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Monumental sculpture and
public art - a challenge to
cultural elitism?

David Breuer-Weil

Dawid is a British painger and soulpios has executed sculptures around the
world including in London's Marble Arch, Hanaver Square, Cavendish Square, Portman Square and Docklands as

woll a8 in Lisbon, Jerusalem and the Far Easl. He illusirales his wriling with examgples of these projects.
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This article questions the current role and relevance of monumental sculpture from the perspective of a
practising &rtist in this field. Public art can provide &8 more mainstream, meaningful and free arn form for the

public at & time whean much y art is elitist and i ible to outsiders, as well as too focused

on art as spaculative investment.

In & world where much of our experience is virual, the sheer brute physical matter of clay, plaster, slane or
bronze rendered in symbolic form can affect us on a physical and psychological level, becoming a sharing
of minds.

1 have spent the last decade ing @ new genre of outdoor [ g

staterments such as Brothers, a bronze arch of two figures sharing one mind, Art can be formal, mnovative,
decorative, or quirky, and much public sculpture can be trivial, but | wanted to dig deeper into the human

condition, and for thal reason many af my sculplures are partially submerged. This is sculplure thal relates

to the earth like the conscious mind to the unconscious, It explores ideas of lile and death, the introvert and
the exiroverl, and archetypes, especially familial relationships. | want o use the genre of pubilic sculpture to

explone the mind through very physical means, 1o creale sculplures thal are islands of thought,

My parents ware both immigrants to the UK. My father was a refuges from Nazi accupied Vienna and anly
got out by the skin of his teeth. Many of my works from the Alien and Visitor series are emblems of the
status of the immigrant that has crash-landed from a diflerent cullure, Public sculpture has given me the
apportunity lo express these concerns in a passionate way that can be understood in a split second by a

person walking or driving past.

Monumental sculpture is an art form that franscends both time and specific culhures, a feature of civlizations.
as varied as Easter |sland, India, Egypt, Africa, Mexico and China: il clearly connects with the hurman
psyche across vast geographical and epochal deserts (1), It's part of the landscape or townscape and has
been for thousands of years: sculpions today are just a link in the chain.

Outdoor sculptures are available to the public at no cost and are openly visible and debated, without the
need 1o go to a gallery, ant fair or museum. This openness stands in contrast to & widely held perception that
the contemporary art world can be elitist. Public sculpture by its very nature seeks to communicate more

democratically to people who did not necessarily plan to see it

Sohrab Ahmari has provocatively noted that there can be several factors that alienate the public from the

visual art culture:

“Identity polics isnt alone to Wame for an arl workd thal inspires Rilie more than bemused ennw in the
millicers who SHIT e bo i, in vain for beauty and fruth. The wider colapse of critical standards, the rofe of
big money in the art world, the deleferious effects of soclal media on our aitention spans, the sense that
art has no mew frantiers lefl lo cross...” (2).

Part of the problem is the fact that the art world, being quite small, is a feudal system whers the great
rmajority of artists remain invisible, excluded from the mainstream because (here is no system of
independent critical validation. Also, becausa much of the art world is more preoccupied with art as an
economic lool than as an expression of ranscendence, much art is reduced 1o blank currency, meaningless
to the larger public. In a recent article for the A Newspaper, Seolt Reybum, quating Willam Davies,
professor of Political Economy &t Goldsmiths College in London, has considered that pricing has replaced
critical evaluation and meaning in the visual arts culture: *Economics has disenchanted culture, specifically

visual culture. g to Davies, ing qualities ta ", replacing “critical evaluation with

acaonomic. technical evaluation”, making “the price system” the ulfimate judge, turning instituions into

mmarkets and indivi into competing o

Small galleries with a vibrant primary market for art warks bought lor their appeal or meaning rather than
hawve all but di

P P This is parlly due lo globalisation: local artists are now replaced by

global brands and therefore lose whal was once a niche or localised marke! and relevance to their own

cultura.

Ideally there should be some formal way of providing artists with a balanced employment-art creation time
split. The Federal Art Project (1835-43) was a project of the Works Progress Administration (WFPA) during
Frankiin 0. Roosevelt's New Deal, During the Great Depression, it helped to support about 10,000 artists
and craftspeople and sponsored many works of public art. Emerging from this programme were artists like
Jackson Pollock, Lee Krasner, Mark Rothke, Barmet! Newman, Franz Kiine, Willem de Kooning, David

Smith and many olher major figures who came o define American 20" century visual culture, Hans Ulrich

Ciorist has stated: “Today, at this moment of extreme crisis in the world, a deeply worrying and precarious

time for artists and for everybody, an art stimulus project similar in scabe to the WPA is ugently needed”,

COVID-18 has hastened the move of the art market to the internet and may weaken the hold of the old
power brokers, However, the role of the disi an critic in ining the signi of a particular

artist or movernent is still sirikingly absent today, For every article in the press about the meaning, social
purpose or sirength of @ new ariwork, there are scores about auction resulls and the an market. As that
rare breed. an independenty minded Mew York ar critic with & large following, Jemry Salz, quipped:

“I hate art auctions. Not just because they e fraak-show legal casinos, spectacias where the Uber-
ultrarich can act out as profigately in publiic as possibis, Ining fo buy immortality, become a part of art
history, make headines, and create profit. | don'’t anly hate them because they may be the whites! sector
in the entire world. | hate them for what they do to art, for the bad magic of making myslerious powerful
things tum inte numbers... The price of a work of art has nothing to do with what the work of art s, can
do, or is worth on an existantial, alchemical ievel” (3).

The over-commerciglisation of new art is not helpiul to artistic creation and culture. In some ways itis a
Fulfilment of Oscar Wilde's famous adage about those who know the price of everything but the value of
nething, Bul there are complexilies here as well, Allhough auctions can distort value, for a small number of
artists it can assure income and visibility. Despite my comments, | have to say | have also benefited from it.
My monumental sculptures have been sold by Sotheby's al their Beyond Limits exhibitions, and Christie's
held a private selling exhibition of my bronzes that were installed in public spaces all over London. This has
undoubtedly given me a more global audience, with prominent sculpiures being placed as far and wide as
the LIS, the Far East, Armenia, Portugal, the Middle East and elsewhere as a resull.

Much of the finest public sculpture or installation an of the |ast few years has dealt with recent historical
catastrophes, such as the Berlin Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe by Peter Eisenman (2004) and

the powarful but lesser known Ninth Fort Memarial by A. V. Ambraziunas (1984) in Kaunas. Other significant

installations for memary and heritage are Rachel s Judenplatz M ial (2000) in
Vienna, and Post-War works such as Nathan Rapoport’s Warsaw Ghetto Monument and the Treblinka
Monument designed by Adam Haupt, Franciszek Duszenko and Franciszek Strynkiewicz,

Twould like to see, in the United States, a powerful and ambilious work devoled Lo the horer of slavery and
its legacy, because at its best ouldoor sculplure can be a profourd marker of past wrongs and injustices. I
can also be a searing statement of the value of human ife, because something happens when you see a

powerlul human presence made of bronze or slone emaerging from the ground

I made a work fithed Emergence, a igure coming out of the earth in four stages. I1is an image of the origing

of humanity from the earth, evolving, growing, it is one of the few ¥ to
have been featured on the front page of The New York Times, which occurred dusing the COVID-18
pandemic. With this piece and the related versions, | wanted to make monumental sculpiure a combination
of philosophy, endurance and raw physical presance. | did not just want to decorate & piezza, | wanied to

make & statement about who we ara.

My personal experience started with puting on vast subterranean exhibitions of large-scale canvases,
searing indictments of our time in great raw spaces bedore they became gentrified, such as the Roundhouse
in Carnden, The Oxo Tower Bargehousa and the cavernous Vaulls under Walterloo Station.

| wanted o reach out 1o more people, so | started making outdoor sculptures in eamest around 2011, In
some ways it was easier 1o make an impact with monumental sculpture than with painting, which is stil my

main activity: | have recently completed a cycle of paintings dealing with the pandemic and lockdown,

Quite 500 | hard pieces in famaus spots like Marble Arch, Gavendish Square, Hanover Square and
opposite Euston Station, Many of these works were seen by thousands of people every hour, more than
might see a painting exhibition in its whole run, Images can become part of the publc consciousness even if
most viewers have no idea who the artist is. You can impact the visual landscape of a city. | saw that public
sculpture continues to be a topic that people care about passionately, perhaps because you are invading
their spece, occupying & place where & real body could stand. But also, because publc sculpture raises
some of the issues discussed in this article about breaking down barriers and making arl less efitist and

commercial,

The subject of public statuary has become liercely debated over the last few months with the toppling of

statues. In some ways the whole history of art has been one of iconoclasm. The Christian Byzantine Empire

yed images as did ion Eurape (4). It could be argued that every new ‘ism of 207 eentury art
was a form of iconoclasm, the avant-garde idea of replacing the old with the new. The altraction of
monumental sculpture might be that we can leave a permanent mark. But nothing is permanent, as Shelley
poeticised in Ozymandias (5).

Today il is about reshaping the fulure, just as 20h century sculplors such as Brancusi, Picasso, and Moore
invented new forms, often inspired by ancient art or art from diverse cultures. The challenge is to make
sculpture meaningful for every new generation. | studied under Henry Moore's assistant Shelley Fausset at
Central Saint Martin's School of Art and started working in plaster and clay. The Brilish Museum was just
net door and we went almost every day to study Cyprict, Etruscan, Babylonian and Roman art. With al
these influences one thing served as a backbone that still supports my arlistic personality to this day:
Faussel encouraged me 1o transiate my sense of the tragedy of the human condition into sculptural form. |
made a human mask out of clay thal seemed 1o express generations of pain and endurance. The next day
he handed me a plece of stone that Moare had not carved. | never carved it but got 8 sanse that | was part
of a great tradition being handed down from generation to generation, and this idea of the passing of
generations became a major theme of my wark in both painting and sculpture, influenced aqually by my
sense of my family’s history. | visited Stonehenge and the Avebury Stone Gircle on a few occasions. To me

these seemed 1o be he ullimate sculplures, simple, monalithic and mysterous.

They have continued 1o be a greal influence, in par because they gave me a sense thal menumental
seulplure could be genuinely imeless, ranscending the petly concerns of a lashien based cultural world
and its obsession with investmenl.

In these sculplures | try to bring together the conlemporary and he prehistric, 1o show the timeless power

of monumertal and why il i 1o have in today's world, speaking 1o our collective

humanity through the use of archetypal images.,

One of these is called Tide, Each passing generaticn is represented by waves of people, My thinking about
monumental seulplure is that we are just one mament in time in a movement thal has been paunding the
beach of time for millennia



