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My first experience of the work of Spring
Hurlbut derives from the mid-seventies.
On an upstairs floor of the Duke Screer 1i-
brary of the Nova Scotia College of Arr and
Design, she installed a moulded plascer ele-
ment similar to one which encircled a light
fixture in the ceiling. I came upon chis quire
by accident, I remember my surprise, not
only at the suddenness of che discovery but
also at the way it influenced my immediare
sense of where I stood. Of course no lighe fix-
rure blossomed out of the centre of this ges-
ture but the incompleteness of illusion in no
way indicated that anything was lacking. It
provoked a return to a childhood reverie.

In thar carlier circumstance, many times
repeated, I lay with my back upon the floor
and considered the details of the ceiling and
its perimeters — the walls and their pictures
hung upside down and somewhar closer to
the “floor,” the door casements (appearing
to interrupt passage from one room to an-
other) and the fresh, liberating lack of fur-
niture up there. Such an inversion fed my
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imagination by recasting many familiar ele-
ments in a new relation to each ocher. It ran
against the grain of the habitval, use-driven
accommodartions which govern relations
with the interior spaces through which we
pass in the course of our lives.

It is easy to forget the once-contingent
aspect of things which come to occupy ~ for
whatever period of time — a very seteled place,
The character of a building, for instance, of-
ten bears a decisive, conclusive air, one that
is resistant to an interrogation which mighe
go furcher than che shuffling of its extrane-



ous contents. Ower time, this character grows
into the status of a durable given, an appar-
ently known set of fearures, like those of a
friend — the friend whose appearance is fa-
miliar in a vague, unstudied way which al-
lows for recognition but does not support
the confident recall of particular features. The
functional conditioning of a space, a condi-
tioning which applies to both the space and
its occupants, doesn’t encourage us to dis-
cover what may Lie lacent wichin ic, What are
these latencies? Any answer will remain in-
complere; however, one could say thar chey
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can be coaxed out through reverie and di-
alecrical play where che terms include in-
side and out, nature and culrure, public and
private, history and myth. Hurlbut’s sculp-
tures and installations animate these terms,
revitalizing and bringing into view occluded
or forgotten dimensions of the familiar, the
shopworn, the conventionally received.
The plaster works created in the mid-
eighries rook a lyrical curn. For instance,
Three Colwmns in Situ (at YYZ 1n 1986)
seemed spun out in the way they draped and
enfolded the gallery pillars which supporred
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them. They suggested ribbed boles of fabric
rolled out and intertwined — or some slow
accretion encountered in narure, such as the
voluted groweh of a naucilus shell. Wichin
the regular cubic character of che gallery
space, Hurlbut's elaborations around three
standing columns rekindled an acute tem-
poral sense of the process of their creation,
of doing as a residue of being. The gallery
pillars entered the drama as somewhat mys-
terious condensers of form, locations where
spirit achieves palpable, tangible extension,

In 1987 I saw her Three Tree Colwmns, in-
stalled among a spacious stand of trees in
Saule Sce. Marie. Rising abour fourteen feet
high, they were actual poplars, truncated
and trimmed, relatively even in thickness
along their extent, and fitted top and bot-
tom with spun-steel capirals and bases. They
seemed a rustic approximation of an element
of antiquity, a jaunty citation in which the
shafts preserved their bark and knots. They
implied an element of country-cousin cul-
ture. The capitals gave che impression of
mortarboards only partially successful in
bestowing a hybridized, denatured charac-
ter upon their recipients. Bur these works
also do well against a somewhar different,
more sober perspective, the natural prove-
nance of architectural forms wichin the vo-
cabulary bequeathed by ancient Greece. It
was the rediscovery of this heritage in Re-
naissance practice thar gave Hurlbut her idea
for this work. It was on the Column of Log-
gia by Bramante in the courtyard of Milan's
Basilica of San Ambrogio char she discov-
ered the marble had been carved with knots
to resemble a tree. There the abstrace ideal is
turned around towards, as it were, a “revis-
itation of origins.” The tree with its canopy
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of leaves supports the sky. A column is firse
of all a tree. Before the regular fluting of the
quarry there was the irregular eruption of
knots and branches.

These originary intuitions developed,
from the late-eighties onwards, into a whole
new vocabulary. During this period she cre-
ated a brilliant and arresting series of entabla-
rures and related works which fall under the
general title Sacrificial Ornament. Moulded
in plaster from silicon casts, the entablatures
are customized in scale to accommodarte ob-
jects incorporated as repeated elements
within a frieze. These elements include quail,
duck and rurkey eggs, glass eyes, animal fe-
mur bones, cow and horse teeth, chicken
feet and castings of cow tongues. They are
startling works which often display a san-
guinary sense of humour. In The Sacred Den-
il (1990), a secrion of entablarure assumes
the characrer of a ricrus displaying two rows
of yellow teeth. Here is another measure of
antiguity at some distance from our stereo-
typical notions of a logos-loving, @®scheti-
cized polity; this one bears a Darwiman cast,
Dentil Entablature (1989) is even more dra-
matic, showing a single row of teeth running
an expanse nearly six feet long.

These works have been made concur-
rently with an exchange of ideas with George
Hersey, a professor of art history ar Yale.
Hersey, in the essay “Ornament and Sacri-
fice,” presents in abbreviated form his che-
sis that ornamental aspects of Greek archi-
tecture were derived from ritual. It was be-
lieved char whatever was offered in sacrifice
— animals or shellfish or eggs even — received
the divinity in whose name it was offered.
What was to be done then, Hersey asks, with
the inedible parts that nevertheless parrook
of the divinity? One solution was to hang
them in trees: “In fact the first temples were
groves of such trees. Thus, in ancient Greece,
did sacred groves blossom with the strange
fruit of bones, teeth, vertebrae, horns, skulls,
and garlands"' Hersey goes on to say thart it
is commonly held thar Greek remples evolved
from those groves. His enlargement upon
that idea is that the sacrificial remains be-
came memorialized in the decorative aspecrs
— the ornamental mouldings = which we
know from classical architecture. Hersey
draws upon etymology to support his claim.
For instance, “the three upright elements of
the triglyph are called femurines, thigh-bones.”
And the stylized drops called guttee beneach
the femurines may be seen as drippings from
the bones. In one particularly resonant pas-
sage he explains their significance:

Guetie are important. Such fluids were thoughe to
coneain things like che soull, the Life-force, strengeh, sex-
ual ability, and other god-given powers thar could be
absorbed by, or removed from, the body. Thus in Greek

aiow means both spinal marrow and destiny, perhaps
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with the idea char your fare is bound up with the mar-
row of your bomes.

Hersey's theory is by no means free of
contention. There is an opposing view that
the decorative aspects of architecture de-
rived from struceural feacures thar appealed
to the eye. Dencils, the small recrangular
blocks under the bed-moulding of the cor-
nice, are claimed to originate from the ex-
posed ends of lintels in post-and-lintel con-
struction. OFf course, such an idea has licele
use for the argumentarive serengeh of ecy-
mology which tells us char “dentil” derives
from the Latin word for “tooth.” Our mod-
ern orientation towards the functional and
the secular predisposes us to acceprt a view
that such design elements arose out of an
insulated discipline wherein freedom and
constraines were often different measures of
the same thing. Why, after all, should body
parts be che basis for the evolution of deco-
rative elements in classical Greek archirec-
ture? Hersey replies: “To the ancients the
limbs and organs of the body were felt to be
seats of different aspects of the personality.
Heads, eyes, tongues, ears, fingers, thighs,
and the like were sacred to the soul, to the
cemper, to one’s human worth and varei”
From this it is not hard to understand why
they should take on such powerful signify-
ing funcrions. We should not be too sur-
prised that such a view may seem like an
overly bloody provenance for decoration: af-
ter all, “decorative” was often considered
pejorative within che nearly cultic thinking
of the severe arts that painting, sculprure
and architecrure became ac the huigh point
of modernism. These practices developed
protected vocabularies and self-reflexive
messianic leanings — all managed, of course,
within their rhetorics of progress and proper

spheres of conduce and acrion. To claim
such aravistic roots within a paradigm of
occidental cultural history, as Hurlbur does
so dramarically, is vo acknowledge the sub-
limated ritual aspect of what had become so
divested and self-propelled. Thar decorarion
should offer access o a hidden dimension is
ironic indeed. For what 1s decoration, after
all, bur the pracrice of “furnish[ing] with
adornments” #

Fearures of mythology are recalled in
this “decorative work.” In Deéntsl Entablature
can be derecred the story of Cadmus, who
sowed the earth with a row of dragon’s teeth
and thus produced a crop of men. And not
just a crop of men but armed men; Cadmus,
thinking he has harvested a whole new le-
gion of enemies, is issued chis caution: “Med-
dle not with our civil war."* Their first im-
pulse is to wage war among themselves. Here
a theatrical element of archirecrure is used
as an emblem for vielent human history, Eye
and Dart Entablature (1991), with its row of
glass eyes, recalls Argus, who held lo, a niver
goddess, in captivity. His one hundred eyes
were most efficiently put out by Mercury
who, with a single stroke, severed his head.
(The goddess Juno, so it goes, ornamented
the tail of her peacock with his eyes!)

St
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Eyes, teeth and claws also allude to the
sometimes pernicious aspects of instiru-
tionalized powers, of their less-than-salutary
inclinations to monitor, coerce and persuade
within a fiction of consensus. Public archi-
tecture has often been ideologically dedi-
cated to such a role, (Perhaps the most ex-
treme instance of that was Hitler’s plan for
his home town of Linz, a vast, over-scaled
enterprise that would have been an apothe-
osis of kitsch archive and fetishized memo-
rial.) Consider this salient observation by
Hersey: “Book III of Vitruvius' De architec-
tura, the only classical treatise that has sur-
vived from classical times, is almost entirely
devoted to the rules for arranging and orna-
menting temples.” Hersey claims that this
prescriptive intensity is the “rule-based at-
mosphere of taboo,” following from the an-
cient ambivalence abour sacrifice as both
holy and forbidden.

These works radiate an air of mystery
and animism. The entablatures, grafred and
inlaid with tokens of the creature world, re-
turn to us an immediate sense of the flesh
and carapace of the ideal, of the sensible realm
that gives expression to the transcendent.
The very strangeness of the castings from
cow tongues ( Tongue and Dart Entablature,
Leshian Cymation, 1990) brings us back to the
rerms of our own contract with life, the vis-
ceral furnace where life is forged and main-
tained. The injunction to look inwards (So-
crates said that the unexamined life is not
worth living) does not often bring us around
to this intemperate region. In these works
it is evoked with an apparently supervening
sense of decorum and order, free of any rhe-
torical excess. Bur you can sense the fared
and the contingent all the better for its seem-
ingly august bearing. In these works dread
is cousin to marvel. The splotchy markings
on quail eggs suggest the surfaces of tiny,
britele worlds. A row of chicken feet points
downwards, as if to absurdly denote some

gesture muted and absorbed through repe-
tition. Within a row of glass eyes tiny vein-
like patterns stand revealed, an illusionisc’s
erick thar draws self-consciousness right out
through the optic pathways to one’s own
blinkered arbs. Embellishments such as
acanthi or scrolls are replaced with castings
of cow tongues in The Lingual Brackets se-
ries: these are given a slug-like articulation
which nevertheless suggests the muscula-
ture of speech. The substitution is infused
with pathos and humour; we “naturally”
think of urterance and expression ourside of
such a narrow, reductivist frame, as some-
thing greater than a biological cuniosity ca-
pable of producing sounds. Whact is strik-
ing, too, is the vanished richness (however
odious to our sensibilities) of a form of cos-
mic appeal which demanded the sacrifice of
animals. How alien it seems, this applica-
tion to divine forces through channels run-
ning with blood: and how persistent the
legacy of managing the intractable, corpo-
real residues of these negotiations! Once —
in childhood — the wallpaper blossomed
with fantasies and fears. These works give
us new reasons to consider whart lay lacent
within ir.

They also draw out of the stones of our
long secular tradition a drama chat seems
from our perspective the feverish infancy of
a culeure. Thar they seem dreamlike is en-
tirely in keeping with such a sense of origins.
Mietzsche has wricten that "as man now rea-
sons in dreams, so humaniry also reasoned for
many thousands of years when awake . . ..
This atavistic element in man’s nature still
manifests itself in our dreams . . . . Dreams
carry us back to remote conditions of human
culrure and give us a ready means of under-
standing them better”™ In the light of these
remarks, the residues of the sacred groves
evoked in Hurlbut’s work can be considered
the residues of dreams — waking dreams bur,
nevertheless, dreams.
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This state of reverie — wakeful dreaming
—is induced in Le Jardin dr Sommedd (1993).
It consists of two-hundred old, cast-iron beds
{(including cribs) arranged formally in tighe
rows with narrow walking spaces. Sug-
gested by the image of a child’s crib partly
sunk into the ground to serve as a perime-
ter fence for a grave, this work draws upon
the most poignant form of compression: it
is recalled in the ready phrase “from cradle
to grave.” Hospitals, dormitories, prisons —
all such public, institutional frameworks
may be expected to rise out of chis work as
a rich, associational bouquet. Private mo-
ments are figured here as well, che cyclical
expeniences of birth, love, passion and death.
The installation puts a very public face to
these events as well, not to diminish their
inherently private character but to emphasize
how they are inescapably human, cardinal
moments of a shared, collective experience.
Even while setting up physical constraints
in the form of a network of passages, Le
Jardin du Sommeil is intended to open up
space for the dreamer, The non-directed
pathways of reflection, reverie and remem-
brance may be the only avenues to freedom
but they can lead all the way back to the
tremulous hopes and fears of those sacred
groves, to that affective disorder from which
arose those first appeals for solace and pro-
tection,
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Jerry McGrath is a writer of criticism and
short stories living in Toronto.

Un des aspects marquants du travail de
Spring Hurlbut réside, selon 'auteur, en sa
capacité de déclencher un état de réverie
aussi bien qu'un jeu dialectique. Dans ses
entablatures, frises, chapiteaux et instal-
lations, lartiste réviéle certaines dimensions
oubliées, mais toujours présentes, dans les
formes courantes. Au dela d'une simple
documentation de 'évolution esthétique de
I'ornementation, l'investigation de Hurl-
burt sur I'origine des formes architectu-
rales met en relief les moments forts de
notre expérience collective de lintimité.
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