Introduction

The idea of sculpture as drawing in space has been central to the
development of modernist sculpture from the first decades of the
twentieth century. Julio Gonzalez first articulated it in 1932 describ-
ing the “‘new art: To draw in space.””® Gonzalez was referring
retrospectively to Picasso’s early sculpture and, by implication, to
the welded metal sculpture on which he and Picasso had recently
collaborated. The phrase makes reference to the pictorial origins
of the new sculpture in Cubism, and vividly conveys the character
of the open, linear constructions originated by the two artists in 1928.
Building on the work of Gonzalez, Smith accomplished his own
radical and distinctive formulation of the idea.

At the outset of his career as a sculptor, Bentham too was occupied
with drawing in space. He was aware of Smith’s insistence on “‘the
primacy of a picture plane as the basis for sculpture.”'® The two-
dimensionality and dependence on line for the spatial image which
characterize Bentham’s earliest independent works explore Smith’s
idiom.!! Early in the 1970s, the use of line in itself as a means to
establish composition was being displaced in his sculpture by in-
terests in linear and planar elements which defined and enclosed
space.!? Line was reasserted in some individual works of the late
1970s.13

When Bentham visited the John East Ironworks, he was perhaps
predisposed to a discovery of materials which promised new formal
possibilities for his art. He felt a renewed interest in drawing in space.
The artist has outlined the origins of the pieces begun there in his
thinking about his previous work. A survey exhibition in Regina
in 1980 had been the occasion for Bentham to reassess his entire
sculptural oeuvre to that time.'* He discovered then that linear draw-
ing with steel had ceased to interest him. In order to change his
vocabulary, he would have to reconsider the materials he was us-
ing: I-beams, plate steel and bars. He abandoned these and began
to work in thin steel. This, according to the artist, facilitated the
re-introduction of volume through the creation of interior space.
As the only possibilities for drawing now lay at the edges of these
pieces, it literally became marginal. Similarly, the potential for tex-
ture was greatly reduced. The material precluded the sensuality at-
tainable through welding, and the artist was reluctant to re-introduce
mass as a means of restoring texture. Furthermore, the inherent
qualities of the found industrial material which had been part of
his vocabulary were virtually dismissed from these works. In its
anonymous aspect, the material was close to Minimalist sensibilities.
Although not without exceptions, essentially drawing, texture, and
a sense of personal handling remained problematic within these
works of the early 1980s.
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It was with this experience that Bentham came upon the foundry
material. He dragged out pieces of cast iron, attracted by their tac-
tility. Two untitled steel and cast iron pieces made at that time at-
test to the desire for drawing. Heavy planar shapes and curving linear
elements, arcs and ratchets were assembled in newly open composi-

affinities with Bentham’s sculpture in their combination of extreme
linearity and their anthropomorphism.

The overt anthropomorphism of the sculpture which Bentham
was now making was anticipated by the I-Series from 1978-80. These
small, upright abstract figures are remarkable for the startling anima-
tion with which they confront the viewer.'® They are constructed
out of steel I-beams, bars, fragmentary curved and planar shapes,
and bent rods. Wilkin has pointed out the inseparable connection
between the intrinsic qualities of these found materials and the mein
of the finished sculptures. The works are, she notes, exceptionally
‘‘responsive to the character of the original pieces of metal.”’'” The
figures which emerge through this exchange between artist and
materials each have, as she observes, a ““distinct personality”’: ““The
I-Pieces are animate, in a fashion which, combined with their ver-
ticality, turns each one into a lively individual, not simply an in-
dividual arrangement of steel.”’'® Bentham recognizes the newly
figurative aspect of the I-Pieces. Nevertheless he was able to arrive
at their animated allusiveness without diminishing his formal con-
cerns.'?

Bentham acknowledges the anthropomorphism of the works in
the present series. The spirited sculptures shown here are manifestly
animate. This is attributable essentially to their stance, gesture and
material nature. The animated posturing of Victory and Titan is
arresting. Victory signals the viewer with outflung ‘arms’. Warrior,
with its arched back — a bent camshaft — assumes an almost pur-
poseful attitude. Even a work which takes up a more subdued stance,
Night Watch, effectively conveys its quiet and resolute bearing, a
sense recognized by the title. The suggestions of a furled standard
and upright lances may not be amiss here. The titles of the works
are oddly telling, adding a referential note to the abstract gestures
made by the sculptures. Mudra refers to the East Indian dance of
expressive hand movements. Bentham has spoken of a tough com-
pactness and a brutish aspect to Warrior. Each of these pieces takes
up a distinctive stance. &

It is important to Bentham that each work makes a gesture,
declares what it is doing. They confront the viewer, seeking to pro-
voke a response. In particular, the confrontational character of the
larger pieces in the exhibition is part of an ambition to make an
object with the affective presence which Bentham felt in some
primitive and early modernist works. In this, they parallel Smith’s
sculpture. Krauss has suggested that: ““‘David Smith’s exposure to
surrealism in the 1930s and 1940s called his attention...to a sculpture
concerned with a strategy of confrontation.”’2®

For all their animate and figurative attributes, the works in this
exhibition are, as Bentham rightly insists, concerned with formal
drawing, specifically with constancy of line and with extension. Ben-
tham’s minute attention to line is revealed everywhere. In the small
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sculpture was advanced by Michael Fried in his analysis of the work
of Anthony Caro. In his introduction to the catalogue for Caro’s
exhibition at the Whitechapel Gallery in London in 1963, Fried
stated: *‘Everything in Caro’s art that is worth lookng at — except
its color — is in its syntax.’’26 This he subsequently referred to as
“‘the internal relations (or syntax) of the sculptures.’’?? Clement
Greenberg has phrased it as ‘‘the relations of its discrete parts.’’?8
The idea stems from Greenberg. Defining the tendency of the arts
from the late nineteenth century onwards, he saw within each art
the progressive elimination of all those attributes which are not pro-
perly its own.?® Thus, painting abandoned the illusion of the third
dimension and confined itself to flatness and the shape of the can-
vas. In sculpture, the modernist reduction devalued tactility, and
thereby weight and mass, in favour of a condition of pure visibili-
ty.?® Sculpture, like painting, is henceforward to be for the eye alone.
In approaching this visual and pictorial state, actual properties of
material, its weight and tactility, are repudiated.

Fried saw Caro’s works proceeding on these assumptions. Caro,
he suggested, used the materials and methods of the ‘‘modernist
reduction”” (industrial steel) to construct ‘‘expressive gestures.’ 3!
The viewer is not made aware of the artist having been *‘closely
or passionately involved with his materials.”” Instead, ‘‘one’s atten-
tion is made to bear only upon the gesture itself.”” He added: ‘It
is as if in his first abstract sculptures Caro deliberately rejected...the
kind of involvement with materials one finds in his early work, and
chose instead to work through, not in, his means, as through a resis-
tant medium.”’3? There is a sense in which gesture in Caro’s
sculpture is disembodied, disassociated from the particularity of its
material constitution, to become pure gesture. It is precisely here
that a distinction is to be made between these works of Bentham
and Caro’s art. Materials, in the works seen here, dramatize gesture,
make it specific. For all their pictorial qualities, these sculptures
are crucially affected by their materials. Bentham’s involvement with
these found materials, on every level, formal and expressive, en-
sures that they operate as more than merely a condition of the
sculpture’s visibility. This is pre-eminently true of the larger pieces
in the exhibition. In these, the modernist tradition of sculpture is
not rejected. These works do, indeed, depend on the achievements
of that tradition. Without its history, and without Bentham’s own
work in the modernist idiom, they would be unthinkable. They do,
nevertheless, dissent implicitly from several of its assumptions.

The smaller, later pieces shown here, conform more readily to
a syntactical approach to the making of sculpture. Whereas the earlier
works are more explicit about their imagistic effects, these pieces
seem to be devoted more specifically to the manipulation of line.
Bentham recognizes a distinction. In the later works, the thinner
line of the found materials is allowed to determine the composition
in an important way. The pieces are construed on the basis of the
relations of parts, undertaking the balance of thicker and thinner
elements. The materials are smoother, more anonymous, and

therefore less intrinsically expressive. Tangerine, Java and Mandarin,
Bentham feels, deal more with formal drawing and are less conscious
of image. They lack the assertive stance of the larger pieces. In-
stead of standing on the points which are the ends of lines, these
pieces rest in places on angles. Bentham sees them as tending to
recline almost as though they are resting on their elbows.

Seen together, the works in this exhibition — those which tend
to be more animated and imagistic, and the more obviously syntac-
tic sculptures — reveal a thoughtful response to the historical situa-
tion in which the artist finds himself, making sculpture in the 1980s.
The associations with earlier sculptural traditions which are sug-
gested by these works detract nothing from their originality and in-
deed mark the awareness with which Bentham undertakes his art.
The contemporaneity of these sculptures is clear.

The differences between these works and the earlier traditions
which they seem to invoke are more profound than the apparent
affinities, The vital character and expressive surfaces of the larger
pieces recall aspects of American Abstract Expressionist sculpture
of the 1950s and post-war British sculpture. But the character of
Bentham'’s works is far removed from the aggressive menace of much
Abstract Expressionist sculpture. Their tactility has effects altogether
different from the spikey, repellant surfaces typical of the 1950s.
"The signalling figure of Victory seems closer to Joan Miro’s sculpture
of that decade. The early works of Alexander Calder (his wire animals
and the Apple Monster of 1938) also come to mind. All of this sug-
gests a wide-ranging and fluid sense of sculptural possibilities as
they have occurred in past art.

Bentham is conscious of the immediate background to his own
time. The sculpture of the 1960s and *70s was antithetical to the
romantic sculpture of the 19350s. Minimalist concerns were
manifested with uninflected surfaces and anonymous fabrication.
Later in the 1970s, artists anxious to recover a sense of personal
handling and expression looked back to the 1950s and beyond to
the earlier history of modernism. Many artists (conspicuously the
Neo-Expressionists) have located sources for their art in a time before
the tenets of formalism imposed themselves with the pervasive force
they achieved in the 1960s.

Caro’s art became enormously influential in the 1960s and ’70s.
Bentham has remarked that Caro’s masterful style of drawing is
highly personal. Inimitable, it nevertheless virtually established a
trend to which much formalist sculpture, using industrial materials,
submitted.

The tendencies of these two decades, Bentham believes, effec-
tively obscured the art of Moore and Smith. For Bentham, it has
become possible to find in Smith’s art not just formal sources but
an expressive and imagistic precedent. Krauss has observed that
throughout the 1950s and ’60s, Smith’s principal works were con-
sidered non-respresentational.’? More recent criticism (including
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In 1983, Douglas Bentham visited the John East Ironworks, one
of the oldest foundries in Saskatoon, dating from the turn of the
century and then coming to the end of its years of operation. There,
he found piles of discarded foundry equipment: long-handled
‘shovels’ for skimming the dross, ladles for the molten metal, pour-
ing spouts, sprues, vents and all the pieces broken from a product
after casting. The circumstances of Bentham’s discovery of this
treasure trove are reminiscent of the history of the American sculptor
David Smith, two decades earlier, in Voltri, near Genoa. There,
in abandoned factories of the Italian national steel company, Smith
seized upon scrap iron, obsolete tools used in hand-forging processes,
and unfinished steel products, cooled and arrested mid-way through
their forging. This material provided an array of new formal ingre-
dients which Smith immediately took up in his sculpture.?

The analogue of Smith is not without significance to the origins
of Bentham’s wdrks in the present exhibition. Bentham has describ-
ed the shock of recognition he felt sifting through the piles of foun-
dry debris at the John East Ironworks and seeing the sculptural
potential of the abandoned tools.? In these unlikely objects, he sensed
a new direction for his art. With time, the steel tools used to
manipulate the molten iron had undergone fantastic change. As the
cups of the ladles, the heads of the shovels and portions of the
handles were repeatedly dipped into the molten metal, they were
coated with iron which then cooled and steadily accumulated in suc-
cessive layers about the underlying form. The original profile of the
steel tool was sometimes barely discernible beneath deposits of iron.
Bulbous encrustations terminated the lengths of the handles. In-
tricate volcanic surfaces were created. Eventually, the ends of the
tools became misshapen and they or the entire implement were
thrown away.

Bentham recognized in these objects the formal means for linear
sculptural compostion, drawing in space. These were of a more-or-
less consistent thickness and had richly textured masses of various
shapes. At the same time, he responded to their expressive character,
to the suggestions of gesture in their linear configurations, and to
the delicacy and fragility of their surfaces. They were, as well,
evocative of time and the processes behind their eventual form.

The highly original use of the industrial found-object in Smith’s
art is an important precedent for the works Bentham began to make.?
Smith had undertaken delineation in space with found objects; tools
constitute line in a singular way, through a process which Rosalind
Krauss has characterized in his art as ‘‘drawing with the found ob-
ject.”’* As Karen Wilkin has observed, it was primarily ‘‘the for-
mal properties of the object rather than its original function’ that
mattered to Smith.’ In his most successful works, she points out,
““found objects are exploited for their peculiarities of shape and form,
as drawing and mass, and are completely subsumed by the whole.’’¢
Objects shed their functional associations and were assimilated to
the sculptural image.” At the same time, they are undisguised and
readily traceable within the final composition.®

tions. These were followed at once by the still more open drawing
of Mudra I, the first work in the present series. Bentham had
discovered in the debris of the foundry a means of restoring the use
of line to his sculpture. But now, line itself had volume, a constant
thickness. Moreover, he was presented with a line having tactility.
Thus he was able to create a linear sculpture from which expressive
texture was not necessarily expunged.

Bentham consciously sought a line which had a constant weight.
Some time after he had begun the present works, he recognized this
ideal in an illustration of a Bambara (Mali) antelope headdress. These
objects were carved in wood and characteristically furnish a styliz-
ed, linear representation of the animal.!5 The image was composed
along a two-dimensional plane, offering from the sides — the most
complete view — the appearance of a fretwork silhouette. The ef-
fect was analogous to a kind of drawing in which line does not enclose
the shape of the subject but constitutes that shape, filled-in. This
notion of drawing has become, for Bentham, a metaphor for the
sculptures in the present series. The thickness of line varied within
limits in the Bambara work, but, at every point, line seemed to carry
a constant visual weight.

Bentham’s works cannot be accounted for solely in the formal
terms in which the artist has, in retrospect, charted his progress
towards them. Consideration must be given as well to Bentham’s
attention to the imagistic and to the expressive and affective realms
of sculpture. He was intrigued by the way in which an image could
be brought forth through an abstract drawing. If the Bambara head-
dress impressed him by its formal resources, he was equally taken
with its overall impact. The illustration suggested something which
read linearly and had a strong presence as an object. For all its
abstract refinement, the immediate effect of the object was not one
of carefully contrived formal balance. Bentham found comparable
formal and expressive qualities in some early European modernist
sculpture. The attributes he discovered were, essentially, consis-
tent with his existing sculptural concerns and confirmed directions
he was undertaking. Matisse’s bronze figure of 1909, The Serpen-
tine, remains for Bentham an exemplar of what sculpture can be.
The torso and limbs of the female figure, and the post against which
she leans on one elbow, are all fashioned with a sameness, creating
a continuous flow. Bentham admired the way the piece operated
formally and was struck by its engaging ‘awkwardness’ and the im-
mediacy with which it presents itself. In addition 10 Matisse, the
linearity of Alberto Giacometti’s early work inevitably interested
him. The pitted surfaces of Giacometti’s later sculpture, accomplish-
ed to a great extent through his surface handling, must also have
appealed. In his own work, Bentham was concerned with expressive
surfaces that preserved a sense of their formation. The figurative
and animate qualities of even Picasso’s most abstract constructions
cannot be overlooked. The works which Picasso made with Gon-
zalez at the end of the 1920s and the beginning of the ’30s suggest

piece titled Bambara, open ends of the hollow pipes, into which it
is possible to see, are of decisive importance. In the same way, the
ends of the lines in all of these works have been carefully considered.
The sculptures have a variety of scrunched, pinched and splayed
ends. In other places, the open end is sealed off and the line is ter-
minated with a club-like end or made to support some other massive
form. In some pieces, holes that had been bored through the pipe
remain unaltered. These are small cues which nonetheless affect the
viewer’s understanding of the object, stimulating an awareness of
the interior space of the metal pipe, and hence of the volumetric
property of Bentham’s line.

The texture of the line similarly preoccupies Bentham. The lengths
of the handles are interrupted in places by sections of encrusted iron
which he inserts to gain texture. Bentham proceeds with each piece
judiciously, trying a succession of parts — different shovel heads
or club-like ends to a line — to attain a precise visual effect.

Extension is, for the artist, an indispensable part of these works.
He has observed that it was a major concern of Smith’s Agricolas.
Bentham has resisted suggestions that he should crop these pieces
to make rigorously edited formal arrangements. While he feels this
would align them with formalist tenets by which all the activity of
the sculpture is confined within its outline, it nevertheless would
curtail extension and, thereby, gesture. Furthermore, cropping
would diminish the distinctively animate character of the sculpture.
Throughout all this formal endeavour, Bentham is anxious to
preserve lyrical, awkward and primitive qualities in the sculpture.
These qualities are all the more effective for being advanced in works
created by a sculptor so highly conscious of the purely formal
resources of his art.

Scale is always an important consideration in Bentham’s art. The
viewer’s response to the works in the present series is profoundly
affected by their scale. In a sense, each work finds its own proper
scale, based on the length of a handle. With the given length of any
handle, it is not possible to span the distances open to sculpture
using I-beams. For Bentham, it is important that the materials of
these sculptures are tools which were held in the hand and used
by hand. This imparts a scale, and a character, to the works which
relate them to human proportions.2! Bentham understands all of
his sculpture, irrespective of size, as having this relation. And, tell-
ingly, his works always derive from ways of working by hand. A
hand-held quality, and the sense of something which has been
assembled by hand, were part of the attraction of the I-Pieces. The
works here extend horizontally; they fall below eye-level and the
viewer looks down upon them. This, the artist feels, makes them
eminently approachable. Such size, relative to the viewer, enhances
their nature as animate beings. It is, as well, of consequence for-
mally. From an elevated vantage point, the interior relationships
of the parts of each sculpture become important.

Bentham converts another of the given properties of his materials
into an asset of his sculpture in a remarkable way. The encrusta-
tions on the tools, built up with deposits of iron by forces of heating
and cooling, have an extraordinarily expressive character which is
purely adventitious. The fragile surfaces have an almost hand-
modelled look. Although it has been discovered in a found material,
this intimation of personal handling enlarges Bentham’s earlier sur-
face concerns. Such sensitivity to the unaltered state of materials
is in keeping with what the art historian and critic Robert Goldwater
characterized as a “‘primitivism of materials.’’?? This approach,
which earlier in this century underlies the work of artists such as
Constantin Brancusi and Henry Moore is, as Goldwater notes, part
of a “‘romanticism of materials’’ that emerges in the found sculpture
of the Surrealists and in junk sculpture in the 1950s.2?

It is partially through the character of materials that these
sculptures declare their content. As indicated above, in Smith’s art,
the sculptural setting of tools and machine parts detaches them from
a functional past. Found materials in Bentham’s art similarly con-
stitute the formal resources of line, volume, mass and texture for
an abstract sculptural image. The functional form of the tools is,
in fact, often literally obscured beneath the layers of iron. The pro-
files of the shovel heads remain, and elsewhere the curved wall or
hollow interior of a cup is discernible. Even as these become part
of a formal drawing, however, the burden of their past is felt in
an almost literal way in the weight of the encrustations. Bentham
has indicated that such content as he finds there may be in these
works emerges through the materials. He has spoken of a
timelessness which attaches to them. There is, he feels, a historical
quality about them, a sense in which they seem to be artefacts, ob-
jects having some past purpose which have now been excavated.
He has made reference to archaeology and excavations, and to the
physical layering which occurs through time. He has commented
on layering as a method of contemporary art, used by artists such
as Julian Schnabel, whose paintings reveal depths of accumulated
plates and paint. As well, Bentham has remarked upon the
prevalence of archaeological interests among artists in recent years.2*
The ‘ruined’ and ‘partially excavated’ sites built by Charles Simonds
seem particularly relevant in this context. The sense of an indefinite
past is persuasive. The crumbling look of their surfaces, and the
fragmentary nature of many of their parts, make these sculptures
strangely poignant.

In places, Bentham has made a more literal imagistic use of the
forms of the tools. These Hands and Jupiter each stand, at one point,
on a shovel head which is cut off and seemingly dug into the ground.
The truncated shovel head in Jupiter gives the piece a tilt which
animates the entire composition.?*

Bentham has said that these works are opposed to the idea of
sculpture as syntax. This opposition is revealed on several levels.
The idea of syntax as virtually the essential principle of modernist
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Krauss’ own contribution) has seen a meaningful allusiveness in
Smith’s sculpture. The significance of his art lies, to a great extent,
in the fact that his major pieces are, as Wilkin noted, ‘‘at once
radically abstract and uncannily anthropomorphic.”’** This
understanding of Smith’s art was more accessible towards the end
of the 1970s than it had been in the previous decades.?s

Throughout his art, Bentham has tested ideas about sculpture,
both his own and those received ideas which are contemporaneous.
The series of works in this exhibition reappraises the history of
sculpture in the first half of this century as it has come to be
understood. As well, it involvés a reassessment of the tenets of for-
malism. Working within the sculptural possibilities of his own time,
and drawing on the experience of his past work, Bentham has pro-
duced a singular and intriguing series. The works represent percep-
tions of “‘the condition of sculpture.”” More immediately, they are,
in themselves, engaging and moving works of art.

Victoria Baster
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