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Apropos sculpture
Put your finger in the middle of a map of Britain, and it’s probably on Leeds. Two hundred miles north of London and two hundred miles south of Edinburgh, Leeds also sits more or less equidistant from the two coasts, between Blackpool to the West and Spurn Head to the East. It is a cardinal point of intersection and exchange through which people pass, but things are changing. Leeds, we are being told, is gradually becoming something else: a destination. 

Sculpture, past and present, with its land marking and place making potential has often been implicated in such circumstances, highlighting particular histories and commemorating specific issues or individuals. Bryan and Laura Davies’ sculpture entitled ‘Hello Friends’ in Bridgewater Place is an intriguing intervention into this field. It is a private commission within a private, commercial environment, and thus a work liberated from the usual terms and conditions of public art. What they have delivered is at once playful and serious, ironic and iconic: overtly borrowing from the forms of a modern sculpture, Constantin Brancusi’s ‘Endless Column’, whilst also managing to fold some of the lesser known dimensions of this earlier 1937 work into their own in interesting ways. 

On one level what they have done is to make a sculpture about a sculpture: to construct a connection between a famous, monumental abstract sculpture and their own work, and present this connection as sculpture and as their new work. Brancusi’s oeuvre has always been much favoured by other artists and his columns, in particular, have been relished by artists and designers in many fields from the 1930s onwards. Having said that, although Brancusi is now internationally famous for this form, he can hardly be credited for its invention: borrowing, as he was, from the zigzagged structures of Romanian wooden funerary carvings and domestic architectural structures in the first decades of the twentieth century. So we should not forget that the forms of his ‘Endless Column’ ultimately pre- and also post-date Brancusi’s extraordinary use and interpretation of them. What, however, I think ‘Hello Friends’ succeeds in presenting is a knowing demonstration of the powerful ubiquity and specificity of this international art image - at once everywhere and in one place, simultaneously unpatented and authored. Their work restates this whilst also offering a poetic, visual and imaginary account of its multivalent past and future. Inside the modules of their column are light boxes, pulsating images of the prehistoric and the post-modern; the cave walls of Lascaux, a Dubai-esque city, a space station and a dinosaur-like human skeleton feature in this totemic image tree. Their ‘Endless Column’ lives forever as a sign, a brand and a logo - world wide and world deep - that crosses periods and geographies, without end…

2007 is an interesting year to be installing such work. Not only is it seventy years since the work’s completion in Târgu Jiu, a mining town in the county of Gorj, but it is also the year in which Romania joined the European Union. As Romania starts to present itself more as a European and international ‘destination’, it will be interesting to see the ways in which the ‘Endless Column’ features in the cultural profiling of the country. Brancusi was on the banknotes a few years ago; maybe he will be again. Perhaps we will see more of these monumental and internationalising abstract columns. Perhaps every ambitious city will soon be tempted to have one…

The Davies’ sculpture evokes this aspiration. It is not only a sculpture of a sculpture, but also a landmark in a landmark: a monumental sculpture inside Leeds’ and Yorkshire’s tallest building. It is here that the Bridgewater project - and the combination of sculpture and architecture - has some curious echoes with thinking about the work in the late 1930s in the USA. For although the ‘Endless Column’ exists as an outdoor work installed in an urban park in Târgu Jiu, it was also soon being envisioned as architecture on the other side of the Atlantic. As Alfred Barr, the director of the Museum of Modern Art in New York, was planning exhibitions for him, Brancusi was speaking in Chicago, as a guest of the Chicago Arts Club. In an interview for the Chicago Times in 1939, he talked about his dream of making a huge and habitable ‘endless column’ in stainless steel on the shores of Lake Michigan. The building was never realised, but it is noteworthy that Brancusi was very interested in remaking a sculpture, that he often referred to as ‘linking heaven and earth’, as a skyscraper and that he saw it as having this large-scale, functional potential. This is echoed quietly at Bridgewater Place, an ‘endless column’ housed within a skyscraper, as we witness the curiously ongoing potential of this iconic modern sculpture once again played out and up into the future.

