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When Is Big Too Big?

In Mexico, I visited the Aztec and Mexi
can pyramids. They are big and very excit
ing, yet at all times I felt comfortable. There
were people here, people there. There
were a couple of boys with tequila bottles
running all the way up to the top to have a
little party No one looked like a cockroach,
like some insignificant animal They looked
good-they looked like people

It reminded me that at the age of 18,
with a few friends on motorcycles, I drove
through the desert to visit the Egyptian pyr
amids. The feeling will never leave me.
There was an unbelievable sense of awe
and of oppression. Those pyramids were
designed to make an impression: "That
thing is big. I am small We are small Only
the pharaoh is big."

That started me thinking about the use of
sculpture, and the use of art. How does so
ciety really use sculpture?

Our society is a commercial society, so
we use it commercially, as an investment
or trade-in. Other societies are non-com
mercial, so they use sculpture in other
ways-to create an attitude or frame of
mind, for example. It's almost like dyna
mite. You can build railroads with it or you
can blow people up with it. What you do
with sculpture depends on your attitude to
wards it.

Maybe in Mexico the Egyptian pyramids
would not have been threatening. The Mex
icans might .have taken their cue from the
mountains and made their pyramids out of
a sense of excitement, of throbbing excite
ment. Maybe if the Egyptian pyramids had
been built in Mexico City, between the hun
dreds of mountain tops extending to the ho
rizon-not just three points, one for each
pharaoh, in a flat, yellow desert land under
the blue sky, standing alone, all by them
selves

I work on ideas in my basement. When
there is an opportunity to see a sculpture
realized, I go looking for the one that will
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best answer the opportunity and I pull it off
the shelf. The idea may be pretty mature by
the time I choose it but, still, I like to see my
sculpture belonging, really belonging, to the
site in terms of scale.

I think you can take two positions. One is
that of David Smith, who told me in Spoleto
in 1962: "I am not interested in architects. I
do my sculpture in Bolton. They come in.
They can buy it. Once they buy it, they can
place it anywhere they choose. If they
place it well, it's to their credit. If they don't
place it well, that's their problem. I have
nothing to do with it. I don't want to be in
volved with where it goes." It's a very valid
approach.

I take a different approach, in the sense
that if I can derive strength from the land
scape, from the shadows, from the sun,
from man's approaches to it, if I can derive
intensification and added sensibility, I want
all that very much not to be lost.

For a long time I shuttled back and forth
between Toronto and my studio in New
York. In New York, while staring up at the
architecture, many times I had to be
dragged by the coat-tails so that the cabs
wouldn't run me over. Two uncles, one an
architect and one an engineer, tried hard to
get me on the right track. They wanted me
to become an architect. I chose sculpture.
It was impossible for me not to ask myself:
What's the difference between the two? I
could have just as easily gone to school for
four years and come out with architects'
papers. I guess the reason is that sculpture
is a very private experience.

LOOkingat a sculpture that is meaningful
to me, I have the feeling that it's a dialogue
It's a dialogue between me and it and it's
not a lecture, a talk. It's not something that
is communicated to a lot of people. It's
communicated between a person and his
own self.

What size, what scale do you build to?
The location dictates it.

The scale-when is big too big?-is really
only a private matter. It's within our own
frame of mind, within our own instinct and
feeling, within our own being. If it's too big,
we know it. If it's right, we know it.

I have no doubt that if I were to ask the
sculptors here how they would tackle and
utilize size and scale, we would have very
many answers. My experience is that it is
the individual, subjective self who is intri
gued and fascinated, who gets drunk or
happy or sad or who gets terribly shaken by
art, by music, by poetry, by sculpture. Pub
lic art is a private experience.

I'm so happy, so excited when I go to an
exhibit and see a sculpture or a painting
that holds me. I owe that sculptor three
minutes of my life, standing there looking at
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his work and getting something from it. It
stays with me. It becomes part of me. I re
act to it. I flex my emotional muscles, flex
my personality muscles. I go through life a
little bit more "myself" than I was three
minutes before. I really owe that artist
something.

In that sense, art is a fantastic function
of society. It's awfully funny that we do not
consider ourselves a profession. We like
the mystique of being "free artists."

It helps us do our work better, in our own
society, in our own civilization. In other so
cieties, in other civilizations, it didn't mat
ter.

There are immensely impressive Egyp
tian sculptures. Even 3 inches high, they
are monumental. The society in which
Egyptian artists were living allowed them to
do those things They lived on a loaf of
bread and 10 onions a day and that's all.
They were slaves, or semi-slaves, and
that's all they got and it had no effect on
their capacity to produce art.

Bobby Fisher made the game of chess
pay millions Chess used to be for fuddy
duddies, it was suspect. Then came this en
trepreneur with a fantastic sense of timing
and showmanship. He slashed like a hot
knife through butter through the whole
structure He said to hell with all that and

zonked chess into another public category.
The point is that it's all negotiable. Noth

ing is fixed, there are no absolutes It's very
much up to us to see what we can do with
ourselves and with our ability as sculptors.
This sculpture conference is part of our ap
petite, our need to try to flex our muscles
and see what we can do with our capacity
in this day and age, this society.

After the affluent, turbulent '60s, sculp
ture became a bit more like a profession in
the sense of architecture or law or medi
cine.

Let's take medicine. Society tells us that
we want to be taken care of, medically The
legislators leave it up to the profession to
tell us what we must do to get what we
want. The profession says, "We want to po
lice ourselves. We want to teach our
young. We want our own committee of
ethics. We want our own association" So
ciety says, "Great!"

I think that sculpture needs it too, in its
own way.

My vision of sculptors is that they are
givers. They really want to give and they
are happy when they are given a chance to
give. I think that we are not used enough
We can do more than we are doing, if the
mental and other climates developed
around this profession are nurtured and
fostered.

Society must work it out in such a way



that it will become very much part of our
life In an affluent society, including our
own society right now, it's impossible not to
turn to the arts just to get this throb of ex
citement, the feeling of the inner self.
Question: I wondered where you fabricate
your pieces.
Eloul: Here in Toronto, in New York, in Cali
fornia. They can be fabricated very easily
in any metal fabrication plant but have to
be finished before I take them to the fabri

,cator. My experience is that you cannot
change your mind in a factory. A fabrica
tion plant is geared to work from drawings.
If you change your mind about even a frac
tion of an inch, to the fabricator it's incom
prehensible.

If you want to change your mind, change
it in your studio. Otherwise, you'll just con
fuse the fabricator, he won't do his best
and you'll get a lousy job. So, I do my
models at home. I do a maquette, one to
one, in plywood or cardboard. I engage my
self as the viewer. I try to divorce myself
from being the man who made it and be
come the man who sees it, the man in the
street.
Question: How do you blow up a maquette
into a full-scale sculpture?
Eloul: I found that if I take a sculpture and
blow it up mathematically, saying this
should be seven times larger, it becomes a
joke. It cannot be done automatically You'll
have surprises left, right and centre.

I have to do it one to one. I sometimes
take a crane and tilt it at an angle and hang
it in the air, a makeshift thing, with staples
and cardboard and two-by-fours. I work
with students. We knock off two-by-fours,
push them around, and I become the gaug
ing instrument. I do it in an empty parking
lot. I walk around it, look at it. I am not the
sculptor at the moment. I become the audi
ence, if I am successful.

Those little maquettes are on my table.
After awhile, I don't see them anymore
When I become conscious of that, I cover
them up. At some right moment when I
know that I'm sharp, wide awake and in a
murderous mood, I look for trouble. Very
critically, I peel off the covering and look at
my maquettes. If one of them gives me
something-an excitement, a signal
that's when I touch it.

I calculate its scale very carefully be
cause I can't afford to make mistakes or

changes on a 24-foot sculpture that
weighs 16 tons, which takes up three
floors of garage space, which needs a City
Hall permit and a 75-ton crane in order to
install it.
Question: Do you design your pieces so
that they stand up by themselves or do you
imbed them in a foundation?

Eloul: The key to that is the man in the
street, you, when you pass by You may
feel that there is no foundation, that the two
elements are freely touching each other,
relating to each other of their own free will
and can detach themselves whenever they
want. You may feel that there is a potential
mobility there, that there is an affinity be
tween the two only because they want it to
be, not because they are bolted together
like bridges.

I work very hard to era,se all marks of
fabrication in order to make the piece look
independent of the man who made it, cqm
plete in itself, as if it happened by itself. I
cannot make it look as if it happened by it
self if you see bolts or weld marks I work
very hard to get all signs of fabrication
out-as hard as I work not to show the in
ner structures, the foundation, whatever
supports it.

The unseen inner structure is designed
because one of the more integral parts of
the sculpture is the illusion that there is mo
bility there, the illusion that it can move,
that it can change.

For me, kinetic sculpture is limited. I can
stand there for an hour looking at it but
once I catch on to how it works, I lose inter
est. By making my sculpture potentially mo
bile, not physically mobile, I am grabbed by
its moods even if I'm the guy who made it.

I decided that the potential, the moment
just before, is greater than the realization
The moment before the eruption of Vesu
vius in Pompeii was earthshaking. The mo
ment before the eruption of the mushroom,
the whole world shakes. After it's exploded,
it's just one more explosion. Even the mo
ments before the erotic moment of su
preme satisfaction are intense It's great.
It's the anticipation.

So, I have to hide what I'm doing inside
What I'm doing inside is pure engineering,
as for any bridge, to answer your question.
Question: You use the word "kinetic" Do
you consider that your sculptures are ki
netic because the environment is chang
ing?
Eloul: My excitement about "doing" is very
elementary and basic, partly because I'm
not all that cerebral. I'm definitely not an in
tellectual. All sculptors are doers They are
all physical people. I'm very much a physi
cal person, although I would like to be both.
I would like to have the tug and tussle, the
conflict of the two. The mind, the emotions,
the body-all that in one unified thing.

What excites me about sculpture is what
I can get out of it that I can't get out of, say,
literature or music. In literature, by the time
I've read to page 201, I have to remember
what was on page 50. I have to resort to
memory even before I reach the end of the

book. Sculpture grabs you visually all in one
shot.

Our vision is a very specific, limited vi
sion. We don't have three eyes. We can't
see infra-red or ultra-violet. That's our limi
tation; that's our strength. Sculpture is
working within the limitations and expand
ing them by illusions. As people, our mes
sage is immediate.

Neanderthal man could neither read nor
write nor discuss anything intelligently But
he could see and he reacted to what he
saw. He reacted immediately. The immedi
acy is important. Totality and immediacy
are characteristics of visual art.

The value of sculpture is also that it's a
reference point. You can go back to it. Mu
sic is terrific but until we captured it on re
cord, the minute the musicians stopped,
you had no music.

Sculpture is a physical presence The
fact that it's a physical presence is an as
set. It's a characteristic that can be utilized.
When military might was strong in society's
eyes, they put up equestrian bronzes all
over the place. When the church was pow
erful, it was the same thing as it was with
kings. Now we are in a democratic society.
We have a variety of impulses, interests,
needs, and we turn to the capacity called
sculpture to answer them. We are learning
the usages of sculpture I

Question: Could you repeat your definition
of creating sculpture?
Eloul: It's a sex act between the emotion
and the intellect, where they fuse together
Otherwise they conflict with each other.
Many times we foster one at the expense
of the other. We say, "Go to a doctor who
is a specialist in the left nostril"-that sort
of thing. We separate things, then we fall
into the gap between them. Creating sculp
ture is fusing things, not defusing them. 0


