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Pier Luigi Tazzi  I would like to start from the distant past. I have always felt that since the 

beginning of the modern, there was no place for art. Art was mostly an image in the 
mind, or a precious object. While it was still in the artists studio it was as yet unborn, 
and when it was in a private or museum collection, it was the relic of a practice that 
took place elsewhere, a sort of unknown non-site that was ideologically akin to the 
concept of Utopia. The work of art began to acquire its own space toward the late 
1950s-early 1960s and this ultimately resulted in the gallery space. This was a real 
space which was increasingly defined over the course of the decade and which in a 
way contrasted with the museum, which was more abstract, separate from the reality 
of the outside world. Until at least the end of the 1960s the museum was the principal 
space for art and where art obtained its status. During that time we had a shift from 
the closed, sanctified museum space to the living, 'real' space of the gallery. 

At the end of the 196os-early 1970s, what first emerged in theoretical discourse was 
the term 'context', particularly in conceptual art. This term was increasingly defined 
and analysed in its specificity; that is, art does not acquire its meaning in and of itself 
but in relation to the context in which it is set and brought into action. 

When the gallery space came to lose its primacy and at the same time its 
effectiveness, the term 'context' emerged again but in a different way. Context is no 
longer intended as it had been in the discourse of Conceptual Art, but now points to a 
dissolved area where the work of art is placed, although it does not define the context 
by virtue of its presence. At the same time, there is a demand today for context, a 
need for context. What I want to ask you then is, when did you start to take the 
context into consideration not only in the production of the work but in its very 
constitution? What do you mean by context? 

Richard Deacon  At the start of the 70s, when I was a student, I was confused about the 
category of things I wanted to make. I wanted to make something and that involved 
the manipulation of materials, but the models that were on offer seemed to involve 
making plans and carrying them out. I felt that this was the wrong procedure. It was 
also a time when there was a lot of interest in time-based work and performance, so I 
combined the two interests and started making performance-based work which 



involved the manipulation of materials over a given period of time. The notion that 
how you do something had relevance to the thing that you do was a very early part of 
my work. I used photographs to document it but I became much more interested in 
description as a means of documentation. It had time in it in a more interesting way 
than a photograph. At some point in the middle of the decade I abandoned using a 
performance base with all its connotations of documentation and reproduction, though 
there are certain elements which carry through from that. These works often extended 
over a period of time and involved the creation of materials. I found the vehicle 
cumbersome and thought that it was possible to condense those concerns into a single 
object. Somehow I changed the way I looked at what I was doing and began to think 
of my previous work as a training in how to make objects, learning how to avoid 
making plans. Also in the context of making performance I found myself 
uncomfortable with my personal presence. I felt that I didn't need to be there. That 
describes how I think about sculpture, about making my work ever since. Somehow 
that 'I don't need to be here' is a good way of describing the kind of autonomy that I 
think the work should have. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  What startled you most about your physical presence? 

Richard Deacon  At the time, I thought that the reason I was there was as an agency to enable 
the work to be made. I wanted a certain kind of equality between myself as an agency 
and the material as an actor; I thought that my uncertainties, my doubts and my 
decision making, that somehow 'me' was the performer in a kind of autobiographical 
sense which I found uncomfortable. I suppose the honest answer would be that 
performing that way seemed to say things that I wasn't planning to say. It made the 
work personal in a private rather than possibly expressive sense. Another possible 
reason was that I didn't need the audience. I was perfectly happy in a performance 
situation entirely by myself. If you don't need the audience then you don't need the 
documentation, so what you have at the end is what you intend to make, that's the 
full logic of it. I was quite happy with that for a while and then, ten years later, I 
decided that the sculpture I was making and the gallery which was its location were 
problematic. Your description of the work being unborn in the studio and already 
dead when it arrived at the collection was very good. The gallery developed this in 
between status of 'this is when the work lives'. If that's the case then in some sense 
the gallery determines the work. The museum legitimizes it and the gallery enables it, 
or causes it to be. Obviously a lot of the conceptual artists' position was precisely to 
do with articulating the ways in which the gallery does that. To follow the argument 
through removes any need to do anything at all, because the gallery causes and the 
museum justifies. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  This is strange, you stopped performing because at a certain point you 
recognized that you didn't need an audience. But what the gallery space was offering 
was a stage without an audience, where the audience was not necessary because the 
stage in itself, the gallery space, was the place. 

Richard Deacon  Yes. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  So in the gallery space you don't need an audience.  

Richard Deacon  It's implicit. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  Yes it's implicit, it's already there. The stage, the sacred place is there. I 
think that your decision, and that of many other artists, was to confirm the primacy 
of the gallery space. 



Richard Deacon  At some point later I began to wonder whether it was a necessary truth and 
whether the context was not necessarily defined by the gallery; in fact you could turn 
it upside down and have the making or the thing that was made define the context. 
So the gallery was a part but not necessarily the whole. I have often talked about 
works that I have made on three scales: small, medium size and large works. The 
small works are domestic, the medium works are gallery size and the large works are 
public. But there is a continuity between all of them and therefore if you look at 
context you would look for something that overarched all those three scales. At some 
point I wanted to make things that didn't fit inside the gallery. I thought there might 
be other contexts for the work, other places to put things where they could still 
function as art objects. Obviously there are lots of places where they probably don't 
function as art objects. I made some things which were placed out in the park. I found 
that didn't work, it was just taking one thing and putting it somewhere else, which 
seemed an inadequate solution. In 1985 I did this show at the Serpentine Gallery with 
the work Blind, Deaf and Dumb A, which used a link through the wall of the gallery 
to a work that was outside. I used the window and the building as a means, and tried 
to make the architecture be contained by the work, rather than be a container. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  That also occurred with your contribution to the 1985 Biennale of Paris. It had the 
same aim in a way. The three works, Other Homes Other Lives, Like a Bird and Tell 
Me No Lies, were in overt contradiction with the architectural space of the Grande 
Halle de la Villette. There was a sort of fight between the architecture and your 
works. The architecture was not the container of the work: there was a sort of 
dialogue with the architecture itself. Most of the other works in that show were 
simply contained in a building which falls into the category of industrial archaeology. 
In your case the contrast was extremely evident. 

Richard Deacon The exhibition in Paris was precisely between having made works which had been 
placed outside, and my being unsatisfied with that, and doing the work in the 
Serpentine, where I was more aggressive towards the architecture. Those were 
intuitive decisions. I removed myself to the outside in Paris, to the exterior of the 
building; I didn't want to be within the big hall. A part of it was in order to establish 
a relationship between the work and the building that had some purpose to it, that 
wasn't temporary. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  In fact one of the feelings I had-it's rather banal, maybe a little simplistic but 
it might explain something - was that one never knew whether your sculpture came 
before the building or the building came before your sculpture. There was an 
overlapping, but at the same time there was no fusion between the building, your 
sculpture, and the overlapping itself. Also, you were going against one of the most 
substantial characteristics of architecture: the possibility of opening and closing space 
at its own discretion. With your work, this possibility is denied. In other words, 
architecture implies that a given space can be closed. It is not a question of 
establishing a flexible articulation between aperture and enclosure. The fundamental 
fact is that enclosure is in any case a possibility. Think of the cave, the first building 
constructed by humankind, the defence systems brought forth during the Renaissance 
- all things from which modern architecture is derived. I thought your sculptures were 
like bars in the door, keeping the door open. 

Richard Deacon Well, that's what they should be. Because I was really unhappy about being given a 
cubicle in a big space, it was very much a 'fuck you, I don't want to do this, I'd much 
rather be outside'. What I was starting to say earlier was that autonomy becomes a 



more important term the longer it goes on. The procedures I had for making work 
tend to involve a certain kind of wrapping up of space. They became sort of circular 
motions. The autonomy has to do with that decision, that you don't need the 
audience, you think that somehow the object should be completely contained, 
wrapped up in itself. 

Thinking about that show in connection with what we are talking about now, I 
remember other works that had a completely different relationship not only with the 
architecture, but with the physical, formal and historical context. Particularly 
Luciano Fabro's work, which was outside trying to haul the whole building in a sort 
of metaphor of history. Or the work of Ulrich Ruckriem, which was completely 
detached from the building, like a timeless mark of the presence of art or of human 
action. 

The reason I started making performance work at the end of the 6os was because I 
wanted to make, but I didn't know what. I suppose in a way it is still a problem. 
There is a kind of fixity to Ruckriem's work that creates a problematic for me. This 
isn't a critique of the work; indeed, there is a relationship. I wanted to make work 
that didn't involve gravity in the classical way that Ruckriem's work belongs to 
gravity, with his simple operations on the block. The work is always subject to 
gravity and place in a very definite way. Material and its manipulation are core areas 
in what I do. Matter, stuff, are the words I tend to use. Matter is a ground for the 
work in relation to its existence rather than its weight, or its mass. Weight was 
always a difficult thing for me. My idea about sculpture was that it was composed of 
matter but wasn't subject to gravity. This is metaphorical, obviously, but I thought of 
sculpture as being between me and the world, rather than sitting in the world. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  In other terms — not artistic terms — the works of Ruckriem have to do 
with 

erection. It is a phallic work in any case, where the phallus is important as a sign in 
its symbolic function as an archaeological point of reference and orientation. Ruckriem 
reflects quite closely Jacques Lacan's reading of Sigmund Freud in which the phallus 
is not a phantom in the sense of being a figure. Nor is it an object, nor the organ 
itself. It is a simulacrum, a signifier whose prime meaning is 'to be or not to be', to be 
there, to be erect with a specific mass, a specific material, worked in a specific - and 
simple - way. On the other hand you consider the substance of the phallus 
independently of its function as a signifier, or its erection and its erectibility. 

Richard Deacon  Yes I suppose so. I could put it another way: Rückriem's work is clearly made 
of material, and the material sits in the world. For me, material, matter, is much 
closer to being human, is much less alienated from being human than that opposition 
of the physical object grounded in the world. Matter is much closer to language and I 
wanted to make sculpture that showed that aspect of belonging to the human more 
than belonging to the world. When we speak to each other we use something that is 
common, that doesn't really belong to any of us. We can extract meaning from it and 
use it to signify, but what enables us to do that is its commonality, we all agree on it. 
I wanted to make sculpture that was being more like that than it was to being fixed. 
The area I was trying to explore has to do with allowing material to have form and at 
the same time to be able to be formed. There is a certain indefiniteness or ambiguity 
to a lot of the things that I do in relationship to what they might look like, and at the 
same time the great specificity of material and of the substance of the work is clear. 
The form is clear but there's also a desire for a potential plasticity or fluidity which 

Pier Luigi Tazzi 

Richard Deacon 



remains latent. In a sense I have been trying to attach sculpture to perception or to 
experience rather than attaching it to the world. A contemporary analogy is to talk of 
a virus and the way a virus attacks the host. The problematic is to try and make 
sculpture that is parasitic upon the perception of the host rather than sculpture that 
is in and of the world. 

Pier  Luigi Tazzi  Yes, but when I use the term 'timeless 'for the work of Rückriem, I meant 
just that, to be not against culture but before culture, to go back to a certain 
archetype, to go back to a certain source. Your work is far more linked to the 
evolution of language; Rückriems language is very elementary, whereas your language 
is much more articulated. What Rückriem is doing is establishing the scan of the 
language, the primal gap. 

Richard Deacon  Yes, possibly. Clearly I don't make work that's primal. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  What I find in common between your works and Rückriem's are at least two 
things. You share what you called autonomy, and this common base, common ground, 
even if the articulation is completely different. 

Richard Deacon  You mean a material base, a material ground. 

Pier  Luigi Tazzi  Yes, that was quite important in the early 70s, that had been achieved. 

Richard Deacon  Well, it was something that was achieved, and also something that was made 
available. It was clearly a gain, or an opportunity. If you look at Donald Judd and 
Anthony Caro as two artists of very similar age, I think surprisingly for such an 
apparently restricted artist as Judd, the opening he and others made at the time is 
very clear. The way I put it, Judd doesn't tell you what to do, but he leaves a lot of 
things to do it with, whereas Caro tells you what to do. The heritage of Caro is 
stylistic whereas the heritage of Judd is fundamental. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  Caro and even more so Donald Judd have already become part of history, 
they have already been absorbed in contemporary art, whereas Rückriem remains as 
yet not digested. 

Richard Deacon  Yes, I agree. It's surprising, a good quality. After the Serpentine in '85 there 
was the show in the park at Sonsbeek in '86 and through the city of Münster in '87. 
The curator of Sonsbeek, Saskia Bos, had a fairly complex idea about a glass house 
and a floating pavilion. Partly I suppose that her reason for proposing the pavilions 
was to underline an aspect of contemporary art practice which was denatured and 
artificial because of the history of the space as an artificial park. For me it coincided 
with doing a lot of reading about the picturesque in the eighteenth century and the 
ways in which the world was seen as expressive and signifying. I was also interested at 
the time in geological history, very ancient history and the intellectual processes in 
relationship to the investigation of the earth as an ancient geological item. There was 
a way in which intellectual operations could picture a world different to the world we 
inhabit, although it's the same place. In the eighteenth century nature disappeared 
and was replaced by construction, by a human-centred world. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi The relationship between city and country was completely reversed. 

Richard Deacon And the park at Sonsbeek is a representation. My work was a rigid frame, with an 
undefined element within it but situated in a place, between the war memorial and 
the villa. In some sense the physical object and the manifestations of ideology within 
the various elements of the park - its construction, its buildings, the war memorial, 



etc. - were all pictures, constructions. What I was trying to make the work do was to 
be equivalent to the park and to the spectator, so there were three elements: the work, 
the park and the spectator. They were more or less in balance. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  I found your work at Sonsbeek, When the Land Masses First Appeared, 
extraordinary. It was one of the emblematic works of the exhibition for the relation 
between the container, the rigid form outside, and the contained shape, the organic 
free form inside. This relationship was very opposite to the notion of the park, where 
the natural is the outside world and the design of the park is the inside world. This 
relationship, in connection to what we were saying before about context, revealed the 
distance taken from the idea of context as it had been defined by conceptual art. For 
the first time I could experience through that work something l had not understood 
before. The context had not been defined by known components and certain elements 
resisted all definition and categorization and remained unstable. The context had to 
do with an essence of which you had no knowledge: a sort of first step into outer 
space, with all its contingent risks. It had the freshness and happiness of a first 
discovery, like a baby's first word, or like some works from the Italian Renaissance, or 
in some Impressionist paintings. They have the same kind of dawn, when the day is 
approaching and everything is pale and bright; the colours are extremely distinct, not 
attacking your perception, but arriving with the renewal of your perception after a 
night's sleep and with the morning light. Saskia Bos' project was to create this 
primeval garden, a kind of Eden. Your work in Munster, Like a Snail, was again 
contextualized in a bureaucratic way, the work of art in relation to the urban context 
and vice versa. The two were well-differentiated, despite the resulting revelation that 
the chaos of the urban context opposed the positive affirmation of the work of art. 
This distinction appeared so evidently there for the first time. But the context, 
likewise, was no longer open but closed in its definition as an urban landscape. Your 
work stood in relation to architecture as a complement to an established environment. 

Richard Deacon  That's correct. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  My reference to the light of dawn was not merely a poetic digression, it was 
in reference to the title of an early work of Anthony Card's, Early One Morning. This 
seems a characteristic of British art when it reaches a turning point. 

Richard Deacon Yes, I know that work. To digress a bit, one of the differences was that I knew what I 
was doing in Münster but I didn't know what I was doing in Sonsbeek. One of the 
problems for me as an artist and maybe for artists in general is to be in situations 
where you don't know what you are doing in a productive way. You can't always do 
that. I think you are correct to say that the intention was articulated and the context 
was clearly established. To be brief about it, I said, 'I want to make a work that is the 
equivalent of a house.' 
In practical terms, Blind, Deaf and Dumb A at the Serpentine Gallery, When the 
Land Masses First Appeared at Sonsbeek and Like a Snail at Münster qualified me in 
terms of experience to think about and to be offered opportunities to make work in 
other places. One was in Krefeld, another was in Los Angeles, and there were some 
commissions that resulted. The work in Krefeld is one of the longest, begun in '88 and 
finished in '92. Do you know this work? 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  Yes 
 
Richard Deacon  I didn't really know what to call it. Sometimes it's quite easy for me to title 

works, in this case the work is titled in relationship to intention. Sometimes work is 



titled in relationship to image. The work is called Building from the Inside. The place 
that I found and wanted to use in Krefeld was one of those urban spaces which mean 
nothing, a kind of open space without any real function, where roads met, that 
happened to define an area of ground. There are various ways you can think about the 
work as an entrance. I think you are correct to point out that Like a Snail in Münster 
was in relationship to a defined context, the elements were clear. In Krefeld it's a more 
risky operation because the context is undefined. The attempt was really to make a 
work which defines the context rather than opposing or establishing it. The place has 
negative qualities; it's not really the city or the country. There are various rebuilding 
plans for the area. The meaning of the work comes from the inside; its attempt is to 
generate the place, rather than the other way round, with the place generating the 
work. There are lots of dimensions to that: political, social, cultural, the idea about 
public. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  Can Building from the Inside in Krefeld be distinguished from what is called 
public art? You cannot consider the Munster piece public art, it was a component of 
the overall project, but in Krefeld there were links. 

Richard Deacon  It's not the only one; there are other works in public places. I have some 
problems with the term public art; the other term is art in public spaces, and there is 
obviously a discourse around that. The problem I have with the term public art is that 
it implies a degree of social engineering, that it is something that is good for you, like 
medicine or public housing. But at the same time it has a certain freedom, a free 
availability, the public domain. When I was making Building from the Inside for 
Krefeld I was doing a number of other projects and talking to various people. It was a 
time in the late '8os when a confusion between the private and the public space came 
into being, public space got privatized, particularly in Britain. The plaza became an 
extension of the commercial space rather than a freely available place. It was 
characterized for me in the late '8os by a car advertisement which seemed to place a 
car in that public position. Ideologically I began to wonder whether the sense of 
openness implied in the notion of the public space was a component in the experience 
of art, and that in some ways sculpture is in the public domain. The work in Krefeld 
was an attempt to make an opening in space of a particular sort, to create a potential, 
and to act as a generator for the space that surrounds it. It's not a sign, it's not a 
logo, it's not a monument. I've tried to use the inferiority of architecture as an 
element, as an appropriated mode. In Krefeld you could say that I was trying to 
appropriate publicness to the work, and to put that into the experience of what one 
has as the spectator. One of the limits of autonomy might not be architecture but 
publicness. There might be a point in which the social context inhibits or provides a 
limit to the work. I have wanted to make the connection of the plasticity of material 
to humanness a feature of the work. Therefore in some senses the human and human 
experience become a determining context. Another way to put it would be to say that 
if the work implies that it might belong to the social context then that's OK; if it 
belongs to the social context then it becomes something else. There might well be a 
point when the work ceases to be sculpture and becomes architecture. What's 
interesting is the edge between the two, the extent from which you borrow from one in 
order to enrich or enlarge the experience of the other. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  There is also another difference between Münster and Krefeld. The context in 
Munster was connotated by signs and signifiers, whereas in Krefeld the relationship of 
your work was more with being in an undefined place than with the users of these 
signs and signifiers. 



Richard Deacon  In Munster the context was also established by the fact that this was a 
temporary exhibition. When you see this or that thing within the city you think, 'Oh, 
this is part of the Münster exhibition. 'That's the first experience, before you explore 
the particularities of the work. In Krefeld what makes it particularly interesting is the 
relationship to other things, to plants, trees, houses, people. So the question of 'what 
is this', the immediate relationship, is not to an exhibition but to other elements and 
to other things within the work and to the spectator's own expectations, experiences, 
history and so on. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  In  Münster it is a sign alongside other signs. Of course hike a Snail in 
Münster has a different quality than the other urban signs and this difference is 
marked by an opposition. In Krefeld the opposition is not so relevant; there is no real 
opposition, there is a sort of coexistence. In terms of the relationship of art and 
architecture, your exhibition inside Haus Esters and Haus Lange proposed another 
series of problems. In that case the relationship was between two disciplines —your 
work and historically established architecture recognized as being of good quality. It 
looked more like a laboratory experiment, something done in vitro. 

Richard Deacon  I think showing what you do is implicit in the act of making art, and there 
are models for doing it. The exhibition is currently one of the strongest models 
around. For artists, to make an exhibition is to a greater or lesser extent a 
continuation of what happens in the studio. Showing what you do is one of the first 
consequences or elements of the practice. So the basic model is that you make one 
thing and you show it to someone else. There are expectations on both sides, and that 
generates the context and has physical as well as ideological dimensions. The 
relationship between things is a component in how you understand the particular 
thing, which is what makes group exhibitions somehow more difficult than individual 
exhibitions, or more interesting. Haus Esters and Haus Lange are two similar buildings 
both by Mies van der Rohe next door to each other, but they are separate, and to get 
from one to the other you have to go outside and then inside. One model would be to 
assume that the transition from one space to the other is mechanical and there is 
continuity between the two places, that you are just walking down the corridor. I 
thought the fact that there were two spaces made it possible to use two models of 
showing. In Haus Esters the model was conventional as it was understood in late '8os 
art practice: the work was individually autonomous and contained in the rooms. The 
scale of the work suggested pressing against the container, but nevertheless it was 
contained. There was a single work which was repeated in the other house to provide 
a fink between the two spaces, and in the Haus Lange the simplest thing to say would 
be that I wanted to turn it inside out. There was a work outside the front door and 
work out the back and on the windows. The major work inside was transparent. At 
the same time the individual autonomy of the works was respected. The intention in 
Haus Lange was always to put the viewer in the wrong place in relationship to the 
work, so that it was either in their way or they were unable to get to it. There was no 
ideal position for the spectator in relationship to the work, whereas in Haus Esters the 
spectator was correctly located and physically present in relationship to the work. In 
Haus Lange the suggestion was that you would experience a desire to be somewhere 
else in order to gain the correct view, or in order to understand. That displacement 
wasn't intended aggressively, it was an inversion in order to shake the model. There is 
another model which is broadly constructed around the notion of installation where 
the physical, social or spatial context has a very strong determining influence on the 
work but disappears outside of the installation. But I did want to press this exhibition 



model, in part in order to emphasize autonomy and physical continuity within the 
spectator's view of the work and to make the building less solid. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  This was quite clear, but all that implied a sort of dialogue with the 
absoluteness and the ideology of form, expressed by the architecture of Mies van der 
Rohe. It implied a new reading of history, a relationship with history, with something 
already there and of historical value. A living artist has to deal with that through his 
work. In this sense, again the relationship is with the 'other', with the unknown. 

Richard Deacon  The two houses are canonical spaces; their dimensions are as much in the 
realm of idea and history as they are physical. I'd like it if they weren't appropriated 
by history, that they continued to vibrate. One of the problems of showing there is 
that you can celebrate it, ignore it or try and do something else; I was trying to do 
something which didn't demean the architecture but wasn't awestruck in relation to 
it. It was ambitious and egotistical in that I wanted to be on the same level as the 
architecture. In a way the architecture takes you to the garden. The big windows are 
intended to idealize the garden. The house is almost closed to the street. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  And the windows always frame the garden outside. 

Richard Deacon  By blocking off the windows with screens, a shape was imposed between the 
house and the garden. From the house you'd see it as in the garden; from the garden 
you'd see it as in the house. Intellectually I was trying to put something in the way 
which had to be put aside to be able to see the house. Basically it was an irritant 
intended to bring forward the house as well as the work. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  There was an opposition: you decided to interrupt the transparency which 
was one of the principal characteristics in Mies van der Rohe's project. 

Richard Deacon  The transparency of the big work made of plastic, Pack, was 'removed' from 
the house. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi The material was, like other works of yours, very evident. Not only the forms were 
relevant but the material too, especially because of its translucence. 

Richard Deacon  I'm quite clumsy; things aren't as pristine as I tend to think they are; I am 
less capable than I think, but the work gets less interesting when I get too clean. I 
think it's a quality in my work that has some value, that the material has a sense of 
the specific to it. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  What was relevant wasn't the transparent quality of the material but the 
material itself. 

 
Richard Deacon Yes, it was congealed. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  If the reason to use that material on the work inside was because of its 
transparent quality, the result was a kind of presence. Again, not the function but the 
substance. 

Richard Deacon Yes, I agree with that. But substance seems more interesting to me than function, it 
has more depth. The transparency of the plastic work gets converted to a sense of 
materiality and substance rather than function. Despite the work being transparent it 
has a physical appearance. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi Also important to me, considering the peculiarities of the buildings, was that there 
are no references to the fact that in many of Mies van der Rohe's drawings there are 



explicit suggestions as to what kind of art -painting and sculpture - his architecture is 
meant to host. And among the ideal works for his spaces are the sculptures of Henry 
Moore, which appear quite often. Henry Moore's works are far more dependent on 
architecture than one would expect. In the ideology of form as confirmed by Mies van 
der Rohe, the work of art was included as a sort of spiritual element within the 
rational structure of the architecture. Architecture as a container of spirituality, 
spirituality represented by the work of art. And Henry Moore followed this guideline. 

Richard Deacon I suppose so. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  I have been considering this relationship between Mies van der Rohe and 
Henry Moore, because in your work you are refusing this concept. 

Richard Deacon  Part of the problem with that has to do with spirituality, doesn't it? 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  It has to do with formalization. In a way a work of Henry Moore needs a 
frame; 

even if it s sculpture, it needs a frame. What Mies van der Rohe is generally doing 
through all his work is to build a frame. 

Richard Deacon  Well, in the best buildings there is an extraordinary fluidity of space and 
ambiguity between interior and exterior, particularly true of the German pavilion in 
Barcelona. Another way is to say that within that fluidity Henry Moore served a 
purpose of being solid, like lumps ... icebergs in the sea. There are points of 
concretization within the flow. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  In a way the solidity that Mies van der Rohe was searching for had the same 
character, the same solidity as African sculpture in the eyes of Picasso. 

Richard Deacon  Do you mean it was real? 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  Yes, and they shared the same kind of approach, solidity and spirituality in 
the same object at the same time. 

Richard Deacon  I accept that. The solidity was also in respect of human presence, so they are 
not humanless lumps. Lumps is a parody; there is some sense that the flux, the flow 
within the frame, is one element, and against that you have something static. Both 
the frame and the lump are humanly determined. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  In your work the solidity is far more a sort of encumbrance that doesn't allow 
one to go with the space, which blocks the way. 

Richard Deacon  Yes, that's what I mean. The body in my work is used as an 
encumbrance or obstruction, used as flesh and not used as a sign of transcendence or 
idealization. Antony Gormley uses the body as a metaphor for the transcendent 
subject, but at the same time the body is that in which you live. One of the ways in 
which I intend you to experience my work is as if you are in front of another person 
and in terms of a relationship to particular bodily sensations. When I began making 
sculptures the procedures that I used were intended to make the act of work create 
the form and input structure into the material. Structure and material and form were 
all equally present on the surface; there was no hierarchy between those elements. At 
the same time the centre was left independent of those elements, so in that sense the 
ambiguity in the work had to do with the specificities of appearance. I tend to 
incorporate all those things in relationship to an empty interior. 

The exhibitions we've discussed thus far all implied a relationship with a context, Pier Luigi Tazzi 



even if the notion of context has changed and has been modified by the evolution of 
the work of artists, not only personal evolution but in changing ways of presenting art. 
How is the relationship with context expressed in some exhibitions, like the one in 
Oslo's Kunstnernes Hus (1990), or at Hanover's Kunstverein (1993)? At first glance 
they looked — especially the one in Oslo — like canonical gallery shows. And you've 
told me that both of them have been quite important for you. 

Richard Deacon  I've made a lot of things where one work is made for one occasion. I've also 
done travelling exhibitions which I don't like because there is a balance between place 
and work which seems necessary to construct. In Hanover and Oslo the work was 
carefully selected to make a particular ensemble for an occasion. It's normal exhibition 
making - there is a possibility to cause, permit or prohibit. I make works in many 
different ways, but obviously there are repetitions, of material, of technique and of 
form. But individual works also have autonomy. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  I don't want to be over-systematic but I feel there are two strains in your 
work. 

One goes from the exhibition in Paris and reaches the work in Middelheim (Never 
Mind, 1993), in which there is a recognizable tension between the work and its 
surroundings. The other emerges through exhibitions like the one in Oslo or at Locus 
Solus in Genoa (1990). In these it's not an integration but a sympathy with the place; 
place not only as an architectural feature but also in terms of the aura. The 
exhibitions at Locus Solus, Bikini at Documenta IX (1992) or at Feuerle (1993) where 
your sculptures were set alongside antique tea pots, all have something in common: 
the search for an equilibrium between the work of art and its surroundings as 
something which possesses a peculiar quality - in the same way that the works have a 
special value for you as the maker. 

Richard Deacon  The work on the bridge in Plymouth, Moor (1990), would also be within this 
sympathetic relationship. 

By sympathetic relationship I also mean a certain passive attitude, as opposed to an 
active one: it attempts to be receptive to the surroundings, to be open to the aura, 
not to signal difference and impose the mark of the artist or of his/her actions. 
Sympathy then is more as reception than an effort to mark difference, all the while 
maintaining the autonomy of the work in that particular environment. 

Richard Deacon The question is, what is the relationship between the two modalities and ... 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  I don't know whether they should be conceived as two strains or two 
modalities orjust a side effect on the part of the observer. 

Richard Deacon  If we accept this distinction then I suppose the experience of looking at art 
has modalities within it. If you take the line from the Paris shows through, there 
would seem to be a development in the work towards autonomy, to putting the 
spectator in the position of being equal but at the same time separate from the work, 
to separate the elements within a given experience: me, the works, the park etc. I 
think I do work in two ways. It seems to me an intriguing thing and an extraordinary 
possibility that under the umbrella of making autonomous objects there are aspects of 
one's experience in the world that are sometimes separated and sometimes coherent, 
and it is possible to make objects that characterize those two modalities. This is 
partly a discussion that is prefigured in the twentieth century with abstraction and 
empathy. There are works from the beginning of the 8os that attempt to do both 
things at once, works to which you have an empathetic response. I think that in the 
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work I do there is a sense of connection between those two modalities. In a puritanical 
sense, for example, the work in Middelheim, Never Mind, has many qualities that I 
regard as highly desirable in a work of art. The way in which the work of art resists 
appropriation by the spectator or the place seems to me to be a highly desirable 
feature. I am less sure that the harmonious relationship of the work to the space is of 
the same value. I like Bernini's sculpture very much, which surprises me because it 
has degrees of sensuousness which as a puritanical North European I find myself 
suspicious of, in relation to something like authenticity. If you enjoy it, it can't really 
be good. So I have to fight against that element within my character, because it's 
stupid as a reaction and has nothing to do with it. There is nothing wrong with 
beauty, and what I would really like to do would be to make work which would put 
those two things together. It maybe impossible because you are trying to put 
dependence and independence into the same thing. But I would like to fuse those two 
things together. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  The big problem is the condition in which the work of art has to take place. 
So when I refer to a sympathetic relationship I see an attempt at protecting this 
modality. In the other modality I see exactly the contrary, the risk of encountering 
the unknown, the risk of losing control. 

Richard Deacon  I think you are right. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  This takes us hack to the beginning of the conversation, when we were 
discussing how the term context has changed. It used to be that context was some 
sort of structure which hosted a work of art, a conceptual device which established a 
link between the work of art and the world, which in turn was conceived of as a fixed 
structure. That structure has to protect and emphasize the value of the work of art in 
itself. Not the value in absolute terms but in itself; the validity, not the authenticity 
of the work of art. At the end of this parcours we find that the context is exactly the 
contrary: it doesn't protect the work of art but pushes it out of its traditional 
protection, into the risks of the world. Its systemic structure not only is no longer 
effective, but some of its components have yet to be defined and some are completely 
out of control. In a sense this is also the parcours through your work; things are 
always going from inside to outside and vice versa, meeting the void and 
encompassing it through a great many procedures, without being afraid and at the 
same time seeking the security of an established place. Ultimately, again it is the 
problem of what the place for art is now. Since this notion of context has completely 
changed over the past twenty years, what can the new structure be, the new 
possibility for coherent articulation, the new framework in which art can be placed? 
Where might art find its place? 

Richard Deacon  But surely the interesting thing is to keep the framework uncertain; if you 
make a new framework then you establish a new convention. What interests me is to 
retain an uncertainty within the framework, because then you are dealing with 
something you don't know. If the framework is determined then really you have the 
Academy. What's interesting is that the disruptions in the context that we've been 
discussing seem to be as much negative as they are positive. In a sense the 
consequence of the fracture of the monolithic ideas about history is that modalities for 
perception have alternatives. Authority is broken and values are relative rather than 
absolute. The very experience of the work of art has a degree of relativity. In some 
ways I am a very conventional artist and I produce a conventional object. I am 
attached to an idea about a tradition, but I think that that attachment isn't 
necessarily one way. It's a means, not a value. So when we were talking about the 



modalities earlier, to go from one to the other is possibly to say it's all bullshit, to 
make you feel comfortable with a situation. The problem with relativity is that it's a 
moving target and enables all things to be made equal and nothing to be determined. 
That's the stick I have to beat myself with. That question. But it's not necessary if 
one framework has gone to suggest an alternative, because there may be several 
alternatives. The difficulty is that if there are several alternatives, that lowers the 
possibilities in any of them; making judgements becomes more difficult, because there 
are alternative criteria. You can't make judgements from the same surety because 
there is always another possible position to take up. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  The problem is not that we are in the absence of context, but that the idea of 
context has changed. When this notion first came out the context was defined through 
analyses. The instruments had a certain credibility and were considered scientific'. 
They had this kind of aspiration to truth in a way, whereas in the current situation 
what is lacking is this kind of credibility. The instruments of generalization are no 
longer effective enough to provide an image of the status of things. 

Richard Deacon  Yes, but that's a product of relativization. And it seems to me inescapable. 

Pier Luigi Tazzi  Yes. If we are currently in a moment of mutation then it's time to be very 
careful about the kind of mutation going on. Not in terms of judgement but in terms 
of survival. If in 1968, for instance, everybody was talking about how to achieve a 
better quality of life, today the issue is different: it's life, it's survival. That's 
completely different. 

Richard Deacon  One of the dimensions in the political debate in this country at the moment 
has to do with morality. The sense expressed by Conservative politicians is that the 
consequence of 1968 has been the degeneration of public morality. And that this is a 
crisis of value, a crisis of democratic institutions, a crisis of society. The offered 
solution is regressive; yet at the same time the crisis is a consequence of the pursuit of 
values promoted by the same political ideology that now fears the situation which it 
has created. This has some overlap with what you were saying. In the domain of art 
practice you are left in the situation in which you have had both models taken away 
from you at the same time. The collapse of social values associated with the left and a 
collapse of the moral, individualistic values associated with the right. The resolution 
of the contradiction will be reliant on a reconstruction of the idea of society or not. 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 


