focus.  I merely sought to capture and investigate the geometry involved in 

light striking planes at right angles to each other.  There was an aesthetic 

element to my decision-making as I could see the trace of the light would 

supply some sharp angles.  Corners, triangles and points have become 

repeated motifs in my work as opposed to softer, curling lines.    

 

Without light it’s not possible to be fully aware of one’s own physicality or 

to accurately locate oneself in relation to other objects and boundaries 

within a space. As well as the light in the corridor around midday, in the 

morning the same shaft of light illuminates the adjacent space.  A thin band 

of sunlight strikes one wall while further panels of lights dissect the floor.  I 
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marked out these two light sources and painted the one that sliced down the 

wall in a soft yellow directly onto the wall.   

 

On the floor, I decided to use a stiff blue plastic material, cutting the outlines 

and laying them directly onto the floor.  They are tapered slightly to 

increase the sense of distance and curved to mirror the outlines of light as 

they appeared naturally.  As they recede away, they seem to point towards 

the far wall.  At certain times of the morning the original blue shapes lie 

over and then next to the plastic outlines as the sun moves across the sky.  

White lines of light echo the blue.   

 

 
Photograph of light from skylight on the floor of main gallery space, 2015 

 

In addition to photographing this, I filmed the passage of the light travelling 

across the floor from left to right.  When I checked the footage I discovered 

that because the day was partially cloudy, the light appearing and 

disappearing gave a somewhat ghostly visual effect in contrast to the 

moments when the sun shone fully and created a stronger, brighter outline. 
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‘The Material Paradise’37  

Bachelard in his book, ‘The Poetics of Space’, underlines the central role of 

the home in a person’s psychological development.  He describes ‘our 

house as our corner of the world’.  He particularly recognises a very strong 

primal value of the house one is born into and the memories one retains of 

those spaces.  He establishes a difference between the secret daydreams 

located in space and a history based on time that can be shared with 

others.  He writes: ‘memories are motionless, and the more securely they 

are fixed in space, the sounder they are’.  He adds: ‘localization in the 

spaces of our intimacy is more urgent than determination of dates.’38  I had 

never thought of a private history recognizing significant places against a 

public temporal biography.  This distinction adds to the value of the 

memories of the first house I lived in while exploring material for this essay 

and in my practice. 

 

Bachelard acknowledges that the extremities of houses such as attics and 

particularly basements may not inspire the same poetic sense of comfort.  

He explains that as inhabitants move further away from the centre of the 

house they become more remote from the ‘major zone of protection’.  

Whereas fears of the attic can be overcome during daylight, in ‘the cellar, 

darkness prevails both day and night’39.  It may not only be attics and 

cellars that cause fear.  The familiar domestic setting can quickly become 

unsettling under certain conditions, particularly for children.  Dark corners, 

uninhabited rooms and the absence of significant others can cause alarm.  

Thus the desire to create ‘houses’ in small spaces, under tables, in corners 

or the landings between flights of stairs where the scale can be reduced to 

reflect the size of a child. 

																																																								
37	Gaston	Bachelard,	The	Poetics	of	Space,	Boston,	Beacon	Press,	1994,	page	7.	
38	Ibid,	page	9.	
39	Ibid,	page	19.	
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And the ‘Un-Homely’ 

Sigmund Freud identified familiar things that have been suppressed in 

conscious memory that reappear in odd ways as ‘Unheimlich’ or ‘un-

homely’.  He wrote that the uncanny was: ‘something that was long familiar 

to the psyche and was estranged from it only through being repressed’.40  

In Freud’s explanations of behavior, ‘sexuality was the central driving force 

in human nature’.  While examining a number of related theories to explain 

a sense of the uncanny, Freud identifies its origins in experiences in 

childhood.  He gives an example of this ‘unintentional return’ from his own 

experience when he describes a ‘feeling of helplessness, the same sense of 

the uncanny,’…‘groping around in the dark in an unfamiliar room, 

searching for the door or the light-switch and repeatedly colliding with the 

same piece of furniture’.41  

 

‘A Nest for Dreaming’42  

John Stilgoe explains in his foreward to Bachelard’s book, ‘The Poetics of 

Space’ that the author ‘admits that the house is first a geometrical object of 

planes and right angles but asks his reader to ponder how such 

rectilinearity so welcomes human complexity’.  He quotes Bachelard as 

writing: ‘Inhabited space transcends geometrical space’.  Bachelard 

recognises that a house serves a practical function as a shelter but in his 

opinion the occupier ‘experiences the house in its reality and in its virtuality, 

by means of thoughts and dreams’.43 

 

 

																																																								
40	Anthony	Storr,	Freud:	A	Very	Short	Introduction,	Oxford,	OUP,	1989,	page	91.	
41	Sigmund	Freud,	The	Uncanny,	translated	by	David	McLintock,	London:	Penguin	Books,	2003,	
page	114.	
42	Gaston	Bachelard,	The	Poetics	of	Space,	Boston:	Beacon	Press,	1994,	page	viii.	
43	Gaston	Bachelard,	The	Poetics	of	Space,	Boston:	Beacon	Press,	1994,	page	5.	
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Freud, Art and Dreams 

Freud ‘displayed an ambivalent attitude to art and artists.’44  While showing 

an appreciation of literature he viewed artists as ‘people who may avoid 

neurosis and perversion by sublimating their impulses in their work.’45  He 

wrote: ‘An artist is originally a man who turns away from reality because he 

cannot come to terms with the renunciation of instinctual satisfaction’.  Freud 

does, however, allow that ‘He finds a way back to reality’…’by making use 

of special gifts to mould his phantasies into truths of a new kind’.46  

 

This view of the artist as someone who denies reality and needs to create 

art to overcome a repressed libido has largely been dismissed, although 

many artists reveal something of themselves in their work.  Storr is more 

inclined to see a greater similarity between artists and scientists who are 

both ‘ concerned with creating order, with making sense out of the world 

and our experience of it’.47 Freud linked play, phantasy and the dream as 

‘escapist wish-fulfillment’.  Storr cites other interpretations, however, 

suggesting dreams can be ‘a way of dealing with trauma, while others were 

concerned with processing information’.48   

 

‘The Half-Open’49  

‘I decided to turn to the right and came upon three wooden doors.  Only 

one of them was big enough to walk through.  The other two were not only 

small but oddly situated.  The larger of the two was half way up a wall, 

while the smaller door was at floor level.  It was difficult to imagine what 

they were used for, although faint sounds from the larger one of music and 

																																																								
44	Anthony	Storr,	Freud:	A	very	Short	Introduction,	page	92.	
45	Ibid,	page	92.	
46	Ibid,	page	102	–	3.	
47	Ibid,	page	104.	
48	Ibid,	page	104.	
49	Gaston	Bachelard,	The	Poetics	of	Space,	Boston,	Page	222.	
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voices suggested merriment was going on behind it. It made me feel lonely 

to be on the outside.  Do you remember where we used to keep the gas 

mask at home?  The smaller door reminded me of that place under the 

stairs.  When you were exploring once you found it and tried it on but the 

smell nearly made you sick.’  He laughed. 

 

Munoz has used the phrase ‘the disguise of normality’ when describing his 

practice.  Much of his work appears at first sight to be a narrative 

representation of the everyday: balconies, stairs and handrails.  The way he 

presents them, however, removes them from the setting one might expect.  

He isolates fragments of these architectural structures so divorcing them 

from their practical functions and persuading the viewer to engage with 

them on an imaginative level.  Describing Munoz’s first solo exhibition in 

Madrid, she describes Munoz’s world as ‘suspended, anticipatory, 

marooned in indecision.  Its haunting elusiveness depends, equally, on its 

distance from the norm’.50  Munoz, himself, stated ‘You just have one 

material world to explain another material world and the gap in-between is 

the territory of meaning’51.  

 

 
 ‘I Saw it in Marseille’, Juan Munoz, steel, 1987, Juan Munoz: A Retrospective,  

page 19 

 

																																																								
50	Lynne	Cooke,	Juan	Munoz,	Dia	Center	for	the	Arts,	page	5.	
51	Lynne	Cooke,	Juan	Munoz,	Dia	Center	for	the	Arts,	page	6.	
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I found similarities between Munoz’s realistic representations of everyday 

objects with some work I planned in response to a theatre visit.  Having 

watched a show at the Cambridge Theatre in the summer of 2014, I was 

descending the back stairs when I was surprised to see two small doors.  

One was placed half way up a wall and the other was at floor level.  It was 

difficult to imagine what they could be used for in a practical sense but easy 

to attribute some imaginative purpose.  Where did they go or what did they 

contain?  I took quick snaps of them as I descended the stairs and later 

decided to screen print the images onto plywood.   

 

Printing onto this material instead of paper seemed relevant for representing 

an object made of wood while the panels, lock, hinges and shadows were 

recreated in paint pressed through a screen.  I decided to exhibit the doors 

protruding from walls on the mezzanine just outside the main exhibition 

space.  Here, they seem to float against the white walls. 

 

 

     
‘Theatre Doors 1 and 2’, screen prints on plywood, 2015, various dimensions 
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Gaston Bachelard describes the door as ‘an entire cosmos of the Half-

open’52.  He recognises the mixed emotional responses to doors, both those 

are bolted and those that are wide open.  In between these two extremes 

there is a space for imagining what lies behind the half opened door.  He 

writes: ‘How concrete everything becomes in the world of the spirit when an 

object, a mere door, can give images of hesitation, temptation, desire, 

security, welcome and respect’.  If one is inside one’s property, close the 

door should give a sense of security.  However, if one is on the outside one 

can experience feelings of exclusion, missing out on the pleasures within.  

Bachelard continues that a poet: ‘knows that there are two ‘beings’ in a 

door, that a door awakens in us a two-way dream, that it is doubly 

symbolical’53.  Bachelard’s comments add to the ambivalence associated 

with the home.  Is it a safe haven or is there something that arouses anxiety 

within its walls? 

 

Puncturing the Walls 

‘I turned a corner and came into a large bright room. It was disorientating 

because the walls didn’t look solid. There weren’t doors or windows in the 

usual sense.  It was as though holes had been punched through the walls.  

In one wall a larger space had been cut through the surface and a patch of 

light was shining onto the floor.  It provided a way through into whatever 

was beyond.  In the opposite wall grills at the base of the walls revealed 

the blue grey floor of another room.’ 

 

My first instinct on moving into the main exhibition space was to interrupt 

the traditional white rectangle.  I had several photographs of doorways 

taken at the architectural exhibition ‘Constructing Worlds’ at the Barbican 

																																																								
52	Gaston	Bachelard,	The	Poetics	of	Space,	Boston,	1994,	page	222.	
53	Ibid,	page	224.	
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Art Gallery54.  I had based a screen print on one of these but had another 

that seemed appropriate for this project.  I decided to paint the image 

directly onto the wall and floor so that I could increase the size to take 

account of the dimensions of the wall.  This involved much trial and error to 

transfer the two dimensional image into three dimensions.  I taped out the 

space and made frequent revisions to take accommodate actual angles 

using a set square but also taking into account how the work would appear 

to visitors.  As the work progressed I needed to tape up and repaint a 

number of times to achieve the required finish. 

 

 
‘Barbican doorway 2’, emulsion paint on wall and floor, 2015, various dimensions 

 

Balka is quoted as saying: ‘my work doesn’t occupy the whole exhibition 

space.  It occupies just a little bit of space, and the space that surrounds the 

work has the same importance as the space occupied by the object.’55 

Scanlon comments that the artist isn’t leaving space to be filled by visitors 

but rather ‘to open up the space within viewers’.  This is an approach I am 

keeping in mind as I consider work to show in the exhibition.  Over the past 

two years I have developed a number of ideas and produced a fair amount 

of work.  The temptation is to include examples of work rather than to 
																																																								
54	Constructing	Worlds:	Photography	and	Architecture	in	the	Modern	Age,	Barbican	Art	Gallery,	
25/9/2014	–	11/1/2015	
55	Joseph	Scanlan	(Ed),	Miroslaw	Balka,	Renaissance	Society	at	University	of	Chicago,	1992,	page	
182.	
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consider the exhibition as a separate entirety that already has an 

architecture and geometry within its existing structure.  

 

In the corner opposite this wall I placed another door sculpture based on an 

image taken at the Russian Cultural Centre.  Similar to the doors at the 

theatre it was taken quickly as I was leaving the building.  I was interested 

because of its triangular shape and its position below the staircase.  The 

photographic image suggested pale greys and mauves for the door and the 

tiles in front of it and I recreated these in screen printing.  The sculpture is 

placed on a plinth to raise it above the grills at the base of the wall and to 

maintain its ambiguity as an everyday object with its function removed.  As 

with other work in this space, at a certain time of the day natural light 

enhances the work. 

 

 

 
‘Russian Door’, screen print on plywood and plinth, 2015, dimensions variable 

 

I have removed a number of potential pieces and left plenty of space for the 

visitor to experience.  Reducing the amount of work on show has not 

involved easy decisions.  It is natural to want to show a good range of 

work.  However, what remains is an exhibition that is more faithful to my 

original intention of exploring and representing space as well as 
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recognizing the influence of the site itself on my practice. Visitors can 

wander freely around the work and bring their own imagination to bear.  

The emphasis on how light enters the areas encourages observers to see 

something new in the studio that they might have previously overlooked. 

 

Conclusion 

Through researching and writing this essay alongside preparing the 

exhibition I have been able to investigate further where my interest in 

architecture, geometry and space originates.  It seems that memories of 

emotional attachments to the childhood home have had a more significant 

impact than I previously realized.   

I had not expected to be reminded so forcibly of memories of the childhood 

home and to trace such a direct link between childhood experiences and 

memories of domestic interiors with current artistic practice.  As Bachelard 

notes, one’s private history is the memory of the spaces one occupied, 

rather than one’s time-line.  However, there is an ambivalence about those 

memories.  A sense of foreboding regarding the scale and silence of a large 

home needed to be counteracted by the creation of small comforting spaces 

filled with familiar objects. Little needs to change to influence the ethos of a 

space, something as slight as the sun going behind a cloud can turn 

optimism to anxiety. 

 

As well as exploring memories of the past I have had the opportunity to 

respond to this new space, accommodating the limitations its structure has 

imposed while looking for ways to leave traces of myself on it.  I did not 

expect to acknowledge that light entering a building has such a significant 

influence.  However, looking back at earlier work I can recognise a 

continuity through my practice with much earlier work relating to strong light 

and deep shade.  I now recall and acknowledge the significance of the 
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triangles of light in the childhood bedroom that provided comfort on dark 

nights. 

 

I am more fully aware of he importance of having time and opportunity to 

wander, not only in a physical space, but also in one’s head.  Loitering or 

daydreaming can appear aimless to onlookers but are perhaps essential 

states for being free to consider and solve problems in the production of art 

works.  There is a similarity between the choices about which path to take 

while wandering and the decisions about image, materials and process 

while making.  There are so many possibilities and one needs to be free to 

explore them. 

The research, the writing and the making have shed light on my practice to 

date but ahead there are just as many routes I can take, avenues, 

crossroads and cul de sacs, and I look forward to future meanderings. 

 

Grandfather said: ‘I’d had enough of being in this weird place. I crept out 

through the open space in the wall and easily found my way to your house.  

When I got there you were playing with your dolls like you always were.  

You’d put a tablecloth over the table and had your ‘babies‘ lined up under 

their blankets.  You were pleased to see me but nowhere near as pleased 

as I was to see you.  Your mum made me a cup of tea and I sat and 

watched you play while the creepiness of what I’d seen slowly left me.’ 
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