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worlds.” Harrison’s first ‘room within a room’, Art/
Architecture consisted of two rows of columns marching
down a ramp in the museum'’s Bair Gallery; at the head of
the colonnade stood an arch formed of clay, plaster and
papier-maché-covered styrofoam (coloured by ceramic
oxides, yet another tribute to Harrison’s pottery roots) and
set upon a pair of gleaming steel, gold-dusted columns.
The piece culminated visually in an ‘earthnest’ or altar of
reddish volcanic rock topped with cast ceramic shells and
bathed in light. Over the nest, Harrison had suspended a
pair of wooden window frames that might have come
from a cathedral, suggesting the presence of a wall, of a
‘transparent’ room set within the gallery. Another, simpler
frame- further substantiating the illusion of a room within
a room - hung off to the side, lending a slight asymmetry,
and its shadow, to the piece. On the walls on either side of
the colonnade, Harrison affixed large photocopies of
works of art and architecture that had somehow inspired
him, from Warhol's Marilyn to a magnificent Iranian
mosque (source for the capitals on his columns). Viewers
found themselves guided, by the lighting and Harrison’s
columns, down the ramp and through the archway,
stopping perhaps to meditate at the ‘earthnest’ and then
moving on to the room’s periphery to ponder the artist's
favourite images.

Like Harrison’s A Potter’s Shrine at the Archie Bay
Foundation, Art/Architecture wasanidealsite formeditation
or communion, more clearly a sanctuary or sanctified
space (for religion both comfortingly familiar and
inextricably alien) than any of his earlier installations, and
yet it invited widely varying interpretations. Was it the
playhouse of a wise and eccentric child? A place for
assignations, the passing of notes and furtive kisses? An
educational display at a perverse county fair? A folly in a
garden? Or a ‘reliquary not of saints' bones, but of [the
artist’s] pleasures'? The work’sambiguity, its ‘transparency’,
asHarrison likesto callit, cried out foranalogies;as Roland
Barthes has written, ‘Metaphor is the only way of naming
the unnameable.’®

Unnameable, transparent, playfully indifferent to the
conventional - with its references to wide-ranging cultures
and artistic traditions, its quirky, pastel colours, and
offbeat materials (styrofoam, steel culvert pipe, gold leaf) -
Art/Architecture proved amenable to collaborations with
other art forms, and during its tenure at the museum, it
hosted a jazz concert and a poetry reading among its
columns, lending a unique quality, congenialand spiritual,
to the performances.

Less coherent as a unified image than his earlier works,
more complex and susceptible to multiple interpretations,

Art[Architecture wasthe first work ina series Harrison calls
Architecture without walls, in which walls are sketched on
the air, in a kind of architectural mime. The second is the
piece he has created here, at the University of South
Australia Art Museum, where- hesaid immediately before
departing for Australia and New Zealand in late July - he
hoped to ‘redefine and refine my concepts, make use of
new materials (preferably something I can’t find anywhere
else in the world), and improvise a distinctive space,
something intimate, magical, and playful.” With this new
work, Robert Harrison will undoubtedly sow yet another
of his small and sacred worlds: a fictive space that invites
participation by all who cross its (imaginary) threshold, a
refuge - not always comforting - from the world, large and
profane, in which we reside each day.

Rick Newbyisapoet, editor,and criticliving in Helena, Montana,
LISA. His most recent essay on a ceramic artist, ““To Stave Off
Death’: Akio Takamori's Life Studies” , appeared this summer in
Ceramics: Art and Perception (8), Sydney, Australia.
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