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f A matter of

Michael Warren has been
consistent in his desire

to marry the contemplative
and the concrete: here he
tells Brian McAvera,

‘to make is, for me, to
make matter, matter’

-
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Brian McAvera You have often been linked to Minimalism
in terms of its reductive forms; and you believe that form,
no matter how abstract, never sheds its power of associa-
tion’, a comment by Klee that could be equally applied to
Sol LeWitt’s bricks or Donald Judd’s industrial units. How
do you see yourself in relation to late 20th and early 21st-
century sculpture?

Michael Warren: Last year I participated in a group exhibition
at Hillsboro Fine Art in Dublin. I felt my sculpture stood
comfortably alongside two prominent artists of the
Transavanguardia movement — Sandro Chia and Enzo
Cucchi. Recently I found myself in Portugal at an art confer-
ence. | took time to again seek out buildings designed by
architects Eduardo Souto de Moura, Alvaro Siza and Rafael
Moneo all of whose work I greatly admire. Over the past few
years | have taken holidays in Italy making extensive studies
of Renaissance art, notably of the Piero della Francesca fres-
coes in Arezzo, the Giottos in Assisi, and the architecture of
Brunelleschi in Florence. The question of artistic allegiance
to specific art movements doesn’t have the currency that it
might once have had. The field of artistic nections is vast.

BMCcA: Do you think it is possible for an artwork, espe-
cially an abstracting one, to be demonstrably spiritual or
demonstrably philosophical?

MW: That’s an interesting question. It takes a long time to
understand that true creativity is beyond our individual
control, that discovery cannot be prepared for, nor brought
under control. Between sculptor and material there is a con-
stant exchange of points of view, of proposal and counter-
proposal. Numerous suggested courses of action must be
weighed before agreement can be reached. The process is one
of dialogue, not monologue. The temptation to control, to
impose or too eagerly move towards a perceived goal, must
be resisted. Whatever an artist’s particular intellectual sympa-
thies and interests might be, they should be set aside during
the act of making. The ideal rapport of the sculptor to his

material is one of acquiescence, of subdued individualism and
quietened will. This achieved, all else will take care of itself.

BMCcA: In the Irish Arts Review in 1985 you talked about
the need to be professional and to develop a career outside
of Ireland — quite an unusual attitude at the time. How did
you do this?

MW: I am sure what I meant by professional was taking
responsibility, being reliable, doing the best job. For an artist
to want to show his work in other parts of the world and seek
commissions outside of Ireland is no bad thing. Not then, not
now. [ have over the years exhibited extensively abroad. Over
one third of the large-scale sculpture I have made is located in
countries from Ecuador to Taiwan. Most of this work was
carried out on site. I have travelled a great deal, but I have
never considered home to be anywhere other than Ireland. I
did always dream of just such a life but its unfolding was down
to good fortune and the recognition of my international peers
and critics such as Gerard Xuriguera and others.

BMCcA: You were born in Gorey, Co Wexford in 1950. As
a youngster you put on plays in the outbuildings on the
family farm. Where did that instinct for drama come from?
MW: My country childhood was rich in almost every respect.
The house I grew up in was a rambling, two-storey farm
house built around 1840 and had already been occupied by
three generations of Warrens. Though it passed out of family
ownership some time ago and has, no doubt by now, under-
gone radical change, I can still,; in my mind’s eye, find myself
back there, walking from room to room as though it were
yesterday. The same vivid awareness can be said of the farm
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outbuildings and grain lofts. I have a particularly warm rec-
ollection of my mother’s garden and the orchard below the
house. Springmount was the name of our home — a name well
suited I always thought. It is a strange thing to say, but my
most vivid memories from boyhood are less those connected
to people and events, and more those associated with place
and the presence of place.

I’'m not quite sure what prompted me at an early age to
make stages, paint scenery and put on those plays you refer
to in your question. My brother and sister, visiting relatives
and neighbours, were all cajoled or press ganged into playing
a role in these homespun dramatic productions! The cata-
logue sheets would announce in bold, handwritten words,
Springmount Little Theatre Group proudly presents...! This
appetite for the dramatic — to live the dramatic moment —
never really left me. Many of the titles of later sculpture instal-
lations refer to the world of theatre.

BMCcA: Between 1964 and 1969 you went to boarding
school in Dublin at St Columba’s College, Rathfarnham
where you were fortunate to have the sculptor Frank
Morris as your art teacher. Morris cited Ernst Barlach and

88 SPRING 2016 VOLUME 33 NUMBER 1

Henry Moore as influences, had worked in London as an
assistant to John Skeaping at the Royal College of Art, and
is still an unjustly neglected sculptor. How far did his archi-
tectural training influence your architectonic sense?

MW: Frank Morris was the single most inspirational art teacher

I ever had the good fortune to study under. It was largely due
to his teaching and example that I first began to seriously con-
sider art as a life option. His sculptural or architectural back-
ground was not immediately in evidence. But there were signs.

I remember him helping me and others to make the most
extraordinary Inca masks for the school production of Peter
Shaffer’s The Royal Hunt of the Sun. These were incredibly
dramatic props made from long horizontal bales of Styrofoam,
rasped into bold geometric shapes and painted exotic colours.
One day during my last year, he brought me a two-foot length
of beech tree and gave me the loan of a few gauge chisels. Over
the coming weeks I was guided through the entire process of
carving a sculpture. The meaning of all his teaching concern-
ing respect for material, closing the grain, the articulation of
form, the necessity (as Morris saw it) to carve directly (unas-

why he suggested Bath in particular. He had of course himself
spent some years in England. I applied for the syllabus and
entry forms. The entry requirements sent, and interview by
proxy done, I waited. Eventually I received a letter of accept-
ance. I think I was their first Irish student.

I arrived off the boat to find hippyism in full swing in
England. We knew about this youth culture of love and peace
in Ireland, but in 1969 it had not really taken hold, not even
in Dublin. Coming from the protective environment of an
Irish boarding school, the Bath Academy experience was quite
an eye-opener. I felt I was being encouraged to jump into the

IT IS A STRANGE THING TO SAY, BUT MY MOST VIVID MEMORIES FROM
BOYHOOD ARE LESS THOSE CONNECTED TO PEOPLE AND EVENTS, AND MORE
THOSE ASSOCIATED WITH PLACE AND THE PRESENCE OF PLACE

sisted by preparatory drawings or models), all these now came
into focus and I began to understand exactly what he was
saying. As I listened it was clear that I was been guided through
the making of my first sculpture by a sculptor whose rapport
with material was profound and true. The outcome of this
unique experience was a small wood carving of a female torso.
Today Torso stands in pride of place on a sideboard at my home
in Wexford (Fig 10).

BMCcA: In the wake of the strikes at the National College
of Art, you completed a foundation year at Bath Academy
of Art at Corsham in 1969, a rather unusual choice for an
Irish student. Bearing in mind the college’s history, its pro-
motion of abstract sculpture and abstract painting, its
interest in conceptualism and its pedagogical aspect, what
were your experiences of the place?

MW I think it must have been Frank Morris who first sug-
gested applying to Bath Academy of Art. I am not quite sure

deep end before learning how to swim. [ wasn’t expecting so
instant a transition into the Pop Art world of Warhol, Johns,
Hamilton and company who, at that time, I had scarcely even
heard of. One of the teachers, Mike Johnson, recently back
from living in the States, had an intriguing, thought-provok-
ing style of teaching. He was much influenced by the thought
and music of John Cage.

Despite my reservations it was a year of great exposure to
new forms of art. I saw exhibitions of work by Kitaj and Joe
Tilson at the Marlborough Gallery in London. I saw a major
exhibition of sculpture by Rodin, and got a first glimpse of
work by Anthony Caro at the Tate. I loved Bath as a city. I
attended a Sunday service in Wells Cathedral. A performance
of Ballet Rambert at the Theatre Royal in Bath left me spell-
bound. I may have been a bit harsh on Bath Academy of Art!
For better or worse, after successfully completing the founda-
tion year, I decided to return home to Ireland. It had been a
wonderful adventure but now it was time to leave.
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MY MIND WAS
FINALLY MADE UP.
THERE WAS NO
EVIDENCE THAT I
COULD BE
PARTICULARLY GOOD
AT SCULPTURE, BUT
SCULPTURE IT WAS
THAT I WANTED TO
DO MORE THAN
ANYTHING ELSE

BMCcA: Frank Morris offered you an apprenticeship. How
long did it last and how formative was it?

MW: Frank had told me that if things didn’t work out at
Corsham, I would be welcome to come and work with him
in Wicklow. The year in Bath had answered at least one
important question. It was sculpture, not painting, that [ was
decided upon doing. Now settled in Wicklow, I immediately
started a second woodcarving — this time it was a three-
quarter length figure of a woman wearing a heavy rimmed
hat. Every evening when he returned from the Ballybrew
quarry, where he was at that time doing some commissioned
granite carving, he would take a close look at what I had
managed to do during the day; offering valuable redirections,
criticism and a just measure of encouragement. Sculptors like
Marini, Manzu, Moore and Brancusi seemed to come up in
conversation more often than others. It was an immense priv-
ilege for me to live in such a household. But tragically all this
came to an abrupt end in the late summer. Suddenly and
without warning, Frank took ill, was brought to hospital in
Dun Laoghaire and within twelve hours, had died. He was
only forty-two. Frank Morris’ death was a devastating loss to
his family and many friends. A great loss too, I believe, to
Irish art in general and sculpture in particular.

BMcA: In 1970-71, you go to Trinity College Dublin to
read Philosophy, Psychology and English. Why did you go
there in the first place — it looks like a sideways shift away
from art — and why did you leave?
MW: While still in St Columba’s I had thought of going to
Trinity. [ was now presented with the opportunity to take the
option I hadn’t taken a year before. I entered Trinity College
in the autumn of 1970. As the year progressed I became
increasingly aware that once again I had taken a wrong turn!
It became clear to me that the academic world of books and
essays was just not for me. My mind was finally made up.
There was no evidence that I could be particularly good at
sculpture, but sculpture it was that [ wanted to do more
than anything else. It was time to start again. In the
autumn of 1971 I enrolled at the Milan Academy of Fine
Arts in Italy. I was leaving many of my old school friends
at Trinity. I was sorry that it hadn’t worked out for me
there. Trinity College is one of the great universities of
Europe. I am very proud that today it has two of my
sculptures on its campus.

BMCcA: Suddenly it’s Milan, and the Academy at Brera.
Was the sculptor Luciano Minguzzi of importance to
you, or the critic Guido Ballo, both of whom were there?

MW: I had hoped that Marino Marini would still be teach-
ing at the Milan Academy but, as luck would have it, I found
out that he had retired from teaching sculpture at the
academy the very summer before my arrival in 1971.
The Brera Academy could not have been a more different
learning environment than that of either TCD or Bath. It
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was quite a brave move at the time, as I again found myself
in a place where I didn’t know a soul, and furthermore,
hadn’t a word of Italian! However, by the time I finished in
Milan in 19735, four years later, the die had been cast, direc-
tions made clear. The decision to go to Italy proved fortu-
itous in every respect.

Art education in Italy was serious, traditional and, I suspect,
little changed since the Renaissance. We were taught sculp-
ture, anatomy, and the history of art. I enrolled in the Scuala
di Minguzzi and under this one sculptor, Luciano Minguzzi, |
studied four years, from 1971 to 1975. Minguzzi had not
perhaps gained the international recognition of Marini, but he
was a highly regarded sculptor in Italy. He was perhaps best
known for the great bronze doors he made for the front fagade
of the Cathedral of Milan. This sculptural tour de force may
well have led to a later commission to make one of the four
enormous bronze doors of the Vatican in Rome. To us his stu-
dents, however, he was direct and plain speaking. A private,
strangely enigmatic figure, he was, I thought, a good teacher.

Just being in Italy was a phenomenal opportunity. Apart
from the exhibitions I saw, and my regular visits for instance
to see Michelangelo’s Rondanini Pieta at the Castello Sforzo,
or journeys to Verona, Venice, Florence, Carrara or Rome -
to have the experience of life in this richest of rich environ-
ments was an education in itself.

Sometime during my last year at the Brera I completed a
small sculpture in plaster that made strong reference to the
exciting theories of spatial dynamics of the Futurist artist,
Umberto Boccioni. My interest in the Italian Futurist
Movement had been largely stimulated by the brilliant lec-
tures given by Guido Ballo, a widely recognized authority on
contemporary and 20th-century art with a specialist knowl-
edge of Italian Futurism, 1909-1944. The sculpture I had
made was basically a heavily abstracted geometric torso the

limbs of which are dynamically arranged to project outwards
like a sort of three-dimensional St Bridget’s Cross. But the torso
is opened, split in two halves as though the left hip had been
dislocated from the main torso body. It was the articulation of
this space that was new. Bio-dynamics, as I would later call this
sculpture (Fig 3), marked a transition from closed or contained
form to which space is external, to open-form, sculpture that
abandons what Boccioni called the ‘artificial equilibrium’ of
depictions of static, legible objects. From this point on, space
becomes a major protagonist in my sculpture. It was the start
of a new way of seeing.

BMCcA: You wrote a thesis on the remarkable sculptor
Eduardo Chillida, travelling to Paris to see his work, and
then going to San Sebastian to see the artist. How influ-
enced were you by his timber and his steel constructions?
MW: At the time I wrote my thesis, Eduardo Chillida was fifty-
two and already recognized as being among the most important
living sculptors in the world. The renowned art director and
critic, James Johnson Sweeney, wrote of Chillida in an early
catalogue preface that he believed him to be the foremost sculp-
tor of his generation internationally.

I was drawn to Chillida by his profound knowledge of
materials, his acute understanding of weight and void. He
spoke constantly of his preoccupation with space. He
famously defined sculpture as being ‘a function of space’.
Though probably best known for his works in forged iron
and milled steel, it was to a relatively small group of timber
constructions that I was most attracted. These works were
called AbestiG ogora, which translates from Basque as V DEnt
Song. Here were sculptures that combined the use of timber
in dramatic and dynamic relationship to interior, even hidden,
spaces. Their influence on me was to be immense. Chillida
had shown me the sculptural means of expressing a complex
vision of a world in which paradox — paradoxes of stillness
and movement, absence and presence, are not excluded.

BMCcA: Sometime in the mid 1970s you returned to Ireland
when you met Ronald Tallon. During this period you had
public commissions for UCG in 1977, for RTE in 1978,
and then later a work for the Dublin Port Authority which
met with opposition before it was installed in 1980. In the
same year you were selected for the London exhibition ‘A
Sense of Ireland’ and for the Salon de Mai in Paris. Your
modernist studio was designed by Tallon. How did you,
not long out of college, get all of these commissions, and
how could you afford a studio built by a leading architect?
MW: I first met the architect Ronnie Tallon in Kilkenny in
1977. We were both visiting the Arts Festival there. It was a
meeting that would mark the beginning of a long and produc-
tive friendship. Ronnie Tallon saw the work [ was doing at the
time. Horizontal Plane with Void was a recently made small
piece in polished steel that he liked very much. He told me I
ought to take another piece, De-creation 111, at the time only
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in maquette form, to the foundry and have it cast in bronze. He

must have recognized something in my sculpture for he very
soon began inviting me to submit sculpture proposals for major
locations adjacent to Scott Tallon Walker designed buildings. In
fact many of the large-scale sculpture installations I have made
in Ireland were commissioned by Ronnie Tallon. Over time I
began to work for other architects both here and overseas, but
it was with the guidance and encouragement of Ronnie that
my engagement with architectural scaled sculpture began. He
had a marvellous capacity to draw out the best from each and
every one of the many Irish artists asked to make work for the

office. As we weighed up decisions on

I LIKE TO placement, orientation, scale, and so on,
MINIMIZE ANY we had the flattering feeling we were
TRACE OF working less for him than with him. In
ARTISTRY, short, the debt owed to Ronnie Tallon by
TECHNICAL Irish artists is inestimable.

DEXTERITY OR
EMBELLISHMENT  BMcA: In 1982 you wrote: ‘My sculp-

THAT MIGHT ture may be understood as meditations
HINDER THE on space and gravity. A glacier impelled
CREATED THING by its own massive and impersonal
STANDING ITS weight displaces, dislocates, compresses

OWN GROUND
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or perforates all in its way.” There are
conflicting elements here: a meditation
implies contemplation, stillness, a readiness to absorb,
whereas every single verb in your second sentence is enac-
tive. Furthermore ‘impersonal’ implies the exclusion of the
personal. Can you parse your intended meaning?

MW: I remember that text very well. The original article
was written for a periodical produced by Galleria Stendhal,
a Milanese art gallery devoted exclusively to sculpture. The
text appeared in both English and Italian in the 1980, N17
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edition of SCULTURA. I was asked to write a short piece on
how I understood my own sculpture. It was a carefully con-
sidered statement at the time, and, strangely enough, one
that I would still stand over today, thirty-five years later. In
the text an image of a glacier is used to illustrate an analogy
for the concept of limit. Obscure as this might seem, the
article, read in its entirety, does somehow add up. It is a doc-
ument of that era but one that a recent art writer on my work
has commented, could well be taken as a mini blueprint for
all that was to come!

BMCcA: Peter Murray, in a illuminating essay on your
work, introduces a prescriptive note when he remarks that
‘Warren is clear about how his work should be read and
he quotes you as saying: ‘I think that there is not a single
one of my sculptures that doesn’t read downwards. The
eye will instinctively go to the top of a vertical structure!’
Well, my eye doesn’t! My eye instinctively tries for an all-
encompassing viewpoint first. Furthermore, where sculp-
ture is concerned, it’s a moving eye, constantly circling and
rotating. How would you react to this?

MW: I am sorry if that is the way this quoted extract came
across. What I was trying to point out was the fact that almost
all my sculpture, large or small, appears to have a
distinctive down-to-earthness, a particular grounding if you
like. The same statement goes on to remark how weight, density
— the sense of gravity — seem to have emerged as a recurring
theme. I might have better said that a downward reading of
these works is the way I read them. By read I mean understand.
It is an understanding that addresses complex metaphors of
rootedness, humanization, and conversion of material to matter,
all of which, as you say, are ably handled by Peter Murray in this
text, ‘Light, Gravity and Distance’ written in 2002.

BMCcA: Many of the works in wood make great play with
weathering. Others, especially the steles, have an almost
machined finish, not unlike steel monoliths, almost as if the
wood were standing in for the steel. How do you view the
differences between the two materials and their uses?
MW: Ideally the design, structure and material of a sculp-
ture ought to appear inextricably linked. The medium of
wood presents its own unique aesthetic possibilities and also
structural limitations. These will be altogether different from
those of a work made in steel. The integrity of any given
sculpture will relate to the degree to which these qualities
and constraints of the material are in evidence. Not always
an easy thing to get right. The best apprenticeship in this
matter is experience!

In broad terms I have found that large constructions in
wood are best left rough hewn, as near as possible to the tree
trunks from which the squared balks derive — wood left
as timber in other words. Smaller sculptures in wood — pieces
like the Stelae made in the 1990s, made for more intimate,
interior settings — call for a wholly different approach — an
approach appropriate to sculpture that will be viewed at close
quarters. But in either case I like to minimize any trace of
artistry, technical dexterity or embellishment that might
hinder the created thing standing its own ground.

The capacity of steel as a material to span great height clearly
far outstretches the capabilities of timber. The sculpture con-
structed in corten steel made for the East Point Business Park
in Dublin in 2001 stands 15 metres high. Placed in an archi-
tectural context at the end of a 1-km axial road, it needed to
be that height. There were besides practical considerations:
the sculpture needed to be durable and require minimal main-

tenance. For this installation corten steel was an appropriate

choice of material — but does it have the soul of timber? With
every choice there are inevitable pluses and minuses.

BMCcA: Take us through the process of production, from
inception to installation.

MW: The practicalities and particularities of making a sculp-
ture are easily described. Though certainly of interest, they do
not in themselves throw light on the creative process which is
an altogether more complicated, almost impossible, thing to
pin down. Something mysterious, even — or especially — to the
artist, the true spirit of creativity is what we experience in great
art. It is that thing artists have glimpsed in rare moments
during the making of their work. It is what drives us to do
what we do; it’s what making art is all about. William
Wordsworth once designed a winter garden for his sister
Dorothy. In his written working notes he describes garden
design as ‘the management of surprise’. No matter how many
times we encounter authentic creativity, there is always some-
thing novel and unexpected about it — a timeless freshness that
takes us, artists included, by surprise. The artist can only wait
on such moments. His or her role is one of open and selfless
receptivity, of a total attention directed towards matter in all
its density and intractability. It is a form of inactive action. To
make is, for me, to make matter, matter. One of the most
perfect pieces of art to be found in a public place in Ireland is
the 7.5 ton granite Stone of Remembrance designed by the
architect Edwin Lutyens in 1917 for the Irish National War
Memorial Gardens at Islandbridge in Dublin. This is a work
of enormous presence, uncontrovertibly itself. The actual phys-
ical making of it is not in any way extraordinary. B

All images ©The Artist.

Brian McAvera is an art critic.
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