Participate conference – Wednesday 25 March 2009

Marie Louise Muir (Radio Ulster) interviews artist Wolfgang Buttress
Marie-Louise: “Something I want to get a sense of is the idea behind Rise.  Describe it to me and where did you get the idea from.”

Wolfgang:  “It has been gestating for a few years.  I was fortunate to be short-listed when the sculpture was announced four years ago but I wasn’t successful.  Then the competition came up again last year and it was one of the things I had been thinking about for a long time.  I had often thought about what I would have done if I had got the commission and it changed over the years into something completely different.  One of the things I wanted to try and do was to make something which is large, which is a landmark and which fits the space but I wanted to do something which is beautiful and also delicate.  I want to do something which suggests the transient nature of hope.”

It was probably last summer when the idea first came to me.  I was walking the dog down by the river.  It was one of those beautiful summer mornings at about 6am and as I walked down the river I could see the sun on one side and the moon on the other and there was a fantastic orange light.  It just looked incredible and I was thinking about how you could express that in sculpture and then it started to come together.   I’ve been looking at these sort of forms of work of geodesic terms and I thought this whole idea of sun rising is very simple.  It has all those connotations of love and hope and the future.  Also, I wanted to have no front or back so that no matter what side you were looking at the sculpture from, it was facing you. Also the idea of the sunrise, when you come down the motorway you could possibly see the sun come through the sculpture itself to almost create an eclipse.”  

Marie-Louise:  “How physically big is it going to be if you could compare it to the size of a building in Belfast?”

Wolfgang:  “Probably twice as tall as the Elmwood Hall.  It’s a massive piece and it’s very simple in how it’s going to be made but the challenge is how we are going to construct it on site.  It’s too big to be transported on a low loader so it will be made on site which will probably take about six weeks to two months to do.”

Marie-Louise:  “How many people will be involved in that?” 

Wolfgang: “I would say at least eight to ten people on site daily for a few months.   To install it, we will start from the bottom and do a couple of layers and a tower crane will go right through the centre of it.  Then we do a couple of layers and lift another bit and another bit so it actually will be like a sunrise.  We’ll document it, and take photographs so out of this island and this wasteland there will be a sun rising.  One of the things I wanted to do as well is suggest how this 40 tonne sculpture can float.  I had this idea to disguise how it could work structurally.  Again, going back to what it used to be, i.e. Bog Meadows and the marshes, I had this idea that the sun was rising above the marshes and reeds. There are some structural supports to hold the sculpture in position and others acts as reeds to deflect your attention so you don’t really know which ones are actually supporting the sculpture and you have a sense that it is floating.”  

Marie-Louise: “Did you come over when you heard that Belfast City Council was commissioning for this landmark signature sculpture, to look at the site?  We heard Paul talking earlier about Antony Gormley being take to where the Angel of the North is now.”

Wolfgang:  “I did yes, a few times.  I try to express a sense of place, maybe find out what used to be there so these sculptures sit comfortably in the locations and one of the things that struck me was that it was like a big island and it was barren really.  I thought that the sculpture in its shape and form, needed to be simple, elegant and timeless and of its time, but also hopefully of tomorrow as well and it is really important I think, that the sculptures do sit comfortably in the context.  Even though this is a large one, you’ll see it from the motorway as a sort of icon, but also when you walk underneath it, you’ll have this sort of sense of where the light catches and reflects on it and it will hopefully work on an intimate scale as well.”

Marie-Louise: “What do you make of what Paul was saying about how everybody within Gateshead, Newcastle took such ownership over Angel of the North.  I know at the beginning they were probably more against it than they were for it.  Would you want that same kind of argument and passion and debate about rise?”

Wolfgang:  “I’d appreciate the passion and I’m sure that’s there.  One of the lovely things about coming over is working with local people and communities and chatting and at the moment it seems to be really well received.  I’ve worked on other sculptures that have been a lot more hard work and when they’ve gone up, in the end people have taken ownership of them and it’s been fine but at the moment it has been a really pleasant process here.  There’s no disquiet or animosity.  People really seem to have warmed to it which has been really heart warming and lovely.”

Marie-Louise: “And how key is a public sculpture like this to what we are talking about here, about making Belfast a successful centre of culture or a place where people can at least appreciate the arts and culture?  Is Rise literally a symbol of hope for us as well?”

Wolfgang:  “I think it is and hopefully it works as a sculpture on its own merits and in terms of its form and you hope it will do things and you hope people will warm to it but once you do it, it’s out of your hands really. You hope people will warm to it and like it and even at the moment they are nick naming it the ‘Balls on the Falls.’  Really you haven’t got that much control over things.”

Marie-Louise: “But that’s great.  I do like that because we had the ‘Floozy in the Jacuzzi’ and the ‘Tart with the Cart’ and when I take my daughter home at night we go past the sculpture with the hula hoop.  Is she called the ‘Nula with the Hula’?  I’ve certainly told her that’s what she’s called.  I think we have to give pet names to works of art.”

Wolfgang:  “I think so and I think one of the things, in a way with that Angel of the North, sometimes what can happen, and it hasn’t happened here, is that some people have seen all the benefits of what’s happened to Gateshead and they may think, let’s commission a piece of work and that will solve all our economic problems.  That can’t do that.  I think it can articulate a lot of things but they work on more subtle levels.  A piece of art is a very blunt instrument to try and cure social ills with.”

Marie-Louise:    “It’s huge pressure on you as well because I do think that Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North is probably kind of unique in itself and I do feel sorry for any artists who are involved with public art sculpture projects as we are inevitably going to go, ‘oh right, is this Belfast’s Angel of the North then?’”

Wolfgang  “Yes, and people will inevitably talk about the size of it, what it means, what it does and there’s a whole cultural baggage but it’s important as an artist to be aware and be part of it but in the end what one can do is just have integrity and just do the best you can with that project and hopefully the rest can take care of itself really.”

Marie-Louise: “Yes. Your heart will be in your mouth as you start watching this go up, but it’s incredibly exciting.” 

Wolfgang:  “Yes it’s really exciting.  It’s going to be a fabulous project.”

Marie-Louise:  “We wish you the best of luck Wolfgang.  Thank you so much.  It looks fantastic I’m sure you appreciate it, even in that glass case.  I can only imagine what it’s going to be like at 40 metres high.”  

