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Antony Gormley: Vessel
Galleria Continua, San Gimignano
28 April – 20 August

What naked impulse drives a man to plant his 
likeness in the world? Caesar Augustus scattered 
his across the Roman Empire. Lenin and Stalin 
sowed theirs over the entire Soviet Union. Yet 
these despotic crops are small potatoes compared 
to Antony Gormley’s ever-growing plantation. 
Only Buddha and the Virgin Mary surpass the 
British sculptor’s universal presence, a self-
portraying dominion extending across cities, 
countrysides and continents, from tidal shore to 
alpine crest to rooftop precipice. Machine-made 
multiples in iron, steel, marble, bronze, !breglass 
or wire, lifesize or Ozymandian in scale, 
anatomically correct or geometrically pixelated, 
these gormless forms, self-described in an 
interview as “dumb, stupid blobs” that are “not 
art”, are, paradoxically, among the most iconic 
and omnipresent artforms of our day. 

Not art, not body, not landscape, not 
architecture, not instrument of self-expression, 
not original, not copy, not kitsch, not not kitsch 
– each Gormley !gure aspires to be an indexical 
stand-in for the entire history of sculpture. More 
speci!cally, it aims to deliver a body blow to high 
modernist abstraction, and at the same time 
reanimate the moribund corpus of public art by 
restoring to it the unsurpassable potency of the 
timeless human form. An aesthetically de!cient 
talisman of collective identity – the Everystatue 
of Everyman – mass-produced and motored by 
monumental pathos, a Gormley !gure circles the 
peripheries of the heroic and the sacred, grinding 
gears as it powers through the transcendent 
trajectories of being and time; then, full throttle, 
it hits the A1 motorway near Tyneside, past the 
outstretched arms of its most colossal incarnation, 
the giant Angel of the North (1998), before 
screeching to a halt in a museum niche, or the 
parlour of a collector’s home.

The most ubiquitous figures, up to a 
hundred at a time, sentinel Gormley’s Event 
Horizon (2007), Time Horizon (2006) and Horizon 
Field (2010). In this tiny Tuscan hilltop town, the 
unlikely home of one of the most ambitious 
contemporary art galleries in the world, the 
number is necessarily scaled back. One graces a 
medieval tower, !ve more stand in the tourist-
mobbed streets. Placed on a London bridge or 
the Manhattan skyline, Gormleys call attention 
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Ryoji Ikeda: data.tecture [5 SXGA+ Version]
LABoral, Gijón
2 March – 21 January

Mo! arti!s’ work evolves in !ts and starts, with 
periods of inspiration followed by phases of 
consolidation. By contrast, Ryoji Ikeda’s 
datamatics [ver.2.0] (2006–) project – a 
hypermodern son et lumière, usually presented 
as a sit-down concert of electronic sound 
accompanied by projected streams of data moving 
at phenomenal speed – runs in sync with Moore’s 
law. (Gordon E. Moore predicted in 1965 that the 
speed of computing, or the number of transistors 
a chip could hold, would double every 18 months.) 
So this gallery-adapted version of datamatics, 
which is streamed downward via !ve projectors 

onto a 27m x 7.2m area of "oorspace, and into 
which one walks to be bathed in data-"ow, is 
likely slightly pacier than the last one I saw, in an 
auditorium at London’s Barbican in 2011. But the 
principles remain the same. Ikeda, who’s 
e#ectively minted his own artistic category as an 
acclaimed composer/musician and visual artist, 
is a purist. The sound you hear is an audio 
translation, via bespoke software, of the columns 
of numbers and computer code scrolling quickly 
and relentlessly beneath one’s feet: the data 
becomes a frenetic, chattering score for sine 
waves, white noise and sonar pings.    

Describing it that way, though, doesn’t do 
justice to the paradoxical e#ect of data.tecture [5 
SXGA+ Version] (2012), which is like being crushed 
by something weightless, something that doesn’t 
know you exist. The gallery staffer who 
accompanied me took o# her shoes at the edge 
and said, “I’m going in”, and that felt apposite: 
it’s an utterly immersive experience, designed to 
overwhelm. Stand at one end, and narrow 
monochromatic columns of tiny numbers, or 
sometimes tiled screen-grabs of statistics, rush 
at you in perspective: it’s like being inside the Star 
Gate sequence of 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) 
while also mainlining a data set that includes, 
we’re told, the human genome, the astronomical 
coordinates of stars, the molecular structures of 
proteins and, cannibalistically, earlier versions 
of datamatics itself. 

If there’s anything old-fashioned about 
datamatics, it’s that it tends to build towards a 
modernist version of an orchestral climax. Here 
Ikeda (who’s said he likes to push the frame-rate 
capacity of his computers until they squeal) does 
something slightly di#erent. Certainly there’s an 
accelerating feel to the stacks of moving digits 
that suddenly reverse direction under one’s feet, 
lightning "ashes that obliterate grids of data and 
coloured horizontal bars that move like scanners 
up and down the "oorspace. (The audio’s deep 
tones and rhythmic midrange chatter, meanwhile, 
being only translations of what we see, keep pace.) 
But at the point where the info-gush can’t get any 
more hectic, there’s a peremptory chime and 
everything freezes on a single, impossibly vast 
number – millions of digits – that one has a heart-
stopping second to realise is a real number before 
it moves forward, then freezes again, on another 
impossible integer; then moves forward, then 
stops again. 

At this point the work loops back, and  
if it has done its work, your head is fully wrecked, 
though happily so. What Ikeda is after, it would 
appear, is a contemporary sublime: an evocation 
of the adamantine beauty of pure mathematics, 
but also of the ravishing potentials in the wired 
hemisphere we live in. The presiding virtue  
of data.tecture [5 SXGA+ Version] is that it doesn’t 
simply place that inhuman and ungraspable  
world in front of us but drops us, thrillingly, right 
inside it. 
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to the heterogeneity of scale and frame. The e#ect 
can be pleasantly surprising. Here, however, 
where the architecture requires no unifying – built 
volumes and landscape cohere uniformly in the 
same planned cultural space – the famous 
‘expanded !eld’ in which postmodernist sculpture 
is said to reside retracts into a homogenous whole. 
The Gormleys do not transcend into art; their 
presence does not stand out or stand for; the ‘logic 
of the monument’ remains a failure.

Much more spectacular is Vessel (2012), 
which !lls Continua’s main exhibition space, a 
1930s cinema. Here Gormley takes a swing at 
Modernism as incarnated by Richard Serra’s 
Tilted Arc, the large-scale artwork installed in 
New York’s Federal Square in 1981, then 
dismantled and scrapped in 1989, after much 
public debate. Gormley’s version is made of the 
same Corten steel and comparably scaled. Not 
surprisingly, however, he has cleverly 
anthropomorphised it, creating a giant man’s 
reclining body out of 39 interconnecting boxes. 
Serra’s destabilising tilt is in place; getting under 
it is as daunting an experience as it was in Federal 
Plaza. But the humanoidal shape serves to, well, 
humanise it, render it safer, less threatening. 
More sensible. Gormley’s work, here as in general, 
is populist. It strives for what the artist describes 
as “social responsibility”. To have meaning and 
purpose. To inspire. Failing that, it settles for a 
more modest status: to be liked.  
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