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Abstract 

This thesis takes a series of soundings of the British sculptor Rachel Whiteread’s architectural 

casts, drawings, and prints produced between 1991-2004. A sounding venture is undertaken to 

mould a series of contours between Whiteread’s sculptures and architectural discourse. The 

concept of sounding is employed to explore the manifold ways in which Whiteread plumbs the 

depths of a selection of interior spaces and architectural typologies. Through her 

representational practices, Whiteread attempts to get to the bottom of something, to fathom 

unexplored depths or levels of understanding in regard to the architectural interior and its 

contents.  

 

The artist employs her signature casting practice to render negative space as solid, positive 

form. Her subjects include plinths, floors, furniture, staircases, rooms, apartments, a Victorian 

terraced house, a water tower, and a holocaust memorial. By filling in space and casting the 

viewer out of architecture, Whiteread draws attention to the indexical traces of inhabitation left 

on its interior surfaces. Architectural theorists who have commented on Whiteread’s practice 

have often overlooked these traces, and their implications for architecture. When we compare 

her works to those of modern architects, certain repressions and disavowals in regard to the 

particularities of the artist’s practice are revealed and these are discussed within the thesis. 

Whiteread’s works are considered in relation to a selection of works by post-war architects 

including Le Corbusier, Louis Kahn, Alison and Peter Smithson, and Luigi Moretti. 

Each chapter in the thesis explores a different work or series of works that together build the 

case that the artist has been involved in projects of ever-increasing scale and technical 

complexity, producing sculptures in collaboration with building and engineering specialists that 

approach architecture. Many of the artist’s recent works highlight the interdisciplinary anxiety 

that lies in wait when sculpture approaches architecture. 

A series of soundings are taken in order to explore the complex ways in which Whiteread enlists 

architectural drawing and modelling practices to shed light on the rich interior lives of quotidian 

spaces and typological structures frequently overlooked.  
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Introduction 

 

Whiteread’s Soundings of Architecture 

This thesis investigates a selection of sculptures, drawings, and prints produced by the British 

sculptor Rachel Whiteread (b.1963) between 1991-2004. It pays particular attention to what the 

writer has determined as the “architectural” works.1 Consequently, Whiteread’s early castings 

produced as a student and post-graduate, and her casts of beds, mattresses, and bathtubs will not 

be investigated in detail here. The intention of the thesis is to re-cast Whiteread’s oeuvre as 

architectural, in order to reveal the multivalent ways in which her artistic practices draw upon 

architecture as their subject matter and, it will be shown, contribute to the discourse and theory 

of architecture. 

Whiteread has cast wardrobes, mattresses and bed bases, sinks, baths, tables, chairs, floors, 

rooms, apartments, staircases, a water tower, and an entire terraced house. Her castings are 

rendered in plaster, concrete, rubber, resin, and snow. Whiteread frequently elects to solidify the 

space surrounding and within these quotidian objects.2  

In her work, Whiteread irrupts conventional forms of architectural representation. Through 

modelling, drawing, and print practices she plumbs the depths of the domicile and its interior 

contents in ways that architects seldom do. Her work reveals new depths of architectural 

meaning. At the same time, paradoxically, she draws attention to indexical traces of habitation 

on the surfaces of the work, which architectural theorists in general have overlooked. 

Art historians have produced many publications and papers concerning Whiteread’s work. The 

particular intention of this thesis is to bring a mode of architectural analysis to bear on 

Whiteread’s sculptures. To the present date, there has yet to be a sustained analysis of 

Whiteread’s architecturally scaled casts within the discipline of architecture. 

The art critics and historians who have been the most influential on the present work include 

Rosalind Krauss, Friedrich Meschede, Christoph Grunenberg, James Lingwoood, James E. 

Young, Neville Wakefield, Ian Sinclair, Doris Van Drathen, Rudolph Schmitz, Molly Nesbit, 

 
1 Two architectural works, Untitled (Rooms), 2001, and Untitled (Wall), 1999, for which there is a paucity of published material and 

photographic documentation, are not discussed. 
2 In 1992, at the Luhring Augustine Gallery in New York, Whiteread exhibited a variety of cast mattresses. Rather than negatives, 

these works were reconstituted versions of the original objects.  

Robert Taplin, “Rachel Whiteread at Luhring Augustine,” Art in America, 80, 9 (1992): 124. 
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Adrian Searle, Richard Shone, Trevor Fairbrother, David Batchelor, David Thistlewood, Chris 

Townsend, Andrew Graham-Dixon, Andrea Schlieker, Sara-Jayne Parsons, Lisa Dennison, 

Patrick Elliott, David Sylvester, John Bird, Alison Ferris, Sue Malvern, Simon Watney, Craig 

Houser, Robert Storr, Sarah Kent, Christiane Schneider, Susannah Greeves, and Briony Fer. 

These authors have written essays and critical reviews of Whiteread’s practice. They are not the 

only critics considered throughout the study, but are those who have written the more 

substantial pieces on Whiteread’s work. Many of these critics touch upon the architectural 

aspects of her work but in general, art-historical interests inform their critique. 

Architectural historians and critics have published a smaller body of work on Whiteread. They 

include Anthony Vidler, Beatriz Colomina, and Joanna Merwood. Each of these authors deals 

predominantly with Whiteread’s acclaimed House sculpture (1993-demolished 1994). It is 

argued that both prior to House and after it, many of Whiteread’s sculptures are of critical 

importance for architecture, and these works (including House) will be the subject of this thesis. 

Works completed after 2004 are not considered in this study. 

Several theorists discussed in this thesis operate outside the disciplines of architecture and art 

criticism, bringing their specialised expertise to bear on architectural matters. These include 

Mark Cousins, who focuses upon psychoanalytical material, and Elaine Scarry, a literary 

theorist. These theorists have been enlisted in the study because, like Whiteread, each has made 

trenchant observations about aspects of architecture from outside the discipline. They are 

particularly important because each acknowledges the significant psychic impact the interior 

and its contents have on the occupier of architecture. These theorists assist in forming a series of 

contours between disciplines that contributes to an enrichment of architectural discourse. 

This dissertation employs comprehensive descriptions of Whiteread’s works as a form of 

analysis. These discussions of the material, spatial, and formal properties of the work are critical 

for demonstrating the complex ways in which Whiteread sounds out architecture. 

Plumbing the Depths 

Whiteread’s repeated soundings of the contours between sculpture and architecture allow a 

redefinition of both disciplines. Two concepts synonymous in nature are important to this thesis. 

The first is sounding. The definition of sounding utilised in this study is “The action or process 

of sounding or ascertaining the depth of water by means of the line and lead or (now usu.) By 
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means of an echo; an instance of this.”3 The second concept concerns the act of plumbing. The 

New Oxford Dictionary of English defines ‘plumb’ as to: 

[Verb] “Measure (the depth of a body of water),” “to explore or experience fully or to 

extremes: she had plumbed the depths of depravity”, test (an upright surface) to 

determine the vertical.  

[Noun] a ball of lead or other heavy object attached to the end of a line for finding the 

depth of water or determining the vertical on an upright surface.”4 Also “plumb: [verb] 

install an appliance such as a bath, toilet, or washing machine and connect to water and 

drainage pipes.”5 

These concepts refer to the act of gauging or measuring. In addition, plumbing draws attention 

to service spaces within the interior of architecture and to domestic undersides often treated as 

unsightly and kept out of view.  

To ‘plumb’ implies a precise measure of depth, of verticality, of upright posture. It also implies 

a base inclination, a point at which one cannot be any lower. This ambiguity between verticality 

and the depraved horizontal has been identified by Nadir Lahiji and D.S. Friedman, who 

endeavour to sound out the possibilities plumbing has for an understanding of architecture. 

They write: 

In the cultural politics of modernity, discourse on Identity, Subject, Space, Gender and 

Body all presuppose the discourse of verticality, which reaches its limits in the repression 

of the common abject-excrement, putrefaction, dirt, semen, menses, and so on. 

Ultimately, the plumb line has to fall; it has to establish a relationship to the horizontal.6 

In many of her castings, Whiteread elects to interrogate the horizontal and the base matter 

associated with it, which, Lahiji and Friedman argue, modern architecture sought to repress. For 

example, while recovering her sculptural subjects from salvage yards, the artist often had to 

wrestle with the ungainly proportions of mattresses, confronted at close range with the bodily 

secretions left on these recumbent sites. She has rendered these qualities palpable, particularly 

in her early works, where she employs materials to change one’s conception of familiar objects 

and to connect them with bodily functions. Further, she has commented that some of her early 

casts were “very flesh-like, some of them were like dead flesh, some of them had the colour of 

urine.”7 

 
3 The Oxford English Dictionary, second ed. Vol. xvl, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989, p. 55. 
4 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, New York: Oxford University Press, 1998, p. 1426. 
5 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 1426.  
6 Nadir Lahiji and D.S. Friedman (eds.), Plumbing: Sounding Modern Architecture, New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997, 
p. 8. 
7 Otto Neumaier, “Everything Is Connected,” in Gabriele Detterer (ed.), Art Recollection-Artists Interviews and Statements in the 

Nineties, New York: Danilo Montanari & Exit & Zona Archives Editori, 1999, p. 267-8. 
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Whiteread’s sculptures go beneath the datum of the water table to dig deeper into the interior. 

This notion of plumbing has been acknowledged by Freud in specific relation to an analysis of 

the psychic interior. In The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud writes that: “There is at least one 

spot in every dream at which it is unplummable - a navel, as it were, that is the point of contact 

with the unknown.”8 All of Whiteread’s works approach this point of contact, particularly those 

that archive the spaces beneath floorboards and, in more recent works, between walls. These are 

the spaces between purity and abjection that preoccupy the plumber. 

Through her work, Whiteread critically interrogates the foundational, spatial, temporal, and 

material terms by which the disciplines of architecture and sculpture can been understood.  

Foundational Soundings  

Whiteread’s artistic practices relentlessly challenge and sound out the very grounds upon which 

sculpture stands and architecture is built. Throughout her career she has critically appraised the 

ground upon which sculpture stands: interrogating architectural substructures that have 

traditionally served to support it, like the plinth.  

The literal and theoretical grounds on which architecture is built are placed in question by 

Whiteread’s artistic practices, which sound out the depths of a selection of architectural 

typologies. The plumb line has been of critical importance in facilitating the construction of her 

interiors. On many occasions the floors of her architectural subjects have been levelled and 

reinforced prior to casting. A concern with the relationship to the ground can also be seen in 

photographs of Whiteread’s works being installed in galleries and her frequent return to casting 

flooring surfaces and the spaces found within the sub-floor structure. 9 Conventional forms of 

architectural representation are also upended by her practice. For example, the ground line 

becomes a site of interest in many of the artist’s gouache drawings, where it is repeatedly 

described as a problematic place to stand. 

Spatial Soundings 

Whiteread undertakes spatial soundings by rendering space as solid matter. In casting interior 

space, the artist evacuates the viewer from occupying the interior via conventional means. The 

viewer experiences the interior not from within, but by perambulating the exterior of her interior 

casts, attending to the particular profiles and details, rendered in negative, of her chosen 

 
8 Sigmund Freud in Lahiji and Friedman (eds.), Plumbing: Sounding Modern Architecture, p. 11.  
9 See A.M. Homes, Rachel Whiteread, London: Anthony d'Offay Gallery, 1998, p. 31, 33. 
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architectural subjects. In her single room castings, Whiteread draws attention to the scale of 

individual living spaces. In her castings of a concatenation of rooms, she draws attention to the 

size and disposition of a collection of domestic spaces and the gaps between the structure where 

the walls once existed. By keeping the mould as intermediary, Whiteread makes liminal spaces 

manifest. In a manner akin to Duchamp’s notion of the infra-thin, Whiteread’s casts capture the 

liminal spaces that border both the inside and out at once.10 

Temporal Soundings  

Whiteread’s sculptures, in particular her early works, seek to foreground what the vertical 

represses, namely the effects of entropy and decay on architecture. Many of her works plumb 

the temporal dimensions of architecture, interrogating the extended life cycle of buildings over 

time. This involves acknowledging the effects of weathering and deterioration on her subjects. 

While buildings are not impervious to weather and deterioration, their existence in this 

condition has seldom been examined by architectural theorists and historians. In On 

Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time, Moshen Mostafavi and David Leatherbarrow have 

sought to rectify this. The author’s revise, 

The sense of the ending of an architectural project, not to see finishing as the final 

moment of construction but to see the unending deterioration of a finish that results from 

weathering, the continuous metamorphosis of the building itself, as part of its 

beginning(s) and its ever-changing ‘finish.’11 

Whiteread has catalogued an inventory of condemned buildings and their aged and infirm 

interior contents prior to their destruction. Her customised casting process endows her 

sculptures with two temporal indexes simultaneously. The sculptures bear witness to the age 

spots that existed on the surfaces that were cast as well as those of the sculpture itself.  

Material Soundings  

This notion of plumbing the depths is also at work in the artist’s use of materials. As her career 

has progressed, Whiteread has insistently challenged the structural capacities of her chosen 

casting materials. Her soundings of architecture have become fraught with ever-greater degrees 

of technical difficulty to realise them. In later projects, the artist’s success is contingent upon 

 
10 “Infra-thin then points to a condition of liminality, that is, something on the threshold (between inside and outside for example); 

the interface between two types of thing (smoke and mouth); a gap or shift that is virtually imperceptible but absolute; a separation 

or passage from one state or condition or dimension to another.” 

Dawn Ades, Neil Cox, and David Hopkins, Marcel Duchamp, London: Thames & Hudson, 1999, p. 183. 

For a reading of Whiteread’s work in relation to the infra-thin see Neville Wakefield, “Rachel Whiteread: Separation Anxiety and 
the Art of Release,” Parkett, 42 (1992): 76-82.  
11 Moshen Mostafavi and David Leatherbarrow, On Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1993, p. 

16. 
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challenging and overcoming the structural capacities and deviations of her given casting 

material. She often goes above and beyond recommended structural practices.  

Overview of Whiteread’s Career  

Whiteread’s work demonstrates an “expertise in surface, form, proportion, space and light,”12 

the same qualities that Mark Wigley identifies as being “the traditional palette of the architect.” 

Although trained as a painter, who moved to sculpture, Whiteread’s work bears the traces of 

both these disciplines on what can be taken to be her architectural casts.  

Whiteread was born in Ilford, England, in 1963. She recalls that her first sculptural experience 

as a child could have been sharpening pencils for her mother, artist Pat Whiteread, in her 

studio.13 Whiteread studied painting at the Brighton Polytechnic between 1982-5. At first, she 

made landscape painting her focus but became frustrated with the edges of the canvas. In 

response, she produced what she describes as “three-dimensional drawings, drawings you could 

walk through and around.”14 These drawings represented her first forays into creating “invented 

space.”15 Becoming more interested in sculpture as her undergraduate degree progressed, 

Whiteread attended lectures by esteemed British sculptors such as Alison Wilding, Edward 

Allington, and Richard Wilson.  

The artist’s journeys through derelict Hackney on the way to and from her studio in the late 

1980s were to be a source of inspiration for her early work.16 Whiteread recovered many of her 

early-career sculptural subjects from the streets and architectural salvage yards of East London, 

a neighbourhood where she still lives and works. She has frequently described these places as 

her “sketchbooks,”17 and her photographs of the raw sculptural materials in-situ make regular 

appearances in the artist’s monographs.  

Between 1985 and 1987, while studying for a Masters degree at the Slade School of Art in 

London, the artist began making casts of her own body. An early work was a cast of her back 

 
12 Mark Wigley, “Inside the Inside,” in Joseph Newland (ed.), The Architectural Unconscious: James Casebere + Glen Seator, 
Massachusetts: Addison Gallery of American Art, 2000, p. 17.  
13 Melvyn Bragg (ed.), “Rachel Whiteread,” South Bank Show, London: LWT, 2001.  
14 Lisa Corrin, Patrick Elliott, and Andrea Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, London: National Galleries of Scotland & Serpentine 

Gallery, 2001, p. 19. 
15 The artist comments on her undergraduate work that: “In retrospect, I think I was dealing with, even then, what I understood to be 
‘invented space’.” 

Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 19.  
16 Whiteread comments: “When I first left college I got a studio at Carpenters Road which is out in Hackney Wick which is a very 

strange area of London that has not really been developed, was a massive industrial area and has just become very, very run down 

and I had this journey from my house, really through the heart of derelict Hackney. That was one of the major sources of inspiration 
I think for the early work that I was making.”  

Bragg, The South Bank Show. 
17 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 9. 
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pressed into the inside of a hearth shovel. Untitled, 1986-7 (fig. 1), maps the artist’s body onto a 

domestic object used to distribute coals or scoop up the incinerated remains of a fire. This 

disturbing juxtaposition was to presage Whiteread’s ongoing interest in the ambivalent 

relationship that the body sustains toward the house and its contents. 

A series of works exhibited at the Slade forged relationships between constituent body parts.18  

(fig. 2) Colomina has noted that Whiteread cast “Not just an arm or a foot, but an elbow or the 

two fragments of a leg articulated at an angle by the knee….A body abstracted then, a body 

treated like a piece of furniture, a set of joints.”19 These early pieces exhibited what was to be a 

long-standing influence of the American artist Bruce Nauman on Whiteread’s work, most 

evident in her later casts in plaster, concrete, and resin of the undersides of tables and chairs.20 

Nauman’s corridor installations, produced in the 1970s, were also an influence on Whiteread’s 

practice.21 

After the completion of her graduate studies, Whiteread’s work shifted emphasis. Rather than 

casting from the body directly, she elected to present the body in its absence, through its 

ergonomic supports, namely furniture. During this time, her works were informed by the 

autobiographical, using pieces of furniture and blankets from her own childhood in pieces such 

as Chair & Blanket, 1986. (fig. 3) This work was comprised of two wall-mounted chairs, with 

their seats removed. The two chairs are linked together by a blanket composed of multi-

coloured squares stretched taut. One chair is wall mounted just above the floor. The second 

chair is placed a few metres above the first and is inverted, its back projecting out of the wall. 

The artist spoke of this work as being analogous to architecture. She commented that it was: 

Like a tower block. That was really, how I thought of the piece. And it was shown in this 

sort of pit, that was, as you looked up, it was like in a basement, and you looked up and 

 
18 Whiteread comments: “I remember when I was leaving college and made my show at the Slade. I hid it really. A lot of people 

didn’t actually see it. I think I didn’t really feel ready to show in some ways. And all the work was very autobiographical, and a lot 

of it was quite sad.” 

David Sylvester, “Carving Space,” TATE 17, Spring (1999): 40.  
19 Beatriz Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, New York: 

Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2001, p. 71.  
20 Works produced by Nauman between 1966-68, display the artist’s relationship to his body, the body acting as both model and 

mould. For example, From Hand to Mouth (1967), and Six Inches of My Knee Extended to Six Feet (1967). Nauman’s A Cast of the 

Space Under My Chair (1965-68) was said to have been inspired by the Abstract Expressionist Painter Willem de Kooning, who 
commented: “If you want to paint a chair don’t paint the thing, but paint the space between the rungs of the chair.”  

Willem de Kooning in Coosje Van Bruggen, Bruce Nauman, New York: Rizzoli, 1998, p. 114. 
21 Lisa Dennison notes that in the 1970’s Nauman produced a series of installations in the form of corridors or rooms. The narrow 

corridors (such as Green Light Corridor, 1970) were, “constructed of wallboard, and exposed their wooden structures on the 

outside.” The effect of these works was to induce, “a sense of claustrophobia or disorientation…placing viewers in compressed 
spaces.” Whiteread’s work Untitled (Wall), 1999 (312 x 894 x 10.2cm), is heavily influenced by Nauman’s corridor pieces. 

Lisa Dennison, “A House is Not a Home: The Sculpture of Rachel Whiteread,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient 

Spaces, p. 34.  
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you had the buildings above you, you could look through the hole in the piece and you 

had the reference of the buildings above you.22 

The artist’s comparison between the multi-coloured grid of squares on the blanket to the floor 

levels of a building further demonstrates that even at this early stage of her career Whiteread 

was beginning to express an interest in critically appraising the built environment via objects 

found within the domestic realm, as well as through the placement of her sculptures in space. 

Whiteread has always situated her works with careful regard to their architectural context, 

whether in private galleries, museums, or public spaces. In 1988, the artist had her first solo 

exhibition at the Carlisle Gallery in Islington, London. She used this small shop-front gallery 

that was domestic in scale to accommodate her casts derived from pieces of cheap post-war 

furniture. Such pieces were familiar to the artist from her childhood. She describes them as 

pieces of furniture characteristic of those in “a humble living situation.”23 The works included in 

the exhibition were Mantle, 1988 (fig. 4), the cast of the space within a dressing table, Closet, 

1988 (fig. 5) the cast of a wardrobe covered in black felt, Shallow Breath, 1988 (fig. 6) a cast of 

the space underneath a bed, and Torso, 1988 (fig. 7), the cast of the interior of a hot water bottle. 

All of these spaces were filled with wet plaster. (fig. 8) After the plaster had set, the wooden and 

rubber carapaces were removed to exhibit the petrified innards. Whiteread saw these four 

objects as “elements of a small bedroom,” and together the ensemble was about “leaving 

home.”24 By ossifying the interior spaces found in the domestic, Whiteread alienated the viewer 

from their habitual engagement with these objects of everyday use. 

Signature Casting Practice 

The artist has continued to create afterlives for abandoned furniture, fittings, and buildings prior 

to their destruction; a destruction frequently undertaken by her own hand, through her 

manipulation of the ‘lost form’ casting process. Closet, which Whiteread has deemed her first 

“real sculpture,”25 inaugurated what was to become her signature reworking of the lost form-

casting process. Under Whiteread’s direction, the traditional casting process is subverted; for 

rather than the mould being sacrificed, it is the object from which the cast was derived that 

becomes the ‘lost form’, destroyed as the cast is created.26 The artist maintains many of her 

 
22 Rachel Whiteread, Tuesday Night Talks at the Cooper Union: Rachel Whiteread, Transcript (unpublished), New York: Public Art 

Fund Inc. 1998, p. 2. 
23 Rachel Whiteread, Tuesday Night Talks at the Cooper Union: Rachel Whiteread, p. 5.  
24 Sam Flynn, Tom Hawksley, Lolc Leveque et al., Rachel Whiteread, London: Illuminations, 2002.  
25 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 10. 
26 The oldest known method of casting metals is cire perdue or ‘lost wax’, which was practiced in ancient Egypt and Greece. This 

traditional casting method involves, “duplicating a work of sculpture by pouring a hardening substance such as plaster or molten 
metal into a mould.” The mould, usually made using wax, plaster or sand, is constructed directly from the original object, acting as 

an intermediary stage between the original and the cast, and is an inversion or negative of the original object. In the lost form casting 

process the mould is destroyed when the cast is created, so that the mould becomes the ‘lost form’. 
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sculptures in this intermediary state of limbo as negatives, withholding the reproductive 

potential the sculptural mould traditionally invites. She also frequently enlists intermediate 

sculptural materials, such as plaster and rubber, to iterate this state of sculptural in-completion. 

The mould, no longer the ‘lost form,’ becomes the finished work and carries the indexical 

tracery of the lost object on its surface.27 

Thus, casting is predominantly enlisted by Whiteread not as a means of representing the object, 

but rather to signify its lost form, as architectural critic Mark Cousins has noted, “through the 

negative dimension of what is not there.”28 These negative castings foreground what is usually 

withheld by casting, namely the trace.29 Cousins notes that “It is not surprising that it is here, in 

an economy whose terms are memory, loss and the negative, that the usual discussions about 

representation and mimesis are derailed.”30 It is precisely this derailing of conventional 

representational systems as a result of the casting procedure, particularly conventions about the 

relationship between sculpture and architecture, which will be investigated within this thesis. 

Uncanny Terrain 

For Closet, Whiteread set herself the brief to design “claustrophobic space,”31 derived from a 

memory she had of occupying the space inside a wardrobe as a child. Colomina and Vidler have 

both commented that Whiteread’s work exhibits a fascination with the pathological. 

Whiteread’s sculptures are, Vidler argues, redolent with the qualities of ‘dark space’ as 

enumerated in his book The Architectural Uncanny.32 They also aim, according to Colomina, at 

“provoking disturbing psychological states, such as claustrophobia and disorientation. Space 

 
H. W. Janson, History of Art, New York: Harry N Abrams, 1995, p. 936. 
27 Sarah-Jayne Parsons has identified the importance of the artists’ manipulation of this process. Parson’s notes: “Whiteread’s 

reworking of the traditional “lost form” technique is conceptually significant. It allows the artists to dispense with intermediary steps 
of casting, relieves the mould of its transitory nature and strengthens the metonymic link between the original and the ‘lost  form’.”  

Sara-Jayne Parsons, Contextualising Rachel Whiteread, Master of Arts, University of North Texas, 1996, p. 15-16. 
28 Mark Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” TATE, 10, Winter (1996): 36.  
29 Mark Cousins’ comments: “The trace, the impress and the negative world which is their dimension are all repressed by the 

everyday mechanics of casting.”  
Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 37. 
30 Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 36. 
31 Whiteread notes: “Often when I first made work I’d write things and I would write a sentence and try and sort of somehow 

illustrate what it was I was feeling, and I’d written something about making claustrophobic space, claustrophobic childhood space 

and I thought about, as a kid sitting inside wardrobes which was something that I did…not because I was a freak, but because it was 
a kind of interesting blackness, the smell of clothes, the incredibly kind of secure black space and the chinks of light you see through 

the keyholes or whatever and what I wanted to do was to try and illustrate that. So I bought a wardrobe that was sort of similar to the 

one that I would have sat in.” 

Bragg, The South Bank Show. 
32 Anthony Vidler, “A Dark Space,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1995, p. 
62-72. 

Vidler dwells in detail upon the concept of Dark Space in The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, 

Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1992, p. 167-176. 



 10 

pathologies.”33 First identified in Closet, Whiteread’s work, Colomina suggests, bears witness to 

the artist’s fascination with the sick body, building, and mind.34  

Gaston Bachelard, an early influence on Whiteread, also subjected the space inside a closet to 

scrutiny.35 In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard argues that the organisation of the interior 

contents of a wardrobe can be seen as a microcosm for the organisation of the entire house. He 

writes: 

Only an indigent soul would put just anything in a wardrobe. To put just anything, just 

any way, in just any piece of furniture, is the mark of unusual weakness in the function of 

inhabiting. In the wardrobe there exists a centre of order that protects the entire house 

against uncurbed disorder. Here order reigns, or rather, this is the reign of order.36 

For Bachelard, the contents of the interior of a closet must be policed with as much vigilance as 

the interior itself. In fact, all domestic order is policed from within the closet. Consequently, one 

could argue that by opening up the closet and its internal structure to scrutiny, Whiteread’s first 

“true sculpture” sheds light on the ordering at work in the entire house. By way of a 

Bachelardian analogy, Closet becomes a leitmotif of the infrastructure that orders domestic 

space. By filling in this interior, Whiteread draws the viewer’s attention to the wardrobe’s 

spatial organisation, articulated by the vestiges of structure, such as the original shelving units 

left in the finished cast.37  

Whiteread’s coagulated döppelganger can no longer function to police domestic order from 

within its interior. Access to the interior via projection by the subject, now locates them within a 

claustrophobic space, a space in the words of the writer Peter Ackroyd that is “packed to 

blackness.”38 

Closet marked the first of Whiteread’s many forays into uncanny terrain, whereby, in this 

instance, a site of childhood occupancy, once a locus of security and comfort for the artist, is 

converted via the casting process into an unheimlich space, rendering the familiar strange. A 

number of critics have already noted that much of Whiteread’s early career work has an 

 
33 Colomina, “I Dreamt I was a Wall,” p. 74-6.  
34 Whiteread has said: “Obsessive or compulsive disorders, completely irrational activities, the psychology of violence - I find these 

things fascinating.” 

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 81. 
35 Keith Patrick, “Six Generations of British Sculpture 1945-1995,” in Patrick Keith and Maite Lores, Contemporary British 

Sculpture: From Henry Moore to the 90's, Porto: Auditorio de Galicia, Santiago de Compostela and Fundacio de Serralves, p. 87. 
36 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, Boston: Beacon Press, 1969, p. 79.  
37 Many of her early furniture castings executed between 1988-1989, were to incorporate the vestiges of the original structure. These 

included Closet, (1988), Fort, (1989), Ledger, (1989), Yellow Leaf, (1989), Flap, (1989), and Mantle, (1989), all the casts of the 

space contained beneath furniture of post-war origin. 
38 Peter Ackroyd, commenting on Rachel Whiteread’s work said: “I’m often reminded of a remark by Henry James who said of 
Craven Street off The Strand that, ‘it was packed to blackness with accumulations of suffered experience’, and I find in Whiteread’s 

work that sense of accumulation, of things being packed to blackness, so that almost darkness becomes visible.” 

Peter Ackroyd in Bragg, The South Bank Show.  
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uncanny aspect.39 Her domestic excavations have been frequently compared to the Vesuvian 

transformations wrought on Pompeii and Herculaneum, in which life was cast into the throes of 

death, converting, as Vidler notes, “living beauty into dead trace.”40 Whiteread’s predilection 

toward foregrounding the trace and casting the undersides of domestic furniture and fixtures 

display uncanny symptoms, which present themselves in both the production and reception of 

her artworks in both galleries and public spaces. As discussed by Freud, an uncanny experience 

can be “traced back without exception to something familiar that has been repressed.”41 

Multivalent definitions for the unheimlich, which Freud discusses in detail, secure its genesis 

within the home, the locus of much of Whiteread’s early to mid-career sculptural production.  

Horizontal Deportments and the Death Drive 

Whiteread’s first exhibition also included her first cast of the space beneath a bed, entitled 

Shallow Breath. The artist has habitually frequented this site in her casting practice: subjecting 

these residual spaces that harbour displacements and disavowals to scrutiny.42 The prostrate 

body is referenced in her casts of mattresses and bed bases that register the marks of a lifetime 

of dormitory occupation. Many of these castings, with their careful articulation of surfaces 

populated by multiple maculations, bear witness to Whiteread’s training as a painter. This is 

particularly so in her works Shallow Breath, Untitled (Yellow Bed, Two Parts), 1991 (fig. 9), 

and Untitled, (Freestanding Bed) 1991, which depict the cast surface in only one plane, as in 

painting.43 Her bed and mattress works slump44 or lean against gallery walls for support,45 or are 

laid out on the gallery floor.46 Some are riven apart,47 whilst others mimic bodily postures.48 The 

objects Whiteread indexes, in particular her mattress works, have been deemed “metaphors for 

 
39 See Neville Wakefield, “Rachel Whiteread: Separation Anxiety and the Art of Release,” Parkett, 42 (1994): 76-82. 
Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 62-72. 

Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 36-41. 
40 Anthony. Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 49. 
41 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” in Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. 17, Trans. James Strachey, London: Hogarth Press & the 

Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1955, p. 247. 
42 Sarah Kent writes of Whiteread’s work Shallow Breath: “The spaces beneath beds are unsavoury places. The residue of daily life 

collects there, like fluff in a trouser turn up or dirt under the finger nails. By giving form to this dusty corner of domestic life, 

Whiteread has created a potent icon, the physical equivalent of a bad conscience.”  

Sarah Kent, Shark Infested Waters: The Saatchi Collection of British Art in the Nineties, London: Zwemmer, 1994, p. 103. 
43 In regard to the construction of Shallow Breath Whiteread has said that she “was thinking about painting as well, and how, with a 
stretcher, which was essentially the underside of the bed, how by stretching the material you could make the heavy plaster undulate 

in a certain way.” 

Bragg, The South Bank Show. 

David Batchelor has noted that two other mattress casts, Untitled (Yellow Bed, Two Parts), 1991, and Untitled (Freestanding Bed), 

1991, also record the undersides of beds, but only in one plane. Batchelor comments: “In certain respects, these works have as much 
in common with painting as sculpture: a wall of plaster acts as the equivalent of the wooden stretcher to support a flat frontal surface 

where the picturing takes place.” 

David Batchelor, Rachel Whiteread: Plaster Sculptures, London: Karsten Schubert Ltd., 1993, p. 8.  
44 Untitled (Amber Bed), 1991, Untitled (Amber Mattress), 1992, Untitled (Double Amber Bed), 1991. 
45 Shallow Breath, 1998, Untitled (Yellow Bed, Two Parts), 1991, Untitled (Convex), 1993. 
46 Untitled (Bed), 1991, Untitled (Freestanding), 1991, Untitled (Airbed), 1992, Untitled (Airbed II), 1992, Untitled (Lilo), 1992. 
47 Untitled (Black Bed), 1991, Untitled (Grey Bed), 1992, Untitled, 1991. 
48 Untitled (Convex Bed), 1992. 
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neglect”49 by the artist and also reference, by way of analogy, the plight of London’s burgeoning 

homeless community. 

In her early career works, Whiteread documented the spaces in which and on which the body 

retires; sites where the body assumes horizontal deportments for habitual activities like bathing 

and sleeping, or endures rest immemorial. The transformations wrought on her domestic 

subjects by the casting process have also been allied to sarcophagi.50 This was particularly the 

case with her trinity of early bathtub castings Ether, 1990 (fig. 10), Valley, 1990, and Untitled 

(Bath), 1990, which forsake their original enamel interiors for desiccated plaster. The artist has 

made perennial allusions to sites of post-mortem occupation, producing castings derived from 

mortuary slabs rendered in a variety of materials from rubber to patinated bronze.51 Whiteread’s 

experience as a caretaker in Spitalfield’s cemetery further demonstrates her devotion to 

preserving post-mortem residencies.52 

Rooms and Buildings  

In 1990, Whiteread’s work moved from the casting of objects to casting the architectural 

containers that housed these objects. Her lexicon of interiors is drawn from the East End of 

London. This area suffered mass bombardment during the Second World War and was subject 

to extensive Post-War reconstruction. Whiteread has said that her work “is really about the 

strange kind of architecture that cropped up during the post-war years in London.”53 She has 

sought to undertake scrupulous post-mortems on buildings that have been deemed uninhabitable 

due to disrepair (Ghost, 1990, House, 1993-1994) or system-building failure (Demolished, 

1996). She has also archived vestigial service structures (Water Tower, 1999) and recorded 

interiors prior to their renovation, such as Untitled (Upstairs), 2000, Untitled (Apartment), 2001, 

Untitled (Rooms), 2001, and Untitled (Basement), 2001.  

Via casting, Whiteread materialises the emarginated poché of the domestic and the containers 

that envelop these residual spaces, namely rooms. When the artist casts the space surrounding or 

 
49 Rachel Whiteread sees her mattress works as being like “neglected people, the way you see in streets.........in London there is a lot 
of poverty, there are a lot of homeless people. And you see a lot of rubbish around where I live in the East End of London, which is 

a kind of neglected place. The mattress pieces are related to this. I am using these mattresses almost as a sort of metaphor for 

neglect.”  

Neumaier, “Everything Is Connected,” p. 264. 
50 Patricia Bickers, “Rachel Whiteread,” Art Monthly, 144 (1991): 15-17. 
Doris Van Drathen, “Rachel Whiteread: Found Form Lost Object,” Parkett, 38, (1993): 29. 

Sarah Kent, “Rachel Whiteread,” Modern Painters, 5, 2 (1992): 87.  

William Feaver, “Breaking the Mould,” The Observer Magazine, 24 November 1991: 66. 
51 These include Untitled (Clear Slab), 1992, Slab (Plug), 1994, Untitled (Slab II), 1991, Untitled (Marble Slab), 1991, Untitled 

(Amber Slab), 1991, Untitled (Double Rubber Plinth), 1996, and Untitled (Rubber Plinth), 1996. 
52 Iwona Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” in Jan Debbaut and Selma Klein Essink (eds.), 

Rachel Whiteread, Eindhoven: Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, 1992-3, p. 10.  
53 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 47.  
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within domestic objects, the outcome is an amalgam of direct transfer and fictive notation. The 

formwork around which the object is cast, as first identified by art critic David Batchelor, in 

regard to one of Whiteread’s table sculptures Yellow Leaf, 1989 (fig. 11), is determined by “an 

imaginary plumb line,”54 used to alter and attenuate the significance of the original object or 

container.55 The plumb line is utilised by Whiteread to measure both the literal depth and the 

metaphorical capacity for the inhabitation of the demoted interior and its contents.  

As Whiteread’s career has progressed she has taken on projects of increasing scale and technical 

complexity, working with architects, engineers, and industrial fabricators to facilitate the 

realisation of these ambitious works. Whilst she had initially been intimately involved in the 

hands on making of her sculptures, Whiteread has increasingly become like an architect, 

directing a team of industry professionals to execute her sculptural visions.  

Chapter Outlines 

Rather than ordering the chapters chronologically, this thesis is composed as a series of 

soundings of architecture that are taken from the ground upward. They construct a series of 

contours between sculpture and architecture in order to gauge, through sounding, how matters 

stand between the disciplines. The thesis begins with the artist’s interrogation of sculpture’s 

architectural substructure, the plinth, and then investigates drawings and sculptures that are 

inspired by, or derived from, the horizontal floor plane. Following this, a collection of works 

that coagulate the poché spaces beneath tables and chairs are examined. These works interrogate 

the floor plan and how it might be occupied. Next to be addressed are Whiteread’s casts of 

staircases: structures that have traditionally sought to connect the horizontal and vertical, the 

plan and section.  

The three chapters that follow look at the ways in which the artist archives the wall surfaces that 

line a series of rooms of diverse provenance. This leads to an investigation into Whiteread’s cast 

of a terraced house: replete with floors, walls and stairs: a composite of the tectonic parts 

discussed in earlier chapters. Next we turn to Whiteread’s prints of tower blocks being 

imploded, and her concatenation of apartment castings, gleaned from the upper level of a former 

synagogue in Bethnal Green. These Apartment castings archive the gaps left in architecture that 

accommodate building services. This interest in service structures is extended in her public 

sculpture Water Tower, sited atop a Brownstone apartment building in New York. The final 

chapter attends to Nameless Library, a holocaust memorial in Judenplatz Square, Vienna. Here 

 
54 Batchelor, Rachel Whiteread: Plaster Sculptures, p. 5-6. 
55 For example, amplifying the height of her bathtub and sink works mean these domestic appliances gain affiliations with ancient 

sarcophagi. 
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Whiteread sounds out the particular attributes of an urban site and its historical context. The 

artist employs a deep understanding of architecture and sculpture to inform the design of the 

memorial. Nameless Library is, in many respects, the richest of her architectural soundings. 

Whiteread’s plinths give rise to questions about how architecture and sculpture coexist. Chapter 

1 investigates how the artist sounds out sculpture’s architectural substructure, the plinth. The 

relationship between architecture and sculpture enumerated by Sigfried Giedion in his 

introduction to Space, Time, and Architecture is enlisted to foreground the interdisciplinary 

anxiety at work when the practices of sculpture and architecture appear to breach their 

disciplinary borders. Over the course of making Whiteread’s plinth sculptures, which have 

increased in scale and their levels of technical complexity, the artist’s practice can be seen to 

counter Giedion’s claim that there is no “connecting bridge” between the disciplines.56 

The chapter argues that the artist’s early interrogations of plinths, which have their provenance 

in the undersides of mortuary tables, are meditations on the changing relationship between 

sculpture and its support structure, the base. This vestige of the classical will be shown to now 

find itself more at home in the cemetery rather than the gallery. Whiteread’s sculptural 

articulation of plinths exacerbates their pathological origins, alluding more to the horizontal 

deportments of final internments with their extruded forms rather than the vertical articulations 

normally attributed by architects to plinths and bases. These plinth sculptures are also shown to 

be characterised by a form of productive negation, involving the conscious construction and 

subsequent disavowal and erosion of the objects material presence.  

This negation reaches its zenith with Monument, 2001, a mirror image in crystal clear resin of 

the 14-foot high granite plinth that supports it in Trafalgar Square. To produce this work, 

Whiteread utilised scale models. Her use of the scale model as a sculptor is compared to the 

scale models, described by Giedion, which were employed to test the efficacy of sculpted 

design solutions made possible with modern technological developments. Whiteread’s 

extraordinary sculpture succeeded in spite of technical difficulties. It is argued that Monument 

emblematises the anxieties that lie in wait when the sculptural errs on the side of the 

architectural. The artist’s use of a transparent resin to cast her plinth will also be shown to 

afford it allegiances with contemporary architecture. The process of making a transparent piece 

of sculpture that approached architecture will be shown to be one characterised by complexity 

and contradiction. 

 
56 Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, Fourth ed., Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1962, p. xlix-l. 
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Chapter 2 investigates the artist’s representations of floors. Her drawings and castings of floors 

focus attention upon the most well-worn architectural surface within the interior. They provide a 

rich spatial and material archive of the floor and its underside. These works confound 

architectural expectations in regard to the floor, sounding out its sculptural depths and the 

significance of this site for architectural discourse.  

Whiteread’s drawing studies of floors are analysed to demonstrate how her representations of 

tessellated two-dimensional surfaces exhibit both spatial and scalar ambiguities. They also place 

the architectural responsibilities of the floor into question. The chapter then looks at the artist’s 

pre-fabricated casts of the “hidden inter-space”57 between floor joists, which make reference to 

poché spaces found within architecture. Donald Kunze outlines the meaning of poché, utilised 

in this thesis.58 They include spaces lodged within the margins and interstices of architecture, 

such as: 

The space inside structural elements, mechanical spaces, and other hidden wealth of 

buildings; but it also applies to the specialization of the poché idea in consciously 

contrived niches, concealed passageways, cabinets and the like. Furthermore, I would 

expand the idea of poché to include spaces not noticed, especially when this erasure, 

suspension, or exhaustion of intention has a political or aesthetic effect: the space of 

servants or marginalised people; the invisibility of slums; the perverse visuality of ruins.59  

Whiteread brings poché spaces lying hidden within the interior to light in her sculpted and 

drawn floors. By archiving these spaces beneath the floorboards, she exposes a space within the 

interior seldom commandeered for discussion: a space that harbours certain anxieties about both 

architecture and the subject, as noted by Mark Cousins. The psychological impact that these 

spaces bear upon the occupant is investigated.  

Following this, a comparison is made between a selection of Whiteread’s floor sculptures, 

which can be seen as experiments in taking surface impressions, and Le Corbusier’s use of 

shuttering to simulate flooring patterns in the Unité d’Habitation in Marseille (1945-1952). This 

comparison is undertaken to look at the ways both the sculptor with architectural tendencies, 

and the architect with sculptural predilections, endeavour to fabricate artificial forms of ground 

in their practices. 

The final part of this chapter introduces a selection of Whiteread’s more recent floor castings. 

These works invite the viewer’s footfall, encouraging their participation in facilitating the 

floor’s aesthetic transformation over time.  

 
57 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9. 
58 Donald Kunze, “Poché,” in Lahiji and Friedman (eds.), Plumbing: Sounding Modern Architecture, p. 137-62.  
59 Kunze, “Poché,” p. 144. 
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Chapter 3 focuses upon a selection of the artist’s casts of the space beneath chairs and tables, 

rendered in resin and plaster. It sets out to demonstrate that there is an architectonic rationale to 

Whiteread’s castings of such spaces. Whiteread draws up, and in the process, re-designs and re-

invigorates the seldom-commandeered dimensions of these marginalised spaces within 

architecture. Her castings of furniture emphasise both the physical and psychic impact furniture 

bears upon the subject. 

Through their material reconstruction and installation in space, Whiteread transforms the 

overlooked spaces under chairs with a tectonic capaciousness. Particular attention is focused on 

Untitled (One Hundred Spaces), 1994-5. The construction and reception of this work is 

analysed to show how Whiteread’s sculptural interventions on chairs sound out the interior 

structure of these demoted outcasts, reviving their sentience. Elaine Scarry’s theory on the “The 

Interior Structure of the Artefact,” outlined in her book The Body in Pain,60 and Mark Cousins’ 

theories enumerated in his paper “The First House”61 inform this discussion. These theorists 

investigate how furniture and its organisation within the interior impact upon the subject by 

relieving the problem of weight and also by having the potential, through their placement in 

space, to relieve psychic pain or conversely exacerbate it.  

The second section of this chapter investigates the artist’s plaster casts of the space beneath 

tables, focusing particular attention upon Untitled (Ten Tables), 1996, a virtuoso piece of 

casting that acts as a sober counterweight to the resin chair pieces. This one example of 

Whiteread’s combinatory of furniture is analysed in relation to the entrance court of the gallery 

in which it was installed: Louis Kahn’s Yale Centre for British Art in New Haven (1969-77). 

The design and detailing of Kahn’s gallery space is compared to Whiteread’s design and 

detailing of Ten Tables. It is proposed that Whiteread’s Ten Tables finds itself ‘at home’ in this 

space. The material treatments, methods of manufacture, and hidden interior lives of these 

works of art and architecture are shown to have complemented one another.  

Chapter 4 addresses staircases: architectural elements that bridge the horizontal and the vertical. 

The sculptural operations the artist exacts on a selection of staircases, some of which are her 

own design, stops up flow within these spaces. They fracture and contort the apriori 

relationships between the constituent parts of the stair. It is argued that the warped and irrational 

spatial configurations Whiteread produces highlight the potentially malevolent aspect to stairs. 

In this regard, the staircase sculptures are seen to oppose Gaston Bachelard and Juhani 

Pallasmaa’s phenomenological reveries about stairs, which are more benign than malevolent. 

 
60 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, New York: Oxford University Press, 1985.  
61 Mark Cousins, “The First House,” Arch-Text, 1, Winter (1992-3): 35-8.  
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Whiteread has produced six staircase works to date. Three were cast from the artist’s residence: 

a former synagogue in Bethnal Green. Two other pieces are casts based upon the dimensions of 

the fire-escape stair at the Haunch of Venison Yard in London. The castings invoke the viewer 

to contemplate egress paths closely. By morselating and then reconstituting the sections of 

staircases, Whiteread engineers puzzling spatial relationships.  

The artist’s most recent staircase casting, Untitled (Inside), 2004, was made in collaboration 

with the architect and theorist Juhani Pallasmaa for The Snow Show in Lapland. It consisted of a 

full-scale cast, made in snow, derived from a model of a basement stair. This work signals a 

point of departure from Whiteread’s earlier staircase castings in that the interior of the cast 

could be occupied. Up until this work, Whiteread’s architectural casts confined the viewer to 

navigating their way around the outer edges of architectural spaces, inviting them to attend to 

the particular interior details, rendered in negative, impressed on the walls of these spaces. 

However, in Untitled (Inside), the architectural details gleaned from the interior are absent on 

the exterior surfaces of the cast. Very little of the project’s rich interior life is gleaned by 

looking at its elevations. 

It is the interior of the cast, which for the first time can be occupied, that supplies all of the 

richness to this site-specific installation. In this collaborative venture the artist moves toward a 

more ‘conventional’ occupation of the interior. It is argued that in doing so, the potency of 

Whiteread’s sculptural expression has been tempered.  

Chapter 5 examines the artist’s first room casting, Ghost, 1991. Ghost is a plaster cast that 

spatially and materially transforms a small room in an abandoned Victorian terraced-house in 

North London. This chapter analyses the composition, construction, and reception of Ghost in 

relation to the concept of the uncanny. While the uncanny appearance of Ghost has been a 

perennial theme in the critical literature, it is proposed that the work’s associations with the 

uncanny tend to have focussed upon the reception of Ghost and ignored those aspects of the 

uncanny that can be found in both the processes that characterised its construction and its 

composition.62 This chapter sets out to identify the particular attributes of the uncanny as 

enumerated by Sigmund Freud and explicated in relation to architecture by Anthony Vidler, 

which can be seen to be at work in this sculpture.  

 
62 Many critics have made brief reference to Ghost’s uncanny aspect. See: 
Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 36-41. 

Margaret Iversen, “In the Blind Field: Hopper and the Uncanny,” Art History, 21, 3 (September 1998): 409-29.  

James Hall, “Architecture That Puts Painting in Its Place,” The Sunday Correspondent, 24 June 1990: 37. 
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This phantasmatic construction is shown to signal manifold returns of the repressed. These 

returns are evidenced in the work’s uncanny aspect, which renders the familiar strange, and in  

the artist’s signature reworking of the lost form casting process, which foregrounds the trace 

elements that modernity sought to repress. This domestic typology, characterised by its shell 

character, stood accused of inducing pathological neuroses, and under Whiteread’s direction it 

comes back to haunt post-modern space. The sculpture will be shown to operate in a manner 

akin to a spectral entity, participating in a representational economy that obfuscates borders 

between the visible and invisible realms.  

Particular attention is paid to enumerating the ways in which this room haunts the particular 

gallery environments in which it is installed. A detailed examination of the impact of the size 

and scale of specific gallery rooms on the reception of Ghost is undertaken to demonstrate how 

a sense of disorientation and haunting is achieved and exacerbated by the work’s situation in 

space. 

Chapter 6 considers the complementarity between Whiteread’s sculpture and drawing practices 

in relation to Untitled (Room), 1993. Whiteread’s second room sculpture was designed, built 

and then cast by the artist. Room was thus the antithesis of Ghost, disavowing the necessary 

elements of nostalgia that accompanied the casting of this historical subject.63 

Section one argues that Room critiques the mass-produced post-war interiors found in London, 

hidden beneath the veneers of architectural progress. Room is viewed as a manifestation of a 

‘lack’ inherent in the mass-production spirit as it was outlined in Le Corbusier’s polemical 

“Manual of Dwelling” in Towards a New Architecture. Room commemorates the vestigial spirit 

of modern architecture, whose heroic agenda has been extinguished through its mass-production 

and, in Whiteread’s instance, partial exhibition: as an interior module rent away from its 

ideological gestalt. 

Whiteread’s critique of the inherent lack in the mass-production spirit is achieved through her 

judicious subtraction of architectural details from her cast of Room. The chapter compares the 

artist’s critical practice of divesting architecture of detail to the work of the artist James 

Casebere, whose photographs of scale models exhibit a similar paring down of architectural 

details, as noted by Mark Wigley. Both artists, it is suggested, endeavour to create disquieting 

representations of architectural space.  

 
63Whiteread comments: “Ghost in a way was quite nostalgic. There was this fireplace, around the light-fitting there were finger 
marks, there was wall-paper, and you could see the pattern of the wall-paper, you could see the paint marks of where the wall-paper 

had been painted over. I was really trying to get away from that.” 

Neumaier, “Everything Is Connected,” p. 263. 
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Room not only critiques modernism’s lack, but reveals a richness in regard to how architectural 

forms of representation might co-mingle, obfuscating divisions between the drawn and the 

modelled. Section two examines a selection of Whiteread’s gouaches studies of Room. In these 

drawings, the artist utilises mixed system techniques that incur paradoxical qualities that 

complement those at work in her negative cast. These drawings, conceived by the artist as 

strategic sites of correction, are compared to the sinopia or ‘under drawings’ that were hidden 

beneath the wall surfaces of Renaissance frescoes.  

In the final section of this chapter, Whiteread’s casts of existing or pre-fabricated interior walls 

are shown to have a consonance with drawings of the developed surface interior. This drawing 

type depicts the interior of a room detached from its surroundings, which Whiteread’s inside-out 

rooms also achieve. The techniques employed in developing a surface are analysed to look at 

the myriad of ways in which Room can be seen as sounding out the space between drawing and 

modelling practices. 

Chapter 7 focuses upon Whiteread’s cast taken from George Orwell’s former office, Room 101 

in BBC’s Broadcasting House in London. This room was the inspiration for the torture chamber 

in Orwell’s dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). In the novel, Room 101 is an 

architectural site where a terrifying manifestation of private fears is brought to light. Methods of 

torture are employed within the room that are tailored to the unique fears and phobias of the 

individuals sent there for committing crimes against Big Brother. This chapter looks at how 

Whiteread reconfigures this fictitious emblem of totalitarian power from the past into the 

present. The tension between the state of the original room as it was discovered by Whiteread, 

its mythologisation in fiction by Orwell, and its sculptural representation by the artist are 

investigated. 

The chapter examines the extent to which Whiteread was able to endow anxiety with an 

architectural character. It considers the degree to which this sculpture and its placement within 

the Italian Cast Court in the Victoria and Albert Museum served to exacerbate the anxiety-

inducing qualities of its fictional namesake. Within this context, the artist directs an encounter 

between her contemporary sculpture and the plaster casts of statues, tombs, doors, pulpits, 

reliefs, and the architectural ornament from Medieval and Renaissance Italy that surrounds it. 

Whiteread’s work operates as a foreign body in this context, serving to confuse and contradict 

the classification systems at work within the gallery.  

In employing her signature casting process to document this particular subject, the artist draws 

Orwell’s torture chamber into the twenty-first century, into a climate where there has been an 
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escalation in the scale of terrorist activity. This activity respects no societal, political, or 

geographic divides. It is proposed that Whiteread’s representation of Room 101 iterates this 

contemporary anxiety, suggesting that the threat of terror can no longer be contained.  

Chapter 8 examines Whiteread’s first public sculpture House, 1993-1994, a concrete cast of the 

interior volumes of a terraced house in Grove Road, East London. This work appears to 

demonstrate, in three dimensions, how hidden beneath the façade of nineteenth century 

domestic construction, the groundwork was being laid for the foundations of modern 

architecture. Whiteread in effect leaked out private information about the interior, bringing it to 

light in the public domain. This chapter looks at how Whiteread’s House project operated as a 

‘leak’, in the way that it irrupted representational practices and transgressed disciplinary 

parameters. 

Anthony Vidler’s discussion of House is full of equivocation about where House stands in 

relation to modern architecture. He prevaricates as to whether it is or is not a modern building, 

pointing to it being a complex work. This chapter proposes that these complexities are in part 

due to the particularities of the sculpture and its specific site and context. In the sculpture itself, 

it is the particular aspects of the interior that leak to the surface. It is argued that this leakage 

creates the complexity of the work. From a distance, the work has a modern aspect, but in its 

making the sculpture was designed to capture specific traces. The leaking out of these traces 

onto the surface of the sculpture works against modernism’s universal claims. The modernity of 

house is something seen from a distance. Up close, it leaks particularity.  

In addition to Vidler, other examples will be discussed that demonstrate how House has been 

represented as something modern. Again, this is due to the inattention to or editing out of the 

particular. Aspects of the critical commentary on House produced by Joanna Merwood are also 

placed in question. Merwood suggests that drawn representations of House will always prove 

lacking. The author counters Merwood’s claim and argues that by looking at the drawings made 

for House, the idiosyncratic qualities of the sculpture can be elucidated. This chapter proposes 

that both Vidler and Merwood evade the particularities of House: its specific situation in space 

and time and the works concern with the spaces of everyday life.  

Chapter 9 investigates the artist’s screen-print series Demolished. These twelve screen-prints 

were scanned from photographs Whiteread took of system built Point blocks on the Clapton 

Park and Trowbridge Estates in Hackney, London, prior to, during, and after their destruction. 

Whiteread has expressed an interest in the mass-housing projects developed under the auspices 

of the London County Council in post-war London, influenced by both the Garden City and 
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Radiant City movements. The East End was an area where the highest levels of experimental 

post-war housing were constructed. The first section of the chapter comprises an investigation 

of these prints, which document the spectacular and strategic collapse of these totemic 

structures.  

The buildings Whiteread archives, and the prints themselves, both demonstrate a ‘poverty of 

resolution’. In regard to the tower blocks, this impoverishment can be identified in the system-

building failure that has led to their premature demise. Whiteread’s translation of the 

photographic image into the medium of screen-print also demonstrates a ‘poverty of resolution.’ 

In the prints, visual acuity is replaced by obfuscation. It is proposed that these works have 

allegiances in their thematic concerns and technical production with those of the British 

experimental photographer and member of the Independent Group, Nigel Henderson. During 

the post-war period, Henderson also archived the by-products of destruction in the East End of 

London. 

This chapter also looks at selected projects by the British architect’s Alison and Peter Smithson, 

who were heavily influenced by Henderson’s work. These include their competition entry for 

the New Flats at Golden Lane in London (1952) and their original proposal for the landscaping 

design for Mainsty Street (1962-1964), which became the Robin Hood Gardens Housing Estate 

(1966-1972). These particular works are discussed to demonstrate how the architects, like 

Whiteread, treat demolition as a productive artistic force in their practice.  

Chapter 10 examines Whiteread’s casting Untitled (Apartment), 2001. This cast was taken from 

a three-room apartment found within a former synagogue in East London that the artist 

purchased as her new residence and studio. In his paper A Dark Space, Vidler cites the 

figure/ground reversals Whiteread employs in her casting practice as the same technique used 

by many modernists to “demonstrate the palpability of space.”64 In particular, he points to the 

Italian architect Luigi Moretti as one who made solid plaster models of interior spaces. Moretti 

published photographs of his models with his essay Structures and Sequences of Spaces (1952-

3). In this chapter, Vidler’s passing comment identifying allegiances between Whiteread’s and 

Moretti’s artistic practices will be considered in more detail, to test Vidler’s claim. An analysis 

of Untitled (Apartments) is undertaken in order to examine the similarities and differences 

between Whiteread’s casting of a collection of rooms and Moretti’s plaster models of a 

sequence of spaces.  

 
64 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 67. 
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With Apartments, Whiteread remedies what she saw as deficiencies in House. She does this by 

creating gaps between the rooms where the walls once were. The figure/ground reversals that 

she undertakes with Apartments do not look at filling in the gaps within architecture, such as the 

wall cavity, but carefully creating them. This compositional gesture will be shown to contrast 

with Moretti’s monolithic models of interior space. Whiteread’s interest in creating gaps in her 

architecture can, however, also be seen in two of Moretti’s built apartment complexes. These 

are the Casa Albergo (Hotel-Residence) on via Corridoni, Milan (1947-50) and the Il Girasole 

Apartment Building in Viale Buozzi, Rome (1947-50). The manner in which both the artist and 

architect create breaches in the material constitution of their apartments will be compared.  

Chapter 11 investigates Whiteread’s second public sculpture Water Tower, 1998. This clear 

resin cast of the interior of a water tower was exhibited on top of a steel dunnage on its plinth: a 

Brownstone Apartment building in SoHo, New York. As Whiteread moves toward transparency 

in the material realisation of her sculptures Water Tower and later Monument, she also leaks out 

or discloses the extraordinary complexities involved in making sculpture that approaches 

architecture. Whilst there was a move toward transparency in material expression, the casting 

process was clouded by uncertainties.  

This chapter looks at the anxieties that arose during the process of making Water Tower and 

how the success of the project was threatened by the artist’s particular choice of subject and her 

specified casting material. Water Tower’s platonic simplicity is belied by the volatility that 

characterised the casting process. The procedures involved in fabricating the sculpture are 

shown to have unleashed the latent forces normally held in check by building services. The 

power of service structures in architecture, as discussed by David Bass, will inform this 

discussion. Further, hydrophobia will be shown to have clouded the design of Water Tower 

from the outset. The successful realisation of the entire project was, ironically, placed in 

constant danger by the water it was trying to represent. The construction processes required to 

make Water Tower are allied to those of an architect whose practice is contingent upon 

hydrophobic dread: vigilantly protecting architecture from taking on water.  

In the final section of this chapter, the methods of interpretive analysis applied to the night 

dream as enumerated by Sigmund Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams will be applied to a 

discussion of Water Tower. This will include an investigation into the atmospheric and 

psychoanalytic notion of condensation. The use of censorship and disguise in the dream work 

are applied to an analysis of Water Tower to demonstrate how this sculpture reveals levels of 

the unseen and unacknowledged in architecture. 
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Chapter 12, Interior Convolutions, looks at Whiteread’s third public sculpture, Nameless 

Library, 1996-2000, a holocaust memorial in Judenplatz Square, Vienna. For this project, the 

artist designed an inverted library in concrete, whose proportions were derived from those found 

in a room surrounding the square. While the majority of critics refer to this memorial as an 

‘inside out’ library, this chapter argues that Whiteread’s design complicates the apparent 

simplicity of the inversion. It will demonstrate the ways in which her design elaborately 

convolutes relationships between sculpture and architecture, container and contained, private 

and public, interior and façade, as well as domestic and civic scales. The work is placed within a 

‘counter monumental’ tradition of memorialisation, as articulated by James E. Young, which 

demonstrates a radical re-making of memorial sculpture after the Holocaust. 

Whiteread’s winning competition entry, which included a scale model and drawings, is 

compared to the memorial project as built. It is argued that this site-specific memorial, partially 

cloned from the urban context in which it is placed, commemorates a loss that is beyond words. 

The memorial’s strength is shown to inhere in its responsiveness to its site and surrounding 

context, looking to the local and its role as silent witness.  

The memorial is compared to the casemate fortifications on the Atlantic wall; the defensible 

spaces of bunkers, described by Paul Virilio in his book Bunker Archaeology as ‘survival 

machines’. It is argued that Whiteread’s careful detailing of Nameless Library is designed to 

keep memory alive.  

The conclusion considers the collective importance of Whiteread’s artistic practices for 

architecture. Together, her works sound out the space between sculpture and architecture, and 

reveal aspects of architecture that have lain hidden and often remain overlooked.
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Chapter 1 

 

Architecture and its Errant Progeny Sculpture: Whiteread’s Plinths 

When discussing sculpture’s vanishing base in Beyond Modern Sculpture, Jack Burnham notes 

that, prior to the eighteenth century, the plinths that held sculpture were integral with the 

architectural interior. He writes: 

Except for certain arbitrary proportional canons, the base has remained a minor detail of 

the craft. Until the advent of gallery-size sculpture in the eighteenth century, the 

substructure was usually an architectural detail, designed to harmonize with an 

architectural setting, or planned according to elements of an architectural order as in the 

case of statuary groups by Renaissance wood carvers and metalsmiths. Until the present 

century, architecture was considered the mother of sculpture.65 

Up until the twentieth century, when sculpture outgrew its substructure, architecture had 

nurtured this fine art practice. Burnham’s quote insinuates that architecture disavows the 

maternity of sculpture as it begins to exhibit growing pains and chooses to stand-alone.  

Separation Anxiety 

Sigfried Giedion also discusses the separation of the disciplines of sculpture and architecture. In 

Space, Time and Architecture Giedion proposes that there is no connecting bridge between the 

disciplines, but also argues that a connection is the only way for architecture to move forward.66 

His equivocal stance seems to point to an anxiety that surrounds inter-disciplinary practices. 

This anxiety can be seen in Whiteread’s plinth sculptures. Whiteread’s early interrogations of 

sculpture’s architectural substructure, the plinth, are derived from the dimensions of the space 

beneath a mortuary table. These early plinth works bespeak the separation anxiety at work 

between architecture and its progeny sculpture. Whiteread reanimates this obsolete form of 

sculptural support, and in the process, resuscitates and enlivens the relationship between 

sculpture and architecture. 

The resuscitation of the plinth culminates with her public sculpture Monument, a cast in clear 

resin of the fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square. This sculpture approaches a work of modern 

architecture. Monument gives evidence that there is a connecting bridge between the disciplines. 

 
65 Jack Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, New York: George Braziller, 1968, p. 19-20. 
66 Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, Fourth ed., Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1962, p. xlix-l. 
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However, this bridge is constructed upon shaky ground, for the procedures involved in making 

the piece were characterised by volatility and uncertain outcomes.  

In probing the undersides of the mortuary slab for her first three plinth works, Untitled (Rubber 

Plinth), 1996, Untitled (Double Rubber plinth), 1996, and Untitled (Elongated Plinths), 1998, 

the artist can be seen as attempting to diagnose the plinth’s cause of death, its pathology. In 

these plinth works Whiteread endeavours to lay sculpture’s progenitor architecture, the base, to 

rest. Through her choice of spaces from which to derive the plinth casts, Whiteread has 

explicitly assigned architecture the role of the death-bearing mother in relation to contemporary 

sculpture. 

Whiteread has a self-confessed loathing of plinths as a support structure for her sculptures. She 

comments: 

A plinth is something that I never use. I have always hated plinths. For me they are just 

like very strange non-places to put something on to get it off the ground. So I wanted to 

use that in connection with making a very simple object.67 

One might wonder why Whiteread harbours such antagonism toward a support structure that 

had, historically, sought to protect and hold sculpture in high esteem.68 Was it because sculpture 

was too reliant upon this structure to provide it with a place to stand? Did sculpture need to cut 

the cord and set itself free, to re-position itself as an autonomous discipline? This would allow 

sculpture some distance: the ability to stand back and appraise the discipline that had nurtured 

it. It will be argued that by standing back, sculpture saw the discipline of architecture as 

somewhat antagonistic, intent upon controlling sculpture’s sphere of influence and keeping 

what Giedion has termed its “irrational” ambitions in check.69  

Whiteread has repeatedly expressed her fascination with the architectural developments that 

arose in post-war Britain.70 In his paper Spatial Contention, Richard Cork has discussed the 

changing relationship between architects and sculptors in Britain during this time. In the 1950s, 

architects began to subsume the role of sculptors. Cork notes that, “The building, for many 

innovative architects of their generation, was the sculpture, and they were reluctant to dilute it 

with anything that threatened to compromise the integrity of their own work.”71 As post-war 

 
67 Otto Neumaier, “Everything Is Connected,” in Gabriele Detterer (ed.), Art Recollection-Artists Interviews and Statements in the 
Nineties, p. 270. 
68 Charlotte Mullins describes the plinth as “an architectural dais that raises the subject placed upon it beyond mortality to look 

down on the ephemerality of life from a position of permanence.” 

Charlotte Mullins, Rachel Whiteread, London: Tate Publishing, 2004, p. 63. 
69 Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, p. xxxiv. 
70 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 48.  
71 Richard Cork, “Spatial Contention,” Royal Academy Magazine, 75 (2002): 47.  

Cork is referring in particular to the architects James Stirling, Ernö Goldfinger and Alison and Peter Smithson.  
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architects took on the role of sculptors, sculptors were evicted from their subsidiary role in the 

architectural programme entirely. Cork’s admission might lead one to question if, in fact, 

contemporary sculpture chose to stand alone, or was evicted from the building.  

In his introduction to Space, Time and Architecture, Giedion also discusses post war-

architecture and the relationship between the disciplines of sculpture and architecture. He argues 

that architects should acquire experience in interdisciplinary practices before making forays into 

‘sculptured architecture.’ Importantly, he cautions the amateur designer intent on following the 

example of Le Corbusier’s Pilgrimage Chapel at Ronchamp. (fig. 12) Giedion points to this 

building as one of the first in which “the principles of modern art have passed over into 

architecture and have coalesced with it.”72 It is Le Corbusier’s inter-disciplinary practice, 

Giedion suggests, that has enabled him to execute Ronchamp. He comments: 

With good reason, warnings have come from many sides that a building like Ronchamp 

could be a disaster in the hands of a mediocre architect. The secret of Le Corbusier’s 

work is that he is an architect, a painter, and a sculptor. These gifts are normally divided 

today between different personalities. The average architect rarely knows how to place 

volumes and even less how to sculpture them. Sculptors, on the other hand, have 

developed this sensitivity. But there is no connecting bridge between them and the 

architects. Normally it is only when everything about a building has already been decided 

that an artist is called in and offered some spot to “decorate.” 

Following this principle, even the best and most carefully selected artists can never 

achieve more than a museum display. An integration is impossible. After several such 

bitter experiences most of the best sculptors have resigned and returned to their 

workshops. There is but a faint hope that the necessary humility will develop so that 

architect and artist can work together from the very beginning. Yet this presents the only 

way forward.73 

Both Cork and Giedion suggest that post-war architects subsumed the role of the sculptor, 

embedding sculpture into the building programme. The sculptor, in the service of the architect, 

is relegated to once again decorating a spot in the building. Giedion also suggests that sculptors, 

adept at placing and sculpting volumes, cannot be architects. As such, he proposes that there is 

no connecting bridge between the two disciplines. However, he also suggests that the only way 

forward for architecture is through an inter-disciplinary collaboration.  

By critically interrogating sculpture’s architectural substructure, Whiteread sounds out the 

foundational relationship between the two disciplines, questioning the architectural grounds 

upon which sculpture stood. Her early plinth sculptures pre-figure Monument and reveal how 

the artist’s ongoing fascination with the plinth form has changed over time. The works 

 
72 Sigfried Giedion, Architecture You and Me: The Diary of a Development, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1958, p. 196-

7. 
73 Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, p. xlix-l. 
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discussed have all been designated plinths by Whiteread, but they will be shown to incorporate 

more than this singular element of sculpture’s base.74 

While the base served utilitarian requirements by supporting and protecting sculpture, it also, as 

Burnham notes, established “a twilight zone both physically and psychically,” that created “an 

aura of distance and dignity around the favoured object.”75 When sculpture became its own 

substructure in modern art, the psychic barrier between the viewer and artwork was destroyed.76 

The vanishing base afforded sculpture a degree of mobility, but Whiteread’s early plinth 

castings replace this modern mobility for a morbid solidity. In the artist’s practice, statuary’s 

base is of more interest than that which was designed to stand on top of it. The plinth is 

explored as a site bridging the terrestrial and ephemeral realms, as an architectural site that had 

once nurtured sculpture. 

Death Bearing Undersides 

Whiteread produced her first plinth sculptures in 1996. They were Untitled (Rubber Plinth) (fig. 

13), and Untitled (Double Rubber Plinth). (fig. 14) Both works were made from rubber and 

polystyrene. They were cast from the spaces beneath a mortuary table and were produced after a 

series of rubber castings taken from ceramic mortuary slabs used for autopsies.77 These were 

Untitled (Amber Slab), 1991 (fig. 15), Untitled (Slab II), 1991 (fig. 16), Untitled (Clear Slab), 

1992 (fig. 17), and Slab (Plug), 1994. (fig. 18)78 

The slab works appear, at first glance, to be abstract sculptures. On closer inspection however, 

one can detect their mortiferous provenance: their upper surfaces are marked by shallow 

incision lines left by the scalpels used to dissect bodies. As no release agent was employed 

during the casting process, the artist had to manhandle the casts and “wrestle the sculptures out 

of their moulds”79 in a perverse dance macabre. Whiteread’s colour palette for these works 

reflected the programme of the site from which they were derived: a site on which the body is 

turned literally inside out for scrutiny. The colour specifications for many of the slab works 

 
74 Burnham describes the nomenclature of the base as follows: “the base, the greatest mass upon which a sculpture rests, it refers to 

the support as a whole; the pedestal, a shaft like form, elevates the sculpture; the plinth, a flat planar support which separates the 
sculpture from the ground or from a pedestal.” 

Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, p. 20.  
75 Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, p. 19. 
76 This was to be decisively illustrated in the work of American Minimalist artists in the 1960s such as Carl Andre, with his floor-

plate sculptures. Andre’s ‘razed sites’ were to all but eradicate height entirely from sculpture. Whiteread, as will be seen in Chapter 
2, also looked to Andre’s floor-bound works as a source of artistic inspiration for her own floor castings. 
77 The artist purchased two ceramic mortuary slabs from an architectural salvage yard in the early 1990s. Charlotte Mullins writes 

that: “They remained untouched in her studio for six months until she decided to clean them, a task she found repulsive yet 

fascinating, likening it to cleaning a body.” 

Mullins, Rachel Whiteread, p. 33. 
78 During this time she also completed Untitled (Marble Slab) 1991, her first piece to be made by craftspeople. Its form is based on 

the draining board of a butler’s sink, enlarged nine times to approximate human proportions and resemble a mortuary slab. 
79 Mullins, Rachel Whiteread, p. 33.  
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were connected to bodily functions. For example, for one slab piece Whiteread commissioned a 

manufacturer to design a rubber without pigment, that was the colour of “the first piss in the 

morning.”80 She has described the shade of another slab work as like “the inside of your flesh.”81 

Charlotte Mullins described Untitled (Clear Slab) as having, “the colour and opacity of 

semen,”82 and Untitled (Slab II) as having a colouring akin to a “pool of bodily fluids, like a 

liquefaction of the corpses that once rested on the slab.”83  

Whiteread’s fascination with this site of post mortem occupation was further scrutinised in her 

plinth castings. In these works, the artist recasts and enlivens an obsolescent architectural 

support for sculpture derived from the death-bearing underside of a mortuary table. The plinth 

works were derived from the ceramic ends that held up mortuary tables. Whiteread used these 

elements “to begin to make the mould and then sort of invented two of the sides.”84 The 

sculptures are articulated by moulded profiles on at least two adjacent vertical planes.85  

Unlike her direct castings of mortuary slabs, the provenance of her source material was not 

readily visible in these sculptures. These plinths are hewn from invented spaces with invented 

contours, which underwent multiple casting processes. For example, for Untitled (Double 

Rubber Plinth), Mullins notes that, “The size and height of rubber plinths replicated that of the 

ceramic mortuary slabs, but the scalloped sides were designed by Whiteread, who fabricated a 

plinth in plaster, took a rubber and fibreglass mould of it and used it to cast the final rubber 

sculptures.”86  

The artist carves the profiles of Untitled (Double Rubber Plinth) out of solid plaster and then re-

casts the work in a luscious cream rubber that affords the plinth a pellucid and light-emanating 

complexion. The interior of Untitled (Rubber Plinth) radiates a burnished amber coloured light 

from within. Both plinth works also truncate a degree of vertical articulation, condensing the 

constituent parts of the pedestal or architectural base into the plinth form itself, eroding a 

modicum of height from sculpture’s substructure.87  

 
80 Sylvester, “Carving Space,” p. 43. 
81 Sylvester, “Carving Space,” p. 43.  
82 Mullins, Rachel Whiteread, p. 33.  
83 Mullins, Rachel Whiteread, p. 33.  
84 Whiteread in William Furlong, “The International Exhibition Part 1: Venice Biennale 1997,” Audio Arts Magazine 17, 1 (1998).  
85 As these works have not been viewed in galleries, the author can only acknowledge the photographic evidence available in regard 

to these two works. 
86 Mullins, Rachel Whiteread, p. 63.  
87 The pedestal is defined as follows: “In classical architecture, the base supporting a column or colonnade; also, more loosely, the 
base for a statue or any superstructure.” The plinth is incorporated into the pedestal as the substructure that rests upon the ground. 

John Fleming, Hugh Honour, and Nikolaus Pevsner, The Penguin Dictionary of Architecture, Third ed. London: Penguin, 1980, p. 

239. 
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Negation of the Plinth 

The production and reception of Whiteread’s plinth works are characterised by negation. She 

describes one of her plinth sculptures as:  

Almost a kind of non-object; you can even dismiss it, because it’s hardly there really. But 

I decided to use this space where all these dead bodies had been beforehand and to use 

that in a way of paying respect to that area.88  

Whiteread consciously reconstructs the plinth, issuing it with a material form that she then 

attempts to erode. The artist is intent in these works upon reconstructing non-places, rendered as 

non-objects that are barely there. She re-designs and painstakingly reconstructs sculpture’s 

architectural substructure, for which she has a self-confessed loathing. Their production 

involves excavating beneath the surface to literally draw up this vestige of the classical from a 

‘death-bearing’ underside through the use of elaborate modelling, moulding, and casting 

practices. Once completed, however, the material constitution of the works is all but disavowed. 

For example, the choice of a polystyrene core enrobed by translucent rubber for these early 

plinths, assists in de-materialising what has traditionally been the plinth’s obdurate material 

palette. Frequently rendered in stone, granite, marble, or wood, the plinth bespoke a solid, 

impenetrable foundation for sculpture. In contrast, under certain lighting conditions, 

Whiteread’s works appear to emanate light from within their interiors. Untitled (Double Rubber 

Plinth) 1996, was made with what the artist describes as, “this very ephemeral material, this 

yellow rubber which is there and not there and does amazing things with the light.”89  

This material equivocation is at work in all of Whiteread’s plinth works, which, to greater or 

lesser degrees, take on aspects of their surroundings. For example, a photograph of Untitled 

(Double Rubber Plinths) installed at the Palacio de Veláquez in Madrid in 1997 (fig. 19) shows 

them in a room with diffused natural lighting. Here, they appear to rise from the grey stone floor 

like milk glass tablets. In contrast, when the sculptures are seen in the artist’s studio (fig. 20) 

they have a pallor akin to lard, with the shiny protruding contours on two of their moulded 

planes appearing to offer the threat of a melting point. This material equivocation reaches its 

magnificent conclusion in Monument, a transparent resin cast that literally takes on the colours 

of its surroundings.  

Like her castings of mortuary slabs, Whiteread’s plinth works have corporeal connotations. 

Critic Adrian Searle notes that Untitled (Double Rubber Plinths) appears to have the waxen 

 
88 Neumaier, “Everything Is Connected,” p. 270. 
89 Furlong, “The International Exhibition Part 1: Venice Biennale 1997.” 
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quality of “dead flesh, or of lard, and though they are entirely solid their profiles seem to 

breathe with reflected light.”90 Whiteread pays homage to the space under mortuary tables by 

giving the dimensions of this space a tangible outline and rich material form. Their interiors are 

ignited by light, evoking a sense of almost-aliveness or sentience.91 The artist’s revival and 

reanimation of the plinth, sculpture’s ‘dead’ architectural sub-structure, is achieved through her 

selection of a casting material that appears to glow from within: enclosing a latent animus that 

will eternally bind this substructure to sculpture. In the plinth works there remains a connection 

between sculpture and architecture. It is as though the plinth is expelling its last dying breath, its 

last exhalation before nothingness, before transparency.  

In 1998, Whiteread produced Untitled (Elongated Plinths) (fig. 21). This piece, also derived 

from the space beneath a mortuary slab, was cast in the negative in semi-opaque white plastic 

over urethane foam, from a classically moulded form. The height and length of the constituent 

elements of the sculpture affiliate them to sarcophagi. The hieratic functions of the architectural 

base, which sought to protect statuary and place it upon higher, ground, have been exchanged in 

this work for an interrogation of the horizontal deportments of post-mortem occupation. The 

opalescent rubber the artist has used enlivens these obsolete forms. These cryogenic capsules 

resuscitate and raise from the dead sites of corporeal and sculptural insentience.  

Critic Tony Godfrey, puzzled by the unusual appearance of these works, noted that: “If they are 

reminiscent of anything it is of a science-fiction scene such as the closing sequences of ‘2001’, 

where the protagonist enters silent rooms bathed in artificial light and the objects seemingly 

have the form but not the substance of real things.”92 As with the earlier plinths, light appears to 

pass through these works capturing a moment in time, held between suspended life and its 

reanimation.  

Whiteread’s locus of sculptural inquiry is dovetailed with the space of post-mortem medical 

examination: a site where the body is literally turned inside out to diagnose the cause of death. 

In a manner similar to a mortician, she employs sculptural processes that involve the 

reconstruction and excoriation of surface areas in order to revive an obsolete form of support-

structure.  

 
90 Adrian Searle, “World of Interiors,” The Guardian, London, 17 September 1996: 10. 
91 Charlotte Mullins has likened Whiteread to an alchemist who has “an innate ability to work within this transitional space where 
the inanimate comes to life, where materials are transformed and gold results from casts of materia prima.”  

Mullins, Rachel Whiteread, p. 63.  
92 Tony Godfrey, “Rachel Whiteread,” Burlington Magazine, 141, 1150 (January 1999): 50. 
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Colomina, who has critiqued the artist’s work by pursuing an empathetic relationship between 

bodies and buildings, has already outlined Whiteread’s ongoing fascination with the 

pathological. She argues that Whiteread is not interested in the, 

Idealised, healthy, virile, upright bodies, which following Vitruvius, served as blueprints 

for architectural proportions in the Renaissance treatises of Alberti, Francessco Di 

Giorgio, Filarete, Cesare Cesariano, and so on, or the body that perhaps may be regarded 

in contemporary equivalent: the trim, muscular, overly exercised body of our time. 

Whiteread’s body is the pathological body of late-twentieth century medicine, the one 

subject to ever more invasive and violent procedures, whose insides need to be seen in 

greater detail in order to monitor it, to diagnose it, to intervene in it. A body fragmented 

by clinical scrutiny. A body that is above all an interior. A body turned inside out for 

inspection.93  

No longer mirroring ideal forms, the upright bodies that served as models for classical 

architecture are replaced, in the plinth works, by bodies laid in terminal repose. In all of these 

sculptures, Whiteread utilises classical fragments such as the moulded planes of cornice, 

pedestal, and plinth, as commemorative tools to archive a space witness to collective losses. Her 

plinths evoke, like tomb art, missing persons, and also, by association with the plinth, lost 

sculptural objects. Whiteread converts the plinth, which had served to bridge the mundane and 

supramundane worlds, into an emblem of loss.  

Terminal Residencies 

The artist’s reconstruction of this vestige of the classical has affiliations with the design of 

funerary art by twentieth century architects. Pedro Azara in his essay The House and the Dead: 

On Modern Tombs writes that it is precisely, 

Tomb art - in which classical art has taken refuge, and which forms the final territory that 

still welcomes it, where it still possesses a certain meaning - demonstrates that the perfect 

and measured forms of the past, which for so long expressed a communion between the 

human and the divine, are now incapable of symbolizing the transcendent. In a sense 

modernity finds no clearer a way of manifesting itself than that offered by an art which 

attempts to revitalize a definitively moribund style, be it artistic or existential.94  

The use of classical motifs in modern tomb art by architects such as Aldo Rossi, Alvar Aalto, 

and Pino Pizzigoni, are characterised by their fragmentation. Azara notes that these motifs are:  

Taken out of context: a capital (or the negative outline of a half capital, as in the case of 

the Alvar Aalto tomb); a single column atop which there sits emptiness; some 

 
93 Beatriz Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 74.  
94 Pedro Azara, “The House and the Dead: On Modern Tombs,” in Mónica Gili (ed.), The Last House, Barcelona: Gustavo Gili, 

1999, p. 38. 
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rudimentary pilasters; a few crosses slipped in among the structure of a canopy, as in Pino 

Pizzigoni’s Baj tomb; some barely outlined pediments.95  

These classical fragments can be seen in Alvar Aalto’s 1937 design for a grave for his brother 

in-law Ahto Virtanen, in Hietanemi Cemetery, Helsinki, (fig. 22) which consists of an urn 

carved in negative into the side of a marble slab. The grave designed by Aalto’s wife Elissain in 

1976, for the architect himself (fig. 23), also in Hietanemi Cemetery, exhibits similar details, 

including an eighteenth century marble ionic capital on a base,96 behind which is a marble slab 

into which the negative outline of a half capital is cut. 

Another example of this fragmentation is Aldo Rossi’s Funerary Chapel in Guissano Cemetery, 

1987, (fig. 24) where the architect includes fragments of a classical marble cornicing on the 

upper part of a brick prism set atop a stone base. Azara writes that: “Rossi referred to the 

impossibility of recreating ancient forms today. According to him, the only possibility of 

evoking these would be from fragments, as if modern tombs were the epitaphs modernity had 

devoted to classical art.”97 

Whiteread’s death-bearing plinth sculptures are her own epitaphs to the classical architecture-

sculpture relationship. They pay homage to the collective losses the mortuary tables have been 

witness to. Her mortiferous pedestals are for multiple lost objects: the dead bodies whose 

interiors have been subjected to scrutiny above this site, the figurative statuary that once graced 

the plinth, and the plinth itself as an extinct form of sculptural support. Working within the 

given dimensions of this space she reinvents the profiles and material composition of this 

vestige of the classical, re-constructing and enlivening sculpture’s architectural substructure.  

Monument 

The artist’s interrogation of sculpture’s architectural substructure reaches its zenith in her public 

sculpture Monument, 2001. (fig. 25) This work provides a point of departure from the earlier 

plinths and dispenses with the mortuary table as a site of interrogation. In this project, 

Whiteread’s material palette moves from translucent rubbers to transparent resin, the scale shifts 

from the institutional to the civic, and the construction of the work is delegated to a team of 

expert pre-fabricators. Here one observes the plinth becoming architecture. 

In 1998, the Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce 

commissioned three works to be exhibited temporarily on the fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square, 

 
95 Azara, “The House and the Dead: On Modern Tombs,” p. 38.  
96 Azara, “The House and the Dead: On Modern Tombs,” p. 40 & 43. 
97 Azara, “The House and the Dead: On Modern Tombs,” p. 38.  
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London. These were Ecce Homo, (1999), by Mark Wallinger, Regardless of History, (2000), by 

Bill Woodrow, and Monument, (2001), by Whiteread. The works were commissioned to 

generate discussion about public art and the future of Trafalgar Square’s empty plinth.  

The fourth plinth, on which Whiteread’s Monument rested between June and November 2001, is 

situated in the Northwest corner of Trafalgar Square, which was designed by Sir Charles Barry 

in 1838.98 Trafalgar Square is a bustling urban precinct, utilised by local workers, tourists, 

soapbox orators, and as a meeting point for protest rallies. It was London’s first open public 

square and its statuary commemorates the naval and martial heroes of the British Empire.99 The 

original granite plinth, articulated by plain-banded rustication, was built in 1841, and was 

designed by Barry to display an equestrian statue of William IV. This statue was never 

commissioned due to a lack of funds and the plinth has remained empty since. 

Whiteread conceptualised Trafalgar Square in a similar manner to the site for her Nameless 

Library Memorial in Judenplatz, Vienna (1996-2001).100 She saw it as being set out “almost like 

a room in a house. It has all of these roads coming into it which are almost like doorways.”101 

She also described it as, “a spare space, a passageway, and I’ve made many pieces with 

corridors.”102 These complementary positions show the artist has considered how the square is 

inhabited as well as how it is perceived and approached from a distance.  

As part of her site analysis, Whiteread spent a day in the Square, observing the activity taking 

place within and around it. This research made her contemplate “the chaos of London, the 

tourism, the traffic, the kind of madness of that area. And I thought: Wouldn’t it be nice to try to 

make a kind of pause, make something that is almost timeless, and makes you stop and think 

and look.”103 With this intention in mind, Whiteread elected to make a monument to the empty 

plinth itself, which she described as “a really beautifully proportioned piece of 

 
98 Monument took up a temporary residency on the fourth plinth. Whiteread’s dealer gallery in London, The Gagosian, advised the 

author in December 2005 that Monument was currently in storage. 
99 Thomas Railton’s Nelson Monument of 1843, situated in the middle of the Square, consists of a 145-foot granite column, on top 

of which sits a 17 foot figure sculpted in stone by Edmund Hodges Bailey, commemorating Vice Admiral Viscount Nelson’s naval 

victory over the French at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. The four bronze lions placed at the foot of the column were designed by 

Sir Edward Landseer. The square also has a statue of George IV designed by Sir Frances Chantrey on the East plinth, and a statue of 

General Charles Napier placed on the West side of the square.  
For detailed discussion on the array of statuary populating Trafalgar Square see: 

Chris Townsend, “Lessons from What's Poor: Monument and the Space of Power,” in Chris Townsend (ed.), The Art of Rachel 

Whiteread, London: Thames and Hudson, 2004, p. 173-9.  
100 Andrea Schlieker in discussing Whiteread’s conceptual response to the Judenplatz Memorial site has said, “It was crucial for her 

conceptual development of the memorial that Whiteread perceived the square, so tightly packed with houses on all sides, as a kind 
of interior or room, the streets leading into it as doorways. The strong geometrical order of the surrounding facades, with their 

rusticated ground floors and horizontal cornice lines, became a vital visual marker to underpin the grid-structure of Whiteread’s 

emerging plan.” 

Andrea Schlieker, “A Book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us,” in Gerhard Milchram (ed.), Judenplatz-Place of 

Remembrance, Vienna: Museum Judenplatz 2000, p. 25. 
101 “Rhyme and Resin,” UCL People, Spring, 2000, p. 11  
102 Rose Aidin, “A Sculptor Who Casts a Long Shadow,” The Sunday Telegraph, 17 June 2001: page number unknown. 
103 Lynn Barber, “Some Day My Plinth Will Come,” The Observer, Sunday May 27 2001: page number unknown.  
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architecture……an incredibly simple, pure form.”104 The work was cast by the art fabricators, 

Mike Smith Studio in London. It was not derived from the direct casting of Barry’s plinth, as 

the plinth was a listed monument. It was cast instead from a specially built replica.  

Monument consisted of casting a facsimile of the fourth plinth in clear resin, inverting it, and 

placing it on the original, so that, Whiteread comments, “it becomes a mirror of itself: you can 

see through it and it distorts the buildings. It’s almost like making nothing…it’s a beautiful 

object, this plinth, and it would become almost like a building and part of the square.”105 The 

artist envisaged that the work would take on the qualities of both its physical and atmospheric 

surroundings becoming, “almost like a cloud, so it would take on the sky. If it was a blue day it 

would become blue, if it was a white day it would be a bit like a smudge.”106  

The spirit of Monument is proximate; it is almost nothing, almost a building, almost a part of the 

square. The sculpture’s equivocal appearance made it visually unstable. Its transparency and 

lightness also provided a counterpoint to what Townsend describes as “the stolid obviousness of 

Victorian statuary”107 that surrounded it. 

Monument has the qualities of the chameleon. It takes on the characteristics of its surroundings 

rather than drawing attention away from them. In this regard it is antithetical to many 

contemporary public sculpture projects. Instead, it has more in common with counter-

monumental projects, which have been discussed in detail by art historian James E. Young.108  

Staging a Disappearing Act 

Whiteread’s interest in eroding the material presence of her early plinth sculptures to the point 

where they were ‘barely there’ reaches its zenith with Monument, a work also characterised by 

negation. Critic Ned Denny has observed that Monument refers “directly to the plinth’s defining 

emptiness. She sees it not as a space to be filled but as an absence to be acknowledged.”109 An 

annulment takes place in which “the bare place in which art takes form has been wholly, 

immaculately cancelled.”110  

Monument dematerialised its obdurate döppelganger, dissolving into, and reflecting its 

surroundings. It offered the plinth on which it stood, and the viewer privy to it, a point of 

 
104 Barber, “Some Day My Plinth Will Come,” page number unknown. 
105 Sylvester, “Carving Space,” p. 47.  
106 Patsy Craig (ed.), Making Art Work, London: Trolley Ltd, 2003, p. 231.  
107 Townsend, “Lessons from What's Poor: Monument and the Space of Power,” p. 180. 
108 For a discussion of counter-monuments see Chapter 12. 
109 Ned Denny, “Spaced Out,” New Statesman 14, 664 (July 9, 2001): 41. 
110 Denny, “Spaced Out,” p. 41.  
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reflection. Monument’s interior was animated by the city life surrounding it: black cabs and red 

double-decker buses blasted a trail through it. (fig. 26) The buildings surrounding the square, 

including The National Gallery, South Africa House, and New Zealand House, could also be 

seen through it. While Whiteread’s early translucent plinth works drew attention to the rich 

interior life of the cast, contingent upon changes in its surroundings, Monument goes a step 

further and renders itself a transparent frame through which to contemplate the rich, dynamic 

life of its urban environment.  

Transparency  

Andrea Schlieker suggests that Monument is the artist’s “formally simplest, most pared down 

and most purely architectural work,” which demonstrates, as House had, the artist’s penchant 

for converting a “Victorian relic…into a modernist icon.”111 Colomina also allies Monument to a 

piece of modern architecture, which is “a clear frame for the world around it.”112 Further, Searle 

suggests that the work is “a reminder of the utopian ideals of the modernist project.”113 The 

modernist pedigree each of these critics assigns to the work suggests it is an image-ideal, a 

“purely architectural”, “clear frame,” emblematising “utopian ideals.” 

The pedestal that Monument mirrors is converted into a piece of transparent architecture. The 

concept of transparency in architecture has been investigated by Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky 

as more than just a literal phenomena and leitmotif of modern architecture. In their seminal 

essay, Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal, they write:  

According to the dictionary definition, the quality, or state, of being transparent is both a 

material condition - that of being pervious to light and air - and the result of an 

intellectual imperative, of our inherent demand for that which should be easily detected, 

perfectly evident, and free of dissimulation. Thus the adjective transparent, by defining a 

purely physical existence, by functioning as a critical honorific, and in being dignified 

with far from disagreeable moral overtones, becomes a word, which from the first is 

richly loaded with the possibilities of both meaning and misunderstanding.114 

Rowe and Slutzky identify two forms of transparency - literal and phenomenal - that are 

employed in both fine art and architectural practices. Literal transparency, “may be an inherent 

quality of substance, as in a glass curtain wall,” while phenomenal transparency, “may be an 

 
111 Andrea Schlieker, “Pause for Thought: The Public Sculptures of Rachel Whiteread,” in Lisa Corrin, Patrick Elliott and Andrea 

Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 64.  
112 Colomina, “I Dreamt I was a Wall,” p. 86. 
113 Adrian Searle, “Whiteread's Reminder of Modernist Ideals Defies Sentimentality,” The Guardian, 5 June 2001, sec. National 

News: 5. 
114 Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, Transparency, Basel: Birkhäuser, 1997, p. 22.  
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inherent quality of organization.”115 Their definition of phenomenal transparency is indebted to 

Gyorgy Kepes. In Language of Vision, Kepes investigates how transparency is a condition 

discovered in the work of cubist art.116 Rowe and Slutzsky suggest that in Kepes’s definition, 

“the transparent ceases to be that which is perfectly clear and becomes instead that which is 

clearly ambiguous.”117  

Whiteread’s Monument demonstrates a concern for both literal and phenomenal transparency. 

Phenomenal transparency is characterised by ambiguity, between what advances and what 

recedes. It allows for multiple readings of possible spatial relationships and connections. 

Monument is a prism through which Trafalgar Square and the buildings and activities 

surrounding it can be seen. It functions to distort and refract its surroundings. This results in a 

contradiction of spatial dimensions, enabling a simultaneous perception of two different 

locations: the plinth itself and aspects of its environs, gauged through its pellucid filter.  

Whilst departing from the materiality and scale of Whiteread’s earlier plinth works, Monument 

still maintains mortiferous dimensions. Denny considers the form of the work as akin to “a 

monument to the unknown soldier,”118 as such memorials often assume the form of empty 

plinths. Critic Tim Hilton also suggests that Whiteread’s work shares a “strain of official 

Edwardian melancholy”119 with the other buildings and monuments situated between The 

National Gallery and Edwin Lutyen’s Cenotaph (1919-20)120 or ‘empty tomb’ in Whitehall, 

which was designed to commemorate British soldiers who perished in WW I.121 While on these 

 
115 Rowe and Slutzky comment: “Our feeling for literal transparency seems to derive from two sources: from cubist painting and 

from what is usually designated as the machine aesthetic. Our feeling for phenomenal transparency probably derives from cubist 

painting alone; and a cubist canvas of around 1911 or 1912 would serve to illustrate the presence of both orders, or levels, of the 
transparent.” 

Rowe and Slutzky, Transparency, p. 23. 
116 Kepes writes:  

“If one sees two or more figures overlapping one another, and each of them claims for itself the common overlapped part, then one 

is confronted with a contradiction of spatial dimensions. To resolve this contradiction one must assume the presence of a new 
optical quality. The figures are endowed with transparency; that is they are able to interpenetrate without an optical destruction of 

each other. Transparency however, implies more than an optical characteristic, it implies a broader spatial order. Transparency 

means a simultaneous perception of different spatial locations. Space not only recedes but fluctuates in a continuous activity. The 

position of the transparent figures has equivocal meaning as one sees each figure now as the closer one and now as the further one.” 

Gyorgy Kepes in Rowe and Slutzky, Transparency, p. 23.  
117 Rowe and Slutzky, Transparency, p. 23.  
118 Denny, “Spaced Out,” p. 41.  
119 Tim Hilton, “The Kiss of the Spiderwoman,” Independent on Sunday, 22 November 1998: page number unknown. 
120 Adrian Searle writes that Whiteread’s plinth in Trafalgar Square: “Bears a familial relationship to Lutyen’s Cenotaph, to 

Brancusi’s Endless Column in Romania, to Piero Manzoni’s Socle de Monde (Plinth for the World, an inscribed iron and bronze 
plinth that sits upside down on the ground, as though to support the earth itself) and to Belgian artist Didier Vermeiren’s vacant 

plinths.” 

Adrian Searle, “The Cast Show,” The Guardian, 19 June 2001, sec. 12: 1-2. 
121 The works apparent simplicity is betrayed upon closer inspection. Edwin Heathcote has observed that the work, initially 

constructed in timber and remade in stone takes the form of: 
“A coffin extruded into the air to form an attenuated catafalque beneath it, and it was designed in such a way that not a straight line 

can be found within it. A subtle entasis (based on the proportions of the one in the Parthenon) ensures that the monument’s vertical 

lines meet at a point 1,000 feet (about 300 metres) above the ground and again 900 feet (270 metres) below it. The implication of an 

ethereal point in the sky and a position deep in the heart of the earth presents a poignant symbol of the heavens above and the hell of 

a war fought in the mud and from the trenches within the earth.” 
Edwin Heathcote, Monument Builders, West Sussex: Academy Editions, 1999, p. 45. 

This work’s vanishing points refer to destinations deep within the terrestrial or high above in the celestial realms. In comparison, 

Whiteread’s work appears to be far more self-contained: it reflects upon and commemorates the role of the plinth itself. 



 37 

occasions the plinth form has been employed as a commemorative emblem of losses incurred in 

the defence of territorial borders, Whiteread’s plinth interrogates and ultimately perforates 

disciplinary borders. It is an emblem of loss, indexing an architectural site abandoned by 

contemporary sculpture. Whiteread returns to this site, making a piece of sculptured architecture 

that is placed on equal footing with its substructure. 

While Whiteread’s earlier plinth casts truncate the vertical elements of the base into the plinth 

itself, critic Matthew Reynolds suggests that this form of condensation is taken further in 

Monument. Here, Reynolds notes, “the clear cast and its granite base look like the capital and 

pedestal of a massive pillar which has vanished so that its two ends have crashed together.”122 

Monument’s compaction of the vertical, he suggests, may be construed as a critique of Nelsons 

Column, the “apotheosis of plinths.”123 This collision of the transparent capital and its obdurate 

pedestal serves to conjoin the ephemeral and terrestrial realms: the top of the column with its 

head in the clouds and the pedestal with its concern for base matters. 

Whiteread’s studies of the base reach their formidable conclusion with Monument. Its method of 

manufacture and outward appearance give rise to questions about how the disciplines of 

sculpture and architecture might, quite literally, coincide. With Monument, architecture once 

again provides sculpture with a place to stand. However, this time sculpture is placed on equal 

footing with architecture. Whiteread succeeds in building a bridge between the disciplines of 

sculpture and architecture by turning architecture ‘on its head.’ This is achieved by literally 

inverting the plinth and substituting its opaque, monolithic materials with transparent ones. It is 

also achieved by upending good architectural practice to produce a work of sculptured 

architecture. 

Building Bridges 

The processes involved in making Monument show the bridge that Whiteread builds to connect 

the disciplines is one founded upon shaky ground. This is because the levels of technical 

complexity increased exponentially as Whiteread’s work assumed an architectural scale. When 

sounding out this substructure the artist was, to a certain extent, out of her depth. Also, as she 

moved toward achieving a material transparency, a condition more allied to modern 

architectural rather than sculptural practice, difficulties increased. 

 
122 Matthew Reynolds, “Original Cast Recordings,” Times Literary Supplement, July 20 2001, sec. Arts: 19. 
123 Reynolds, “Original Cast Recordings,” p. 19. 
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Monument was Whiteread’s second large-scale resin sculpture. Her first was Water Tower, 1998 

(fig. 27), a cast of the inside of a wooden water tower in resin, which was sited atop a dunnage 

on an apartment building in SoHo, New York.124 For Water Tower, the building became a plinth 

for the sculpture, as architecture once more offered sculpture a place to stand. The extreme 

verticality expressed with Water Tower, would be complemented by Monument’s solid, 

earthbound location.125 Monument weighed 11.5 tonnes and was four times the scale of Water 

Tower, making it the largest resin sculpture ever made. Like Water Tower, Monument was also 

a highly speculative project that was successful in spite of technical difficulties that pushed it 

over-time and over-budget. 

Scale Models 

The artist produced a limited edition of 15 scale models of her Monument proposal, which were 

sold to help fund the 250,000-pound cost of the project. (fig. 28) The project was sold to 

investors on the basis of the model, which serves as a specification document: the literal 

template for the full-scale work. For Whiteread, the 1:10 scale model “absolutely controlled 

….the way that I wanted to do it.”126 The artist rejected an engineering solution proposed by art 

fabricator Mike Smith to place a rib-structure inside the resin plinth, because it would 

compromise the work’s transparency. She argued: “When you’re making an enormous thing 

that is just basically a clear resin lump, it can’t really have all that stuff inside it. So there was a 

bit of fighting about that really and I got my own way but I think it made it technically an awful 

lot harder to make.”127 

The difficulties incurred with her Water Tower project, with changes in volume of resin, would 

also plague the plinth project. The artist noted that, “When you change the volume, everything 

else changes - the temperature at which it ‘cures’ and the time it takes to gel - so what happens 

in the maquette doesn’t necessarily happen in the full-scale version.”128 This meant that 

Whiteread could not rely upon scale models to test the efficacy of her proposal.  

In Space, Time and Architecture, Giedion has written of the architect’s use of the scale model to 

test the efficacy of sculpted design solutions. He suggests that an architect who approaches the 

sculptural should have already demonstrated their proficiency in multi-disciplinary practices 

and proceed with caution. New technologies, such as shell construction, made possible by the 

development of reinforced concrete around 1900, afforded new opportunities to the architectural 

 
124 For a full description of Water Tower see Chapter 11. 
125 Schlieker, “Pause for Thought: The Public Sculptures of Rachel Whiteread,” p. 64.  
126 Craig, Making Art Work, p. 233. 
127 Craig, Making Art Work, p. 232.  
128 Barber, “Some Day My Plinth Will Come,” page number unknown. 
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designer, satiating their sculptural predilections. However, these technological innovations 

meant that what had been able to be measured and controlled in advance could no longer be 

relied upon. The scale model was employed, under these changing conditions, as a means of 

analysing and testing constructional uncertainties as sculptural appetites took hold. Giedion 

writes: 

Twentieth-century structural engineering is moving along a different path. The tendency 

to activate every part of a structural system instead of concentrating the flow of lines or 

channels continues to grow. Such systems can expand with full liberty in all directions. 

This results in certain difficulties. The forces cannot easily be controlled: often they 

evade precise calculation. Only tests by means of models and mock-ups can help. 

Construction merges with the irrational and the sculptural.129 

Giedion commits architecture’s errant progeny sculpture, to the realm of the irrational: an 

irrationality that must be tempered by sound maternal instruction and the rigors of engineering. 

Architecture is required to keep its sculptural inclinations within its line of permissible 

deviations. It would seem that the only way to achieve a reunion between the two disciplines is 

to subject sculpture to architecture’s coercive and controlling hand. In Gideon’s view, the scale 

model is the test site where the irrational influence of sculpture is ameliorated by the rigors of 

precise calculation.  

Giedion also identifies an anxiety at work when architecture approaches sculpture and vice-

versa. (fig. 29) Writing in the 1960s, he states: 

Many architects are disturbed by the sculptural tendencies evinced in much of today’s 

architecture: the Ronchamp Pilgrimage Chapel (1955) by Le Corbusier, the Sydney 

Opera House (1957) by Jorn Utzon; the Tokyo Festival Hall (1961) by Kunio Maekawa. 

Architecture is approaching sculpture and sculpture is approaching architecture. What do 

these symptoms mean?130 

Giedion insists upon holding sculpture’s wayward influence on architecture in check. 

Sculpture’s pathological symptoms, therefore, must be carefully treated. Models are employed 

to remedy structural problems exacerbated by sculptural and irrational impulses, which must be 

tested to sound out the solidity of their foundations. He proposes that a bridge can be built 

between the disciplines contingent upon sculpture ceding to the rational influence of 

architecture. 

In contrast, Whiteread creates a work of sculptured architecture that evades Giedion’s 

prescription for bridge building. It is one where the scale model can longer be employed to 

 
129 Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, p. xxxiv.  
130 Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, p. xxxviii.  



 40 

predict the final outcome of the project. It is one where there is a disparity between how the cast 

responds to material stresses and strains at different scales. 

Developments in material technologies have enabled Whiteread to make forays into the 

architectural realm. However, the making of Monument was fraught with uncertain outcomes. 

With Monument, Whiteread’s sculptural inclinations approach the architectural in terms of their 

physical size, material constitution, and technical complexity. However, the artist treats the 

scale model as a definitive ‘proof’ that the full-scale work must replicate. Whiteread allows no 

leeway to negotiate between the scale model and full-scale cast, yet the material stresses and 

strains at one scale are not transferable to the work executed at a much larger scale. Thus, the 

forces involved in the production of the larger scale work are not as predictable as the precise 

measurements of the scale model Giedion speaks of. This means that the casting process is 

prone to a much higher degree of error than would normally be acceptable. 

The realisation of Monument, designed to create a pause and almost disappear into the urban 

fabric itself, was to be plagued by technical difficulties. These were exacerbated because 

Whiteread dismissed all visible forms of engineered intervention proposed for the work. She 

was intent upon achieving, at full-scale, a facsimile of what she had achieved at 1:10 knowing, 

from prior experience that this process would be characterised by more technical failures than 

successes. For the second time in her career, a public sculpture would succeed in spite of 

technical limitations. In total, Monument took four years to make from design to completion.  

With these large-scale public projects the artist’s role changes, as she becomes more “like a 

producer of a film rather than an artist because my hands are getting further removed from the 

process.”131 (fig. 30, fig. 31, fig. 32) In order to make this piece of transparent architecture, Mike 

Smith Studios designed an elaborate mould. An impressive tracery of external structure 

surrounded the two-part aluminium mould, which was punctuated by vertically placed rubber 

expansion joints at equal spacings. (fig. 33) An internal armature also supported the core of the 

cast. The rate of pouring and temperatures generated by the resin had to be carefully monitored 

during the casting process to “ensure that the chemical reaction between the various elements 

works properly, but also to avoid all cracks and bubbles in the finished sculpture.”132 Whiteread 

has said that the mould was “incredibly efficient” and contained,  

This floating core inside the piece so you started to fill the mould with the resin and to 

keep a constant pressure there was this whole system of noisy things… They were 

essentially hydraulic jacks which were inside the piece which kept the pressure going 

 
131 Craig, Making Art Work, p. 235.  
132 Robin Stringer, “Plinth is delayed by wrong sort of resin,” Evening Standard, 4 December 2000: page number unknown. 
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continually and there were these gauges to maintain the pressure of the interior so that 

basically everything would shrink to the same degree….There’s no way I could’ve made 

it.133  

The work was cast in two parts in crystal-clear 207, a compound resin which would change 

colour as the light changed. The two parts of the cast were designed to be fitted together like 

puzzle pieces, without any connections that would mar the transparency of the cast. A team of 

American experts who had been involved in the fabrication of Water Tower, made two trips to 

London to cast the work. However, the technical and engineering difficulties of casting 

Monument were to be far greater than with Water Tower, due to its larger scale and more 

complex form.134 The extreme losses and uncertainties that characterised this casting process are 

highlighted by the fact that the artist and her entourage of plastic experts had eight attempts at 

casting a table-sized version of the plinth and seven times it cracked.135 Utilising the expertise of 

professionals from within chemical, industrial, and engineering fields, Whiteread was, after 

many failed attempts, able to execute the work. 

The publication Making Art Work contains over fifty pages of photographs, artist’s sketches and 

computer drawings of the making of Monument. There is a photograph taken, prior to the final 

pour of Monument, (fig. 34) which shows the diminutive Whiteread, wearing overalls and 

breathing apparatus, surrounded by a coterie of assistants, similarly kitted out. They appear 

appropriately dressed to enter what will be alien territory; like an expedition through a science-

fiction landscape articulated by unforeseeable encounters, where final outcomes remain 

uncertain. In other images, assistants are seen sanding the plinth’s interior surfaces, prior to 

polishing it. They appear as though they are trapped inside a block of ice, requiring their 

hammers and scrapers to pick their way out. (fig. 35, fig. 36, fig. 37) 

Conclusion 

The bridge that Whiteread builds between the disciplines with Monument is not fixed, stable, or 

absolute. Rather, it is one that is unstable, changeable like the weather, and itinerant (it was 

always designed to be a temporary fixture in Trafalgar Square). Whiteread makes a connection 

between the disciplines that is both transparent and clearly ambiguous. She constructs a bridge 

between architecture and sculpture that is both monolithic and provisional in nature. Monument 

introduced an ephemeral effect into the square that acted as a counterpoint to the martial 

 
133 Craig, Making Art Work, p. 232-3.  
134 Whiteread has said that the form of the New York work consisted of “a sort of cylinder with a cap on it so it was just a simple 

engineering problem” in which “a lot of the stresses were more evenly balanced and distributed”. However, Monument was a much 
larger work, which, “was made in two parts it had four corners and a top and bottom it was much harder.” 

Craig, Making Art Work, p. 235.  
135 Barber, “Some Day My Plinth Will Come,” page number unknown.  
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statuary that surrounded it. (fig. 38) It did not commemorate anything except itself and the 

passing of the day, responding to incremental changes in the atmosphere and its surroundings. 

In the context of Trafalgar Square, the work’s chosen subject and materiality negates public 

sculpture’s commemorative function. Monument is a scheme characterised by negation, 

involving an elaborate drawing up and construction of the plinth and a simultaneous disavowal 

of its material presence. It is an emblem of the complexities and contradictions at work in a 

piece of sculptured architecture. Whiteread overcomes the difficulties Giedion observes as 

sculpture approaches architecture. Monument demonstrates how a bridge might be built between 

the disciplines: a bridge, however, that is constructed on volatile and unstable grounds.  
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Chapter 2 

 

What Lies Beneath: Whiteread’s Impressionable Floors 

Whiteread’s floor castings are articulated by the negative impressions of floorboards. They bear 

the contours of knots, whorls, and indentations taken from the surface from which they were 

cast. In many of these works, the artist replaces smooth floorboards with undressed timbers, 

acknowledging that there are two sides to the floor, an above and below, with each exhibiting 

different degrees of finish. The upper surfaces of these sculptures are not flat and smooth. Many 

of the artist’s representations of floors exhibit, therefore, an expressive dishonesty: they are 

neither straight, nor honest, nor above board.  

To be ‘floored’ is to be left baffled, defeated, perplexed and puzzled.136 Whiteread’s drawings 

and sculptures of floors operate in this manner, confounding our expectations in regard to how a 

floor should be designed, built and physically engaged with. Her representations of floors sound 

out the depths and the significance of this site for architectural discourse. 

Drawing Floors 

During her 18-month residency in Berlin on a DAAD scholarship (1992-1993), Whiteread’s 

practice changed direction as she began casting invented rather than found forms. While 

working in London she had foraged for objects as sources of inspiration, but in Berlin she 

comments that she worked, “in the studio drawing and trying to work in a different way, as the 

ideas aren’t coming out of specific objects.”137  

Most of Whiteread’s time in Berlin was spent producing works on paper. In particular, she 

completed a series of drawing studies of the parquet floor in her flat in Charlottenburg. The 

majority of these drawings are rendered in correction fluid and ink on graph paper and are 

sometimes overlaid by watercolour. The correction fluid creates a bas relief on paper, hardening 

over time to form a white opaque surface. In her drawings, Whiteread explores the spatial and 

material aspects of this architectural site at different scales. They depict, most frequently, single 

herringbone floors in planometric and plan oblique form, and also tongue-and-groove floor 

studies for sculptures, mostly in plan.138  

 
136 The New Oxford Thesaurus of English, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 373.  
137 Beryl Wright, “Options 46: Rachel Whiteread,” Options, Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1993, p. 2. 
138 See Friedrich Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, Stuttgart: Cantz Verlag, 1995. 
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Whiteread’s drawings play with repetition and the potential for marquetry patterns to produce 

three-dimensional effects. They often render the scale of the artist’s chosen subjects ambiguous, 

and frequently solidify the spatial vacuum beneath the boards, pre-empting her sculptural 

operations. Her chosen drawing media also evokes the dissolution of the solid into the fluid and 

textile. 

The artist’s synthesis of contrasting scales can be demonstrated by looking at a collection of 

four herringbone floor studies all entitled Study for ‘Floor,’ 1992. (fig. 39) They are all 

positioned on one leaf in the publication Rachel Whiteread Gouaches.139 In these works, the 

single-herringbone pattern is outlined in red, black, and yellow ink onto graph paper that has 

been blanketed by correction fluid. Vestigial traces of the graph paper can still be seen between 

the edges of the brushstrokes of correction fluid and the inked outline. The flooring patterns in 

each drawing are iterated with marginal shifts in scale and differing background colours, 

including a butter yellow, mustard brown, white, and dove grey.  

The renderings of this tessellated pattern produce different optical effects. Some drawings 

appear to be straightforward renderings of a patterned flooring surface, whilst others are more 

ambiguous: oscillating between orientations, and presenting both plan and plan oblique views 

simultaneously. For example, the two drawings at the bottom of the page, with darker coloured 

backgrounds, are more planometric, whilst in the drawing on the top left hand side of page the 

herringbone pattern becomes far more ambiguous, resembling a multi-storey building with 

cantilevered balconies. This arrangement suggests flexibility of scale and of orientation.  

In a series of plan oblique instrumental drawing studies, Whiteread depicts a collection of 

serrated boards, facing end on. In these drawings she assigns each flooring element a standard 

size and thickness.140 One of the drawings of single herringbone flooring, Study (Yellow) for 

‘Floor’, 1993 (fig. 40), resembles a composition of paving stones whose crenulated edges in the 

foreground begin to assume the magnificence of city ramparts. These studies iterate Whiteread’s 

fascination with rendering solid the space beneath the floorboards, assigning the sub-floor space 

in the drawings a greater scale and depth, both literally and metaphorically. 

In other freehand drawings of floors, the interlocking filigree of floorboards appears far less 

standardised. Works such as Floor, 1993 (fig. 41), and Study for “Floor” (Perspective), 1993 

(fig. 42), exploit the textile and tactile qualities of the marquetry patterning, encouraging it to 

flow like drapery down the parchment. This is especially evident in Floor, 1993, where the 

 
139 Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, p. 51. 
140 See Study for ‘Floor,’ 1992, Study (Yellow) for ‘Floor’ 1992, Study (Blue) for ‘Floor,’ 1992, and Study (Yellow) for ‘Floor,’ 

1993, in Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, p. 48, 54, 55.  
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thickness of the floor elements is progressively sheared off as they approach the foreground. As 

the viewer shifts from the oblique toward the right angle, the marquetry floor is converted into a 

piece of harlequin-patterned fabric.  

In these particular drawing studies Whiteread renders floor surfaces as tactile, flexible, and 

pliable. The obdurate nature of the floor as a solid, level datum within the interior is therefore 

challenged. The lateral spread of the floor is not hemmed in by orthogonal parameters, but 

rather is laid out in an irregular saw-toothed pattern. The drawing studies gauge a measure of 

the interior that is fluid rather than fixed. They describe a measure of the floor that is 

provisional in nature. 

Another of Whiteread’s drawings, Study for ‘Floor,’ 1993 (fig. 43), is a plan view of 

herringbone flooring, punctuated by irregular ruptures in the pattern. Timber boards appear to 

jostle for position, impacting upon neighbouring elements. One reason for this errant wandering 

of the pattern may be a result of the artist’s construction method. Whiteread notes: “I sometimes 

look away from the drawings whilst I am making them, playing with an element of chance. I 

also make other drawings that are meticulous. It depends on my mood.”141 

Study for ‘Floor,’ 1993, inspired a print edition. The irregularities of the drawing, possibly 

made with the automatic drawing technique mentioned above, were reproduced with the finely 

calibrated finish of a laser cut relief. Limited to an edition of 450, Herringbone Floor, 2001 (fig. 

44) is a laser cut relief in 0.8mm Finnish birch plywood, produced by Lasercraft, Huntingdon, 

Cambridgeshire for Counter-Editions. The resulting work was, according to Whiteread, “a piece 

that was sculptural but also like a drawing.”142 Critic Robin Muir has conjectured as to the laser-

cuts meaning:  

Is this actually a floor at all or an inversion of it, like a photographic negative? Perhaps it 

represents the shadow of the floor, the gaps between the parquet or the traces left where 

you to lift it up and take it away, the ghost of itself, a pattern traced in the dust of history 

and domestic architecture.143  

Muir elegantly dovetails the modus operandi at work in Whiteread’s sculptures with her 

drawing practice, which in this work renders the gaps between the floorboards as fragile, 

positive filigree. This fascination with rendering voids solids and solids void also characterises 

many of her floor sculptures.  

 
141 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 25. 
142 Robin Muir, “Floor Show,” The Independent-Magazine, 16 June 2001: 16. 
143 Muir, “Floor Show,” p. 16. 
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With this line drawing and laser cut, the density seen in Whiteread’s drawings of solid block 

floors evaporates. The sturdiness of the floor gives way to a lightweight tracery of material. The 

floor becomes full of holes, a permeable surface like a woven net or sieve through which matter 

might slip. A surface designed to bear the weight of the occupier is rendered porous, full of 

fissures. These representations encourage one to consider what might lie beneath or slip 

between the floorboards.  

Under the Floorboards 

Whilst many of Whiteread’s drawing studies were derived from observations of an existing 

floor, many of her floor sculptures are derived from pre-fabricated spaces designed by the artist. 

The sculptures Untitled (Floor), 1992 (fig. 45), Untitled (Floor), 1994-5 (fig. 46) and Untitled 

(Resin Corridor), 1995 (fig. 47), all concretise the negative space found between floor joists. 

Whiteread subjects this interstitial space to scrutiny: a space that architectural theorists have 

ascribed malevolent dimensions to. These hidden poché have a significant psychic effect on the 

subject within the interior. As will be shown, anxieties about what these poché might contain 

are exponentially greater than the spaces themselves. Whiteread’s floor sculptures bring this 

covert space to light, drawing attention to an architectural underside found within the interior. 

Some of the spaces secreted beneath the floorboards accommodate the covert circulation 

systems used to nourish the interior. The critic Neville Wakefield describes pipes in general as 

containing within them: 

The premonition of death; the body’s exhalations of dead skin, spent mucous, faecal 

matter, hair, and toenails are ever present, trapped in the U-bend under the bath or 

circulating around us in waste pipes and plumbing secreted in wall cavities and running 

along floor joists.144 

Whiteread coagulates this space of flow. Colomina likens this process to a medical procedure 

called a “barium swallow,” which involves filling the alimentary canals of the interior with 

liquid to locate “any blockage or inflammation.”145 Whiteread’s floor works, like a barium 

swallow, seek to probe the murky underside of architecture, dragging it up from beneath the 

floorboards.  

 
144 Wakefield, “Rachel Whiteread: Separation Anxiety and the Art of Release,” p. 79-80.  
145 Colomina comments: “The basic procedure of casting recalls the “barium swallow” in medicine, used for the examination of 
internal organs with x-rays. The patient drinks a chalklike liquid to cover the interior lining of the esophagus, stomach, and 

intestines, allowing their outlines to be seen by the X-ray machine and reveal any blockage or inflammation.” 

Beatriz Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 79.  



 47 

Robin Evans has described corridors as “the paths making the hyphen between departure and 

arrival.”146 Whiteread’s early casts of floors were inspired by these transitional spaces: spaces 

through which the subject moves but seldom dwells within or upon.147 Her constructed ‘corridor’ 

spaces are taken out of circulation. This is achieved in three ways. Firstly, by taking the corridor 

out of a context where it provided access to other rooms. Secondly, by disallowing the footfall 

of gallery visitors on all of the early sculptures, and, thirdly, by arresting elastic or sprung 

movement within the floor itself through its material transformation. By these means, Whiteread 

succeeds in clotting up and silencing spaces of architectural flow.  

The plaster cast Untitled (Floor), 1992 (fig. 48), was the first of Whiteread’s invented spaces. It 

was made specifically for the space at the Fridericianum Gallery and was to be exhibited at 

Documenta IX (1992) in Kassel.148 The artist notes that she had initially set out, “to map a floor- 

like when you take a fitted carpet out of a room and it replicates the outline of the floor. But 

there were too many indentations - it was too fussy.”149 

Abandoning this didactic mapping of the original floor plan, Whiteread decided to fabricate the 

plan of a floor of her own design, constructing a wooden mould that enabled her to cast the 

space between the floor joists. (fig. 49) The mould was constructed so that the floorboards ran 

across the width of the invented space. This formal strategy exacerbated the horizontal striation 

of boards running across the surface of the cast, thus distancing the sculpture from the kinds of 

floors to which we are accustomed. Working against the grain, Whiteread’s boards contravene 

conventional architectural practice, where floorboards typically run the length of the space and 

the joists span across its width.  

Untitled (Floor), 1992, consists of eight plaster pieces impressed with the markings of second-

hand wooden floorboards. Each piece of the cast is separated by a space the width of absent 

floor joists. The height of the work was similarly determined by the height of the joists. 

Whiteread hoped viewers would place her floor under careful scrutiny. To encourage this she 

designed two recesses in the cast, one at either end, which she hoped would enable viewers to 

“inspect the surface, so they became like a microscope.”150 The recesses allow viewers to step 

inside the work to inspect, at close quarters, the indelible impressions that have been left on the 

uneven surface of the piece by wood grain, nail holes, and gaps between the boards. All of these 

negative details register as protuberances on the sculpture. The porous, friable surface of the 

 
146 Robin Evans, Translations from Drawing to Building, London: Architectural Association Publications, 1997, p. 78. 
147 Whiteread has described her early castings derived from floors as being, “like corridors, abstract spaces that didn’t exist.”  

Iwona Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” in Jan Debbaut and Selma Klein Essink (eds.), Rachel 

Whiteread, p. 9.  
148 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9. 
149 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9. 
150 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9. 
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cast is also discoloured: heavily soiled by rust spots and matter picked up during the casting 

process. 

Whiteread has commented that this floor piece was inspired by the American artist Vito 

Acconci’s performance piece Seedbed, 1972 (fig. 50), in which the artist masturbated beneath a 

specially constructed ramp in the Sonnabend Gallery, New York.151 Acconci used a speaker 

system to amplify his fantasizing to visitors who moved around the gallery space.152 Critic 

Andrew Causey has observed that Acconci’s Seedbed has, “manifold implications, connected 

with ideas of above and below, shadowed areas and light, and the spreading of seed. The pivotal 

idea, however, is connected with connection and separation, the distance between the private 

and public spheres.”153  

By drawing up and rendering solid the sub-floor space that makes provision for services 

connecting private domestic spaces to public amenities, Whiteread’s floors explore similar 

terrain to Acconci in relation to architecture. Positions of being above board are exchanged for 

those that lie below. The material palette chosen by Whiteread for her casts of the sub-floor 

space also moves between the opaque and translucent, between shadow and light. 

Imagined Occupations 

In his paper Poché, Kunze describes the cellar vent as a space that “the imagination may visit 

without the body intact.”154 The poché spaces Whiteread renders solid in Untitled (Floor) have 

also been subject to manifold forms of imagined occupation: predominantly as spaces of 

suspicion and morbid foreboding: sites hospitable to vermin, or home to morselated human 

remains.  

The artist considers her floor works to be casts of “the most secretive place in a house, not the 

cellar or attic. I wanted to discover and represent the intestines of a house.”155 Throughout her 

career, the artist has often discussed the house as being analogous to the body. She conceives of 

houses “in terms of skeletons, the plumbing and electricity as nerves and blood vessels.”156  

Like the interior of the body, the spaces that accommodate this network of intestinal tracts, 

secreted away from the architectural ‘body proper,’ are only scrutinised when subject to 

 
151 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9. 
152 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9. 
153 Andrew Causey, Sculpture Since 1945, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, p. 163. 
154 Kunze, “Poché,” in Nadir Lahiji and D.S. Friedman (eds.), Plumbing: Sounding Modern Architecture, p. 154. 
155 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9. 
156 Darcy Cosper, “Casting New York: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” Metropolis, 17, 9 (1998): 109. 
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malfunction or in need of renovation. Such spaces are always under suspicion of wrongdoing. 

Anxieties about what lies beneath are exacerbated when the house’s circulatory system exhibits 

signs of damage. This space beneath operates at the level of the unconscious, containing, 

according to Whiteread, “the vestiges of the lives of those who had lived there.”157  

In his paper The First House, Cousins investigates the relationship between houses and bodies. 

He observes that: “There is a certain correlation between the anxiety about these elements of the 

house that go wrong, and the repression about the body. The house has not only to bear the 

phantasy that it is the support of life, but that it is also really the body.”158 Cousins proposes that 

the house and the body can be considered as co-extensive. He reasons that this relationship 

manifests itself in a hatred for builders, for in renovation work, they are the ones who literally 

tear our insides out.159  

Cousins also furnishes examples that suggest how the subject catastrophises breaches and 

blockages in architecture. He argues:  

Leaks, cracks, stains, and in particular blockages, operate on powerful phantasies. I think 

since the Dynorod Company discovered pieces of Nielsen’s murder victims in the drains, 

everybody ‘knows’ that every time a drain is blocked it is because there are dead bodies 

in it.160 

While at art school in Brighton Whiteread discovered she had been living next to mass-

murderer Dennis Nielsen.161 On this discovery she commented, “It was shocking, but I also 

became rather fascinated by it. A friend of mine, someone I went to school with, was the person 

who found all the bits of dead bodies blocking up the drains. Those things do fascinate me in a 

morbid kind of way.”162 

One can conjecture that this was the reason Whiteread initially sought out these hidden cavities 

in buildings: in attempts to render solid, and therefore disallow these interior poché to be used to 

accommodate a gruesome collection of body parts, to hole up this memory. This fascination 

with the morbid however, lies at a remove. For example, Whiteread declined an invitation to 

visit 25 Cromwell Street in Gloucester, the former home of Fred and Rosemary West, who 

 
157 Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 76. 
158 Cousins, “The First House,” p. 37. 
159 Cousins’ writes that builders are “repeatedly perceived as criminals, monsters who in their essence are only there to violate 
everything that is good. This is because, in unconscious phantasy, they mess about with something that is sacred, that is, your body. 

And the builders don’t seem to know this, and so they seem to be handling your body exceedingly roughly. Then they have gone off 

to lunch and have left you body open. It is as though a brain surgeon has left a note saying he has gone to lunch, leaving your brain 

tissue exposed to the rain.” 

Cousins, “The First House,” p. 37.  
160 Cousins, “The First House,” p. 37. 
161 Andrew Graham-Dixon, “Art's Angel,” Vogue, July 1997: 128. 
162 Graham-Dixon, “Art’s Angel,” p. 128. 
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murdered eighteen women and hid their dismembered bodies beneath the kitchen, bathroom, 

cellar space, and in the garden. Whiteread described how she was dissuaded from attending by a 

dream. Whilst deciding whether to visit, she says she “dreamt I was a wall in the house, like the 

image in Roman Polanski’s Repulsion (1965). I dreamt I witnessed the horrific events of the 

past fifteen years. I woke up screaming and decided not to go.”163 

Translucent Corridors 

In comparison to her obdurate plaster pieces, which bear the impressions of the exterior surface 

of the cast, Whiteread’s resin casts of the space beneath the floor also invite an inspection of 

their interiors. In this way, they open up another discussion regarding the architectural 

significance of the floor-casts. Evans has likened the relationship between corridors and rooms 

to “The split between an architecture to look through and an architecture to hide in.”164 

Whiteread’s resin corridors play on this idea: they too are pieces of architecture that have been 

designed to be looked through and also down upon. They draw attention away from the vertical 

toward the horizontal. 

Between 1994-5, the artist produced two sea-green resin floor sculptures, Untitled (Floor), 

1994-5 (fig. 51), and Untitled (Resin Corridor), 1995 (see fig. 47). The design of the formwork 

used to construct the sculptures (fig. 52) was made so that the floorboards ran vertically and 

were bisected by joists spanning horizontally. These sculptures were therefore more 

conventionally laid out during construction. Untitled (Floor) was cast in 14 parts, running two 

slabs across and seven deep, while Untitled (Resin Corridor) consists of nine resin slabs. Both 

works are arranged with equal spacings between the slabs, which refer to the absent joists. By 

electing to draw up the malevolent underside in coloured resin, Whiteread draws attention not 

only to the exterior surfaces of the cast but also its rich interior aspect. Regarding the 

construction of Untitled (Resin Corridor) she comments: 

If you look at surface of the piece, there is a sort of time element in the way that it’s been 

cast and its cast in maybe about 20 pours over a period of 2 or 3 weeks. Some of the resin 

pieces even have things like flies in them, so they’re like amber trapping flies. So there’s 

a sense of time in the way the piece has been built up and I think that there’s also a sense 

of time in the way the piece looks worn and looks as if its been a sort of thoroughfare for 

people for centuries.165 

The horizontal striations left after successive pours supply a temporal index of the cast’s 

construction. Like an archaeological section, the floor exhibits an accumulation of prior 
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moments trapped within its pellucid skin. In these works, the artist gives shape to the formless 

substance concealed in the plumbing in the sub-floor-space, coagulating its liquefied contents. 

An interrogation of the cast’s interior aspect is contingent upon how the work is lit. When 

Untitled (Resin Corridor) was installed at the Venice Biennale, the artist chose to show it “in 

the back gallery, as it is bathed in white light reflected from the canal outside. The piece bears a 

direct relationship to water.”166 On this occasion, Whiteread was interested in “the way the water 

is almost in the building and to therefore reflect that with this piece and to sort of draw a parallel 

between the two.”167 Within this context, she noted that, “you have the strange sense of the piece 

being pulled out of itself, which has to do with refraction. When the light conditions are right 

the piece becomes strangely articulated.”168 The work shed light onto the interior of the sub-floor 

space, enlivening its brilliantine form.  

The fictitious space from which Untitled (Resin Corridor) was constructed was conceptualised 

as being a “place you might pass through rather than it being a room”169 This marries well with 

the context in which it was shown, with a view to the water corridor outside the gallery, a space 

of flow and perpetual transit. 

In 1996, when Untitled (Floor) was exhibited at the Tate Liverpool, the work was also placed 

with a view toward water, this time the Mersey River. Richard Cork has written about the 

metamorphosis this piece also underwent when subjected to natural light. He observed that: 

At first these dark and powerful oblongs look almost charred, as if they have survived an 

ordeal by conflagration. Their uneven resin surfaces seem churned, like the wind-

whipped and equally grimy waters of the Mersey visible through a nearby window. But 

then, quite suddenly, a bar of sunlight appears, striking through the glass and across one 

corner of the sculpture. Whiteread’s brooding resin is set ablaze. Its former solidity is 

ousted, as the sun reveals the oblongs’ transparency.170 

Both of the spaces in which Whiteread has chosen to place her resin floors are perforated by 

openings, with views toward bodies of water. In both contexts, ‘corridors’ gleaned from the 

architectural realm are connected to natural and man-made water corridors, thereby 

simultaneously sounding out interior and exterior environments. This is also evidenced in the 

undulating surface of Untitled (Resin Corridor), which is suggestive of a subtle swell rising 

across the work.  

 
166 Andrea Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, London: The British Council, 1997, p. 30.  
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Both the works and the settings in which Whiteread displays them initiate a play and exchange 

of positions: of above for below, and inside and outside. The interior of the solid resin floors are 

opened up for inspection by rays of light that pierce the work’s surface and expose what appears 

to be stagnant channels of water, frozen in layers of time beneath the floorboards. Gargantuan 

solids dissolve into insubstantial voids when light engages with the surface of the work, pulling 

another liquidated figure out of the resin monolith. This fascination with probing not only 

surfaces but what lies beneath them has been discussed by Johann Joachim Wincklemann in his 

Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in painting and Sculpture (1755). Xavier Costa 

notes that, “Wincklemann’s study of meaning in art is inseparable from his attentive scrutiny of 

the surface through watery metaphors, in which a surface reveals something by partially 

concealing it, by not letting it come forth in full terms.”171  

With both of these floor works the resin’s capacity to absorb and emit light serves to undermine 

its massive volume. Art Critic Nancy Princenthal claims that Whiteread’s floor castings, made 

prior to the artist’s series of resin tables and chairs, are: 

Less visually satisfying, though they occupy something of the same ontological territory. 

Whether a curling sheet of wood-grained rubber or a rigid expanse of plank-marked 

plaster, these “floors” neither negate the function of their template nor quite serve in its 

place. And like the desks and chairs, they evoke computer-drafting programs (Sculp 4D, 

for instance) that, given the parameters of a volume and a source of light, can generate 

shadows with all the specificity, in shape, texture and density, of positive form. 

Obstinately present yet maddeningly elusive, Whiteread’s sculpture lays waste to normal 

distinctions between solidity and its opposite.172 

The resin casts of floors best exemplify Princenthal’s comments. Neither a negation of floors, 

nor a substitute for them, they occupy the threshold between the real and the virtual: caught 

between the solid and the fluid landscapes found in digital environments. The obdurate forms of 

the resin slabs, when ignited by light, betray their own massivity, like gravity-defying 

computer-generated models that are able to dermabrade their material surfaces and shift axes on 

demand.  

Untitled (Floor), and Untitled (Resin Corridor) are representations of architecture that embody 

qualities of the virtual. Like effects readily accessed in digital environments, Whiteread’s resin 

works at times betray their own mass. However, as Doris Van Drathen has observed the mass of 

Whiteread’s works also give weight to their reality.173 Shifts from void to solid are, under 

 
171 Xavier Costa, “Ground Level,” in Nadir Lahiji and D.S. Friedman (eds.), Plumbing: Sounding Modern Architecture, p. 95. 
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Whiteread’s direction, ordained with a monumental physicality. For example, when installing 

Untitled (Floor), assistants were required to “take the weight of a 250-kilo chunk of cast 

synthetic resin suspended between the harnesses strapped to their shoulders.”174 The installation 

of the hefty resin slabs of Untitled (Resin Corridor) at the Karsten Schubert Gallery also 

required great care. One commentator writes “It is an exacting business, positioning these 

translucent, blue-green slabs across the floor. She (Whiteread) inserts slivers of Perspex under 

the swaying block, so that it will lie flat on the uneven cement.”175 Laying representations of 

floors atop existing floors, Whiteread must compensate for uneven floor levels encountered in 

gallery spaces, supplying the work with an underlay.  

Above the Boards 

As well as taking soundings of the floor’s substructure, Whiteread has also made extensive 

forays into casting floors, platforms, and corridors, articulated by the negative impressions of 

floorboards on their upper surfaces. These sculptures are wrought in an array of malleable, 

lightweight materials such as plaster, rubber, wax, and felt.  

The first of the above-board casts was Untitled (Platform), 1992 (fig. 53). This sculpture was 

designed to resemble a stage176 and consisted of the cast, in four parts, of floorboards, extruded 

to the depth of the substructure that lies beneath them. The upper surface of the friable plaster is 

marked by the impressions of tongue and groove flooring, punctuated at equal intervals by 

selvedge-like protuberances marking the narrow gaps between the boards. 

Some of Whiteread’s above-board casts share qualities with some of her drawing studies, where 

unyielding floors are converted into fluid, textile surfaces. For example, Untitled (Wax Floor), 

1992 (fig. 54), was fashioned within a formwork to curve at one end. When installed in 

galleries, this curved end sits flush with the wall. Whiteread speaks of this work as being, “more 

like a corridor. It could be part of something that goes on into infinity. Perhaps that was why it 

didn’t work standing in the centre of the room. I had to put it against the wall, to give it a full 

stop.”177 

Whilst Wax Floor used the wall surface as a punctuation mark, Whiteread’s next rubber floor 

casting would attempt to climb the wall. Untitled (Amber Floor), 1993 (fig. 55), represents a 

thin portion of space peeled off from above the floorboards. This surface is marked by 

 
Van Drathen, “Rachel Whiteread: Found Form Lost Object,” p. 30. 
174 Adrian Searle, “The Artist Who Broke the Mould,” The Independent, 16 May 1995, sec. Arts: 20.  
175 Searle, “The Artist Who Broke the Mould,” p. 20. 
176 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9.  
177 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 9-10.  
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protuberances indexing the gaps between the boards. The sculpture is installed as though it has 

been rolled out like a carpet, toward the gallery wall, where it curls upward, in an attempt to 

scale its height.  

The artist perennially interrogates and creates artificial forms of interior ground using formwork 

moulds she has designed. Her methods of construction have also become more convoluted over 

time, involving multiple casting procedures. Some of the artist’s floor works have utilised 

constructional practices employed in building. One example is a 1997 piece produced for the 

Fabric Workshop and Museum, Philadelphia. Untitled (Felt Floor), 1997 (fig. 56), was made in 

collaboration with a manufacturer of high-grade felt and was very labour intensive to build. 

From a distance the work looks like a minimalist sculpture until the embossed detailing is 

revealed by changes in light. The work draws out the unevenness of the floor surfaces, 

evidenced by the shadows cast between the constituent boards as they rise or fall above or 

below one another. The variegated ripples of wood-grain that have been cast resemble pools and 

eddies blooming on the sculpture’s surface. Together they construct a vast topographic map 

across the piece. 

To produce Untitled (Felt Floor), a pine floor was constructed in six sections, and then a 

negative rubber mould was made of each section, from which positive rubber moulds were cast. 

Following this: 

These positive rubber forms were pressed into resin-bonded sand to form moulds in 

which bronze positives could be cast. The resulting bronze plates were placed on top of 

three-inch thick blocks of industrial felted wool, impregnated with resin, and placed in a 

heated press. Under the weight of the press, the surface of the white wool absorbed the 

impression of the pine floor form, while the heat cured the resin, ensuring that the 

embossed design would be permanent. The full sculpture is made of eighteen units, or 

three impressions each of the original six wooden floor sections.178 

The procedures involved in fabricating the piece were documented in a video, accessed by the 

author via the Anthony d’Offay archives in London in 2001.179 The video footage shows the felt 

being made and then impregnated with resin. During the transformation that takes place, the soft 

textile felt is compacted and steeped in a preservative in order to simulate a building material. 

After its transmogrification, the felt is handled as though it were a piece of timber, being 

successively dressed, planed, and band-sawn. 

 
178 Marian Boulton Stroud, New Material as New Media: The Fabric Workshop and Museum, Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002, p. 298. 
179 This video was accessed by the author during a visit to the Anthony d’Offay Gallery in London in 2001. This video remains 

unpublished.  
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Building Impressions 

All of Whiteread’s floor works can be seen as studies in making impressions: taking 

impressions of floorboards and wood grain in an array of different materials. They also invite 

the viewer to form new impressions about this well-worn but seldom discussed architectural 

plane. For many of the floor-works, Whiteread utilises methods of construction similar to those 

specified by architects to produce formed concrete surfaces by using concrete struck from 

moulds or forms to produce a desired effect.  

Whiteread’s careful surface treatment of the floor-pieces and her re-constructions of artificial 

grounds can be productively compared to those used by Le Corbusier in detailing the underside 

of the grid of girders and pilotis at the Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles. (fig. 57) The 

architectural historian Reyner Banham identified the Unité as the defining precursor to the New 

Brutalism movement in architecture.180 Built between 1945 and 1952 the virtuoso cast concrete 

work was constructed as a prototype-housing scheme, containing in one apartment building all 

the facilities required for 1200 people to live within a community. The facilities included a 

shopping gallery, nursery school, gymnasium, and roof garden. The masterwork also 

demonstrates Le Corbusier’s interest in sculptural forms, most evident in his treatment of the 

roof-terrace (for which he produced a plaster model) and the supporting pilotis.181 (fig. 58, fig. 

59) 

Wood-block flooring patterns appear to have influenced the design of the formwork used for the 

exterior concrete surfaces of the Unité. Such patterning is applied in different ways to exterior 

details of the building including the buildings service shafts and the pilotis and girders that 

support the structure. (fig. 60) Architectural historian Jacques Sbriglio has written of the 

experience of standing at the base of the Unité. Here, he says,  

One is confronted with the scale of an entire city, a structure whose proportions, technical 
prowess and myriad effects generated by the grain of the formwork planks are rooted in 

both art and architecture. Le Corbusier entrusted the construction of the piloti shuttering 

to a team of Italian workmen who had built several well known oeuvres, including large 

artworks on the motorway bordering the Ligurian coast.182 

 
180 Banham writes: “Behind all aspects of the New Brutalism, in Britain and elsewhere, lies one undisputed architectural fact: the 
concrete–work of Le Corbusier’s ‘Unité d’Habitation’ at Marseilles. And if there is one single verbal formula that has made the 

concept of Brutalism admissible in most of the world’s western languages, it is that Le Corbusier himself described the concrete-

work as ‘beton-brut’……It was the first genuinely post-war building, in the sense that its innovations separated it definitively from 

Modern Architecture before 1939.” 
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182 Sbriglio, Le Corbusier: The Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles, p. 62.  
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The Unité’s pilotis are composed of hollow concrete shells that function to gather together and 

dispense the services to the building. Above the pilotis lies the raised ‘artificial ground’ 

consisting of a grid of girders that act as the primary structure supporting the secondary 

structure that contains the apartments.  

The impressions apparent on the underside of the apartment building resemble square basket 

patterning frequently used for wood-block flooring.183 (fig. 61) Reversing conditions of above 

and below, inside and out, like Whiteread’s work is prone to do, Le Corbusier utilises 

floorboard patterning to adorn the underside of this ‘artificial ground,’ raised high above terra 

firma. Turning insides out, the pattern of the shuttering recalls the marquetry floor surfaces of 

the interior as a wrapping on the external skin. 

Due to economic and political circumstances, in the Unité commission Le Corbusier had to cast 

aside his two main techniques for treating reinforced concrete. The first had been rendering over 

coarse concrete with plaster or paint and the second had been attending with specialised labour 

and equipment to the surface treatment of the concrete.184 The architect also had to abandon his 

original steel-framed design for the apartment block. The crucial innovation of this building 

was, Banham suggests “the fact that Le Corbusier had abandoned the pre-war fiction that 

reinforced concrete was a precise ‘machine age’ material.”185 Banham writes that the architect 

responded to these restrictions with:  

His customary originality and acute sense of the mood of the hour, and decided to 

recognise that concrete starts life as a messy soup of suspended dusts, grits and slumpy 

aggregate, mixed and poured under conditions subject to the vagaries of weather and 

human fallibility, and left to harden in formwork whose carpentry rarely (in France) 

attained the level of precision required in the construction of a garden fence…Out of a 

superficially discouraging situation, Le Corbusier conjured concrete almost as a new 

material, exploiting its crudities, and those of the wooden formwork, to produce an 

architectural surface of rugged grandeur…(but) Nor was it simply a matter of exploiting 

happy accident: the rough wooden formwork which was allowed to impress its grain, 

knots and blemishes  on the face of the concrete was laid in carefully-planned patterns of 

planking, which broke the surface into large squares and thus created a modern equivalent 

for rustication.186 

Historian David Jenkins has also written of the “fossil-like impressions of knots and grain in the 

concrete surface” left by the shuttering, whose “carefully predetermined patterns, (were) 

 
183 This formwork patterning is also applied to the underside of the concrete overhang or, the “cap,” protecting the main entrance on 

the buildings west façade. Sbriglio observes that the “interlocking markings” on this formwork, “create a marquetry-like-effect.” 
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184 Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 16. 
185 Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 16. 
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calculated to impart a rough rusticated order over the expanse of the building.”187 However, this 

new form of rustication cited by Banham and Jenkins radically departs from its historical 

precedents. Traditional forms of rustication are characterised by deep carving, articulating a 

base course that solidly grounds a structure to the earth.188 In contrast, the Unité, an exemplar of 

Corbusier’s five points of architecture, is borne on piloti that elegantly raise the structure above 

ground. Its modern form of rustication has been generated through the use of formwork, 

comprised of narrow wooden boards resembling those used for flooring. This constructional 

system easily lends itself to a form of pattern making that recalls those used for wood-block 

flooring.  

The writer would place the claims of Banham and Jenkins in question and suggest that Le 

Corbusier has derived his inspiration from the interior: from the horizontal surfaces of 

marquetry, rather than rusticated facades. These cast impressions are not deep set like 

rustication often is. Rather, they are cast impressions, taken lightly. The structure also touches 

the ground lightly, rather than being soldered to the earth with a heavy base course.  

It is proposed that one of the many innovations of the Unité was the way in which Le Corbusier 

has taken a form of domestic floor patterning and applied it on a grand scale to the exterior of 

the building. The architect also treated the rectilinear and sculptural figures that grace the roof 

terrace of the Unité with a panoply of samples of flooring patterns. Basket patterning is also 

utilised behind the figure of the Modular man at the entrance to the Unité, and is employed on 

the exterior of the lift shaft where it is carried all the way to the roof garden. 

Whiteread’s floor sculptures, like the béton brut Unité, draw attention toward a familiar but 

frequently overlooked part of the interior, specifically an architectural surface well trammelled 

but seldom investigated in detail.  

Tactile Floor Surfaces  

While all of Whiteread’s floor-works have been cast from well-worn surfaces, her most recent 

floors encourage the viewer to take a hand in aiding and abetting this process. Unlike her early 

works, which could be looked at but not walked upon, recent works invite the viewer’s footfall, 

encouraging their participation in facilitating the work’s aesthetic transformation over time. 

They also signal the eradication of height from Whiteread’s floor sculptures, which now 

 
187 David Jenkins, Unité d’Habitation Marseilles: Le Corbusier, London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1993, p. 11. 
188 Rustication is defined as “Masonry cut in massive blocks (sometimes in its crude, quarry dressed state) separated from each other 

by deep joints, employed to give a rich and bold texture to an exterior wall and normally reserved for he lower part of it.” 

Fleming, Honour, and Pevsner, The Penguin Dictionary of Architecture, p. 276. 
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approximate the height of floor tiles. The artist has admitted to the influence of American 

Minimalist artist Carl Andre on the appearance of these works.189 

In floor pieces produced between 1999-2002, Whiteread wanted the viewer to leave their own 

impressions on her casts. In 1999, she began constructing “metal prints of the inverted surfaces 

of tiled rooms and wooden floors.”190 The first of these, Untitled (Bronze Floor), 1999-2000 (fig. 

62), was made specifically for the Haus der Kunst in Munich. The gallery was building a new 

museum and Whiteread elected to take a “fingerprint” of the old museum and transfer that to the 

new building.191 The floor was initially cast in plaster and then transformed into bronze. A white 

patina was then applied to the work by applying a chemical and wax finish to the surface.192  

The artist took a casting of the original stone floor of the gallery: a building dating back to the 

1930s, when National Socialism was rising to power in Germany. Mario Codognato notes that 

“The removal of a fragment of that period to the present day leads inevitably to the historical 

memory of that tragic past, and the sculpture is laden with political implications.”193  

The floor area cast corresponded to the size of a skylight in the new museum building. The 

sculpture was placed directly beneath the skylight.194 As with the resin floor pieces, which were 

placed in relation to particular exterior views, the proportions of this work mirrored the 

dimensions of the skylight, relating the internal space to the external environment, and the lower 

limits of the room to its upper limits. Thus, Whiteread drew the dimensions of a murky past 

directly into dialogue with its present architecture. She also and wanted the viewer to assist in 

drawing up these negative impressions. This floor became a strategic site, one whose own 

history was constantly being subjected to revision. When re-situated in the museum, viewers 

were invited to walk across the floor piece. Whiteread comments:  

All of the pieces that are now in positive, which are all the areas that were in negative on 

the original floor, are now slightly raised. In a few years time new traces will be apparent 

on the piece where the patina has been worn away, adding another dimension to the 

work.195  

The horizontal surfaces of these floors are, like those of her earlier pieces, out of plumb. The 

dents and depressions that existed on the original floor are re-cast as metallic ripples on its 

 
189 Whiteread comments that these recent floor sculptures, “may look like a Carl Andre, very tough, minimal blank tiles, but there’s 

a whole other type of activity that is going to shape what happens to these, that might take some time, but changes will happen.” 
Corrin, Elliott and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 21.  
190 Mullins, Rachel Whiteread, p. 101.  
191 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 20.  
192 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 20.  
193 Mario Codognato, “The World Is the Totality of Facts, Not of Things,” in Eckhard Schneider (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Walls, 
Doors and Floors, Stairs, Köln: Walther König, 2005, p. 47.  
194 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 20. 
195 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 20-1.  
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uneven surface.196 Designed as works that change over time, Whiteread compares the activity of 

people walking across these pieces to “making a painting or a drawing.”197 By adding their own 

liminal impressions to the work, viewer’s buff up these protuberances, participating in the 

creation of a shimmering archive that foregrounds traces of the floors past lives.  

A building that had been subject to multiple conversions was the source of another floor piece, 

Untitled (Cast Iron Floor), 2001 (fig. 63). This piece was taken from a building that had started 

out its life as a Baptist Church, was bombed during the war and rebuilt as a synagogue and then 

later used as a textile warehouse. Whiteread’s host structure bore the marks of collective 

occupations and architectural renovations. The artist set out to create an extensive archive of the 

building’s interior surfaces prior to renovating the space to live and work in. The floor castings 

taken from this building were first taken in plaster and then translated into metal. 

Untitled (Cast Iron Floor) was made from patinated cast iron, cast from terracotta tiles. The 

artist describes the surface of the work as being akin to a photograph, being very “fragile in 

terms of its ability to absorb human activity as a printing process.”198  

The casting process inverted the surface of the floor, so that the depressions in the floor made 

by the grout became raised parts of the finished work. The surfaces of some of the tiles are also, 

Whiteread notes, “very slightly wobbly.”199 A black patina and wax were applied to the surface 

of the cast by hand. It was the artist’s intention that:  

As visitors continue to walk over the piece, their feet will buff the raised areas. 

Eventually, the patina will be removed and the raised areas will shine, revealing the grid 

pattern of the original floor. In the end, I hope to achieve an effect like an Agnes Martin 

painting.200 (fig. 64) 

In these recent floor works, individuals make a contribution to resurfacing the past into the 

present. Whiteread invites the viewer to assist in pulling out and foregrounding the floor’s 

structural binding agent (the grouting) which grids up the surface of the cast. The artist drags a 

rough poetry out of her sculptural translations of this architectural plane, seeking out her 

iridescent grid in the grout’s subsidence. This grid is drawn out of the pitch, and is slowly 

 
196 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 21.  
197 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 21.  
198 Whiteread ended up returning many of the pieces to the foundry where they were cast because, she notes, “when some of the 

surface detail is missed it can look smudged, like a badly proofed print.” 

Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 22-3. 
199 This ‘slightly wobbly surface’ is in contrast to the flat, smooth finish of Carl Andre’s floor works, with which Whiteread’s 
sculptures have been compared. 

Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 22.  
200 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 56-7. 
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formed as the footfall of thousands of gallery visitor’s polish the gaps left where the grout had 

settled in-between tiles.  

This strategy differs from the early drawing studies of the floor sculptures, where the artist blots 

out parts of the grided ground of the picture plane with her sculptural figures. Also, while 

natural light drew a secondary sculptural figure out of the resin floors, in these later works, 

viewers activate the floors, bringing to light the floors multiple past lives. These later works 

perhaps have most in common with her laser cut study of herringbone flooring that rendered the 

space between the tiles as fragile, positive filigree. 

Conclusion 

Whiteread’s drawings and sculptures of floors interrogate a surface within the interior with 

which the subject is constantly engaged. Her casts of the spaces that lie beneath the floorboards 

sound out the hidden poché within the interior that have a psychological impact upon the 

subject. The careful placement of her works within gallery environments also demonstrate a 

concern with how these pieces resonate in relation to their architectural surroundings.  

Whiteread’s experiments in taking impressions of floors in a variety of different media and her 

re-constructions of artificial grounds can be compared to those employed by Le Corbusier in his 

treatment of the exterior surfaces of the Unité. Both the artist and architect can be seen as 

looking toward the interior as a site of inspiration. In the case of Le Corbusier’s Unité, the 

mechanical smoothness of the modern exterior is taken away and replaced by a collection of 

variegated surface impressions that makes the exterior very particular. One could argue that like 

Whiteread, Le Corbusier might have looked toward the richness of the interior: abandoning the 

universal smooth finish of the exterior for a wilful tactility.  

Similarly, Whiteread’s floors draw attention to specific qualities of the floor as a surface, which 

registers the marks of prior occupancies and foot traffic. In recent works the viewer is actively 

engaged in transforming the work of art by leaving their indelible impressions on the surface of 

the pieces. In these works, Whiteread sounds out the floor as a site subject to aesthetic 

transformation over time. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Sentient Chairs and Stoic Tables 

In a review of Whiteread’s solo exhibition Shedding Life, David Thistlewood negates the so-

called “architectonic rationale” that informs the artist’s resin casts of the space beneath chairs, 

such as Untitled (One Hundred Spaces), 1995. (fig. 65) He writes: 

There is something desperate about a work like Untitled (One Hundred Spaces)(1995) 

which - consisting of multi-coloured, translucent under-chair spaces arranged in a regular 

ten-by-ten grid - offers scale and quantity in compensation for what is, by now, a cliché. 

This and comparable works negate the architectonic rationale with which critics have 

attempted to explain them. Her casting of the ignored or over-looked spaces beneath and 
behind common objects in effect contains them cubically, as if each item of furniture and 

equipment in domestic use inhabits a quarantine of isolatable space. This is utterly to 

deny the dynamic spatial interaction and interpenetration fundamental to all domestic 

environments.201  

Thistlewood argues that the artist’s strategy of isolating everyday objects draws attention 

toward the “the dramas of the commonplace they have sustained, which is fine but not an 

architectonic rationale…Pretending that there is an architectural significance in Whiteread's 

work may initially have been a strategy to free her from exclusive dependence on insider 

critiques."202 

This chapter seeks to counter Thistlewood’s claim, arguing that Whiteread’s isolationist 

strategies, whereby she measures a portion of space curbed by the interior structure of a 

domestic artefact (here a chair), could be considered an architectonic rationale.203 Whiteread’s 

furniture castings reduce the mobility of the furniture itself, rendering the space beneath them 

monolithic. The sculptures archive the amount of room that chairs occupy within the interior, 

coagulating spaces within architecture that stake a claim to the floor plan. When arrangements 

of furniture are drawn on architectural plans they establish zones of activity within the interior. 

The organisation of furniture is a determining factor in how architecture is occupied. This 

chapter attends to a selection of Whiteread’s chair and table sculptures and investigates how she 

imparts furniture with an architectonic significance. This is achieved through her 

transformations of furniture and her careful attention towards its installation within the interior.  

 
201 Thistlewood, David, “Losing Details, Winning Monuments,” The Times Literary Supplement, 18 October 1996: 21. 
202 Thistlewood, “Losing Details, Winning Monuments,” p. 21. 
203 Thistlewood’s claim can also be placed in question because it was critics from within the discipline, rather than those outside it, 

who was saw these works as bearing a relationship to architecture, as did the artist herself. 
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Tables and Chairs 

Many of Whiteread’s early plaster casts were derived from cheap post-war furniture familiar to 

the artist from her childhood. The furniture was gleaned from architectural salvage yards and 

second-hand-shops. This type of furniture, characterised by a lack of intricacy and 

ornamentation, was also utilised to make her resin castings of the undersides of chairs and, 

occasionally, tables. Whiteread’s subjects were often sourced from the East London 

neighbourhood of Hackney. In East End Stories: the chairs and the photographs, Hilda Keane 

notes that this district was the site of the capital’s furniture industry in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.204 

The artist’s first resin and rubber table and chair pieces were Table and Chair (Clear), 1994 

(fig. 66), and Table and Chair (Green), 1994. (fig. 67) The artist aligned these sculptures with 

her first public sculpture House, 1993-4 (fig. 68), a concrete cast of the interior of a Victorian 

terraced house in East London.205 Her comments draw attention to an equivalency between 

architecture and furniture. She comments: 

The Table and Chair pieces happened after making House…. I was looking for an 

architectural equivalent in furniture. So when I was looking for chairs I was really turning 

them upside down. This has to do with the chairs looking like buildings or somehow 

related to buildings. This is what I intended rather than trying to cast a kind of baroque 

chair. It has to do with this very rigid structure.206  

House exposed the vestigial traces of the original wooden stairs, brick walls, and floors joists on 

the final cast. However, in her furniture sculptures, Whiteread was able to subtract the structure 

supporting the tabletop as well as the legs and rungs of the chair. The support structure for these 

resin pieces was thus conspicuous by its absence and archived by plastic indents seen in the 

finished sculptures. 

The formal arrangements between the table and chair casts demonstrate the artist’s interest in 

relating them to architecture. Table and Chair (Clear) was envisaged as “a kind of doorway; the 

pause between inside and out.”207 Here, Whiteread suggestively places the chair as entry portico 

in relation to the table as building. In Table and Chair (Green) the chair is also partially pulled 

out from under the table, where its profile fits perfectly into the table like a puzzle piece. Critic 

Jean-Pierre Criqui observes that these works suggest, “something of the mastaba, which was so 

 
204 Hilda Kean, “East End Stories: The Chairs and the Photographs,” International Journal of Heritage Studies, 6, 2 (2000): 111-27. 
205 House is discussed in detail in Chapter 9 of the thesis. 
206 Otto Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” in Gabriele Detterer (ed.), Art Recollection-Artists Interviews and Statements in the 

Nineties, p. 264. 
207 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 33.  



 63 

striking in House, and this despite the restrained dimensions of these works and the fact that 

they present nothing but the solidification of the empty space defined by a table and a chair.”208  

Other critical appraisals also acknowledge the capacity of these resin table and chair sculptures 

to gain voluble architectonic dimensions. Adrian Searle noted that these works “offer an 

anonymous, reductivist, sculptural aesthetic, close to the funereal architecture of mausoleums, 

totalitarian monuments and Modernist bunkers.”209  

Table and Chair (Clear), and Table and Chair (Green), which were construed by Whiteread as 

miniatures of House, can also be seen as condensations of House.210 The form of condensation 

intended here is that employed in Freud’s psychoanalytic interpretation of the dream content, 

whereby “a number of people, events or meanings are combined to represent a single image in 

the dream.“211 Jacques Lacan has given the two dream work mechanisms of condensation and 

displacement correspondences to language, in the form of metaphor and metonymy 

respectively.212 For example, in condensation several things might be compressed into one 

symbol, as occurs with metaphor.213  

The resin works are emblems of this form of rich and variegated condensation. They are filled 

to metaphoric architectural capacity and they render the mundane magnificent. The casting of 

the underside of tables and chairs at 1:1 inspire comparisons that will be seen to be radically 

diverse in scale.  

Assemblies of Chairs  

Following the resin table and chair pieces, Whiteread went on to make a number of resin casts 

of the space beneath chairs including Untitled (Six Spaces), 1994 (fig. 69), and Untitled (25 

Spaces), 1995 (fig. 70). These pre-empted her spectacular Untitled (One Hundred Spaces), 1995 

(see fig. 65), made for the Carnegie International in Pittsburgh. In contrast to the plaster and 

 
208 Jean-Pierre Criqui, “Rachel Whiteread: Kunsthalle, Basel,” Artforum, November (1994): 82. 
209 Searle, “The Artist who broke the mould,” p. 20.  
210 Jorge Luis Marzo comments: “Rachel seems to want to condense the ‘use’ of the things that surround her-us. It’s not so much a 

question of defunctionalizing the objects as of someone gathering together all the possible functions it might once have had through 

use of a formal nature. The act of isolating and solidifying the accumulated memory of things automatically projects the physical 

condensation of the uses these things have had throughout their history (somebody’s history).” 
Jorge Luis Marzo, Rachel Whiteread Escultures, Trans. Margarita Verges and Andrew Langdon-Davies, Barcelona: Fundacio “la 

Caixa”, 1992, p. 29.  
211 Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

2002, p. 98.  
212 Marzo, Rachel Whiteread Escultures, p. 29.  
213 “In condensation, several things may be compressed into one symbol-just as a metaphor like ‘the ship ploughed the waves’ 

condenses into a single item two different images, the ship cutting through the sea and the plough cutting through the soil.”  

Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, p. 112.  
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concrete casts, which emphasise exterior surface detail,214 the translucent complexion of the 

resin chairs permits viewers to scrutinise the interiors of these gelatinous forms. 

One Hundred Spaces took approximately ten months to make.215 This piece is often cited as a 

homage to the American artist Bruce Nauman’s concrete sculpture Space Under My Steel Chair 

in Düsseldorf, 1965-8.216 (fig. 71) Many critics have identified this work as a precedent for 

Whiteread’s studies in casting negative space.217 However, Searle has observed that Whiteread’s 

motivations for casting this overlooked space were different from Nauman’s. Searle writes: 

Whilst Nauman was interested in the technical procedure of creating a cast from a 

negative space, and in its dumb parodistic resemblance to a hard-won, Utopian aesthetic, 

Whiteread concerns herself more with the underlying poetry of the cavity, its resonance 

as a place of imaginary privacy and withdrawal, of childhood play and seclusion (“I was 

so embarrassed,” people say, “I wanted to crawl under my chair and die.”)218  

In contrast to Nauman, Whiteread’s casts are not solitary but multiple. She has a compulsion to 

repeatedly cast this underside, creating assemblies of sculptures hewn from the quotidian realm 

that are characterised by their rich chromatic and tectonic variegation. One Hundred Spaces (fig. 

72) consists of one hundred casts of the spaces under nine different chairs. The piece employed 

a two-step casting process, re-using specially designed silicon moulds cast from the nine chairs. 

The work was made with three different types of resin and catalyst, whose ratios were adjusted 

to produce chromatic variations without the addition of pigments.219 This was motivated by the 

artist’s interest in producing, she says, “a kind of purity, I suppose, in material.”220 By adjusting 

the amounts of resin and catalyst, Whiteread achieved a chromatic palette that included 

translucent lavenders, golden ambers, mint greens, topaz yellows, and dusky pinks. (fig. 73)  

The works were cast slowly, with approximately one inch of resin poured into the mould daily, 

to avoid the catalyst overheating. Consequently, the pieces bear horizontal striations or 

construction lines, formed by pouring the resin in consecutive layers. The striations exhibit the 

 
214 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30. 
215 Searle, “The artist who broke the mould,” p. 20.  
216 According to Rosalind Krauss Nauman’s cast “takes the path of implosion or congealing, and the thing to which it submits this 

stranglehold of immobility is not matter, but what vehiculates and subtends it: space itself.”  
Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind E. Krauss, Formless: A User's Guide, New York: Zone Books, 1997, p. 215.  
217 Whiteread comments: “I’d actually forgotten that I’d seen the piece by Nauman at a show that Nick Serota curated for the 

Whitechapel Art Gallery in London many years before. I just hadn’t really noticed Nauman’s piece at the time. I think I used the 

space under chairs for all sorts of other reasons.”  

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 56-7. 
218 Searle, “The artist who broke the mould,” p. 20.  
219 Sylvester, “Carving Space,” p. 43. 
220 Sylvester, “Carving Space,” p. 43. 
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work’s means of manufacture and supply a temporal gauge as to the duration of its 

construction.221 

The artist operates within the permissible deviations of her chosen medium to produce pieces 

redolent with variation, in what might be considered a similar manner to the way in which 

architects operate within the constraints of a building program to produce innovative results. In 

her use of a polychromatic palette, Whiteread affords this seldom-commandeered space 

confectionary dimensions. The surfaces of the pieces have the slippery, shiny complexion of 

half-sucked boiled sweets. Darcy Cosper notes that their surfaces are articulated by the “textures 

of cracked wood and frayed fabric.”222  

Briony Fer, in her paper Some translucent substance, or the trouble with time, observes that 

when viewing this work one is “caught in a dazzling panoply of colour that plays havoc with 

vision. The effects have an almost hallucinatory vividness.”223 She describes this distortion of 

vision as a property of translucent substances, which mark “a mid-way point between seeing 

clearly and not seeing clearly.….Chunks of space are reserved or blocked off from the field of 

vision at the same time as they allow the light through.”224  

Fer argues that One Hundred Spaces incurs a “convulsion in the field of vision,”225 which is 

accompanied by a loss of time, “the hole in duration, the momentary flicker or eclipse, the 

moment which is, however temporarily, detached…and which is already gone.”226 Fer suggests 

that this leads to a form of “scotomized vision” and a loss of time, which are characteristics of 

the female hysteric.227  

One could counter aspects of Fer’s claim that the loss of vision incurred by translucent media is 

accompanied by a loss of time, for the layers of resin, poured incrementally into the mould, 

signal one aspect of the cast’s temporal duration which she fails to mention. Whilst Whiteread’s 

use of this translucent medium does block out parts of the visual field, incurring a loss of vision, 

 
221 Whiteread comments: “There is a difference in the way the resin pieces are made. They’re built up slowly. The resin blocks are 

very thick. When looking at the pieces one experiences a strange sense of being visually drawn into the dense matter, whereas the 

plaster pieces are very much to do with the surface….they have this particular patina on the surface, which I am very careful about.” 
Sylvester, “Carving Space,” p. 39. 
222 Darcy Cosper, “Casting New York: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 99. 
223 Briony Fer, “Some Translucent Substance, or the Trouble with Time,” in Carolyn Bailey Gill (ed.), Time and the Image, 

Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000, p. 77.  
224 Fer, “Some Translucent Substance, or the Trouble with Time,” p. 77.  
225 Fer, “Some Translucent Substance, or the Trouble with Time,” p. 78.  
226 Fer, “Some Translucent Substance, or the Trouble with Time,” p. 78.  
227 Fer writes: “Blindspots or scotoma where dizzy spells were accompanied by a dimness of sight were characteristics of hysterical 

vision, originally described by Charcot. Then it was Anna O, the hysteric, who encapsulated most vividly the double distractions of 

‘losing time’ - a detachment from the continuity of time-and scotomised vision. Parts of her visual field were cut out and erased; 
people around her seemed like wax-works, detached from her; it was as if, she said, they had no connection to her. Lurching in and 

out of the field of vision as she does is also marked by a very precarious hold on the temporal order of experience.” 

Fer, “Some Translucent Substance, or the Trouble with Time,” p. 77. 
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under her direction, the resin casts simultaneously gain in their metaphorical capacity: a 

capacity that moves toward architecture. 

The chromatic variations, as well as the shifts in height, width, and elevational detail amongst 

the chairs, are counterpointed by their regimented placement into serried ranks.228 The 

proportions of the grid on which the works are arranged can expand or contract dependent upon 

the gallery in which they are installed.229 Whiteread takes particular care in placing the works 

and, where possible, tries to ensure she is personally involved in installing the sculptures.230 She 

notes that One Hundred Spaces was arranged: 

In such a way that they were on a grid so that the space, when you walked through the 

grid, changed all the time; it was always very different. And I thought of it very much as 

a sort of ‘cityscape,’ it’s like a miniature city - with these small buildings and these roads 

you walk through.231 

Both the artist and a diverse array of critics have ascribed this work architectonic dimensions. 

Whiteread’s resin chair works are filled to metaphoric capacity and render the mundane 

magnificent. In attempts to interpret these works hewn from poché spaces, cast at true scale, 

exponential shifts in scale occur.  The works are condensed to the size of cremation urns or 

giganticised to approximate city plans. For example, Trevor Fairbrother observed that the cast 

pieces bore a resemblance to monolithic institutional buildings.232 Richard Cork saw the chairs 

as transcending their quotidian origins to assume “the four-square magnificence of temples”233 or 

alternatively, resembling, “caskets fit for cremated ashes, and we can walk up and down their 

ordered rows like visitors to a military graveyard.”234 Searle also assigns this work an 

equivocating scale. He describes it as being like “a knee high Manhattan…a playful 

architecture, a city plan, a classroom of a fagged-out modernity, rendered in tinted light.”235 

After viewing the work in Whiteread’s Shedding Life retrospective at the Tate Liverpool 

in1996, the critic even begins to see the world anew. Searle writes: “Coming out of the Tate, 

and glancing up at the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board Building, this huge edifice looks like 

 
228 Adrian Searle notes that Whiteread’s Untitled (One Hundred Spaces) “is a play on uniformity and difference, on regimentation 

and uniqueness.” 

Searle, “World of Interiors,” p. 10. 
229 Fer notes that Untitled (One Hundred Spaces) “is intended to be variable in scale. The grid may be magnified to fit a large space, 

or shrunk to fit a smaller one.”  
Fer, “Some Translucent Substance, or the Trouble with Time,” p. 76.  
230 Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” p. 269. 
231 Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” p. 269. 
232 The curator of contemporary art at the ICA, Boston, Trevor Fairbrother, in a video on Whiteread’s work, sits in front of Boston 

City Hall and suggests that Whiteread’s casts resemble this institutional structure, one made out of precast concrete units poured 
into moulds. He comments of Boston City Hall: “The structure of the building is very geometric. I actually think it’s a wonderful, 

beautiful building but it is also a building that is about the anonymous power of the city and it’s interesting to me that Rachel can 

cast the space that is underneath a table or underneath a very ordinary chair and it comes out having a shape that looks very much 

like these massive city buildings.”  

Branka Bogdanov (dir.), Rachel Whiteread Sculpture, Boston: ICA Gallery, 1995. 
233 Richard Cork, “The Sculptures That Broke the Mould,” The Times, September 17 1996, sec. Arts: 35. 
234 Cork, “The Sculptures That Broke the Mould,” p. 35.  
235 Searle, “World of Interiors,” p. 10. 
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the space under someone’s chair.”236 These castings give rise to an expanding mimesis, 

referencing aspects of architecture wrought at differing scales.  

Sentient Chairs 

Chairs are discussed in Elaine Scarry’s book The Body in Pain. Scarry argues that artefacts that 

work successfully have an inbuilt sentience. She gives the chair as the prototypical example of 

this. She writes: “A chair, as though it were itself put in pain, as though it knew from the inside 

the problem of body weight, will only then accommodate and eliminate the problem.”237 

The chair is designed to empathise with the exigent circumstances that face the subject. The 

chair alleviates discomfort. Scarry writes: 

The shape of the chair is not the shape of the skeleton, the shape of body weight, nor even 

the shape of pain-perceived, but the shape of perceived-pain-wished-gone. The chair is 

therefore the materialized structure of perception; it is sentient awareness materialized 

into a freestanding design.238 

An innate compassion toward the user is thus inbuilt in the construction of the artefact. 

However, Scarry notes that when an object fails to meet these requirements, exposing its 

absence of sentient awareness, or ‘object stupidity’, through incurring an injury or causing the 

user discomfort, it must be cast out and duly punished.239 Scarry identifies a precedent for this 

eviction in the ‘statutes of homicide’ in Plato’s Laws: 

Plato’s ‘Laws’ begin by requiring that a person convicted of murder be put to death: his 

body will be taken outside the city and stoned, and then carried to the frontier. This same 

course of action is then extended to animals, which, upon conviction of having killed a 

person, ‘shall be put to death and cast out beyond the frontier’. The same action is then 

extended to inanimate objects.240 

 
236 Searle, “World of Interiors,” p. 10.  
237 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, New York: Oxford University Press, 1985, p. 288. 
238 Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, p. 290. 
239 Scarry comments that legal proceedings in which one must determine who is culpable for a faulty fitting, demonstrate this. She 
writes:  

“The brass-knobbed door whose magically correct sense of timing seems ‘sensitive’ to human sentience will never turn up in court; 

the door that merely fails to be fully sensitive to sentience (e.g. Blows open whenever it rains) will never turn up in court but will 

instead be endured, repaired, or replaced; it is only the door that by pinching produced blood-poisoning, or the door that let a three-

year old walk into a dangerous boiler room, that may end up there, and if it ends up there, the jury may decide that the door should 
have known better or, alternatively, that the manufacturer should have made the object to be an object that knew better.”  

Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, p. 296-7. 
240 Scarry, quoting Plato writes: 

“If an inanimate thing causes the loss of a human life-an exception being made for lightning or other such visitation of God-any 

object which causes death by its falling upon a man or his falling against it shall be sat upon in judgment by the nearest neighbour, 
at the invitation of the next of kin, who shall herby acquit himself and the whole family of their obligation-on conviction the guilty 

object to be cast beyond the frontier, as was directed in the case of such a beast.” 

Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, p. 293.  
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By taking objects into the interior one takes guardianship over them. They become, through 

their incorporation within the domestic, part of the family - one readily thinks of the frequent 

visitor who is endearingly referred to as ‘part of the furniture.’ However, this responsibility 

toward the object can be shed when the object is proved insufficiently mimetic of sentient 

awareness. Scarry gives the example of the chair that is no longer capable of accommodating 

the problem of weight.241 When an object is bereft of such sentient awareness, Scarry writes, “we 

routinely request the garbage collector (himself a direct emissary of the platonic realm of ideal 

civilization) to carry it away to the frontier, beyond the gates of the beloved city.”242  

It is in the eviction from the house that the object publicly displays its criminality. No longer a 

welcome guest, it bides its time on the pavement. It is from here, as well as salvage yards and 

second-hand-shops, that Whiteread intercepts these insentient cast offs. In One Hundred Spaces 

she assembles a collection of nine chairs from which to cast: neither a suite nor a set, but a 

collection of waifs and strays, who will together constitute an absent congregation. In many 

respects, Whiteread is taking these Platonic criminals and showing a form of compassion 

toward their plight as outcasts. She retrieves the sentience of her subjects through the material 

and spatial transformation she engineers.243  

The artist draws attention to this exemplar of sentient awareness, drawing us into the pellucid, 

changeable complexion of its underside. Whilst for Scarry the chair functioned to alleviate the 

problem of weight, Whiteread’s works are representations of chairs that swap their utilitarian 

function for a purely aesthetic one. After undergoing their transformation these works bear 

another relation to the problem of weight; their substantial heaviness is undercut by the light 

reflecting and light emitting properties of the resin.  

 
241 Scarry argues that it is not at the moment when the object inflicts pain that we project ‘aliveness’ onto the object:  

“But it seems instead the case that the act of revenge is itself premised in the prior assumption of animism and must be seen  within a 
much wider frame. Our behaviour toward objects at the exceptional moment when they hurt us must be seen within the context of 

our normal relations with them. The ongoing, day-to-day norm is that an object is mimetic of sentient awareness: the chair routinely 

relieves the problem of weight. Should the object prove insufficiently mimetic of awareness, insufficiently capable of 

accommodating the problem of weight (i.e. If the chair is uncomfortable-an animistic phrase we use to mean if ‘the person is 

uncomfortable in the chair’), the object will be discarded or set aside.” 
Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, p. 295-6.  
242 Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, p. 305. 
243 Whiteread comments:  

“After I have used a mattress or a table or whatever, it’s destroyed, it’s gone. So all that exists is the sculpture; this is what is left of 

the object. In this sense, it’s a death mask. It’s like the death mask of a body that has been buried, or cremated, or bombed, or 
whatever you want to do to it. But for me this is very much the same thing as giving life to an object, something that would be 

neglected, something that is completely forgotten-no one cares about a second hand mattress.”  

Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” p. 271. 
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A Memorial Aspect 

With One Hundred Spaces, Whiteread re-designs and situates the chair so that it may again 

assume the “shape of perceived pain wished gone.”244 For example, the artist’s installation of 

this piece into regimented rows, like burial plots laid out in a graveyard, endows the casts with a 

commemorative function. Whiteread notes that her casts of the space under chairs were “a step 

to making an absent place for one person - or in the case of One Hundred Spaces, an audience 

of people.”245 Hilda Kean has observed that at the turn of the nineteenth century when the East 

End of London had a high concentration of furniture makers, the chair also played a part in 

funeral processions. Keane notes “Even beyond death the chair played a role in local funerals; a 

floral chair carried on hearses through the streets signifying the death of the family patriarch.”246  

When considered as an assembly of absentees, One Hundred Spaces embodies the benevolence 

of the original artefact intent upon alleviating a pain wished gone. Whiteread’s spatial and 

material transformation of the insentient artefact affords the poché space found within it an 

architectural rationale, a metaphorical capacity and newfound sentience.  

Prior Arrangements 

While Scarry suggests that the chair is the archetypal compassion-bearing artefact, Cousins, in 

his paper The First House, analyses combinations of furniture pieces. He argues that their 

installation in space can either contribute to, or hinder, the subject’s emotional wellbeing. 

Cousins proposes that whilst the subject’s residence might change substantially, the 

organisation of the interior returns to the arrangements found in prior dwellings and in particular 

the first house. The first house leaves, “in eradicable traces of what spatial relations are, and 

 
244 Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, p. 290. 
245 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 56-7. 

Darcy Cosper also suggests that this work is “a poignant monument to some long-absent audience.”  

Cosper, “Casting New York: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 99. 

Adrian Searle also described the earlier Untitled (25 Chairs), 1995 as “an invisible class whose presence depends on an object that 

has disappeared.”  
Searle, “The artist who broke the mould,” p. 20.  

This absentee audience may have influenced the design of The Field of Empty Chairs, 2000, part of the Oklahoma City National 

Memorial. The architects Hans and Torrey Butzer and Sven Berg of Butzer Design Partnership, Oklahoma City, won an 

international design competition for the ‘outdoor symbolic component’ of the Memorial in 1997, dedicated to the victims, survivors 

and rescuers who were involved in the terrorist attack of April 19, 1995. Completed in 2000, the memorial consists of six different 
commemorative spaces that include The Gates of Time, Field of Empty Chairs, The Survivor Tree, Reflecting Pool, Rescuer’s 

Orchard and Children’s Area. The Field of Empty Chairs consists of 168 chairs, which represent each life lost in the bombing. They 

are arranged in nine rows to represent each floor level of the building, with each chair representing a person killed on that floor. 

They are made in two sizes, with the smaller ones representing the absence of the 19 children who died. The chairs themselves are 

made of bronze and stone and their bases are boxed in by glass, etched with the names of the individual victims. During daylight 
hours the works appear to hover above their translucent bases, whilst at night the bases are lit and they emanate a soft white light. 

The translucent properties of the glass utilised to enclose the undersides of these chairs, depending upon the time of day they are 

experienced, either obfuscates or enlivens this interior space through artificial illumination. Translucent undersides here, as in 

Whiteread’s work, have been afforded a commemorative function. For a comprehensive account of the memorial see Oklahoma 

City National Memorial website: 
http://www.oklahomacitynationalmemorial.org 
246 In a footnote Keane observes that this is still a common practice today.  

Kean, “East End Stories: the chairs and the photographs,” p. 120. 
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what the body’s place in those spatial relations might be. They lay down an initial phantasy of 

what the first house is, in respect to all subsequent houses.”247  

Cousins is in synchrony with Gaston Bachelard when he identifies that the past house is always 

brought to bear on the one that we presently occupy. In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard writes 

that: “In short, the house we were born in has engraved within us the hierarchy of the various 

functions of inhabiting. We are the diagram of the functions of inhabiting that particular house, 

and all the other houses are but variations on a fundamental theme.”248 

In a point of difference to Bachelard, Cousins acknowledges that this initial phantasy of the first 

house is complicated by the fact that the original house, where these combinations were first 

encountered, is itself of dubious provenance. He comments: 

I think people’s ‘first house’ is not necessarily the one they actually lived in. Childhood 

memories of houses actually included idealized aspects of the house which they borrowed 

from somewhere else, borrowed and then actually situated in a house in which they did 

live.249 

The first house is an amalgam of idealised and lived experience. The core of the repetition of 

these arrangements, therefore, is unreliable.250  

Since her first solo exhibition, Whiteread has been interested in repeatedly arranging 

combinations of domestic objects in space. Over and again her practice demonstrates a 

compulsion to repeat. She manufactures varying permutations of the same object, such as 

mattresses, bed bases, tables and chairs, rendered in a variety of media. Like Cousins’ 

description of the first house, Whiteread’s core of repetition (in her casting practice) is also 

unreliable. Her casts are all composites: an admixture of truth and fiction. This is because the 

moulds are shaped around the object being cast but are also accommodated in another 

formwork; a structure enabling the aesthetic manipulation of the vertical dimensions of the 

sculpture.  

 
247 Cousins, “The First House,” p. 37. 
248 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 15. 
249 Cousins, “The First House,” p. 38. 
250 Cousins writes:  

Cousins’ writes: “The question then becomes how can we discover what that first house was, since it was not a house which we 

might remember? The important point here is that our memory of the house dates, in a sense, from before the time we have a 

conception of a house, and those memories themselves are repressed by infantile amnesia. At one point we had an experience of 
space, of spatial relationships, and of the pleasures and terrors which they offered, which we have now literally forgotten. 

But though we may be subject to infantile amnesia that does not mean to say that the traces of that house do not continuously re-

assemble themselves in us, as their core of repetition. It does not have to be the core of an idealized house, or of pleasurable spaces, 

because for some people the core of repetition will always be linked to extraordinarily unhappy experiences. Some will produce 

extremely paranoid relations of furniture. Many people automatically seem to produce very depressing configurations of objects. 
But whether these are happy or utterly miserable configurations, the core of repetitions is a kind of memorial to this moment, before 

infantile amnesia actually intervenes.”  

Cousins, “The First House,” p. 38. 
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A core of repetition can also be seen in Whiteread’s installation practices. For example, her 

chairs are always organised into regimented rows or a grid. The arrangement of these sculptures 

is indebted to art-historical precedents. Laying out sculptures in a grid formation recalls an 

installation practice popular with Minimalist sculptors in the 1960s, such as Sol Le Wit, Robert 

Morris, and Donald Judd.251 Whiteread’s arrangements of chairs can therefore be considered as a 

memorial to these prior ways of inhabiting the gallery.252 

The Consulting Room 

In his paper, Cousins elaborates upon the compulsion to repeat prior arrangements of objects by 

furnishing one particular example of this combinatory: that of the analyst’s consulting room. 

(fig. 74) He identifies the elements contained within a consulting room such as bookshelves, a 

desk, two chairs and a couch. These pieces of furniture can be organised within the space in a 

number of different ways. Cousins writes of the consulting room:  

Why does one person put the couch just inside the door, and the analyst’s chair behind? 

Why do other people have it under the window? I can think of ten obvious places for it. 

So why are they in one place rather than another? On the basis of a small sample, I have 

come to believe that the reason why the couch goes in one place here, yet will provoke in 

another analyst walking into the room and feeling ‘I am very sorry but you’ve got the 

couch in the wrong place,’ is that the couch goes where the analyst’s analyst had his or 

her couch.253 

Cousins traces the provenance of these differing combinatories back to their original settings in 

Vienna in the early twentieth century.254 He describes how the combinatories, when seen 

together, create a ‘genealogy of couches’. In accordance with this genealogy, the place of the 

analyst’s couch seems predetermined. Cousin’s explains: 

The couch almost knows where to go, and in doing so it takes it’s place with the analysts’ 

analyst’s analyst’s analyst back to 1910. This is a distinct case of all those repetitions 

which make up the core of the room which can be traced not so much to something like 

parents, but to an idealised moment of what is appropriate.255 

 
251 For example, Sol LeWitt, Serial Project I (A, B, C, D) 1966, Robert Morris, Untitled, 1965/71, Donald Judd, 100 Untitled Works 

in Aluminium, 1982-86. 
252 In an interview with Iwona Blazwick, Whiteread mentions her indebtedness to Minimalism, particularly in regard to her 

installation strategies.  

Iwona Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” in Jan Debbaut and Selma Klein Essink (eds.), Rachel 
Whiteread. p. 9. 
253 Cousins, “The First House,” p. 38. 
254 Cousins’ comments: “What this means historically is that by about 1910, lets say, there were a certain number of analytic 

couches in Vienna, distributed in different parts of the room. Now there are thousands of analytic consulting rooms all over the 

world, in America, Europe, Latin America, wherever. I suspect you could trace the place of each of these thousands of couches back 
to their original settings in Vienna, an original distribution that is now a pattern for thousands of couches all over the world.”  

Cousins, “The First House,” p. 38. 
255 Cousins, “The First House,” p. 38. 
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Initial sites where the psychic interior was scrutinised, and to some degree repaired, are 

therefore subject to endless repetition. The siting of the couch when the analysand becomes 

analyst insinuates the projection of wellness onto the patient by prior-spatial association. The 

couch is positioned in such a way that one might say, “This is where I was made ‘well’ so this 

pattern must be reproduced to wish my client well.” 

Cousins describes a scenario whereby carefully placed furniture serves, at the level of the 

unconscious to wish its users well. Furniture relieves the user of both their physical and psychic 

pain. In this way, furniture can be seen as both sentient and enabled with the provision of 

making us well. The furniture Cousins refers to includes bookshelves, desks, chairs, and 

shelves: many of the contents that Whiteread has subjected to scrutiny.  

In 1999, Whiteread even designed a daybed: the archetypal fixture of the consulting room. (fig. 

75) As an artist who used furniture in her practice, she was invited, along with six other artists 

to design a piece of furniture in collaboration with SCP, for the exhibition Please Touch (1999) 

curated by Edmund Hubbard.256 Each artist produced drawings, models, and written descriptions 

which furniture makers SCP translated into furniture.257 Whiteread produced an upholstered 

daybed (solid Beech frame with multi-density foams upholstered in a selected colour range of 

Bute Tiree wool), an object tackled previously by the likes of architects such as Mies Van der 

Rohe. However, Whiteread’s Daybed drew direct inspiration from her casts of the undersides of 

beds that she had produced in the early 1990s. The artist materially re-configures this murky 

underside in her furniture practice. The upper surface of Daybed indexes the holes for the bed 

legs and the ridges left by the bedsprings. When lying on this piece of furniture the user is, 

therefore, lying on the materialisation of a space retrieved from beneath the bed.258 Sarah Kent 

notes that the spaces beneath beds are, “very unsavoury places - the residue of daily life collects 

there, like dirt under the fingernails.”259 Like the private thoughts made public in the consulting 

room, Whiteread’s Daybed assigns material form to a latent space lying unnoticed within the 

interior: a space associated with the unconscious and repressed desires.260 

Whiteread’s resin casts of the undersides of chairs and her furniture work Daybed assign 

significance to poché spaces within the interior. They revivify these forgotten spatial margins. 

 
256 Other invited participants in “Please Touch” included Martin Boyce, Michael Craig-Martin, Dorothy Cross, Andrew Miller, 

Julian Opie and Richard Wentworth. Each item of furniture was produced in a limited edition of ten. 
257 Pamela Buxton, “Please Touch,” Blueprint, 165, October (1999): 23. 
258 Fiona Bradley, Please Touch, London: SCP, 1999, p. 7.  
259 Sarah Kent, Shark Infested Waters: The Saatchi Collection of British Art in the Nineties, London: Zwemmer, 1994, p. 103. 
260 Writing on Whiteread’s work Shallow Breath, 1988, a plaster cast of the space beneath a bed, Sarah Kent notes that, “This squat 

rectangle is an unprepossessing object, without elegance or formal poetry. Yet it seems to work directly on the unconscious, 
triggering myriad associations and conjuring inexplicable embarrassment-as though this implacable block were the embodiment of 

repressed desire.” 

Kent, Shark Infested Waters, p. 103. 
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These works provide a complement to the obdurate materiality and complex interior structure of 

the artist’s table castings. 

Stoic Tables 

The second part of this chapter will provide an example of a combinatory of furniture produced 

by Whiteread that was installed in a space of architectural significance. It will look at the 

placement of the plaster sculpture Untitled (Ten Tables), 1996, in the foyer of Louis Kahn’s 

Yale Centre for British Art, New Haven, built between 1969-77. Ten Tables is the most 

ambitious series of table castings the artist has made to date and was purchased by the Yale 

Centre for British Art.  

Doris van Drathen has compared Whiteread’s object reversals and negative and positive forms 

to the architecture of Louis Kahn. Van Drathen writes: “His extraordinary spatial experiments 

are similarly based on an extreme massiveness, which makes objects autonomous and can 

rescue them from the relativity of inside and outside, above and below.”261 A dialogue will be 

established between the design and realisation of this gallery and the design and reception of 

Ten Tables, identifying consonances between Whiteread’s sculptural treatments of tables in 

relation to the detailing of Kahn’s building. Like the genealogy of couches that Cousins 

mentions, Ten Tables appears to have been predestined to take up its position in Kahn’s Gallery. 

Since 1998, the artist has been casting the space under tables in a variety of materials including 

plaster, resin, and concrete. With her first table piece, Mantle, 1988 (see fig. 4), she was 

interested in: 

Exchanging one’s personal space with that of a table, the physicality of how you sit when 

you have a table in front of you, how your legs behave etc. I was trying to deal with that 

in some way, and to make it a claustrophobic space; to bring an unregistered and 

forgotten space into the world.262 

The table casts record a space that, like the chairs, stake a claim to a portion of the interior, a 

portion seldom scrutinised. Many of the early table pieces incorporated vestiges of the original 

structure on their upper surface. This gesture suggests some resistance to dispensing with the 

original, lost object. The inclusion of the part-object into the sculptures acts as mechanism that 

 
261 Van Drathen, “Rachel Whiteread: Found Form Lost Object,” p. 30.  
262 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30. 
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supplies some form of coverage or suggested protection to the works. Titles for the early works 

such as Fort, Mantle, and Ledger also connote this.263 

David Batchelor first noted the difference in the treatments of the horizontal and vertical 

surfaces of the table casts. He writes of Yellow Leaf, 1989264 (see fig. 11), that “the internal 

divisions and upper surfaces of the blocks carried the imprints of the physical structure of the 

table, whereas the outer vertical surfaces were determined by an imaginary plumb-line dropped 

from the edge.”265 More than mere imitation, for which the method of casting has been criticised, 

Whiteread’s works invent and augment the parameters of her chosen objects.  

Further table works followed. Some, like Untitled (Small Table), 1994 (fig. 76), were cast in 

resin. Untitled (Nine Tables), 1998 (fig. 77), consisting of nine tables arranged in a grid, was 

cast in concrete. Others were cast in plaster, including, Untitled (Plaster Table), 1995-96 (fig. 

78), the cast of the space beneath an oval table, Untitled (Plaster Table), 1995/6, (fig. 79), the 

casts of three identical tables lined up end on with one another, and Untitled (Round Table), 

1997-1998. (fig. 80) 

Like the previously discussed chairs, the artist has demonstrated a compulsion to repeatedly cast 

spaces under tables. She also relates the table to architecture. Whiteread states: 

For me the table can look like a building, it can look like a table, it can look like a 

block….there are so many different things which I personally read into this object that 

I’ve kind of invented I suppose, so for me it’s a very rich area and it’s something that I 

think I’ll probably continue using as its almost like a building block.  I’ve now made it 

into a building block for my pieces.266 

The table becomes a modular element, one that will be used in series as building blocks in Ten 

Tables (fig. 81). This sculpture is a casting of the space beneath ten tables, arranged in an 

oblong format with a void at their centre. It had its inaugural exhibition in the first room of the 

 
263 For example Mantle, (1988), the cast of a dressing table in multiple parts, was capped by its original glass table-top. Yellow Leaf, 

(1989), the cast of a kitchen table, had the yellow formica extension table leaf embedded into its upper surface and with, Fort 

(1989), the original drawer was set within the cast table. With Ledger, (1989), the cast table was covered by glass and flanked by the 
two extension leaves of the original table, while for Flap, (1989), the cast of the underside of a table was covered by half of the table 

top and a hinged extension leaf that sat flush with the a vertical face of the sculpture. In 1989 Whiteread showed a work entitled 

Ark, (1989) at the Whitechapel Open, which the art critic Sarah Kent described as “a work made of concrete resembling a miniature 

workman’s hut, the shape being derived from the side mirrors of a dressing table that were attached to its front, like the doors of an 

altarpiece. The sealed chamber is like a reliquary, the guardian of thoughts and memories rather than of objects.” 
Sarah Kent, “Rachel Whiteread,” Modern Painters 5, 2 (1992): 86.  
264 Yellow Leaf, a construction in plaster, wood and formica, maintains a part of the original table in the sculpture. The ‘yellow leaf’ 

was the middle section of the kitchen tabletop, embedded flush with the upper surface of the work. The cooking oil Whiteread used 

as a release agent to intensify the colour of the work acts like a form of culinary pigment, giving it an aged patina in keeping with 

the autumnal connotations the yellow leaf promotes. 
See Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 51-2. 
265 Batchelor, Rachel Whiteread: Plaster Sculptures, p. 5-6. 
266 Furlong, “The International Exhibition part 1: Venice Biennale 1997.”  
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neo-Palladian British pavilion in Venice, where Whiteread was Britain’s representative at the 

XLVII Biennale in 1997.  

Ten Tables was produced during the time that the artist’s Holocaust Memorial project in 

Judenplatz, Vienna was incurring substantial delays due to political and bureaucratic wrangling. 

Ten Tables refers to this stalled project. Motivated by the endless, interminable meetings she 

had to endure during this time, the artist produced a collection of table works. Whiteread has 

admitted that the discussions for the Vienna memorial proposal took place in a boardroom with 

a similar formation of tables to this piece.267 In Ten Tables, she repeats this prior arrangement of 

furniture elements. The compulsion to repeat the spatial organisation signals Whiteread’s 

boredom and frustration with her client’s changing demands and the ineptitude of the concrete 

sub-contractors employed to cast the work.268 She renders the boardroom’s institutional 

arrangement of tables an ominous one. 

The selection of plaster as a casting medium fixes the sculpture mid-step, in a medium that 

usually allows for the translation of sculpture into a high order material such as bronze. Like the 

stalled memorial project it seeks to reference, Ten Tables appears to be captured in a state of 

sculptural incompletion. Whiteread chose to casts the tables in plaster as it would pick up detail 

from the object being cast. She has also noted that plaster is a material that bears “a close 

relationship to architecture that is seemingly volumetric and solid.”269 

The work was cast from ten identical, collapsible tables, which, Whiteread notes, would be used 

“in a classroom or a boardroom or a place where people gather to meet occasionally, they come 

together and then the tables are broken apart again.”270 The tables were turned upside down, and 

the artist: 

Worked out this very complex mould so the whole piece looks quite like a Chinese 

puzzle or something. But its also I think, without sounding too obtuse, its almost like 

archaeology, like looking down into excavations of a building…its like a truncated 

building.271 

Ten Tables draws up the underside of the table so that the viewer no longer scrutinises it from 

below but from above, looking down upon and into the interior structure of the artefact. Details 

have been meticulously recorded in this work even though they maybe not be visible in the final 

 
267 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30.  
268 Nichola Bruce (dir.), “Rachel Whiteread: Monument,” The Works, London: BBC & Arts Council of England, 1997.  
269 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30. 
270 Furlong, “The International Exhibition part 1: Venice Biennale 1997.” 
271 Furlong, “The International Exhibition part 1: Venice Biennale 1997.” 
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cast.272 They are, in part, hidden from view and lend the work a greater autonomy from their 

original source material. The artist speaks of this casting innovation as providing the piece with 

“an internal space as well as both archaeological and architectural references.”273  

In this piece, Whiteread has recorded the tables as forms that are simultaneously open and 

closed, both expanded and contracted. The original structural elements of the tables are rendered 

as void spaces. This is seen on the upper surface of the cast tables, each of which bear two 

longitudinal channels recording the positions of the collapsible table legs. The upper surface of 

the cast also records the location where the base or feet of the table legs were stored. The square 

sections of void space that punctuate the base of the sculpture index the point at which the 

splayed out tables legs touched the ground.  

The complex mould designed for the piece enabled the tables to be cast in interlocking sections. 

These sections availed the individual table elements of their original structural integrity. This 

was achieved by casting the sections containing the base of the table legs separately from the 

rest of the table. This formal gesture served to destabilise what appears, at first glance, to be an 

obdurate structure reminiscent of fortifications.  

As a specific architectural site, the table has a very particular relation to what lies above and 

below the tabletop. Whilst a sense of agreement may be expressed in the body language 

exhibited above this surface, it might also be undercut by observing the deportments beneath 

this plane, which may be suggestive of indecision or dire boredom. Thus, the tabletop is a 

surface that can be construed as signifying a split between the conscious and unconscious.  

Ten Tables disturbs this relationship. Whiteread coagulates the space beneath the table where 

the subject’s indecision might be betrayed. This gesture is complicated by the way in which she 

undercuts the individual table’s structural autonomy in the mould-work by interconnecting each 

table with its neighbour. Ten Tables thus fills in a space of wayward dissent, presenting both a 

united and simultaneously divided front. 

The comparison the artist makes between her table sculptures and architecture reveals a 

fascination with condensation, but in a different way to that of her resin chairs. This 

condensation occurs in the form of a compression or compaction of architecture into its base 

element. For example, the artist commented that Ten Tables bears:  

 
272 For example, Whiteread notes that “Seen from above, the legs of the table are not visible and the spaces where they had been are 
more hidden within the piece.”  

Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30.  
273 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30.  
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A direct relationship to the structure of a building and its foundations. It’s an extension of 

earlier works such as Ghost and Untitled (Room); in fact if it were six feet higher, it 

would be very much like Room. It’s rather blank and unforgiving, but it contains all sorts 

of unanswered questions.274 

Whiteread projects two other scales onto a work cast at 1:1, suggesting it is like a foundation, 

and, if it were taller, would be like Room, a casting of a prefabricated room made by the artist. 

The tables become building blocks from which structures of architectural dimensions are 

derived. However, whilst the work shares a metaphoric capacity with the resin works, which 

also operates on a sliding scale, the extent to which the work gains these metaphorical 

dimensions is dampened by the sculpture’s material expression. 

If Ten Tables bears a direct relationship to the foundation of a building, then it is a highly 

critical one. This work casts an absence: the space beneath a table, destroying the ergonomic 

function of the cast model. Whiteread casts the legroom in domestic filler, the same filler used 

to stop up holes in wall surfaces. Its material constitution is antithetical to that of a building’s 

foundations, for plaster would take on water and crumble under pressure. While a foundation 

stabilises a structure by pinning it to the ground, a foundation can also relate to a cosmetic 

enhancement, which conceals a flaw and covers irregularities across a surface. The surface of 

Whiteread’s Ten Tables is also antithetical to this definition as multiple maculations bloom on 

its upper surfaces and its elevations appear to be heavily worked. (fig. 82) The constructed 

vertical surfaces of the cast act as a counterpoint to the impressions populating the upper 

surface. The vertical surfaces of the cast reflect the artist’s fascination with the “landscape… the 

traces of weathering and geological movement which make up our environment.”275 Such 

patterns of weathering and erosion can be seen on her treatment of the vertical planes 

constructed around Ten Tables. Parts of this surface, derived from shuttering, appear to have 

been patched up or trowelled over. Some areas exhibit signs of erosion whilst others appear to 

have been dug into. 

Ten Tables in Kahn’s Entrance Court 

The formal operations Whiteread exacts on her subjects demonstrates the artist’s fascination 

with exchanging the positions of above for below and shifts from solids to voids. As mentioned 

previously, Van Drathen sees this exchange as also characteristic of Kahn’s work. Whiteread’s 

Ten Tables has been exhibited inside the entrance court of Louis Kahn’s Yale Centre for British 

Art, a building, influenced by the union of art and architecture. (fig. 83) The sculpture appears 

 
274 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30.  
275 Andrea Rose notes in an interview with the artist that when Whiteread was a child her father, who was a geography lecturer, 

would take the family around England, “on field trips pointing out glacial formations and other natural phenomena.”  

Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 33. 
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to be “at home” in Kahn’s construction. Like Cousin’s combinatories of furniture, Ten Tables 

appears to have been predestined to occupy this space.  

Some of the qualities that Kahn’s building expresses are in synchrony with those of Whiteread’s 

Ten Tables. Her obdurate tables seem custom-made for his “stoic” building.276 Both the artist 

and the architect’s works explore the effects of making impressions and derive their inspiration 

from furniture. They both also demonstrate a fascination with the hidden interior life of 

sculpture and architecture. Both Kahn’s building, and the sculpture that inspired Ten Tables (the 

Judenplatz Memorial) were also subject to extensive trials by committee. 

In 1950, Yale’s Department of Fine Arts became the Department of Architecture and Design. 

Charles Sawyer was employed to revise the department’s Beaux-Arts system of education. 

Sawyer developed a more “artistically oriented program that paralleled the vision Sigfried 

Giedion offered for a new monumentality, in which architects, sculptors, and painters would 

collaborate as a means to a new art and a new architecture.”277 Kahn worked within the 

department at this time. Williams-Goldhagen observes that the influence of artists such as Josef 

Albers and other contemporary artist’s with whom Kahn worked were imported into his 

painting, teaching, and architectural practices.278 For example, in his teaching practice, Albers 

eschewed the study of historical models and encouraged art students to, “identify and study the 

structural properties intrinsic to each material, and to make artworks revealing that material, 

reflecting in its forms its physical properties, and making visible the process by which it had 

been shaped.”279 Following Albers lead, Kahn ran studios at Yale such as his “Design Centre for 

Plastics,” whereby students would explore “the inherent qualities of different kinds and colours 

of plastic in changeable light.”280 This studio appears, in hindsight, custom made for the likes of 

Whiteread.  

 
276 Vincent Scully described this building as “stoic”. 

Vincent Scully, “Yale Centre for British Art,” Architectural Record, 161, June (1977): 103. 
277 Sarah Williams-Goldhagen, Louis Kahn's Situated Modernism, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001, p. 46. 
278 For example, Williams-Goldhagen cites the influence of Albers at work in the architect’s paintings made from 1948 onwards, 

when Kahn produced “abstract, simple forms and optical tendencies in ambiguous or shifting perspectives or in changed conditions 

of light”. These works, with their “variations of light and dark complicate normal solid-to-void relationships, as if Kahn had 

embarked on a Gestalt-inspired quest to test the eye’s compulsion toward order.”  

Williams-Goldhagen, Louis Kahn's Situated Modernism, p. 52. 
For a detailed discussion of the influence of contemporary art on Kahn’s teaching and artistic practices (in particular the work of 

Josef Albers and Willem de Kooning) see Chapter 2, “The Quest for Authenticity: The Art Gallery at Yale”, in Williams-

Goldhagen, Louis Kahn's Situated Modernism, p. 41-63. 
279 Albers was interested in the physical crafting of architecture. In his paper “The Educational Value of Manual Work and 

Handicraft in Relation to Architecture” (1944), he wrote that, “in an industrial age, when machines dominate production, it seems 
significant that building, considered as a key industry, depends to a large extent on work by hand.” 

Joseph Albers in Williams-Goldhagen, Louis Kahn's Situated Modernism, p. 46-47. 
280 Williams-Goldhagen, Louis Kahn's Situated Modernism, p. 51. 
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Prior to designing the gallery, Kahn researched British art in general and the Paul Mellon 

Collection (which was to be bequeathed to the new gallery) in particular.281 The long galleries of 

sixteenth-century English country houses, in which many of Mellon’s paintings were originally 

accommodated, characterised by their “long ambulatory spaces and natural light” inspired the 

planning of Kahn’s galleries.282 Kahn created a bifurcated design that allowed provision for 

Research and Gallery Spaces within a single structure.283 Like Whiteread’s memorial project, 

elements of Kahn’s design were also at risk by committee meetings.284 This was due to 

escalating costs that forced a scaling down of the design and the use of cheaper materials.  

The Yale Centre for British Art is situated in a densely urban environment. (fig. 84) The 

Centre’s portico is accessed from beneath the corner canopy (on Chapel and High Streets), 

which leads into what Vincent Scully Jr. describes as “an inside-outside court.”285 (fig. 85) 

Whiteread’s desiccated collection of table sculptures was placed inside this space. Its inversion 

of solids and voids complemented the inside-out qualities of the transitional court.  

When Ten Tables was installed in the entrance court the viewer could look down into the 

elaborate internal structure of the sculpture at close quarters or observe it from one of the three 

stories that rise above the court and look down onto the work. From the stories above, it was 

like looking down upon the plan of an archaeological excavation, or, alternatively, a network of 

service spaces running through a monolithic structure. 

The first floor of Kahn’s entrance court is paved in pale travertine marble, littered with naturally 

occurring air pockets, mirroring those that populate Whiteread’s plaster cast. (fig. 86, fig. 87) 

The entry level is lined with steel on three sides, set between grey concrete columns. The 

coolness of the steel and concrete give way to white oak panelling, which lines the three floors 

above on all sides. Natural light is admitted from above, through the four vaults each glazed 

over with shallow domes. Light washes over the honey-coloured walls that are punctured at 

intervals to allow partial views into the gallery spaces. The low ceilings on the first floor 

provide a dramatic counterpoint to the soaring verticality expressed in Kahn’s entrance court.  

 
281 Duncan Robinson, The Yale Centre for British Art: A Tribute to the Genius of Louis I. Kahn, New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1997, p. 5.  
282 Robinson, The Yale Centre for British Art: A Tribute to the Genius of Louis I. Kahn, p. 6-7.  
283 The building is arranged around two internal courts: the first is located at the entrance and provides unrestricted access to the 

three levels of galleries above. The second floor interior courtyard is more enclosed and it provides access onto the reference library, 

print room, and rare book room. 
Robinson, The Yale Centre for British Art: A Tribute to the Genius of Louis I. Kahn, p. 9.  
284 During the time between designing and executing the building Duncan Robinson notes that, “a good many practical 

considerations intervened. They emerge, when one reads between the lines of the minutes and memoranda of meetings held during 

construction, as different codes and regulations threatened to compromise the integrity of Kahn’s architectural vision.”  

Robinson, The Yale Centre for British Art: A Tribute to the Genius of Louis I. Kahn, p. 8. 
285 Scully writes, “Kahn liked to refer to this court as a Hall. But its effect is at first of positive disorientation. Are we in  the building 

or outside again?”  

Scully, “Yale Centre for British Art,” p. 102.  
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Whiteread’s table sculpture resides in this entrance space. Duncan Robinson proposes that the 

meticulous detailing of the entrance court is comparable to and inspired by the crafting of 

furniture. He remarks that the Entrance Court: 

Sets the style and the standard for millwork throughout the building; the rectangular 

panels are flush with their frames, separated only by means of vertical and horizontal 

grooves between the two elements. The finish is that of cabinet making rather than 

carpentry - of an exquisitely designed piece of furniture in which hardware alone, hinges 

and handles, indicates the presence of doors such as those into the seminar room.286 

An example of this careful craftsmanship is also expressed on the exterior of the structure. 

William Jordy notes that at the roof, the bevelling of the elevations mark the transition to the 

angled coffering. This enhances “the density and reticence of the Centre’s outward aspect by 

giving it a lidded casket quality, as of a crafted strong box containing smaller boxes.”287 (fig. 88) 

Like details of Whiteread’s table castings, aspects of the interior life of this building are also, 

partly hidden from view. In Kahn’s Gallery, oak or glass panels conceal services and office and 

research areas respectively. Robinson notes that within the building “The only signs are those 

required for safety reasons, ensuring that the only labels are those relative to the works of art on 

display.”288 Not even the gallery directors office is identified.  

The hidden wealth of the interior is also given in Kahn’s careful treatment of the services, their 

design integrated into the overall aesthetic of the structure.289 While Kahn had initially intended 

to express the services on the exterior of the building in the form of four service towers clad in 

stainless steel, this was abandoned due to budget restraints.290 In the completed building, air 

ducts and machinery were carefully designed and partly exposed within the interior. 

Another example of the hidden life of Kahn’s interior is the stairwell that cuts through each 

floor of the building and is enshrouded by a concrete silo. The concrete bears patterns left from 

the narrow wooden shuttering.291 Khan’s treatment of the stair silo again mirrors Whiteread’s 

impressions of wood splinters left on the upper surface of her table castings. 

 
286 Robinson, The Yale Centre for British Art: A Tribute to the Genius of Louis I. Kahn, p. 22.  
287 William Jordy, “Kahn at Yale,” Architectural Review, 162, July (1977): 39.  
288 Robinson, The Yale Centre for British Art: A Tribute to the Genius of Louis I. Kahn, p. 26.  
289 When speaking of the building Kahn would refer to the “mechanical rooms as lungs and the air shafts through which they were 
ventilated as nostrils.” 

Robinson, The Yale Centre for British Art: A Tribute to the Genius of Louis I. Kahn, p. 7.  
290 Patricia Cummings Loud, The Art Museums of Louis I. Kahn, Durham: Duke University Press in association with the Duke 

University Museum of Art, 1989, p. 232. 
291 Prior to this building Kahn had designed a major extension to the Yale University Art Gallery in New Haven in 1951, where he 
had also contained the stairs in concrete silos. On both occasions Kahn chose not to smooth off the impression left by formwork. 

Kahn commented: “Why bother to deny how it was made? We’re proud of it. Le Corbusier, in his Marseilles apartments, even left 

the wooden splinters.”  
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Ten Tables was produced due to a frustration with delays in the realisation of the artist’s 

memorial project. The sculpture evokes issues in regards to the institutional decision-making 

that slows down processes of creative locomotion, grinding them to a halt. Whiteread’s Ten 

Tables conveys a sense of sobriety and heaviness, as well as a complex interior structure. These 

qualities offer a counterpoint to those seen in her castings of chairs. Ten Tables chosen subject 

matter, surface finishes, and careful construction can be seen to mirror many of those expressed 

in the design of Kahn’s Entrance court in which it resides. 

Conclusion 

Under Whiteread’s artistic direction, demoted chairs are once again endowed with an in-built 

sentience and given access to the interior from which they were cast out. This occurs in two 

ways: firstly by being brought into the confines of the gallery and secondly by being remade in 

a resin that provides the viewer access to the brilliantine interior life of these domestic artefacts. 

Their architectural capacity increases exponentially due to their material transformation. 

With her chair and table casts the artist makes connections between sculptural and architectural 

practices: archiving the rich interior lives of undersides found within architecture. For 

Whiteread, tables and chairs activate rooms. Her creative practice highlights the impact of prior-

arrangements of furniture on the subject’s experience of space. However the architect might 

design a room, the spatial organisation of the room via furniture comes from much older 

memories; the subject always brings the first house to bear on all other spaces.

 
Louis Kahn quoted in Williams-Goldhagen, Louis Kahn's Situated Modernism, p. 58.  
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Chapter 4 

 

Flights of Fancy 

The architect who does not conceive of the stair as something fantastic is not an artist.292 

-Gio Ponti. 

Gio Ponti saw staircases as providing the architect with a vehicle for fanciful artistic expression. 

Whiteread designs staircases that are spectacular structures. She interrogates these architectural 

structures as a rich resource to be mined for their sculptural potential.  

Whiteread has made drawings for staircases works since 1991. For many years, however, she 

did not attempt to sculpt a staircase. This was because the staircase presented a challenging 

subject. Whiteread explains: “Physically and intellectually I couldn’t work out how to do it. It 

took a long time to get the kind of knowledge of how to do something like that without actually 

destroying the staircase.”293  

Whiteread’s casting of House piqued her interest in stairs. In this work, the original structure of 

the stair became a source of frustration for the artist who had to “cut it in half and cast around it; 

so the staircase was still in position when the work was finished.”294 The stair’s timber treads and 

risers remained trapped in the cast. They could be seen scaling one of House’s bleached 

concrete elevations. Whiteread wanted to liberate the stairs from the structure that contained 

them, pulling them out of the interior and exposing their component parts to scrutiny. 

This exposure is achieved in her collection of staircase works. In these works, Whiteread 

reconfigures conventional relationships that exist between the composite parts of the staircase, 

including entry vestibules, flights of stairs, and landings. Under Whiteread’s direction, these 

thoroughfares, subject to habitual use, are stopped in their tracks. In the majority of these 

staircase works the artist draws attention toward the dark side of staircases, exacerbating the 

malevolent and dangerous aspects of this transitional structure. The artist morselates and then 

re-composes elements of staircases to produce sculptures that exhibit contorted deportments. 

The warped configurations can be re-arranged in response to the scale and dimensions of the 

different gallery spaces in which they are displayed.  

 
292 Gio Ponti in John Templer, The Staircase: History and Theories, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992, p. ix. 
293 Charlotte Mullins, “Exposed: the space beneath the stairs,” The Independent on Sunday, London: 17 June 2001, sec. Arts: 10.  
294 Mullins, “Exposed: the space beneath the stairs,” p. 10. 



 83 

Whiteread’s staircase casts are an extension of her floor pieces because they too are derived 

from sites of thoroughfare. She has produced six staircase works to date. Three of these, 

rendered in mixed media, Untitled (Basement), 2001 (fig. 89), Untitled (Upstairs), 2001 (fig. 

90), and Untitled (Stairs), 2001 (fig. 91), were taken from the artist’s residence: a former 

synagogue in Bethnal Green. Two other pieces, also in mixed media, Untitled (Domestic), 2002 

(fig. 92), and Untitled (Fire Escape), 2002 (fig. 93), are casts based upon the dimensions of the 

fire-escape stair at the Haunch of Venison Yard, an art gallery in London. Whiteread’s most 

recent work derived from stairs, Untitled (Inside), 2004 (fig. 94), was made in collaboration 

with the architect Juhani Pallasmaa. It consisted of a full-scale cast made in compacted snow. 

This sculpture offers a more conventional occupation of the interior. It also acts as a 

counterweight to Whiteread’s sinister plaster staircase works.  

Suspended Animation and Malevolent Transitions 

To develop her staircase casts, Whiteread made extensive use of drawings and scale models. In 

an early drawing, Untitled, 1995 (fig. 95), a wedge of correction fluid depicts the gradient of a 

stair. A desiccated outline of treads and risers scale this gradient. The stairs ascend to a landing 

and then turn 90 degrees to venture up again. The space beneath the stair is rendered as a 

monolithic form. Its solidity is countered by a series of vertical lines projected up from the 

edges of the treads, which indicate a hanging structure. In this drawing, the stair appears as both 

well grounded and delicately suspended. The drawing treads both solidly and lightly, 

demonstrating a sleight of hand at work; one that plays off opaque mass against lightweight 

structure. The stair cedes to gravity’s pull and resists it. A similar play is evident in Whiteread’s 

sculptural treatment of staircases.  

Further drawings demonstrate Whiteread’s fascination with stairs. She was particularly affected 

by the photographs that she took of the stairs at the concentration camp, Sachsenhausen that 

lead down into the ovens.295 Her drawings of blacked out stairs on old postcards recall these 

staircases. 296 (fig. 96) Molly Nesbit writes that in these drawings the artist was “turning a 

positive into the image of a photographic negative, floating a monument.”297 In these drawings, 

Whiteread dovetails her stairs to a site of morbid foreboding, where one descends into unknown 

and unfathomable territories. In the drawings of stairs on postcards, there is no sense of 

destination. There is only a move into pitch-blackness. Taking these drawing studies as likely 

precedents for the sculptures, the fractured contortions of Whiteread’s stair works might be seen 

 
295 It took Whiteread three visits to the concentration camp Sachsenhausen before she could take a photograph of the camp.  
Molly Nesbit, “Casting Out,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 137.  
296 Molly Nesbit, “Casting Out,” p. 147-8. 
297 Molly Nesbit, “Casting Out,” p. 147-8. 
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as a means of forestalling access into spaces of cremation, morselating the components of a 

staircase in order to make this approach illegible.  

Contortionist Models 

Three narrow staircases within a former synagogue enabled Whiteread to realise what had been 

a longstanding preoccupation. Casting the stairs was technically challenging. Sussanah Greeves 

notes that the artist’s “entire career’s experience in casting went into this technical feat.”298 For 

the first time, scale models were used extensively to establish how to cast the spaces. The life-

size staircase works were originally made as 1:10 scale models. (fig. 97) Whiteread says the 

models were created as “playful objects in my studio - which made it easier to decide upon the 

orientation of the works.”299 The sections of the stair, including the treads and risers, landings, 

and vestibules, were shifted around to make the work less literal.300 These hand-held models, 

emancipated from a base, allowed for architectural free-play. They dispensed with the 

exigencies of gravity. They could move at will through different orientations. They placed the 

conventional grounds on which stairs are built into question.  

Warped Staircases 

Untitled (Basement), 2001 (fig. 98), was the first staircase Whiteread cast. It was exhibited with 

Untitled (Apartments) for her Transient Spaces exhibition that toured the Guggenheim 

Museums in Berlin, New York, and Bilbao. The majority of the stairs in Untitled (Basement) 

recline on the floor, whilst a smaller set rise up from a landing toward a bulkhead that looks like 

an upper vestibule turned on its side. Some of the surfaces of the cast are marked by stair 

erosion. John Templer describes this erosion as “a petrified (if dynamic) indicator of people’s 

responses to stairs.”301 Age spots and paint pulled from the original concrete stair also bloom on 

the pleated plaster surfaces of the cast. To cast the stair, the artist had to make decisions about 

“how high it was, where the walls ended, where things began, where things stopped.”302 She also 

notes that the space underneath the stair was also cast.303  

 
298 Susanna Greeves, “Stairs into Space,” in Christiane Schneider (ed.), Rachel Whiteread, London: Haunch of Venison, 2002, p. 40, 

44. 
299 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 19.  
300 Whiteread comments: 
“When I was first thinking about making Basement, I didn’t necessarily want to illustrate it as a staircase. If I had, I would have had 

to either peg the bottom to the floor or lean the top part against the wall. I wanted to try and do something a bit less literal. I made 

models of the staircase, which helped me realize I could actually turn things around. You can’t do that when you’ve got a sculpture 

over three metres high.” 

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 50. 
301 Templer, The Staircase: History and Theories, p. 83. 
302 Bragg, The South Bank Show. 
303 Bragg, The South Bank Show. 
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A constructional seam, approximately 10cm wide, was designed to facilitate the cast’s removal 

from the mould. This seam runs through the centre of the treads and risers and also cuts across 

the landings. (fig. 99) Another seam cuts across the walls running alongside the stairs, at the 

level of the balustrade. The re-orientation of the stair and the design of the proportions of the 

plaster segments, complete with this seam line, iterate the sculpture’s autonomy from the 

original staircase. A photograph of the mould work for Untitled (Basement) shows that 

additional details have been added to the staircase, such as the staggered wooden form affixed 

to the wall on the landing. (fig. 100) Whiteread’s strategic additions re-design the stairwell, 

making the original form impossible to recuperate in the finished cast.  

Shifting Dispositions 

The staircase pieces were designed to relate to a number of different architectural contexts.304 

For example, Untitled (Basement) was able to be re-oriented to fit within the three different 

Guggenheim Galleries for Whiteread’s Transient Spaces exhibition.305 The artist’s motivation to 

disorient the viewer by reconstructing sites of habitual transition, were mirrored by the 

celebrated buildings that were to accommodate them. Whiteread carefully considered the forms 

of the buildings in which her works would be shown. She responded in kind to their ‘turned 

around’ forms.306 It was her intention to, “try and flip the architecture a little bit. I wanted to 

change the way one might think about how you walk around or through something, which is 

what the New York and Bilbao Guggenheim buildings do.”307 As Untitled (Basement) re-designs 

the conventional connections between the elements of a staircase, the radicalism of Wright’s 

rotunda in New York challenges the conventions of museological display and questions the 

form an institutional building might assume. The sculptural forms of the exterior of Frank 

Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao operate in a similar manner. 

With her sculpture Ghost, the cast of a bed-sitting room in North London, Whiteread set herself 

the brief to mummify the space inside a room. The stair pieces explore another aspect of the 

 
304 With Transient Spaces Whiteread set out to:  

“Make a work that would be about the architecture of the Guggenheim’s….. I spent ages trying to think about this, and went and 

looked at them, and I thought this is just crazy: what I need to do is bring my architecture to them. I can’t play with their  
architecture; it has to be the other way around, which is what made me think about the staircases. I was very excited about the 

possibility of the staircase that worked with the apartment I had cast and that could completely reorient and change the emphasis of 

the show, just by tipping the staircase over, whichever way it might fit in the room with the other piece.” 

Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 19.   
305 Whiteread comments: “I always thought about the context of the staircase pieces, that they would have to relate to the 
architecture. I felt they should be reoriented, if need be. I had to take into account the exhibition of Untitled (Basement) at three 

different branches of the Guggenheim-in Berlin, Bilbao and New York.”  

Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 19.  
306 Craig Houser has made the observation that Untitled (Basement) has a consonance with the Bilbao and New York Guggenheim’s 

in that they are buildings “in which forms appear turned around.”  
Craig Houser, “If Walls Could Talk: An Interview with Rachel Whiteread,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient 

Spaces, p. 50-1. 
307 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 51. 
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processes involved in this ancient form of preservation. During mummification, once the soft 

tissue had decomposed, “the bones were placed back together, though not always in an 

anatomically correct manner.”308 The process of creating the stair works follows a similar path, 

one involving the “dismemberment and subsequent rejoining of the bodily parts,”309 independent 

of their conventional placement. According to Lisa Corrin, in works like Untitled (Basement), 

the forms that result are, “dense, impossible, puzzle-like, even perverse.”310  

Another sculpture, Untitled (Stairs), 2001 (see fig. 91), was cast from a staircase leading to a 

five-room flat in the former synagogue. In contrast to other stair works, this piece evokes a 

sense of balance and symmetry. The splayed scissor stairs are joined together at ground level by 

two landings with two stairs between them. This symmetrical coupling gives the work a surety 

of footing that the other stair works place in question. 

The destabilising effect of Whiteread’s staircases is particularly evident in Untitled (Upstairs), 

2001. This is a full-scale cast of a double staircase. The sculpture has the highest reach of all of 

the staircase pieces and the artist describes it as “more resistant…and I think a bit more 

aggressive”311 than Untitled (Basement). For its inaugural exhibition it was installed at the 

Serpentine Gallery in London. Here, the piece soared up into the dome of the central gallery 

space. (fig. 101) In contrast, when it was shown in the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art 

in Edinburgh, it was oriented horizontally as to fit inside the space.  

At the Serpentine, the entry vestibule and small staircase of Untitled (Upstairs) were laid out on 

the floor like a fatigued ziggurat. The impressions of a door and window on a floor-bound 

plaster block, reveal that the entry vestibule to the staircase has been tipped on its side. The 

small staircase was connected to a landing from which a second flight of stairs emerged to meet 

the upper vestibule. The stair serrations appeared exaggerated as they ascended toward the 

Serpentine’s dome, as Whiteread had inverted the position of the treads and risers. The art critic 

Adrian Searle observes that the angles and corners of the cast are “worn, out of true, full of 

irregularities,”312 and that the cast exhibits “marvellous, accidental, compound details: notches, 

recessed lintels, door frames and mouldings are a complex of planes and angles, all catching and 

reflecting the light and shadow in their plaster forms.”313  

 
308 John H. Taylor, Death and the Afterlife, London: British Museum Press, 2001, p. 48. 
309 Taylor, Death and the Afterlife, p. 48.  
310 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 18.  
311 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 19. 
312 Adrian Searle, “The Cast Show,” The Guardian, 19 June 2001, sec. 12: 1.  
313 Searle, “The Cast Show,” p. 1.  
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Whiteread disturbs conventional spatial arrangements. In doing this her works induce viewers to 

similarly twist and turn in and around her serpentine forms. Searle compares the experience of 

viewing Untitled (Upstairs), to “walking around a geometric sphinx.”314 Another critic argues 

that the piece “owes obvious debts to Escher and Piranesi,”315 claims which, on Escher’s count, 

the artist explicitly denies. Whiteread intended the piece to be “like a puzzle.”316 However, she 

insists that she was “not trying to make an Escher drawing in which you have this annoying 

psychological game where you’re trying to traipse your way around one of his drawings. For me 

it is primarily a physical experience.”317 

Whiteread arranges the volumes of her staircase precariously.318 Many of the orientations of the 

stair pieces, including Untitled (Upstairs) have a vertiginous effect on the viewer. The viewer’s 

response to the brute physicality and anxious deportments of these pieces is paramount. The 

works are experienced in three dimensions, their surfaces and volumes cautiously scrutinised 

from above, below, and surrounding the works. Searle has noted that the cast of the upper 

landing “rears over our heads, an upstairs door jutting out, on its side. The angled form of the 

stairwell is like a giant buttress. You can walk under the dangerous wedge of space between the 

slanting stairs and the gallery wall.”319  

The Unruly Diagonal 

Whiteread’s staircase castings are characterised the dynamic movement evoked by the use of 

the diagonal. John Templer has observed that in many building designs, the unruly influence of 

the diagonal is vigilantly controlled. He comments:  

The diagonal line or plane is comparatively unusual in the major massing of building 

components, except as a roof cap, and architects have always sought to understand and to 

tame the vigorous, unruly heresy that the diagonal demonstrates within comfortable 

orthogonal schema. The nature of the diagonal is a forceful dynamic movement that may 

threaten the tranquillity of the usual order and orientation.320 

Templer notes that when the diagonal is employed in buildings such as Richard Rogers and 

Renzo Piano’s Pompidou Centre in Paris, where it contains the escalators, it has “shock value,” 

 
314 Searle, “The Cast Show,” p. 1. 
315 Reynolds, “Original Cast Recordings,” p. 18.  
316 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 19.  
317 Corrin, Elliott, and Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, p. 19.  
318 Critic Richard Cork adds to the throng of anxious onlookers, writing that Untitled (Upstairs), “Leans against the wall as if for 

support, and our disquiet increases when we look upwards to contemplate the great mass at the top of the stairs… The steps seem 

barely able to withstand the weight of the slab on top, jutting out so far to one side that it hangs in space, as though waiting to break 

off.” 
Richard Cork, “Transfixed by Baleful Stairs,” The Times, 27 June 2001, sec. Visual Arts: page number unknown. 
319 Searle, “The Cast Show,” p. 1. 
320 Templer, The Staircase: History and Theories, p. 28. 
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demanding our attention as it snakes its way along the exterior of the building.321 Whiteread’s 

staircases exploit the obliques propensity to disturb architecture.  

The Conversion of Daydreams into Nightmares 

In The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard wrote about the significance of stairs within the 

daydreamer’s reverie. He ascribes the daydream with a synaesthetic acuity that the night dream 

lacks.322 He points to the house as being a tactile realm in which the stairs plays a significant 

part. Bachelard observes that a section of stair is often attached to our daydreams, pre-empting a 

threshold that harbours powerful memories.323 Stairs thus plumb the depths and scale the heights 

of the dream ground. In Bachelard’s analysis of the daydream, the action of using the stairs to 

the lowest and uppermost spaces in the house is mono-directional. Once one descends to the 

cellar there is no going back. Once we scale the steep flight to the attic there can be no descent. 

He writes: 

We always go down the one that leads to the cellar, and it is this going down that we 

remember, that characterises its oneirism. But we go both up and down the stairway that 

leads to the bed-chamber. It is more commonly used; we are familiar with it….Lastly, we 

always go up the attic stairs, which are steeper and more primitive. For they bear the 

mark of ascension to a more tranquil solitude. When I return to dream in the attics of 

yester-year, I never go down again.324 

At first glance, Whiteread’s judicious inversion of treads and risers in her staircase castings 

emphasises the steepness of the stairs, and can be seen as manifesting a desire to ascend toward 

what Bachelard describes as “a more tranquil solitude.” However, this interpretation is belied by 

her morselation and reconstitution of stairways to incapacitate them. Whiteread’s customised 

staircases disavow apriori rites of passage. If, in the daydream, as Bachelard states, “When we 

recall the old house in its longitudinal detail, everything that ascends and descends comes to life 

again dynamically,”325 then many of Whiteread’s re-animations of stairs are hewn from the 

realm of the nightmare. In Untitled (Upstairs), vestibules are converted into vertiginous 

 
321 Templer comments: “The nature of the diagonal is a forceful dynamic movement that may threaten the tranquility of the usual 

order and orientation. It has shock value; it surprises and rivets our attention and is often used deliberately for this reason, as in 

Richard Rogers and Renzo Piano’s Pompidou Centre in Paris.” 

Templer, The Staircase: History and Theories, p 28. 
322 Bachelard comments: “Dreams of stairs have often been encountered in psychoanalysis. But since it requires an all-inclusive 

symbolism to determine its interpretations, psychoanalysis has paid little attention to the complexity of mixed revery and memory. 

That is why, on this point, as well as on others, psychoanalysis is better suited to the study of dreams than of daydreams. The 

phenomenology of the daydream can untangle the complex of memory and imagination; it becomes necessarily sensitive to the 

differentiations of the symbol. And the poetic daydream, which creates symbols, confers upon our intimate moments an activity that 
is poly-symbolic.”  

Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 26. 
323 Bachelard comments that it is within the daydream, that: 

“Our recollections grow sharper, the oneiric house becomes highly sensitised. At times, a few steps have engraved in our memories 

a slight difference of level that existed in our childhood home. A certain room was not only a door, but a door plus three steps.”  
Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 26. 
324 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 25-6. 
325 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 26. 
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bulkheads that hover above the viewer stopping them in their tracks. Often, the stair’s prior 

spatial relations are upended. Treads and risers recline against the floor, landings are upturned 

by 90 degrees, and space is suffocated.  

Some staircases are designed to provide thoroughfares for the upright body and also to 

accommodate its final, horizontal departure from the domicile. Colomina has observed that the 

domestic design of staircases incorporate within them the premonition of death. She notes that 

in planning the dimensions of the traditional house: “The size of a stair (actually called a ‘coffin 

stair’) is determined by the space needed to take down a coffin carried by three pairs of men, 

and that of a door is that which allows the passing through of a coffin.”326  

Escape Hatches 

Certain stairs have also been specifically designed to enable an escape from harm. When the 

elevator became the preferred form of egress in multi storey buildings, the stair assumed a 

supporting role. Templer has noted that in such structures the stair thus becomes “the route of 

last resort where the potential for catastrophe demands a design that will always be safe and 

convenient.”327 

For her next foray into staircase sculpture, Whiteread recast the fire escape in the Haunch of 

Venison Gallery in London. Her reconfigurations of this architectural structure normally utilised 

only for emergency evacuations of the interior would block up egress routes, prohibiting safe 

passage. In Untitled (Domestic), 2002 (see fig. 92), and Untitled (Fire Escape), 2002 (see fig. 

93), the artist’s casting practice would dramatically shift emphasis.  

Whiteread derived her inspiration for both of these works from a building that had recently been 

renovated to accommodate the Haunch of Venison Gallery. Built in the eighteenth century as a 

Georgian townhouse, it was at one time home to Admiral Lord Nelson whilst he recuperated 

after losing his arm in the battle of Santa Cruz. Since then it has been known as ‘Nelson House’ 

and has accommodated an upholsterer, a car showroom, and acted as a storage facility for an 

auction house.328 

Whiteread chose to disregard the structure’s colourful past, focusing instead upon the building’s 

fire escape stairwell, the newest functional addition to the building. Whiteread did not cast this 

 
326 Beatriz Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 85. 
327 Templer, The Staircase: History and Theories, p. xi. 
328 Harry Blain and Graham Southern noted that Nelson House was occupied by “an upholsterer by the name of Charles Elliot in the 

early 19th century, and a car showroom and storage place to Phillips auctioneers in the 20th century.”  

Schneider, Rachel Whiteread, p. 4.  
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piece directly, as she was unable to gain access to it to make the cast.329 Instead, she took the 

dimensions and form of this space and set about re-constructing it in her studio. This move 

allowed Whiteread even more artistic freedom. She comments: “I decided I could liberate 

myself by simply re-making it. So I changed the treads, the edges of the steps, the banisters. I 

used the same proportions but I changed it into something more domestic.”330 Whiteread added 

light switches and pendant fittings to her mould. Casting off-site also gave her the leeway to 

select surface finishes.331 Whiteread’s ‘domestication’ of the fire escape stair is, however, far 

from homely and benign. 

Moulds were manufactured to produce Untitled (Domestic), and Untitled (Fire Escape). The 

interiors of these moulds were replete with a host of variegated surface finishes, whilst their 

exterior formwork was a composite of timber struts and plywood sheeting. (fig. 102) The 

moulds were created in a studio setting that the artist described as “like Holly-wood.”332 The 

decision to cast the pieces off-site proved to be both physically and technically demanding. Up 

to 120 pieces were cast for Untitled (Domestic) and reassembled, Whiteread notes, “like a 

jigsaw puzzle. The conditions in making a work like that are unpleasant. It’s a bit like mining. 

You’re down this shaft, basically, for ages.”333  

Untitled (Domestic) was installed on an upper storey of the Haunch of Venison Gallery where 

its desiccated form ascended toward a skylight in the ceiling. The stair’s entry vestibule was 

turned on its side and hovered high above the floor plane. The vestibule was anchored to the 

ground by a short flight of stairs and a landing. From this landing, a second set of stairs 

emerged. The steepness of this staircase was exacerbated by Whiteread’s decision to invert the 

position of the treads and risers. It was to scale up into the roof space, where a further landing 

was defined. The viewer was required to move in, around, and under the piece to inspect its 

many details. (fig. 103) Like earlier staircase casts, this work has a mercurial aspect, reminiscent 

of broken limbs set together in warped configurations.  

In the sculpture Untitled (Fire Escape), also cast from a pre-fabricated mould, two sets of stairs, 

replete with entry vestibule, lie prostrate on the floor, meeting at a central platform. From this 

 
329 Mark Irving, “Inner Space, the Final Frontier: The Arts Interview: Rachel Whiteread,” Financial Times, 7 December 2002, sec. 

Arts: 12. 
330 Irving, “Inner Space, the Final Frontier: The Arts Interview: Rachel Whiteread,” p. 12.  
331 Greeves notes that Whiteread set about “constructing the banister railings in the studio and making the treads and risers from 

rough-grained scaffold board.”  
Greeves, “Stairs into Space,” p. 44. 
332 Irving, “Inner Space, the Final Frontier: The Arts Interview: Rachel Whiteread,” p. 12. 
333 Irving, “Inner Space, the Final Frontier: The Arts Interview: Rachel Whiteread,” p. 12. 
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platform, a grand stairwell takes flight, rearing 22 feet high.334 When shown in the Luhring 

Augustine Gallery in 2003, it ascended an entire storey, drawing attention to the skylight above 

it to keep company with the building’s rafters. 

Whiteread’s staircase reiterates a soaring verticality. Her decision to cast works derived from 

the proportions of a fire escape also suggests the artist is interested in a form of passage only 

used in times of mortal danger. The spatial contortions she executes on her subject endow it 

with a great sense of foreboding, blocking up interior space and, therefore, fracturing her 

subject’s utilitarian provenance. 

Art critic Alfred MacAdam argues that with this “staircase-building” Whiteread is “shedding 

her dependence on metaphorical references and declaring the independence of her objects.”335 

The fire-escape works demonstrate the artist’s move toward architectural design in her 

sculptural practice. She renovates the way architectural spaces are apprehended (or habitually 

ignored) by the viewing subject.  

In large commercial office buildings stairs offer workers an alternative to the stilled locomotion 

of lifts. They also attempt to provide escape clauses in a building under threat by fire or, more 

recently, terrorist attack. Untitled (Fire Escape) was described by critic Amy Stewart as being 

“especially poignant in these ravaged, mortally dangerous times, reminding us of the 

inescapable and, indeed, permanent nature of our demise.”336  

The architect and theorist Juhani Pallasmaa337 is particularly critical of the way stairs are 

employed in contemporary office buildings where, he observes, they are “concealed and used 

only for emergencies.”338 He identifies the stair as a central metaphorical element of architecture, 

an element endangered by the prevalence of alternative forms of transit such as the lift and the 

escalator. He writes: “One of architecture’s tasks is to reinforce and articulate the verticality of 

the human experience of the world; the inhabited towers of our age, however, served by 

mechanical stairs, have degenerated into virtual horizontality.”339 Pallasmaa lauds the stair as an 

architectural device in which “The horizontal, vertical, and diagonal directions are 

 
334 The critic Roberta Smith describes the stair piece as “a double switchback, a kind of symmetrical T-shape with boxy vestibules at 

its three terminals. She exhibits it rotated 90 degrees from its real orientation, so that it takes longer to decipher exactly what is 

positive and what is negative, and which way is up.”  

Roberta Smith, “Rachel Whiteread: Review,” The New York Times, 21 March 2003, sec. E.2: 40. 
335 Alfred MacAdam, “Rachel Whiteread: Luhring Augustine,” Art News 102, 5 (May 2003): 151. 
336 Amy Smith Stewart, “Rachel Whiteread: Luhring Augustine,” Flash Art, May/June (2003): 92.  
337 Juhani Plasma is a Professor of Architecture at the Helsinki University of Technology and has been engaged in architectural 

practice since 1963. He has written extensively on architecture, publishing books such as The Eyes of The Skin: Architecture and the 

Senses, London: Academy Editions, 1996. 
338 Juhani Pallasmaa, “Stairways of the Mind,” in Juhani Pallasmaa, Encounters: Architectural Essays, Helsinki: Rakkenustieto Oy 

(Building Information Ltd), 2005, p. 63. 
339 Pallasmaa, “Stairways of the Mind,” p. 64. 
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interconnected,” acknowledging “this formal complexity transforms it into an architectural 

miniature, a microcosm, and an abstracted and condensed house within a house.”340 

Treading Lightly: Untitled (Inside) 

Whiteread’s fascination with the emergency staircase structure, which she manipulates to 

exacerbate its perilous connotations, are not shared by Pallasmaa, the architect with whom she 

was to collaborate to produce Untitled (Inside), 2004. The differences in their approaches can be 

identified in the artefact they co-produced. In this work, the viewer, who had been able to 

dynamically engage in moving in and around Whiteread’s earlier staircase castings, was now 

invited to occupy the interior of the staircase in a more conventional manner.  

Untitled (Inside), 2004 (fig. 104), was based upon the reconstruction of a staircase in the former 

synagogue but it radically differs from its predecessors in terms of it method of facture, its 

context, and its material composition. The work was executed for The Snow Show (2004), in 

Rovaniemi, Finnish Lapland. The piece consisted of a full-scale cast made in compacted snow, 

which was occupiable.  

Lance Fung, the curator of The Snow Show, paired seventeen leading artists with seventeen 

renowned architects and commissioned them to create structures made entirely from snow and 

ice.341 Fung looked for aesthetic and philosophical similarities between the artists and architects 

he paired together.342 The curator was especially interested in how the divisions between art and 

architecture have become obfuscated in recent times. He writes:  

Architects are just as likely to be influenced by Richard Serra or James Turrell as by Mies 

van der Rohe, and artists, who rarely address themselves to experimental architecture, are 

 
340 Pallasmaa, “Stairways of the Mind,” p. 66. 
341 The seventeen pairs of Snow Show architects and artists were: 

Anamorphosis + Eva Rothschild 

Elizabeth Diller and Richardo Scofidio + John Roloff 
LOT-EK + Top Changtrakul 

Morphosis + Do-Ho Suh 

Enrique Norten + Lawrence Weiner 

Ocean North + Ernesto Neto 

Studio Granda + Lothar Hempel 
Steven Holl + Jene Highstein 

Asymptote + Osmo Rauhala 

Todd Williams and Billie Tsien + Carsten Höller 

Tadao Ando + Tatsuo Miyajima 

Future Systems + Anish Kapoor 
Zaha Hadid + Cai Guo-Qiang 

Hollmén, Reuter, Sandman + Robert Barry 

Juhani Pallasmaa + Rachel Whiteread 

Lebbeus Woods + Kiki Smith 

Arata Isozaki + Yoko Ono 
342 In order to pair the teams up Fung says that he was “putting them in and taking them out until I felt good about the 

match…..Each pair had to be a concrete entity and living unity.” 

Lance Fung in Henrietta Thompson, “Cold Play,” Blueprint 216, February (2004): 57. 
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increasingly being exposed to experimentally architected work. It is this very overlap of 

practices that forms the heart of ‘The Snow Show.’343 

For many of the contributors snow and ice were new media. It was intended that the exhibition 

would provide a showcase for technical and artistic innovations in these unorthodox 

construction materials. Each team was required to work within certain limitations. They were to 

build structures no larger than 100 square metres, no higher than 9 metres, and composed of no 

less than 80% snow or ice.344 This temporary outdoor exhibition ran from 12 February to 31 

March 2004, in Kemi and Rovaniemi, in Finnish Lapland, where the frozen Ounaskoski River 

separated the Rovaniemi site from the city centre.345  

During the project, the curator was cast into a role similar to that of a marriage counsellor 

involved in dispute resolutions. Conflicts arose in relation to the different roles each participant 

took within the process.346 For example, Henrietta Thompson notes: 

Architects…often view themselves as artists of a sort - something that is not true in 

reverse for artists. Architects are also used to working in teams, and devoting all their 

time to one project, while conversely artists generally work alone, and in doing so must 

juggle their workload in a way that won’t diffuse their focus. That said too, while 

architects are used to collaborating at almost every stage in their work-with clients, 

builders, or other designers - they are rarely asked to do so as equals.347 

Thompson suggests that architects are prone to subsuming the role of the artist and are adept at 

directing teams of professionals to execute their vision. She does not see the same as true of 

artists. However, Whiteread came to this project with a substantial amount of experience in 

designing and project-managing large scale sculptural pieces that approach architecture. In 

Pallasmaa and Whiteread’s collaboration therefore, the architect and artist were arguably on an 

equal footing. 

Whilst some critics saw the architect’s contribution to the final installations as upstaging that of 

the artist,348 Pallasmaa insisted, “the artist should make the first move.”349 He comments: 

Since architecture is an art form of accommodation and mediation, we agreed at the 

beginning that the artist should suggest the motif. Since I have also produced architectural 

 
343 Lance Fung (ed.), The Snow Show, New York: Thames & Hudson, 2005, p. 7.  
344 Neil Robert Wenman, “The Snow Show,” Art and Architecture, 60 (2004): 2.  
345 The works were made by Sappo Makinen, a Finnish ice engineer, with the assistance of local builders and over one hundred 

international student volunteers.  
346 Thompson, “Cold Play,” p. 54-9.  
347 Thompson, “Cold Play,” p. 59.  
348 Alan Riding, “The White Stuff,” New York Times, 29 February 2004, sec. 2: 2. 
349 Riding, “The White Stuff,” p. 2. 
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objects based on images of stairways, I immediately found the idea appropriate for our 

collaboration.350  

Prior to this collaboration, Pallasmaa had produced a number of works based on staircases. 

These included Architectural Object, 1998, and Architectural Object, 1991, made from rusted 

steel (fig. 105) He had also written an essay, Stairways of the Mind (2000). Following the lead 

of Gaston Bachelard in his Poetics of Space, the essay takes a phenomenological approach to 

the significance of the staircase in architecture.351 Serving more than utilitarian requirements, the 

stair for Pallasmaa “mediates between the different metaphysical realms of the house of our 

dreams.”352  

Pallasmaa argues that the staircase is the heart of the house that “keeps pumping occupants up 

and down into the arteries and veins of corridors, hallways and rooms.”353 He notes that in 

tandem with the door, the stair is the architectural element that is encountered “most concretely 

and directly by the body.”354 The proportions of the stair also have a powerful impact on its 

users, such that, Pallasmaa notes: “A dull stair makes the body feel heavy and clumsy, whereas 

a delightfully proportioned stair makes one glide up and down graciously and effortlessly.”355  

In contrast to the fluid or staccato movement encouraged by the dimensioning of the staircase, 

Whiteread’s previous staircase castings had suffocated space, disallowing the subject to tread 

heavily or lightly inside the stairwell. They also skewed habitual orientations in relation to these 

structures.356  

Whiteread invited Pallasmaa to her studio, showing him the basement stair in the synagogue. 

Her brief to the architect came from her study-models derived from this staircase. (See fig. 97) 

She decided to make a cast of the stair on its side, creating a sense of disorientation.357 Pallasmaa 

made the drawings for the project.358 He described Untitled (Inside) as a “negative of a negative” 

in which the “space of the staircase will be a void space rather than solid matter.”359 (fig. 106, 

fig. 107, fig. 108, fig. 109, fig. 110) For the first time Whiteread would replace the solid matter 

of her earlier staircases with void space.  

 
350 Wenman, “The Snow Show,” p. 4.  
351 Pallasmaa, “Stairways of the Mind,” p. 59-70. 
352 Pallasmaa, “Stairways of the Mind,” p. 63. 
353 Juhani Pallasmaa, “Petrified Silence,” in Eckhard Schneider (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Walls, Doors and Floors, Stairs, p. 24.  
354 Pallasmaa, “Stairways of the Mind,” p. 63. 
355 Pallasmaa, “Stairways of the Mind,” p. 63. 
356 Pallasmaa notes that “Whiteread’s staircases make the reading of verticality ambiguous and, consequently, they question the 

authority of gravity and the vertical and the primal stability of the world as well as the veracity of their own perceptions.”  

Pallasmaa, “Petrified Silence,” p. 25. 
357 Riding, “The White Stuff,” p. 2. 
358 Riding, “The White Stuff,” p. 2. 
359 Thompson, “Cold Play,” p. 57. 
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Throughout the collaboration, Pallasmaa was particularly interested in how “a spatial image 

transposed from an architectural context into snow will read in relation to the unconscious 

memory.”360 He was also fascinated by the “spatial confusion that can happen in an all-white 

landscape.”361 In contrast, Whiteread commented that the challenge of the project was working 

“in collaboration with an architect in a completely unfamiliar material.”362 

Construction 

Initially, Whiteread and Pallasmaa were keen on casting Untitled (Inside) in ice. Casting the 

sculpture in ice would help to prevent joints in the structure. The pair felt that joints would have 

“diminished the sense of the whole.”363 However, due to the scale of the project, it was 

impossible to cast the sculpture in ice in a single piece. Compacted snow was used instead.364 An 

important issue in regard to the construction of the project was determining “how shapes and 

details read in snow compacted against a wooden mould.”365 The limitations placed on the work 

by the choice of a building material likely contributed to the final form of the sculpture.  

To construct Untitled (Inside), two moulds were required: an exterior mould to articulate the 

outer shape of the piece and an interior mould to create the form of the inside space, which was 

based upon Whiteread’s scale model. (fig. 111) The moulds were made from plywood and were 

built on site. When the mould was in situ, Fung notes that snow was: 

Piled up and then blown into the moulds. After a significant amount of snow had been 

blown into the formwork, it was compacted to increase its density and new snow was 

blown in. This process continued until the entire exterior mould was filled and 

compressed.366 (fig. 112) 

Flat expanses of snow are prone to slumping and sagging. Whiteread and Pallasmaa remedied 

this problem by using rebars, as in concrete construction. Fung notes that this “prevented the 

inevitable sagging and strengthened the span.”367 After removing the mould, the compacted 

snow was sculpted with chisels, chain saws, and hand sanders. (fig. 113) 

 
360 Thompson, “Cold Play,” p. 57. 
361 Thompson, “Cold Play,” p. 57. 
362 Wenman, “The Snow Show,” p. 4. 
363 Wenman, “The Snow Show,” p. 4.  
364 It is most likely that the work was made with a snow such as tundra snow, which, according to Henrietta Thompson is “the one 

best for making snow sculptures, packed so hard it is easy to carve blocks from.” 
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The Exterior of Untitled (Inside) 

Whiteread’s stage-set like moulds of stairs inspired the form of this piece. Like the moulds 

produced for Untitled (Domestic) and Untitled (Fire Escape), Untitled (Inside) revealed little of 

its rich interior life from looking at its exterior form. (fig. 114) In this regard, the finished work 

can be likened to a piece of monolithic architecture that withholds information about the interior 

hidden beneath its façade. It marks a radical shift from Whiteread’s earlier staircase castings, 

where interior detail was completely exteriorised.  

The work was perforated by two openings, situated on opposite sides, slightly offset from one 

another. The two sidewalls of the structure splayed out from the narrow front elevation, and 

then straightened up as they approached the rear wall. 

Fung attributes the “elemental and minimal aesthetic” of the exterior to Pallasmaa.368 The critic 

Neil Wenman observed that, “The sheer simplicity and attention to detail typical of the architect 

gave the piece an incredible sense of the intimate and phenomenological. The alluring qualities 

of diffused light and soft, intense interiority responded well with the snow structure.”369 

The monolithic treatment of the exterior, which critics attribute to Pallasmaa, served to dampen 

the more sinister aspects at work in Whiteread’s earlier fractured castings of stairs. Up until this 

particular work, Whiteread’s architectural casts had consigned the viewer to navigating their 

way around the edges of the architectural spaces that she captured in her castings, inviting them 

to attend to the particular interior details, rendered in negative, impressed on the surfaces of 

these spaces. However, in Untitled (Inside) this rich tracery of architectural details were absent 

from the exterior surfaces of the cast. The elevations of Whiteread and Pallasmaa’s cast were 

reduced to a series of smooth unarticulated vertical planes. Very little of the project’s rich 

interior life was gleaned by looking at the elevations. 

Both the artist and architect have described the exterior form of Untitled (Inside) as a pragmatic 

by-product of the complex geometries wrought on the interior.370 Rather than reflecting the 

 
368 Fung comments: “The form of the staircase occupies a special place of interest for Whiteread and Pallasmaa: their common 

fascination with staircases allowed them to immediately find a meeting place for the interior form and Pallasmaa’s beautiful 

exterior, designed with an elemental and minimalist aesthetic, which seemed to move along with the visitors as they walked to either 
entrance.” 

Fung, The Snow Show, p. 8-9. 
369 Wenman, “The Snow Show,” p. 4.  
370 Whiteread describes the exterior form of Untitled (Inside) as a “pragmatic solution, simply reflecting the complex geometry of 

the interior.” Pallasmaa also says of the exterior that: “The volume of snow simply accommodated the interior space in a pragmatic 
manner without attempting to make an independent exterior statement. The exterior was the mute container of the articulated 

interior.” 

Rachel Whiteread and Juhani Pallasmaa in Fung, The Snow Show, p. 158. 



 97 

interior’s crenulated forms it provided a flat surface finish to the exterior of the sculpture, 

negating the complexities of form found within.  

Occupying the Interior  

With Untitled (Inside), the viewer was able to physically access the interior of the sculpture in a 

manner conventional to architecture. Viewers were invited to occupy the interior of the mould, 

the space behind the scenes, a location that until this point had been the exclusive domain of the 

artist and her assistants during the construction process.  

The interior of Untitled (Inside) was pleated by treads and risers that scaled the interior at 

different orientations. (fig. 115) Where they touched the ground plane, the crenulated forms 

created small niches. In contrast, those that hovered over-head, evoked petrified rock outcrops. 

In this work, the viewer was in an architecture inspired by the regular rhythm of treads and 

risers, counter pointed by the caesuras evoked by landings. (fig. 116) Fung notes that once 

inside the sculpture, visitors were required to “duck under a low spot to cross to the other end of 

the twisted interior.”371 Like the playful scale models the artist derived the work from, the scale 

of the final work exhibits playful, child-scaled proportions. (fig. 117, fig. 118) 

Within Untitled (Inside), Whiteread and Pallasmaa initiate a complex play between orientations, 

shifting the viewer’s attention between the horizontal and vertical to study the construction of 

their interior landscape.  

Untitled (Inside) is the result of a collaborative process where certain Whitereadean leitmotifs, 

evident in her earlier staircase castings, have been subtracted from the work. This, it is 

suggested, dampens the dynamic three-dimensional qualities that her early staircase works 

exhibit. As Whiteread takes on a more conventional occupation of the interior, the strength of 

her work, which was heavily reliant upon the dislocation of the subject from the interior, is 

compromised.  

Taming the Unruly Diagonal 

It is unknown whether the decision to create a more conventional occupation of interior space 

came from Pallasmaa or Whiteread. However, the effect of this decision was to dampen the 

sinister and destabilising aspects of her prior staircase castings. In these earlier works one wove 

their way around her staircase forms trying to fathom their twisted configurations.  

 
371 Fung, The Snow Show, p. 9. 
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In detailing its interior convolutions in a different manner from its exterior form, Untitled 

(Inside) dampens the impact of the dramatic diagonal forms that characterised Whiteread’s 

earlier staircase castings. By interiorising and containing the dynamism of the diagonal in 

Untitled (Inside) the work’s ability to ‘shock,’ evidenced in Whiteread’s studies of fire escape 

staircases, has been diminished.  

In this project the viewer is also situated within an interior that, whilst richly articulated, is still 

occupiable in a familiar manner. In doing this, the potency of Whiteread’s sculptural expression 

is somewhat tempered. This may be due in part to the nature of the collaborative process, which 

is characterised by negotiation, as well as the technical and material limitations placed on the 

project. It is proposed that the strength of the artist’s work lies in its insistent dislocation of the 

subject in regard to the interior. Here it compromised by making the interior occupiable.  

Conclusion 

Whiteread’s recent collection of castings derived from staircases demonstrates how her work 

has become less reliant upon utilising existing architecture as her mould. Her stair works 

rendered prior to Untitled (Inside) further exacerbate the disorienting effects her casts of 

negative spaces evoke. They show that more architectural invention rather than imitation is 

taking place in her practice, opening up other arenas of inquiry within both sculpture and 

architecture.  

Where Closet, Whiteread’s first sculpture was about creating a claustrophobic space of 

childhood refuge, at once comforting and slightly unsettling, it is as if with Untitled (Inside) we 

have found our way through the back of the dark closet and into the silent winter landscape of 

Narnia, as it was described by C.S. Lewis in his book The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe:  

This must be a simply enormous wardrobe!’ thought Lucy, going still further in and 

pushing the soft folds of the coats aside to make room for her. Then she noticed that there 

was something crunching under her feet. ‘I wonder is that more mothballs?’ she thought, 

stooping down to feel it with her hand. But instead of feeling the hard, smooth wood of 

the floor of the wardrobe, she felt something soft and powdery and extremely cold.’ This 

is very queer,’ she said, and went a step or two further.….. A moment later she found that 

she was standing in the middle of a wood at night-time with snow under her feet and 

snowflakes falling through the air.372 

Until this point Whiteread had taken all of her staircase works out of circulation. In Untitled 

(Inside) movement through the work is invited but sound is dampened. The choice of snow as a 

 
372 C.S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch & the Wardrobe, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1972, p. 12-13. 



 99 

building material suffocates the footfall of viewers inside Whiteread and Pallasmaa’s 

architecture. Visitor’s tread lightly inside this transient construction. Untitled (Inside) was 

designed to disappear. This piece of occupiable architecture, made from compacted snow, was 

subsumed back into the landscape from which it was hewn in just six weeks, dissolving all 

traces of its existence into this remote, all white landscape. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Domestic Afterlives: Ghost 

In 1988, Whiteread had her first solo exhibition at the Carlisle Gallery in Islington, London. The 

exhibition consisted of a collection of plaster casts derived from pieces of post-war furniture. 

Whiteread described the casts as “elements of a small bedroom,” and said that together they 

created an ensemble piece about “leaving home.”373 

After making these furniture castings, the artist turned her attention to the larger issue of the 

room. Whiteread stated that having addressed furniture, she then “reversed that and started to 

think about the space that that would be in.”374 The walls of the space became the subject rather 

than the room’s contents. In 1990, after two years of planning and fund-raising, Whiteread 

completed Ghost (fig. 119), her first example of the reversal of contents for container. The artist 

wanted to draw attention toward an aspect of the interior experienced in a state of distraction. 

She comments: “When we’re inside a space, we are familiar with the four walls around us, but 

we never really notice them. I wanted to use a place that was very simple, small and familiar 

and make a monument out of it.”375 For Ghost, Whiteread enlists her signature casting process to 

spatially and materially transform a small room in an abandoned Victorian terraced-house.  

This chapter analyses the construction, composition, and reception of Whiteread’s Ghost in 

relation to the concept of the uncanny. It is argued that this phantasmatic construction signals 

manifold returns of the repressed. The sculpture also operates, as its title suggests, as a spectral 

entity by obfuscating the distinctions between visible and invisible realms within architecture, 

and haunting the various gallery spaces in which it is installed. 

In his seminal essay The Uncanny (1919), Freud gathers together an array of definitions for the 

German words heimlich and unheimlich.376 Definitions for heimlich range from “belonging to 

the house, not strange, familiar, tame,” to “intimate, friendly, comfortable; the enjoyment of 

quiet content, arousing a sense of agreeable restfulness and security as in one within the four 

walls of his house.”377 The apparently benign and familiar guise of domesticity is, however, also 

afforded covert dimensions because heimlich can also refer to something that is, “Concealed, 

keep from sight, so that others do not get to know of or about it, withheld from others.”378 In its 

 
373 Flynn, Hawksley, Leveque et al., Rachel Whiteread.  
374 Bragg, The South Bank Show. 
375 Wright, “Options 46: Rachel Whiteread,” p. 2.  
376 Freud, “The Uncanny,” in Works of Sigmund Freud, p. 218-52. 
377 Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 222. 
378 Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 223. 
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negative form, unheimlich is defined as “eerie, weird, arousing gruesome fear.”379 An ambiguity 

lies at the heart of the definitions themselves, whereby the heimlich and it malevolent opposite 

coincide in effect to mean one and the same.380  

The unheimlich, or uncanny, is etymologically affixed to the domestic environment and 

operates to destabilise the relation between house and home. Freud quotes Schelling’s definition 

for the unheimlich, defining it as “the name for everything that ought to have remained….secret 

and hidden but has come to light.”381 Whiteread’s Ghost reveals hidden or overlooked aspects of 

the quotidian interior, bringing them to light. In doing this, the artist foregrounds aspects of the 

uncanny found in the disciplines of both sculpture and architecture.  

Andrew Graham-Dixon notes that Whiteread has a predilection for “resurrecting, for digging 

up, for flushing out what is no longer there, for dragging the unknown and the forgotten out of 

the dark and into the light.”382 One of the ways in which Whiteread achieves this is through her 

signature reworking of the casting process. Her particular process draws attention to the 

negative impressions of trace matter left on surfaces, which, Mark Cousins has noted, “are all 

repressed by the everyday mechanics of casting.”383  

With Ghost, this casting technique was applied to a typological subject which modern architects 

sought to repress: the nineteenth century domicile. Domestic architecture of this period stood 

accused of inducing pathological neuroses. The free plan of the modernist villa was promoted as 

an antidote to nineteenth century housing forms. In the modernist villa, Vidler writes,  

Domestic secrets, psychological interiority, anti-sociability and counter-familial 

behaviour would disappear, replaced by the roaming of a perpetually  nomadic subject 

through the interior landscape of a ‘house’ whose interior would no longer be arbitrarily 

separated from the exterior.384  

Whiteread’s solidification of the interior limits of this nineteenth century typology exacerbates 

what Christoph Grunenberg has described as the “shell character” of these structures, their 

“primary turning inward, their function as bastions of retreat and ‘sheaths’ for their 

 
379 Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 224. 
380 Freud states, “Heimlich is a word the meaning of which develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with 
its opposite unheimlich.” 

Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 226. 
381 Schelling quoted in Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 224. 
382 Andrew Graham-Dixon, “Conjuring Art out of Thin Air,” The Independent, 1 October 1996, sec. 2: 14. 
383 Mark Cousins has noted that, “The trace, the impress and the negative world which is their dimension are all repressed by the 
everyday mechanics of casting.”  

Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 37. 
384 Anthony Vidler, “A Dark Space,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 67.  



 102 

occupants.”385 Under Whiteread’s direction this typology comes back to haunt post-modern 

space. Space, the material employed by modern architects to dissolve the divisions between 

inside and out, is, under Whiteread’s direction, coagulated. She renovates this room by 

suffocating a portion of space curbed by the interior limits of the room. 

By employing her customised casting practice and employing plaster as her casting material, 

Whiteread recovers the particular maculations left on this interior, foregrounding the traces that 

modern architecture sought to repress. In On Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time,386 

Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow see the stains on a building’s surfaces as indexes of a structure’s 

mortality. They observe that stains, an omni-present threat to ‘whitewash,’ were categorised by 

modern architects as deformities to be eliminated. They were seen as “faults, to be suppressed 

both technically and morally.”387 However, Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow describe how these 

stains would wreak their revenge on works of modern architecture that attempted to disregard 

site-specific requirements,388 creating “the tension between a work of art and the conditions of its 

location.”389 Whiteread’s site-specific cast Ghost also exhibits this tension between a work of art 

and the conditions of its location. This tension can be seen when the cast, indelibly impressed 

by the particular marks of inhabitation, is installed in the white cube locality of the gallery.  

The Construction of Ghost 

Prior to undertaking her first room casting, Whiteread had determined three desirable gallery 

spaces that were large enough to accommodate this full-scale piece of architectural 

 
385 Grunenberg cites Walter Benjamin who wrote that, “Domestic life in its most extreme form must be comprehended as a 

condition of the 19th century. The archetype of all dwelling is not the existence within a house but in a shell. This bears the 

impression of its occupant.”  

Christoph Grunenberg, “Mute Tumults of Memory,” in Thomas Kellein (ed.), Rachel Whiteread, Boston: Institute of Contemporary 
Art, p. 21. 
386 It is the co-author’s intention in this book to “Revise the sense of the ending of an architectural project, not to see finish as the 

final moment of construction but to see the unending deterioration of a finish that results from weathering, the continuous 

metamorphosis of the building itself, as part of its beginning(s) and its ever-changing ‘finish.’”  

Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow, On Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time, p. 16. 
387 Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow, On Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time, p. 88.  
388 Developments in Modern architecture such as the use of ‘ready to assemble’ building components modified the relationship 

between a building and its site, tending to ignore the sites own particular microclimate, possibly negating the effects it would have 

on an architect’s design. Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow note that for Le Corbusier, completion of construction is when the building is 

finished, so that the ‘life span’ of the building that is to follow, “is conceived as a subtraction from the ideal condition of the project 
realized before inhabitation and weathering. It is in this sense that staining and erosion can be seen as an antithesis to the ideality of 

the project.”  

Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow, On Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time, p. 82. 
389 Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow, On Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time, p. 69.  

The authors argue that site, as the locus of building is suppressed in tandem with the suppression of weathering. They comment: 
“What is the value of this accumulated dirt, or this erosion of a finished edge? Is it not tragic? Alternatively, does it not show the 

rightful claim nature has on all works of art? Is not this return of matter to its source, as a coherent body, already implied in its 

constitution, insofar as every physical thing carries within its deepest layers a tendency towards its destruction-death as birthright? If 

tragic, this metamorphosis is just. The value, then, of works that suffer stains and abrasions is the revelation of the eventuality of 

this final justice. This is the actual assimilation of an art work back into its location, the place from which it was first taken. In the 
time after construction, buildings take on the qualities of the place wherein they are sited, their colours and surface textures being 

modified by and in turn modifying those of the surrounding landscape.”  

Mostafavi and Leatherbarrow, On Weathering: The Life of Buildings in Time, p. 69 & 72. 
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representation.390 They included the Saatchi Gallery, the Tate, and Chisenhale, a public gallery in 

Bethnal Green, which accepted her proposal.391  

From the beginning, Whiteread had a checklist of the pre-requisite architectural features the 

room that she was going to cast must contain. These included a window, cornicing, a fireplace, 

skirting boards, a door, and a light switch.392 Such features graphically delimited the room’s 

vertical dimensions (skirting and cornicing) and provided links to the outside world, either 

manually engaged (by opening a window or door, or lighting a fire) or mechanically generated 

(light switch). When the artist lists the room’s pre-requisite features however, she does not 

mention walls or space; the two essential ingredients in the project. Instead, the architectural 

details that nourish the domicile and connect it to the outside world are critical. By indexing the 

loci of building services, Whiteread suggests the room’s connectivity and aliveness is 

contingent upon its relation to the outside world. The casting process severs these relations, 

radically securing the room’s autonomy, through its conversion, via casting, into the room as 

sculpture: the room as both a form of representation and a means of analysing itself.  

The studio organisation Acme granted Whiteread access to a derelict Victorian terraced house at 

486 Archway Road, North London, in an area close to where the artist had grown up. One critic 

described the house as “typical of the city’s vast spread of late Victorian middle-and working-

class dwellings.”393 Ghost is a plaster cast, taken in sections from the walls of a small bed-sitting 

room in this house. 

After gaining access to the room, Whiteread spent a month preparing it for casting.394 (fig. 120) 

She notes that she had to “literally mend it and re-glaze the windows and re-plaster a wall, and 

then go through all the undercuts and then draw out very carefully…how it would be on the 

walls. …..it was like preparing to decorate it but in fact I was preparing to cast from it.”395 

During the initial phase of the design process Whiteread produced drawings (unpublished), 

precise measurements, and made accurate calculations of the materials required to produce the 

 
390 There are some galleries that have been unable to accommodate Whiteread’s castings Ghost & Room. For example, both works 

could not fit in the Tate Liverpool Gallery for her retrospective exhibition in 1996 as they were,“ too large for the Liverpool Tate’s 

low-ceilinged upper-floor gallery to contain.” 

Searle, “World of Interiors,” p. 10.  
391 Kent, “Rachel Whiteread,” p. 86.  
392 Flynn, Hawksley, Leveque et al., Rachel Whiteread.  
393  Trevor Fairbrother, “Whiteread's Ghost,” Parkett, 42 (1994): 90.  
394 Whiteread said she was “working out exactly how it would look when it was finished because the kind of decisions made in this 

work, well, in all the pieces, I have to be very clear before I start how it’s going to be because really there’s no room for  mistakes 

once you start making it.” 
Rachel Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, London: Tate Gallery Archives, 1992. 

Ascession code: TAV 1212A. 
395 Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven.  
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piece.396 Beatriz Colomina has noted that it is the first, ‘embalming’ stage of the casting process 

that is critical for ensuring the success of the final sculpture. She writes: “the real cast is the first 

embalming one. What is shown in galleries and publications is not the cast of an object, or even 

the cast of the space around an object, but the cast of a cast.”397  

In undertaking her radical renovation of the interior, Whiteread was required to adhere to an 

important exigency of architecture: she had to ensure that the floor was level. Where some of 

her drawings of floors (as discussed in Chapter 2) allowed her the freedom to treat the floor as a 

fluid, textile, and malleable surface, in this project she was working directly with architecture 

and the surface of the floor needed to the be gauged against the plumb line. After working with 

plumb lines and spirit levels during the preparations for casting, Whiteread discovered that there 

was a discrepancy in the floor levels within the room. (fig. 121) To make the sculpture she had 

to rectify and reinforce the existing floors.398 This was achieved by using a process that 

Whiteread describes as being, 

Similar to the way the pyramids were built, which was literally making a kind of gully 

and then filling it with water which was how they laid the foundations for the pyramids, 

but I had to use something that was solid, and then poured in very kind of liquid plaster.399  

After these extensive renovations on the host body were finished, the laborious process of 

casting the room began. It took four months to complete. The mould was cast in situ from the 

walls of the room, panel by panel, and was approximately 3.5 inches thick.400 Casting from the 

floor up, Ghost was hand made by “mixing up buckets of plaster, flicking it on the walls, 

covering it in scrim, taking it off, cutting it, and then putting it back in place.”401  

Whiteread’s brief for Ghost was one of “mummifying the air in the room and making it solid.”402 

As noted by Colomina, the processes the artist enlisted to preserve this room can be likened to 

those used in preserving a cadaver for its existence in the afterlife.403 In Death and the Afterlife, 

John H. Taylor identifies the primary aim of mummification as a means of protecting the corpse 

from destruction. It involves extracting the internal organs (except for the heart), thoroughly 

drying the body, and then packing, anointing, and wrapping it in linen. Whiteread’s room is 

 
396 Van Drathen, “Rachel Whiteread: Found Form Lost Object,” p. 29.  
397 Beatriz Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 78. 
398 Whiteread has commented that the floor of the room, from which Ghost was cast also, “had to be accrued to take the weight of 

it.” 

Sarah Batiste and Phillip James, “Interview with Rachel Whiteread,” Interviews with the Artists, London: Cv, 1998, p. 98-9. 
399 Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven.  
400 Batiste and James, “Interview with Rachel Whiteread,” p. 98-9. 
401 Whiteread comments: “Some of the pieces I had to work on them because of bubbles and things but it was a very laborious, but 

ultimately very exciting thing to make.”  

Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven. 
402 Wright, “Options 46: Rachel Whiteread,” p. 3.  
403 Colomina has already allied the processes involved in mummification to those involved in the construction of Whiteread’s casts.  

Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 72. 
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treated in a similar manner to the body undergoing mummification: all of its interior contents 

were removed, whilst the heart (in Whiteread’s instance hearth), was left in place.404 Pearson 

states that the post-mortem subject of mummification is “not simply a biological entity but is a 

carefully crafted artefact, further worked and transformed after the moment of death.”405 In 

creating an archival record of this abandoned interior Whiteread can be seen as protecting her 

architectural ‘corpse’ from destruction by securing the condemned interior an afterlife.  

On completion of casting, the plaster sections of the room were re-assembled off-site and hung 

from an internal steel armature.406 (fig. 122) The room from which Ghost was cast had plaster 

and lathe walls, typical of older terraced houses where the construction of all non-supporting 

walls was made up of wooden lathes covered with a skim of plaster.407 Whiteread’s sculpture re-

configures these original non-load bearing interior walls into non-load bearing ‘external walls,’ 

with the applied forces carried by their internal armature, as in curtain wall construction.408 

The artist chose to cast the piece in plaster because it is a material that is extremely sensitive to 

picking up minute variances in the topography of the surface against which it is placed. 

Whiteread comments, “If you look closely you can see where the walls were painted previously-

the brush marks on the surface.”409 The use of plaster lent the constituent architectural features of 

the room a degree of verisimilitude by eliminating material differences, which were now gauged 

by scrutinising the surface impressions left on the desiccated cast. The cast picked up the 

indexical signs of habitual occupation such as the soot stains in the fire grate and the vestigial 

traces of wallpaper. These patinations of age were brought into focus against the cast’s bleached 

complexion. (fig. 123) 

 
404 Taylor comments, “As the location of memory and intellect the heart would have a role to play in the judgment of the deceased 

before the god Osiris.”  

Taylor, Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, p. 54.  

In the process of mummification the heart was left in place, but the stomach, intestines, lungs and liver were removed and 

embalmed separately. Each of these visceral packages, all of which were connected with digestion, were treated as ‘miniature 
mummies’ and preserved separately. They were dried in natron, and then coated in resin before being swaddled in linen and placed 

in canopic jars. The jars, wrought in stone, pottery or wood, were placed inside a chest or placed on the floor of the burial chamber 

in a special niche, close to the coffin. Whiteread’s casts of the interior contents of the domestic, in particular the space surrounding 

bath-tubs, sinks and fireplaces, which ‘service’ the house and body, can be considered as analogous to these miniature mummies.  
405 Pearson in Taylor, Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, p. 47. 
406 Daniel Schodek organises the construction of large-scale sculpture into two distinct categories: the first consists of works that 

have, “internal frameworks or armatures that provide the structure for carrying all applied forces. These internal frameworks are 

typically not externally visible and are surrounded by skins that may define the final form of the sculpture but are not in themselves 

primary structural elements. A second class of sculptures consists of those in which structure and the sculpture itself are one and the 

same.” 
Daniel Schodek, Structure in Sculpture, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1993, p. 196. 

All of Whiteread’s room-scaled casts contain internal armatures that, over the course of her career, have become more sophisticated. 

As Ghost ages, the artist acknowledges deficiencies in its construction. Whiteread comments, “Ghost was naively made and put 

together, and it’s extraordinary that it still survives in such a good state today. It’s still there, holding on, with lots of fibreglass 

around the back of it now to support it. I’ve since learned how to make things in a completely different way.” 
Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 52-3. 
407 Liam Gillick, Rachel Whiteread: Ghost, London: Chisenhale Gallery, 1990, p. 3. 

See also Stefan Muthesius, The English Terraced House, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982, p. 64.  
408 Schodek also compares this first structural categorization with developments in late nineteenth century architecture. He cites the 

innovative multi-story buildings in Chicago in particular, which demonstrate the “conscious separation and internalization of the 
building structure or ‘skeleton’, from the enclosure or ‘skin’ of the building.” 

Schodek, Structure in Sculpture, p. 196. 
409 Batiste and James, “Interview with Rachel Whiteread,” p. 98. 
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Working in the Dark 

During the process of casting Ghost, the artist described experiencing fears of being buried alive 

within her own construction: a fear that Freud cites as the uncanniest feeling of all.410 When 

casting the door in the room, Whiteread says she had a “split second of claustrophobic panic 

thinking that I could never actually get out and I’d kind of walled myself into this place.”411 She 

has also noted the unpleasantness of working within this environment. She perceived the 

roughcast interior surfaces as like a cake, constituting “a strange kind of icing room.”412 Making 

Ghost was compared to doing a penance as Whiteread, “kept thinking about nuns and monks 

that would get….bricked into monasteries for doing bad deeds.”413 

Whilst Ghost was under construction, the artist was uncertain about what the work would be 

like. She says that she was always working “from the inside out, I would maybe see one or two 

pieces at a time but really I was seeing the back of the piece the whole time.”414 Colomina has 

compared the complications involved in producing Ghost to those involved in making 

architecture, where, “A work can never be completely visualised before it is actually built, 

something that architects have always had to deal with - especially those who think of space in 

sculptural terms.415 Whilst Whiteread’s process, characterised by working in the dark, may have 

similarities to the way in which architecture ‘can never be completely visualised before it is 

actually built,’ Ghost goes one step further. When the multi-partite cast of Ghost was taken off-

site and reconstructed in her studio for the first time, Whiteread discovered that she had 

designed a space from which she was completely shut out. She said, “I really felt like I was 

blocking myself in and then when I’d made it I felt like I’d blocked myself out - so it was quite 

a strange process.”416 This constructional gesture disavowed any potential means of alteration to 

the room’s hermetically sealed interior. Upon its completion, the sculpture prohibited the artist 

(and viewer) access to the interior in any legible form. We are both evacuated from the interior 

space the room once harboured, as well as dissociated from the site to which it refers.417  

 
410 Freud comments: “To some people the idea of being buried alive by mistake is the most uncanny thing of all. Any yet psycho-

analysis has taught us that this terrifying phantasy is only a transformation of another phantasy which had originally nothing 

terrifying about it at all, but was qualified by a certain lasciviousness-the phantasy, I mean, of inter-uterine existence.” 
Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 244.  
411 Rachel Whiteread in Without Walls: For Love or Money, screened 5 November 1991, London: Channel 4, 1991. 
412  Whiteread comments: “The actual sensation of being inside it because the plaster was hand cast, it was very rough, and it looked 

a bit like a cake, a kind of Christmas cake or something and it felt you were inside this kind of strange kind of icing room. I was in 

there for so long I got very kind of used to it in a way. It was freezing cold and I started casting it in January, and it was very cold 
and really quite unpleasant. It was actually like doing a penance making it. I was kind of obsessed with making it and you know 

would cycle up there at 8 o’clock in the morning and not leave until 11 o’clock at night, you know it was just kind of mad.”  

Without Walls: For Love or Money. 
413 Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven. 
414 Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven. 
415 Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 83.  
416 Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven.  
417Rosalind Krauss has commented upon comments upon Ghost’s dislocation: 
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Time 

The sense of disorientation evoked by Ghost is coupled with a complex sense of duration. 

Ghost, like all of the artist’s negative casts, exhibits two temporal indexes simultaneously: the 

impressions of age gleaned directly from the room, in conjunction with those of the plaster cast 

itself. David Bachelor has described Whiteread’s work as “slow sculpture,” whose “mode is not 

confrontational but quiet. It takes time to look at, and time to consider the consequences of this 

looking.”418 Batchelor suggests that her signature re-casting of space “impedes perception. Slows 

it down.”419 This sense of belated-ness can be evidenced in the artist’s own reception of the 

work. It was not until Whiteread assembled Ghost in her studio for the first time that she 

realised what she had made. The moment of revelation came when she saw the negative 

impression of the light switch and discovered that she was in the position of the wall, that she 

had “actually made the viewer the wall.”420 

Intellectual Uncertainty 

Ghost’s ‘inside out’ fabrication also frustrated viewers of the sculpture. Whiteread has said that 

she “wanted you to be completely locked out of it, so you viewed it passively. It made some 

people quite angry that they couldn’t get inside it,”421 and that “because it wasn’t solid, people 

got angry, as if I was playing a trick on them.”422 One irritated gallery-goer even demanded a 

ladder so he could access the innermost interior of the work.423 

Vidler notes that in Ernst Jentsch’s research into the uncanny,424 Jentsch attributes the feeling of 

uncanniness to “a fundamental insecurity brought about by a ‘lack of orientation,’ a sense of 

something new, foreign and hostile invading an old, familiar, customary world.”425 Vidler 

 
”It is not, of course, that Ghost ‘marks the spot’ of the room from which it was cast in the actual place of its making. Like the life-

size plaster casts of Romanesque portals or Gothic choir stalls on view in the Museum of French Monuments, these are plaster casts 

that are stuck in a posture of referring to the spot where the real thing existed in all its particularity. Instead of this autonomy, they 

are signposts pointing elsewhere, to an elsewhere before the object has entered the museum, to an elsewhere where they might have 

had a ritual or cult or specific political value before they had entered the system of sign-exchange value that grips the object in the 
modern museum.” 

Rosalind Krauss, “X Marks the Spot,” in Fiona Bradley (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Shedding Life, London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 

1996, p. 80. 
418 David Batchelor, “Rachel Whiteread: Still Photography,” Threshold 4, 9 (1993): 70.  
419 Batchelor, “Rachel Whiteread: Still Photography,” p. 74.  
420 Flynn, Hawksley, Leveque et al., Rachel Whiteread. 
421 Wright, “Options 46: Rachel Whiteread,” p. 2.  
422 Iwona Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” in Jan Debbaut and Selma Klein Essink (eds.), 

Rachel Whiteread, p. 10. 
423 Doris Van Drathen comments: “A visitor to an exhibition asked for a ladder. When this was refused he stalked out of the 
museum in a disappointed rage…The man thought he would understand more if he could look inside the cube. He was quite right to 

be perturbed, but he should have seen that he was already looking at the inside walls already; or had he seen this and dismissed it as 

impossible?”  

Van Drathen, “Rachel Whiteread: Found Form Lost Object,” p. 28.  
424 Freud employed Ernst Jentsch’s 1906 medico-psychological paper on the uncanny as a platform from which to launch his own 
study. 

See Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 219. 
425 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 23. 
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comments that the significance of Jenstsch’s position was that it “underlined a first relation of 

the uncanny to the spatial environment, that of ‘orientation’, of ‘knowing one’s way about.’”426 

This sense of disorientation and intellectual uncertainty has been acknowledged in relation to 

Ghost. Cousins suggests that to claim that this sculpture is merely the room ‘inside out’ or 

reversed is to oversimplify things. Rather, he states, “perception wants to travel in the opposite 

direction from the intellectual knowledge of what is being represented, of what has been cast.”427 

The interior has been riven away from the rest of the domicile and exhibited as an autonomous 

representation of the space captured at the interior limits of a room. It demands to be read 

perceptually as an exterior. However, it is by attending to the particular details of the cast that, 

Cousins notes, “uncertainty sets in.”428 

Significant Impressions 

Whiteread’s casting practice transformed the room’s architectural details. Her act of inversion 

drew attention toward architectural details such as the doorknob and keyhole: details whose 

psychic impact on the subject far outweighs their physical size. For example, Gaston Bachelard 

has observed that in children’s drawings of houses, the size of the doorknob is frequently drawn 

out of scale, “its function taking precedence over any question of size.”429 He also suggests that 

“In the domain of values…. the doorknob opens more often than it closes.”430 In contrast, the 

keyhole privileges closure, closing “more often than it opens.”431 The doorknob in Ghost is 

retrenched into the innermost recess of Whiteread’s interior, transforming a detail which was 

symbolic of opening and rendering it inaccessible. The keyhole is also filled in, fulfilling its 

function of closing more than opening. (fig. 124) Ghost draws attention to the significance of 

the architectural details with which the subject is habitually engaged. The hermetic form of the 

sculpture, iterated by the hollowed out doorknob and filled in keyhole, separates the room away 

from other spaces within the house, securing its autonomy. Whiteread considered her keyhole 

detail as a piece of punctuation, stating that she filled it in because she, “had to make a full stop 

somewhere, and if I hadn’t filled it in I would have had to have cast the next room, the next 

room, and ultimately the world, because the space would just continue, continue, continue. So it 

was really like I had to put a full stop to it.”432  

 
426 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 23.  
427 Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 37.  
428 Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 37. 
429 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 73.  
430 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 73.  
431 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 73.  
432 Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven. 
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Producing Uncanny Effects 

Freud enumerated a number of means by which an uncanny effect might be produced. In 

looking at these means, Ghost can be seen as an emblem of the architectural uncanny. Freud 

notes that an uncanny effect is produced “When the distinction between imagination and reality 

is effaced, as when something that we have hitherto regarded as imaginary appears before us in 

reality.”433 Ghost effaces the distinction between imagination and reality by replacing the derelict 

room with a spectre of its former self: a representation that irrupts the relation between visible 

and invisible realms.  

Jentsch has noted that the distinction between imagination and reality is also placed in doubt 

when one fears an inanimate object may be brought to life.434 Michael Archer has identified this 

particular feeling of the uncanny in relation to Ghost. Archer does this by assigning the cast 

anthropomorphic characteristics. He writes: 

The mass of Ghost squats in the gallery. Through the process of reversal, the two recesses 

to the left and right of the chimney breast now jut out either side of the snub projection of 

the fire grate: a room couchant, its paws stretched comfortably and protectively in front of 

its face.435  

Archer allies the room to a sentient version of an Egyptian Sphinx. He assigns monumental 

form to the cast of a quotidian space. 

Freud notes that another means by which an uncanny effect might be produced is when “a 

symbol takes over the full functions of the thing it symbolises, and so on. It is this factor which 

contributes not a little to the uncanny effect attaching to magical practices.”436 In turning the 

room inside out and presenting the room from the perspective of the room itself, Ghost can be 

interpreted as a symbol that takes over the full function of the thing it symbolises. The process 

of making the sculpture can also be allied to magical practices. Whiteread conjures up Ghost 

from the ether blanketing the interior limits of a room, manifesting an afterlife for an abandoned 

piece of Victorian architecture.  

 
433 Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 244. 
434 In Freud’s The Uncanny, he notes that Ernst Jentsch identifies intellectual uncertainty as arousing a feeling of the uncanny, for 

example doubting “whether an apparently animate being is really alive; or conversely, whether a lifeless object might not in fact be 
animate.” The two particular examples he cites are, “the impression made by wax work figures, ingeniously constructed dolls and 

automata.” 

Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 226. 
435 Archer writes, “The sense that some animus inhabits Whiteread’s sculptures also derives from her choice of subject. Bed, bath, 

cupboard, table, sink and door are all intimately connected to the physical aspects of daily life, not in its particulars-job, hobbies, 
and so on-but in its immediate physical aspects-eating, sleeping, washing and beyond that, plain living and dying.” 

Michael Archer, “Ghost Meat,” Artscribe International, 87, Summer (1991): 38. 
436 Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 244. 
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Ghost and the Grid 

The sense of Ghost as an emblem of the uncanny that is both familiar and remote is exacerbated 

by Whiteread’s superimposition of a grid of regulating lines onto the cast of the room. The 

‘unnaturalness’ of the room’s representation is exaggerated by its material verisimilitude and 

the superimposition of the grid onto it: a mechanism that Rosalind Krauss defines as the “mode 

of withdrawal” from the real.437  

The composition of Ghost was based upon the room’s defining architectural features. Sitting in 

the middle of the room and looking at each constituent wall,438 Whiteread determined: 

What size the blocks were going to be…. thinking at the time…about Piero della 

Francesca’s paintings…I was thinking about proportion. So I was using proportion and 

how the fireplace sits in the room and I was using that as a centre point and then working 

from that and worked all the way around and this process went on for about three 

months.439  

The interior wall surfaces of Ghost were divided into predominantly 35-inch square plaster 

sections, rendering visible a network of construction lines manifested as breaches in Ghost’s 

material constitution.440 Whiteread wanted the viewer to look “through the cracks and see the 

crude structure inside and the numbering on the panels.”441 The desire to covertly access the 

interior of this now-extrovert interior cast had its provenance in a fascination with looking 

between the cracks, into the post-mortem residencies in Highgate cemetery where the artist once 

worked. Whiteread comments that many of the graves were, “in a state of disrepair, crypts had 

been prised open, left slightly ajar. I had a sense of something being inside. Although I didn’t 

want to look, I was curious, peering through the cracks was, and remains, so compelling.”442 In 

Ghost, the viewer is compelled to look into the gaps between the plaster tablets, in an attempt to 

place oneself within the space that her act of sculptural reversal disallows. Yet this attempt at 

covert occupation positions the viewer within a space of final internment. 

 
437 Rosalind Krauss has distinguished between early perspective studies and the grid, identifying their crucial differences, noting, 

“Perspective studies are not really early instances of grids. Perspective was, after all, the science of the real, not the mode of 
withdrawal from it.” 

Rosalind Krauss, Grids: Format and Image in 20th Century Art, New York: The Pace Gallery, 1978, p. 4.  
438 Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven.  
439 Flynn, Hawksley, Leveque et al., Rachel Whiteread. 
440 Batiste and James, “Interview with Rachel Whiteread,” p. 98. 
441 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” in Jan Debbaut and Selma Klein Essink (eds.), Rachel 

Whiteread, p. 10. 
442 Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 10. 
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Sectioning up the Interior Walls 

Whiteread’s morselation of the interior was prescribed by the dimensioning of existing 

architectural elements. The proportions of the work were based upon “the physical size of what 

you can take out a door and down the staircase.”443  

In The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure,444 Rosalind E. Krauss discusses an article on 

Piero della Francesca by Léon Rosenthal published in 1923 in L’Armour de l’art.445 

Ronsenthal’s article addressed the influence of Piero on Purist painters, including Amédée 

Ozenfant and Édouard Jeanneret.446 Krauss, paraphrasing Rosenthal, speaks of the ways Piero’s 

works are “rigorously organized by means of a schema of line that constitutes their armature or 

webbing.”447 

Rosenthal identifies the influence of Piero’s use of a network of modular grids on Le Corbusier 

and the system of regulating lines he applied in an analysis of the composition and 

proportioning of building facades. (fig. 125) In Towards a New Architecture, Le Corbusier 

writes that “a regulating line is a basis of construction and a satisfaction,”448 which serves to 

function as, “an assurance against capriciousness.”449 Le Corbusier suggests that employing the 

use of regulating lines in design affords even a building of small dimensions a sense of the 

monumental.450  

One could speculate that Whiteread’s interest in Piero lies in his apportioning of the picture 

plane into a network of modular grids. However, Whiteread replaces the picture plane with the 

four walls of a room, which she subjects to her own form of proportional analysis. This is 

achieved by casting the room’s interior walls in carefully proportioned sections that articulate 

the particular architectural details found on each plane. While the original room from which 

Ghost was cast was not designed using regulating lines, the formal operations Whiteread exacts 

on the room operate in a manner akin to Le Corbusier’s use of regulating lines. This is because 

 
443 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 85.  
444 Rosalind Krauss, “The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure,” in Marilyn Aronberg Lavin (ed.), Piero Della Francesca 
and His Legacy, Washington: National Gallery of Art, 1995, p. 302-12. 
445 Léon Rosenthal, “Piero della Francesca et notre temps,” L’Amour de l’art, December 1923, p. 767. 
446 Krauss writes: “After talking about Piero’s stripping away of extraneous detail to assimilate his personages to the universalizing 

geometry of what appears to be a set of Platonic solids, Rosenthal turns to another characterization of Piero that was in fact more 

important to the artistic clientele he was addressing. This had to do with the analysis of the surface of Piero’s paintings into a 
rhythmic network of modular grids.”  

Krauss, “The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure,” p. 303.  
447 Krauss, “The Grid, the True Cross, the Abstract Structure,” p. 303. 
448 Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture, London: The Architectural Press, 1946, p. 68. 
449 Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture, p. 68.   
450 Le Corbusier briefly mentions his design for a small villa which utilises regulating lines. He writes that when “seen in the midst 

of other buildings erected without the rule” it “gives the effect of being more monumental.”  

Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture, p. 76. 
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her grid of construction lines function to endow the small room of quotidian provenance with a 

monumental aspect.  

In Ghost, the architectural details within the room that lie on the same plane as the walls (such 

as the door, light switch, skirting, picture rail, and cornicing) are subsumed within a lattice of 

construction lines. However, the sizing of the other architectural features, namely the bay 

window and fireplace, that projected into or out from the original interior, varies from those 

within the over-riding grid. They have been treated as autonomous architectural elements, and 

have been cast in sections that reflect their singular proportions. The structure of the grid 

applied to the window bay corresponds to the original cruciform divisions of fenestration that 

operate to reinforce a sense of domestic incarceration. (See. fig. 123) The fireplace and window 

elements are treated as both separate from and integral with the cast of the room.  

The composition of Ghost also exhibits a complex interplay between the construction lines and 

the lines that reveal the thickness of the cast elements. The use of the grid, which Krauss has 

identified as axiomatic of flatness, is, in Ghost, contaminated by depth.451 This is betrayed by the 

thickness of the plaster tablets evident at the edges of Ghost. For example, on the fireplace 

elevation (fig. 126), the use of the cabinetmakers exposed box detail in the assemblage of 

components draws additional vertical lines into the composition. Thus, the composition of 

Ghost initiates a dialogue between the verisimilitude of the grided surface and the exposure of 

the cast of the room’s actual depth. The re-iteration of vertical lines on each of Ghost’s 

elevations plays real depth off against its negation by the grid.  

Whiteread has treated the narrow wall area between the picture rail and cornicing in a different 

manner to the rest of the work. It has been cast in units of the standard width but is of a different 

proportion from the main surface area of the cast. Instead of using the exposed box detail that 

was used on the rest of the walls, these plaster pieces are mitred at the corner junctions. This 

detail provides a sense of closure to the work, in spite of the ceiling not having been cast.452 

The picture rail, which wraps all four elevations, is routed out due to the reversal initiated by 

casting it. As the composition of Ghost negates the status of the grided picture plane as 

‘axiomatic of flatness,’ the indentation of the picture rail can be seen as disavowing any access 

 
451 Rosalind Krauss has written extensively on the use of the grid in modern art. She comments, “There are two ways in which the 

grid functions to declare the modernity of modern art. One is spatial; the other is temporal. In the spatial sense, the grid states the 

absolute autonomy of the realm of art. Flattened, geometricized, ordered, it is anti-natural, anti-mimetic, anti-real. It is what art 

looks like when it turns its back on nature. In the flatness that results from its coordinates, the grid is the means of crowding out the 

dimensions of the real and replacing them with the lateral spread of a single surface.” 
Krauss, Grids: Format and Image in 20th Century Art, p. 4.  
452 Whiteread had elected not to cast the ceiling of the room as she felt it would make the work too claustrophobic. 

Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” p. 10. 
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to the picture space. This architectural detail, originally designed to support the occupant’s 

selection of favoured images, is rendered inoperable in Whiteread’s cast. The inversion of this 

architectural detail removes one means by which the occupant is able to customise their interior 

to make a house a home.  

The Fireplace as Centre point 

The fireplace in the room has been partly cast into and outside of the grid of construction lines. 

It is treated as the centre point of the composition of Ghost. The fire-grate, embedded with soot, 

has been cast as a ‘whole’ rather than part, free of the dividing centre line that runs down this 

elevation. The shift in proportions when casting the fireplace also amplifies the difference 

between the flatness of the grid and ‘real’ depth of the fireplace. This shift effectively locates a 

focal point amidst the uniformity of the grid, focusing on this architectural detail as exemplary. 

It foregrounds what was once a primordial centre of the house: the hearth.453 Under Whiteread’s 

direction, the hearth is rendered inoperable. It is relieved of its literal and metaphorical burdens; 

to provide not only thermal comfort but also to function as the very site around which the home 

(specifically the home of the nineteenth century) functioned as a home.454  

The notion that the fireplace is a primordial centre of the house is exemplified in extremis by 

Herman Melville in his short story I and My Chimney.455 In this story, the narrator is conflated 

with the mighty behemoth at the centre of his domicile. When his beloved chimney is 

threatened with destruction, the narrator, such is his attachment to this gargantuan incinerator, 

reacts, Vidler notes, “as if his own body were threatened with extinction.”456 The occupant and 

his chimney are coextensive in this story: the protagonist puffs on his pipe, in front of the 

puffing chimneystack, keeping vigil, lest it be destroyed. Vidler notes that this is a story 

pervaded by fear, “fear of being deprived of a ‘backbone’ with the removal of the chimney; fear 

of losing the ‘one permanence’ of the dwelling; fear of confrontation with the wife; fear, given 

the chimney’s shape and vertical power, of loss of manhood.”457 

In Melville’s story, the entire house operates around the chimney. The chimney is surrounded 

by a puzzling collection of rooms, each of which operates as a passageway onto the next 

space.458 What results is a complex matrix of relationships in which one is easily lost. Melville 

 
453 In preparation for casting Ghost Whiteread made, as a ‘doodle,’ a cast of a fireplace entitled Cell, taken from the room next door. 
454 The New Oxford Dictionary of English under the entry for ‘hearth’ notes that it is “used as a symbol of one’s home.”  

New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 848. 
455 Herman Melville, “I and My Chimney,” in Herman Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor and Selected Tales, Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1997, p. 248-78.   
456 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 44.  
457 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 42.  
458 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 43.  
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describes the experience of navigating this labyrinth as one where you are “forever going 

somewhere and getting nowhere.”459 Vidler allies this sense of disorientation and uncanny 

repetition to an incident Freud cites in The Uncanny, where he discusses his own involuntary 

return, on three occasions, to a neighbourhood populated by prostitutes in Genoa.460 Vidler 

observes that Freud seems “unwilling to track down the unconscious motivations of his 

‘involuntary acts.’”461  

Freud’s involuntary return is to a site of sexual commerce that is contingent upon forestalling 

reproduction. One could also construe Whiteread’s forays into sculpture as displaying a 

perennial return to an analogous site: her repetitive and uncanny acts of casting forestall the 

reproductive imperative usually associated with casting practices. Whiteread’s Ghost, like the 

narrator’s chimney, forces occupants of the gallery into continual peripheral movement around 

the outside of the sculpture. However, whilst Melville’s narrator fails to uncover, “a reserved 

space hermetically closed…a secret chamber…hid in darkness”462 within the recesses of his 

chimney, which, upon discovery would seal the chimney’s sorry fate, Whiteread meets this 

challenge, excavating the subconscious out of the domicile and into the carefully calibrated light 

of the gallery. 

Spectral Qualities 

The phantasmatic qualities of this particular cast contribute to rendering Ghost an emblem of 

the uncanny. Alison Ferris has described ghosts in general as, “the return of the repressed, 

symbolic manifestations of a past that will not stay dead.”463 A ghost usually returns to haunt the 

terrestrial scene (always interior) of their death by misadventure. However, with Whiteread’s 

particular sculpture, the Ghost and the scene itself were coincident and separated only by a 

liminal skin of release agent. Displaced from the site that shaped its profile and now haunts it 

(the condemned terraced-house), Ghost returns to haunt the various institutions in which it finds 

itself. The room has been re-designed in such a way that like a spirit manifestation, it irrupts the 

distinction between the visible and invisible realms. 

Like its spectral namesake, Whiteread’s Ghost disturbs and unsettles the subject’s relation to the 

domestic interior.464 This sense of haunting marks the uncanny, which Vidler has described as:  

 
459 Herman Melville in Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 43. 
460 Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 237.  
461 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 43.  
462 Herman Melville in Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 44.  
463 Alison Ferris, “Disembodied Spirits: Spirit Photography and Rachel Whiteread's Ghost,” Art Journal, 62, 3 (2003): 53. 
464 Mark Cousins has observed that, “It is not that the ghost is either seen or not seen, visible or invisible; usually a ghost is partly 

seen and partly not seen. It is, rather, that, the sight of the ghost is ‘unnatural’”  
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Sinister, disturbing, suspect, strange; it would be characterised better as ‘dread’ than 

terror, deriving its force from its very inexplicability, its sense of lurking unease, rather 

than from any clearly defined source of fear - an uncomfortable sense of haunting rather 

than a present apparition.465 

Whiteread’s Ghost is a ‘present apparition’ that affords the spaces in which it is exhibited, ‘an 

uncomfortable sense of haunting.’ It is both present in the gallery and haunted by the site from 

which it was derived. Ghost is doubly displaced. It marks a scene that has been shifted, which 

comes to haunt the gallery spaces in which it is inscribed. 

Positions in Space 

In Out of Minimalism: The Referential Cube. Contextualising sculptures by Antony Gormley, 

Anish Kapoor and Rachel Whiteread,466 Malin Hayden argues that the “qualities of the 

exhibition room play important parts in our experience of Ghost.”467 She observes that Ghost 

upsets, “the assumed trans-historicalness and thus self-referentiality (and neutrality) of the white 

cube locality.”468 Hayden defines this locality as:  

A room with unarticulated doorways, preferentially no windows, white walls and ceiling, 

and a light (grey) coloured floor. The idea that this locality, as distinct from other 

localities, was ideologically and politically neutral was collapsed during the postmodern 

era due to both artistic practices and scholarly interpretations informed by an intensified 

awareness of political, social and cultural issues.469  

Hayden has elected not to consult reviews of the British artists’ exhibitions. Consequently, an 

analysis of the site responsiveness of Ghost to an array specific white cube localities has been 

precluded.470 They, like Ghost, appear to have been placed into a homogenising mould. Whilst 

Hayden does acknowledge that the reception of Ghost varies in relation to the scale of the 

rooms in which it is displayed,471 a more detailed examination of the impact of the size and scale 

 
Mark Cousins, “The Ugly,” AA Files, 29, Summer (1995): 4. 
465 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, p. 23. 
466 Malin Hayden enlists art critic Michael Fried’s notion of theatricality, outlined in his paper Art and Objecthood (1967) and 

applies what was initially a pejorative criticism of Minimalist art practice in a positive manner to appraise Whiteread’s sculpture 

Ghost. Her aim, following Fried, is to “point to the act of interpretation itself as a kind of performance,” in which “The white cube, 

both as object and locality, is argued to be a sign for the inevitable relation between viewer, artwork, and the space in which they 
occur.” 

Malin Hedlin Hayden, Out of Minimalism: The Referential Cube. Contextualising Sculptures by Antony Gormley, Anish Kapoor and 

Rachel Whiteread, Uppsala: Uppsala University, 2003, p. 100-1. 
467 Hayden, Out of Minimalism: The Referential Cube, p. 102. 
468 Hayden, Out of Minimalism: The Referential Cube, p. 106. 
469 Hayden, Out of Minimalism: The Referential Cube, p. 60. 
470 On her chosen artists she writes: “They exhibit practically all over the (western) world almost all the time. Thus, to include this 

kind of art critique would have taken too much time to gather and analyse.”  

Hayden, Out of Minimalism: The Referential Cube, p. 17.  
471 Hayden writes: “In a small exhibition room, the confrontation with Ghost would, perhaps, give rise to a claustrophobic 
experience (with the viewer squeezed in-between two sets of walls), whereas a larger room would permit a greater distance from the 

sculpture.” 

Hayden, Out of Minimalism: The Referential Cube, p. 102.  
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of specific gallery rooms on the reception of Ghost will be undertaken here, to examine how the 

disorienting effects of Ghost are exacerbated by the work’s situation in space. 

Critic James Hall has described Ghost as, “a fine example of sculpitecture. It subtly and 

intriguingly modulates the gallery space in which it is situated.”472 Whiteread pays particular 

care and attention to the placement of her work in galleries. Rather than planning the installation 

on paper, she prefers to make decisions in the gallery, often altering the position of the works in 

relation to the particular spaces in which they are installed.473 

The majority of published photographs of Ghost show it installed in the Stedelijk Van 

Abbemuseum, Eindhoven,474 (See fig. 126) or the Saatchi Gallery, London. (fig. 127)475 

Photographs of Ghost in Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, show it placed centrally inside a room. 

The sculpture is placed directly below a grided network of ceiling lights, a network that appears 

to mimic the grided walls of the work itself. When installed in the Saatchi Gallery, Ghost was 

placed in the middle of a large room, which was capped by a gable roof punctuated by skylights. 

There are also photographic records of the work in the low-ceilinged Chisenhale Gallery476 and 

Arnolfini Gallery.477 In both of these situations, the work is placed close to gallery walls.478 

Partial Effacements 

 
472 James Hall, “Architecture that puts painting in its place,” The Sunday Correspondent, June 24 1990: 37. 
473 Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 83. 
474 These photographs were first published in Debbaut and Klein Essink, Rachel Whiteread, p. 33-5. 

They have also been reprinted in the following publications: 

Fairbrother, “Whiteread’s Ghost,” p. 92. 
Batchelor, Rachel Whiteread: Plaster Sculptures, p. 24 & 27. 

Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 57. 

Bradley, Fiona (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Shedding Life, p. 84-5. 

Lingwood, House, p. 19.  

Louise Neri (ed.), Looking Up: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, New York: Public Art Fund, 1999, p. 139. 
475 Sandy Nairne, Art Now: Interviews with Modern Artists, London: Continuum, 2002, p. 53. 

Virginia Button, The Turner Prize, London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 1995, p. 97. 

Neal Benezra and Olga M. Viso, Distemper: Dissonant Themes in the Art of the 1990s, Washington: Hirshorn Museum/D.A.P., 
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Lynn Zelevansky, Sense and Sensibility: Women Artists and Minimalism in the Nineties, New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1994, 
p. 27. 

Andrew Renton, “Rachel Whiteread: A Song from under the Floorboards,” Art + Text 47, January (1994): 55. 

James Hall, “Architecture that Puts Painting in its Place,” p. 37. 

Andrew Graham-Dixon, “An Artist's Impression,” The Independent, 3 July 1990: page number unknown. 

Andrew Renton, “Rachel Whiteread, Chisenhale,” Flash Art, 154 (1990): 159.  
477 Archer, “Ghost Meat,” p. 35. 
478 The artist has often installed her architecturally scaled casts close to gallery walls in this manner. For example False Door, 1991, 

Cell, Untitled (Wall), 1998, and Untitled (Apartments), 2001. 
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On its first showing within the large space of the Chisenhale Gallery (fig. 128), Whiteread chose 

to place Ghost:  

Simply at one end of the space, so there was really very little there. As you walked down 

from the left you could just see a clue of what the piece was like but it was the blank wall 

so really as you walked in it seemed like there was nothing there until you walked round 

and saw the piece.479  

Ghost’s inaugural placement in public space sought to further negate the concept of room by 

initially introducing the viewer to the cast of the wall with the least architectural incident, 

withholding information on its provenance. First impressions were misleading. Liz Brookes 

writes that what was first encountered was “a blind wall of regular, chalky blocks, a monolithic 

minimal box.”480 Ghost was also exhibited in this manner at the Arnolfini Gallery. (fig. 129) 

The artist’s careful orientation of the elevations of her room and its close proximity to the 

existing gallery walls might also have been influenced by the composition of Piero della 

Francesca’s paintings. Robin Evans has observed that Piero della Francesca’s celebrated 

painting The Flagellation of Christ, c. 1458 (fig. 130), depicts a form of narrative 

anamorphosis.481 It places what appears to be its most potent narrative incident (the scourging of 

Christ) in the background of the work.482 As discussed, Whiteread reconstructs a three-

dimensional space based upon Piero’s two-dimensional compositions. Whiteread’s first two 

installations of Ghost in space mirror this notion of anamorphosis by placing the elevations that 

hold significant architectural incident to the sides of the central viewing position. This 

undermines, to some degree, the sculpture’s legibility. Ghost is perceived from the perspective 

of the room itself, blocking up each of its interior corners. The viewer can now only evaluate the 

interior of the room like a series of elevations, one wall at a time. 

Many critical descriptions of Ghost note that the reception of the work is contingent upon the 

size and scale of the container it is displayed in. What is also inferred is that the space 

surrounding the sculpture is anything but neutral but rather is animated by the object placed 

within it. For example, Emma Dexter writes: 

 
479 Whiteread, A Lecture by Rachel Whiteread at Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven. 
480 Liz Brooks, “Rachel Whiteread, Chisenhale,” Artscribe, Nov/Dec. (1990): 80.  
481 Anamorphosis is “the name of a form of ‘optics’ (which later came to be called perspective) that is used to create any image of an 

object that appears in its correct proportions only by looking at it from an off-centre angle. Its basis rests on the incontrovertible fact 

that we cannot see around corners.”  
Huguette Glowiniski, Zita Marks, and Sara Murphy (eds.), A Compendium of Lacanian Terms, London: Free Association Books, 

2001, p. 15.  
482 Evans writes: “In this painting, the scourging of Christ takes place in the background, diminished by perspective as if incidental, 

while three figures paying no heed to the event, and little heed to each other, stand large in the foreground. The painting looks 

perfectly proportionate in perspective and vastly disproportionate in the narration of its subject, because what we expect to be 
prominent is not, and what we expect to be the gruesome centre of attention is not, while the incidental scenery…and some 

bystanders, take the stage.” 

Robin Evans, The Projective Cast: Architecture and Its Three Geometries, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1995, p. 144.  
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When shown originally at the Chisenhale Gallery, Ghost seemed a sad, lost shadow of a 

former self-and a shockingly small arena in which to conduct a life. In its subsequent 

showing at Arnolfini, however, Ghost dwarfed the space of a much smaller gallery like an 

Alice in Wonderland creature grown too big. Here it seemed like a vast monument.483 

Patricia Bickers also compares its placement within these two gallery spaces. Bicker writes: 

In some cases, the oppressive feeling of airlessness extends to the spaces the works 

occupy as much as the works themselves. This is especially true of Ghost in the larger 

space of the Chisenhale Gallery, the cube-like form seemed compressed by the 

surrounding space which seemed to exert some inexorable force that acted on the piece 

like a car–crusher. In the small room allocated to it at the Arnolfini, on the other hand, the 

piece dominated the space, massive and inert, suggestive of much of the crushing weight 

of its history bearing down upon us as of its actual physical weight.484 

When shown at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1994, Ghost was again crammed 

into a small subterranean gallery.485 Each of these gallery environments exacerbates, in differing 

ways, the sense of suffocation the artist sought to describe by mummifying the air inside the 

room. In Bickers’ account, the space surrounding the work in the large gallery operates like a 

force field, compressing the work on all four walls, while in the Arnolfini the pressure bears 

down on the piece from above. The different architectural spaces bring varying lateral and 

compressive pressures to bear on the sculpture.486 

Grunenberg likens the sense of oppressiveness and confinement experienced when viewing 

Ghost to the horror described by Edgar Allen Poe in his short story The Pit and the Pendulum, 

where “one seems literally to feel how the walls slowly press together until only fractions of 

millimetres remain between the wall and the segments of plaster.”487 The choice of plaster as a 

casting material compounds this sense of compression. As Brookes notes, “The plaster cast 

bespeaks the plaster walls of the real room, and the jarring idea of plaster pressed against plaster 

as the inner space is progressively usurped and blocked.”488  

Phantasmatic Manufacture 

The space the viewer occupies in relation to Ghost, the space between the gallery walls and the 

plaster shell, the room as representation, is a space inscribed by loss and desire. There is the loss 

 
483 Emma Dexter, “Rachel Whiteread,” Sculpture Magazine, Sep/ Oct. (1991): 88.  
484 Patricia Bickers, “Rachel Whiteread,” Art Monthly, 144, March (1991): 15. 
485 Nancy Princenthal observes that when displayed in this small subterranean gallery in the Museum of Modern Art in New York, 
the work appeared to be “the unexorcised phantasm of some modest late-Victorian childhood.”  

Nancy Princenthal, “All That Is Solid,” Art in America, 83, July (1995): 55.  
486 The 1960’s American Minimalist artist Robert Morris has observed how sculpture operates in relation to the gallery spaces in 

which it is shown. Morris writes: “For the space of the room is itself a structuring factor both in its cubic shape and in terms of the 

kinds of compression different sized and proportioned rooms can effect upon the object-subject terms.” 
Robert Morris in Hayden, Out of Minimalism: The Referential Cube, p. 91. 
487 Grunenberg, “Mute Tumults Of Memory,” in Thomas Kellein (ed.), Rachel Whiteread, p. 22. 
488 Brooks, “Rachel Whiteread, Chisenhale,” p. 80.  
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of the concept of a ‘room’ with which we are familiar, and a desire to recuperate or enter this 

lost form by attempting to reconfigure positive form from negative trace, or by trying to access 

the interior of the cast. This sense of loss is exacerbated by the title Whiteread bestows upon her 

work: the ghost is a leitmotif of loss and desire, a spectral figuration of the lost object, desired 

by the subject in mourning. To produce Ghost, Whiteread becomes a scene-shifter, indexing the 

space at the limits of an interior and prizing them away from their primal scene.  

In Ghosts: An Illustrated History, Peter Haining classifies spectral entities as follows: 

First there is the ghost which returns to haunt the earth without harm to man, sometimes 

bringing messages or warnings; the poltergeist, a destructive, noisy, and impish spirit 

which hurls objects about and makes strange noises; the ‘fetch’ or double of someone 

living or about to die; and finally the spectral animal or the occasional inanimate object 

such as a phantom ship - which usually haunts lonely wastes.489 

The definition of the fetch as a ‘double of someone living that that is about to die’ is appropriate 

for Ghost. Whiteread’s fetch makes an appearance contingent upon the concept of ‘room’ itself 

(allowing the provision for occupation) becoming deceased. Ghost is a double not brought to 

full sculptural term, a double subject to completion. A double which, as Freud notes in relation 

to the uncanny, acts as an insurance of immortality during the primary narcissism stage, but 

which, once this stage is surmounted, functions as an uncanny harbinger of death.490 To try and 

access the innermost interior of this cast is to entomb oneself in the plaster monoblock, just as 

the artist had during the making of the piece.  

The fabrication of spectral figures through artificial means was popularised in the early 

nineteenth century in Europe. The Belgian optician Etienne-Gaspard Robertson, a master of the 

art of illusion created a ghost-making machine entitled the Phantasmagoria. Robertson enlisted 

 
489 Peter Haining, Ghosts: The Illustrated History, London: Treasure Press, 1987, p. 8.  
490 Freud situates the theme of uncanny doubling in Hoffmann’s ‘The Devils Elixir, and Otto Rank’s study on the double (1914). 

Rank investigates “the connections which the ‘double’ has with reflections in mirrors, with shadows, with guardian spirits, with the 

belief in the soul and with the fear of death.”  
Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 234-5.  

Freud writes: “This invention of doubling as a preservation against extinction has its counterpart in the language of dreams, which is 

fond of representing castration by a doubling or multiplication of a genital symbol. The same desire led the Ancient Egyptians to 

develop the art of making images of the dead in lasting materials. Such ideas, however, have sprung from the soil of unbounded 

self-love, from the primary narcissism, which dominates the mind of the child of primitive man. But when this stage has been 
surmounted, the ‘double’ reverses its aspect. From having been an assurance of immortality, it becomes the uncanny harbinger of 

death.” 

Freud, “The Uncanny,” p. 234-5. 
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this machine to “amuse the local population and exploit their innate fear of the supernatural.”491 

Utilising the science of optics, he was able to manifest the ghost on cue.492  

Another ‘ghost-maker’, Franek Kluski, invented a technique to produce wax casts of the faces 

or hands of the materialised spirits. These were used to authenticate claims that ghosts existed.493 

The wax sheaths provided moulds into which plaster was poured to ordain, as Whiteread’s 

works do, the immaterial with material particularity. The absence of the spectral figure, whether 

it is Kluski’s body part or Whiteread’s building part, is recovered through capturing its trace 

matter. Like the manifestation of Kluski’s spirits, Ghost is conditioned upon the destruction of 

the subject it represents. 

Dimly lit environments were required for all of these early ghost-making machines to work. In 

contrast, Whiteread’s Ghost appears to the beholder within carefully illuminated gallery spaces. 

Ghost’s bleached walls, marked by profiles of architectural details and articulated by the 

maculations of prior use, complement those of the white cube localities in which they are 

installed. 

 Conclusion: Haunting & the Dislocation of the Scene 

The notion of haunting is manifest in the title Whiteread ascribed to her room casting. To haunt 

is to be “persistently and disturbingly present, especially in someone’s mind.”494 A haunt is also, 

“a place frequented by a specific person.”495 This suggests that to haunt can be both 

extramundane and mundane. These definitions imply that haunting can be mobile and also site-

specific. To be haunted is to bring past impressions to bear on current circumstances, 

interpreting new phenomena in light of them. Whiteread’s Ghost bears the impressions of the 

specific room from which it was cast, but is also laden with the impressions of past rooms 

brought to bear on it by viewers.  

 
491 Robertson’s performances in Paris secured huge audiences, for which he conjured up figures such as Marat, Voltaire, Mirabeau, 

Robespierre and many others.  

Haining, Ghosts: The Illustrated History, p. 60. 
492 Haining writes: “Great credence was given to Robertson’s ‘ghosts’ and it was to be some years before his secret use of concave 
mirrors and convex lens, concealed assistants and props was revealed.”  

Haining, Ghosts: The Illustrated History, p. 61.  
493 The technique was invented by Franek Kluski. Haining writes that Kluski, “apparently induced his spirits to plunge their hands 

into a pail of hot paraffin wax and then to leave thin wax shells or ‘gloves’ floating in a basin of cold water conveniently placed 

nearby. His séances were always conducted in very feeble light; there were a number of witnesses who testified that while they did 
not see the spirit clearly, they could ‘hear it splashing the water’. After the séance, a comparison of the wax hands with those of the 

people present was made and they were always said to be quite different. Later the wax casts were filled with plaster of Paris, and 

when it had set the wax was dissolved so that the hands could be studied still more closely…….no one has been able to prove 

categorically that Kluski’s models were fraudulently produced, particularly as it is virtually impossible for any normal person to 

draw his hands back through the narrow wrists of the wax gloves without destroying them.” 
Haining, Ghosts: The Illustrated History, p. 103-4.  
494 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 842.  
495 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 842.  



 121 

Cast from a primal scene, Ghost was removed piece-by-piece and reconstructed off-site. It is 

thus, doubly haunted. It is haunted first by the site from which it borrows its scale and 

proportions, which no longer exists, and secondly, it haunts the constituent galleries in which it 

is installed. Under Whiteread’s mandate, this room comes back from the dead, manifesting itself 

as a desiccated index of an interior form, inverted and rendered exterior within an interior. Like 

the ghost, the work disrupts relations between the visible and invisible realms by materialising 

the immaterial and assigning form to the formless. Like the action of casting, it too leaves an 

indelible impression on the viewer, disturbing our relation to our habitual haunts. 

With Ghost, the ‘spirit’ of the dead interior is made manifest. Ghost can be seen as an emblem 

of the architectural uncanny, one that comes back to haunt post-modern space. Its methods of 

construction, composition, and reception signal manifold returns of the repressed.  
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Chapter 6 

 

Design and Build to Destroy: Untitled (Room) and its Representations 

“The most inspirational point from which architecture can be understood is to regard the 

room as the beginning of architecture.”496  

-Louis Kahn  

“There is no such thing as a simple room.”497  

-Mark Wigley 

Like Kahn, Whiteread begins her interrogations of architecture with the room. However, her 

perennial return to casting such spaces demonstrates that there is “no such thing as a simple 

room.”  

Untitled (Room), 1993 (fig. 131), was cast from a freestanding model of a room designed by 

Whiteread and built with prefabricated elements in her studio in Berlin. The model did not 

include a floor or a ceiling. While Ghost, cast from an existing room, had its own particular 

architectural details to register, the design of Room was ascribed to Whiteread from genesis to 

completion. Room was the antithesis of Ghost, disavowing the elements of nostalgia that 

accompanied the casting of a historical subject. 

With Room, Whiteread intended to produce a sculpture that had “much more to do with process, 

that appears much more heavy handed.”498 This work signalled a new means by which 

architecture could be interrogated, by constructing, as Mark Cousins has noted, “a negative cast 

of a pre-fabricated non-place, constructed to be destroyed.”499  

Constructing to Destroy 

If the design and construction of a conventional room is predicated on some form of imagined 

future occupation and a consideration of its placement in relation to a collection of other rooms, 

Whiteread manufactures something entirely counter to occupation and goes a step further than 

Ghost with this cast. Room solidifies a portion of space at the interior limits of a fictitious 

structure, reckoning place-less-ness as matter only then to shatter the host body.  

 
496 Louis Kahn, What Will Be Has Always Been: The Words of Louis I. Kahn, Richard Saul Wurman (ed.), New York: Access Press 

Ltd, 1986, p. 154.  
497 Mark Wigley, “Inside the Inside,” in Joseph Newland (ed.), The Architectural Unconscious: James Casebere + Glen Seator, p. 

23.  
498 Otto Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” in Gabriele Detterer (ed.), Art Recollection-Artists Interviews and Statements in the 

Nineties, p. 263. 
499 Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 40. 
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To facilitate this act of constructional nihilism, Whiteread created “a plywood mould for the 

room, as if it were a prop.”500 The mould contained a window, a door (without coffering), and 

skirting boards, but no light fitting.501 Whiteread created her own impressions by design, 

decorating the facades of the room with wallpaper and paint prior to casting them.502  

Constructional errancy characterises this project. Could there be anything more curious than the 

procedures undertaken to construct the sculpture Room? To not only construct to destroy, but 

construct and decorate to destroy? Decoration tends to signal one of the final stages in the 

completion of a room. After the structure is lined, the walls are plastered and the paint and 

wallpaper applied at the last. With Room however, the template of the finished room is again 

lined with plaster. This material, frequently employed in architecture to a smooth out 

undulations in wall surfaces, is utilised to capture the variances in surface topography it is 

usually intent upon eradicating. Whiteread’s Room returns the room to the interim state of 

‘making good’ the interior. 

A series of photographs depict Whiteread flicking plaster with the frenetic vigour of an action 

painter onto the plywood mould. (fig. 132) The sculptor then prised the plaster sections of the 

cast away from the mould and exhibited the plaster walls of the fictitious room as exterior 

elevations. As with Ghost, the work was supported by an internal steel armature. 

Room’s multi-partite cast consisted of plaster elements of equal dimensions that, like Ghost, 

superimposed a grid of construction lines over the wall surfaces. Whilst in Ghost, significant 

architectural details such as the window and fireplace elements were drawn out of the regular 

grid and cast in pieces that reflected their singular proportions and significance, in Room a 

uniform grid overlays all architectural elements. (fig. 133) This compositional gesture 

emphasises the standardised nature of the room. Unlike Ghost, Room does not reveal the 

thickness of the actual cast at any point in the work. The plaster segments at the corners of the 

room were mitred and the plaster sections made true to fit, thereby precluding any covert views 

into the interior of the cast. 

The construction of the initial mould for Room was designed and built not as a site of intended 

occupancy but rather to enable the manufacture of its trace, achieved by casting its surface. The 

template for Room was operational only inasmuch as it transferred detail from one surface onto 

 
500 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 54.  
501 Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” p. 263. 
502 Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” p. 263 
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another. In this regard, the mould for Room operated in a similar manner to the grid, as it has 

been described by Rosalind Krauss.503 

Whiteread designed Room to be “more monumental than Ghost, like a burial chamber or 

something you might find in an archaeological museum.”504 She based the idea of her ‘last room’ 

not on an idealised form, but rather on one that she’s described as, “utterly standard…just like a 

unit devised for people to survive in…I wanted to make something fundamentally dull and 

basic.”505 Furthermore, Whiteread accuses Le Corbusier of pioneering the reign of the prosaic 

room. She notes that Room was designed to be a cast of a room you would “find anywhere, 

whether or not you slept in it, whether or not you worked in it, just this mundane box, which, I 

suppose, someone like Le Corbusier was responsible for and which you now see everywhere.”506  

Whiteread’s statement points to a critical position taken against Le Corbusier’s theories in 

regard to space and post-war mass-produced housing. She suggests that Le Corbusier made 

claims about space and the developments of mass production housing that failed. The 

mundaneness of her sculpture emblematises these failures. Room can thus be seen as a critique 

of modernism’s lack. It commemorates the vestigial spirit of modern architecture, whose heroic 

agenda has been extinguished through its mass-production and, in Whiteread’s instance, partial 

exhibition: as an interior module rent away from its ideological gestalt.  

In Le Corbusier’s polemical ‘Manual of Dwelling’ in Towards A New Architecture, the architect 

instructed the modern-minded citizen on what they must demand of a dwelling: 

Demand bare walls in your bedroom, your living room and your dining room. Built-in 

fittings to take the place of much of the furniture, which is expensive to buy, takes up too 

much room and needs looking after….. 

Demand concealed or diffused lighting…. 

Demand a vacuum cleaner… 

Keep your odds and ends in drawers or cabinets… 

 
503 Krauss writes: 

”The grid does not map the space of a room or a landscape or a group of figures onto the surface of a painting. Indeed, if it maps 
anything, it maps the surface of the painting itself. It is a transfer in which nothing changes place. The material qualities of the 

surface, we could say, are mapped onto the aesthetic dimensions of the same surface. And those two planes-the material and the 

aesthetic-are demonstrated to be the same plane: coextensive, and through the abyssa and ordinates of the grid, coordinate. 

Considered in this way, the bottom line of the grid is a naked and determined materialism.” 

Krauss, Grids: Format and Image in 20th Century Art, p. 4. 
504 Button, The Turner Prize, p. 98.  
505 Button, The Turner Prize, p. 98.  
506 Christoph Grunenberg, “Mute Tumults of Memory,” in Thomas Kellein (ed.), Rachel Whiteread, p. 24-5.  
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Teach your children that a house is only habitable when it is full of light and air, and 

when the floor and walls are clear. To keep your floors in order eliminate heavy furniture 

and thick carpets. 

Take a flat, which is one size smaller than what your parents accustomed you to. Bear in 

mind economy in your actions, your household management and in your thoughts.507 

Le Corbusier demands that the autographic traces left on the interior by the occupant are 

carefully policed. Emblems of the individual are assigned the status of odds and ends, and these 

must be concealed in drawers or cabinets. This demand for interior clearance is passed down to 

progeny, who are cautioned to leave floors and walls bare. Le Corbusier's ascetic environment 

demands that the psychological interior of the occupant be similarly restrained. The household 

is to be managed as an enterprise where profit is garnered through loss: loss of floor area, loss of 

the autographic trace, with a subsequent gain in the ‘modern spirit’. Thoughts, also, are to be 

‘held in check’ in the new dwelling. They must prescribe to the same paucity of means that his 

concept of the modern dwelling applauds.  

Whiteread’s sculpture Room is haunted by Le Corbusier’s demands. It displays bare white 

walls, lighting that is not only concealed but entirely absent, and it abolishes the decorative 

predilections of the occupant. Yet Room also fills in space and stops the occupant from gaining 

access to the interior in a conventional manner. The dimensions of the artist’s room design, 

detached from a context, are also modestly proportioned. However, this room, emblematic of 

those that emerged in post-war mass produced housing, is small not by choice, but by necessity: 

due to financial hardship rather than voluntary aesthetic deprivation. 

Whiteread’s Room manifests a lack that underlies Le Corbusier’s conception of the ‘spirit’ of 

mass production. Le Corbusier petitions his readers to assist him in conjuring up the mass 

production spirit: 

We must create the mass-production spirit. 

The spirit of constructing mass-production houses. 

The spirit of living in mass-production houses. 

The spirit of conceiving mass-production houses. 

If we eliminate from our hearts and minds all dead concepts in regard to the houses and 

look at the question from a critical and objective point of view, we shall arrive at the 

“House Machine”, the mass-production house, healthy (and morally so too) and beautiful 

in the same way that the working tools and instruments which accompany our existence 

are beautiful. 

 
507 Le Corbusier, Towards A New Architecture, p. 115. 
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Beautiful also with the animation that the artist’s sensibility can add to severe and pure 

functioning demands”508 

With this incantation the architect summons the ineffable spirit of mass-production to 

materialise. At this ideational stage in his visionary program, the mass-produced spirit of 

modern architecture is characterised by lack, a lack that can only be remedied through the 

intervention of the artist-architect.  

The visionary spirit of mass-production was, from the outset, fraught with difficulties. It lacked 

the artistic touch and the very means by which to come into existence. This was because there 

was a lack in the technical expertise required to construct many modern plans.509 As the artist-

architect of Room, Whiteread sounds out mass-production’s lack. Eviscerating the room away 

from the veneers of architectural progress, she exposes a deficit at the ideational core of the 

mass-production spirit. Attention now turns toward identifying this deficit. 

The anonymous qualities of Room that affiliate it to the mass-produced were achieved in part by 

the strategic subtraction of architectural details from the cast. Through the judicious subtraction 

of such details, Room foregrounds a deficit in the mass-production spirit. Gone are the fireplace, 

the light-switch, the picture rail, the cornicing, as too are the indexical signs of prior occupancy 

that characterised Ghost.  

This subtraction of detail was, Mark Wigley notes, “the mantra for modern architects, as 

exemplified by their trademark white walls - smooth, uninterrupted surfaces that wrap and 

define space with a minimum of fuss.”510 White walls also constitute Room, but here they are 

rendered in a porous medium that bears the impression of the mould from which they were 

derived. The selection of plaster as a casting material runs counter to the mass-production spirit 

as the materials employed in constructing modern architecture were designed, as Le Corbusier 

notes, to “evade the attentions of the decorative artist.”511 In contrast, Whiteread enlists plaster to 

record minute variations in the surface topography of her interior walls. She captures the trace 

matter that many smooth, modern materials were intent upon eliminating. 

 
508 Le Corbusier, Towards A New Architecture, p. 211. 
509 In order for this spirit to manifest itself states of mind must be altered and technical specialists ready to nurture it. Lamenting the 

lag in specialization that would enable this transformation from the ephemeral to the material Le Corbusier declares:  

“The right state of mind does not exist. 
The state of mind for mass-production houses, the state of mind for living in mass production houses, the state of mind for 

conceiving mass-production houses. 

Everything must be begun from the beginning, nothing is ready. Specialization has hardly touched the domain of the dwelling-

house. There are neither the workshops nor the technical specialists. 

But at any moment, if once the mass-production spirit came to life, everything would quickly be begun.”  
Le Corbusier, Towards A New Architecture, p. 211. 
510 Wigley, “Inside the Inside,” p. 18.  
511 Le Corbusier, Towards A New Architecture, p. 266. 
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The four walls of the artist’s room are cast into a homogenising mould so that all aspects of the 

interior are treated as materially uniform. The architectural details within the room are also 

subsumed into a grid of construction lines. These gestures can be understood as a critique of the 

mass production of modern architecture. They suggest that there is no room left for the 

particular, for the marks left on the interior surfaces of architecture by its occupants.  

Whiteread’s strategic subtractions served not only to ascribe her model room a generic quality 

but also to deprive the interior of any connections to the outside world. The room exists in a 

state of solitary confinement. Room excoriates the veneers of architectural progress to 

demonstrate that in the modern interior no ‘room’ has in fact been gained since Ghost. This 

suggests that the mass production of modern architecture is more a form of window dressing 

than architectural innovation. Modern architecture disguises the same meagre proportions 

within the interior. For example, in terms of its size and scale, Whiteread’s design for Room 

approximates the nineteenth-century room from which Ghost was cast. Whilst their interior 

details are different, the size of the interior space they contain is very similar. When a 

comparison is made between their floor areas, Room is found to be smaller by 0.80 square 

meters.512  

Room emblematises an ambivalence toward the mass production of modern architecture: 

particularly its grandiose claims for transparency and openness, and the insinuation that more 

‘space’, the ultimate modernist material, necessarily furnishes more ‘room’.  

Post -War British Housing 

Throughout her career, Whiteread has expressed an interest in archiving small spaces: cramped 

living spaces like those found within council flats, which, she suggests, are based on the 

proportions of an arm-span and are indicative of many of the residential structures built in post-

war London.513 London’s most renowned contemporary biographer, Peter Ackroyd, has said, “in 

fact the measurement of the Saxon House is approximately the same as the measurement of the 

 
512 Ghost measures 269.2cm (h) x 355.6cm (w) x 317.5cm (d), with a total floor area of 11.3 square meters. In comparison, Room 

measures 275cm (h) (5.8cm taller than Ghost) x 300cm (w) (55.6cm smaller than Ghost) x 350cm (d) (32.5cm deeper than Ghost), 

with a total floor area of 10.5 square meters. Overall, the floor area of Room (1993) is 0.80 square meters smaller than that of Ghost. 
513 For Untitled (Apartment) 2001, Whiteread cast the upstairs three-room apartment within her newly acquired residence. She has 

described these spaces as “just spaces that have been blocked into small rooms. They look like archetypal council flats, really-each 
is made up of small rooms leading off a main corridor, and usually the proportions are based on the proportions of an arm span. A 

lot of rooms are based on that width. You can just get a bed in.” 

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 47.  
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modern semi-detached house.”514 Looking at developments in post-war mass housing in Britain 

provides evidence for this claim.515 

The Architectural critic Andrew Saint has identified a similitude between the internal planning 

of the early British Boundary Street Flats (fig. 134) and their antecedent, the Park Hill Housing 

Estate in Sheffield, (fig. 135), one of the largest post-war public-housing projects of its 

generation. Park Hill was commissioned by the Sheffield City Council and comprised just under 

a thousand deck-access housing units. Saint writes: 

At both Boundary Street (1890s) and Park Hill (1957-1961), behind the radical elevations 

may be found dwelling-types and room sizes all but determined by previous experience 

and rules. Park Hill’s maisonettes and flats are planned with painstaking discipline and 

with elegantly gathered services. But no one could mistake their internal organization for 

anything extraordinary. They reflect the tight living standards imposed by the subsidy 

rules of the 1950s, before the Parker Morris report liberalized space in public housing.516 

Miles Glendinning & Stefan Muthesius similarly argue that post-war British housing 

demonstrated very little innovation in planning the dwelling. They suggest that:  

In contrast to early Modern Movement propagandists, postwar public housing designers 

concentrated all their efforts to achieve free space on the exterior of the house, whether in 

the disposition of dwellings within blocks or in the layout of blocks within the wider 

urban ensemble; the abolition of compartmentalization inside the house was never a 

serious aim.517 

In Room, Whiteread exposes this iteration by removing the exterior dressings of architecture to 

demonstrate that little room has been gained. In delaminating the room away from the veneers 

of architectural progress, her representation of a ‘mundane box’ illustrates that some of the 

innovations championed by post-war architecture were skin-deep.  

Room’s Anonymity 

As her work has developed Whiteread has become more interested in the anonymity of spaces.518 

This search for a generic quality has been identified by Mark Wigley as also occurring in the 

 
514 Peter Ackroyd in Bragg, South Bank Show. 
515 Immediately after the Second World War, a Labour government came into power in Britain. Aneurin Bevan, appointed as 

Minister of Health, was also responsible for finding solutions to the housing problem and was to increase the average size of council 

housing. However, after Bevan’s resignation in 1951, his successor Hugh Dalton implemented cuts in standards that Bevan had 
resisted. A reduction in the size of council tenancies was also introduced when the conservative Tory government came into power 

in 1950. 

National Community Development Project, Whatever Happened to Council Housing? London: Co-operative Press Ltd., 1976, p. 

16-18. 
516 Andrew Saint (ed.), Park Hill: What Next? London: Architectural Association, 1996, p. 16. 
517 Miles Glendinning and Stefan Muthesius, “Continuity and Change: Social Housing Types in the Postwar Reconstruction Era,” 

Architectural Design 70, 4 (2000): 32. 
518 Trevor Fairbrother described Untitled (Room) as, “A fictitious, newer-looking, and even more generically anonymous space.”  
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work of the contemporary American photographer James Casebere. Casebere takes photographs 

of meticulously crafted architectural models made with Styrofoam, foam board, plaster, and 

usually white paint.519 (fig. 136) The scale of Casebere’s photographs is such that they 

profoundly affect the gallery spaces in which they are installed and permit the viewer to occupy 

the spaces they document rather than merely viewing them passively at a distance.520 (fig. 137) 

Like Whiteread’s room-scale sculptures, Casebere carefully frames his photographic images of 

rooms, to sever them from a context. (fig. 138) Both artists’ works are frequently characterised 

by their neutral colouration. Comparisons might also be made between their uses of architecture 

as artists. Wigley writes that Casebere deploys “the resources of the architect…to subtly disturb 

architecture. Or, rather, to reveal something already disturbing about it.”521  

Both Casebere and Whiteread disturb architecture by divesting it of detail. Many of the tabletop 

models Casebere photographs are based upon existing structures, which are altered through a 

series of subtractions. Wigley writes that, “The unique atmosphere of these images is produced 

by the removal of detail. If each model begins as a realistic approximation of a building, details 

are progressively taken away until the critical sense of haunting suspension is approached.”522 

These images, Wigley continues, “are archaeological, full of missing details that force us to 

complete the picture by telling some story about the space.”523 

Wigley identifies a moment when the model hovers delicately between the real and the illusory, 

when surface detail and the indexical signs of habitation are progressively sheared away and 

eroded. It is this representational space that Whiteread’s Room also occupies. Its interior walls 

are furnished with the bare minimum. A window, door, and baseboard punctuate the calcinated 

monoblock, yet resolutely disavow any point of entry into, or exit from the interior. Even the 

keyhole is absented from the cast.  

The minimal detailing of Room impacted upon how it was received in regard to its situation in 

galleries.524 For example, when it was shown in the ICA Gallery in Philadelphia in 1995, Nancy 

 
Fairbrother, “Whiteread’s Ghost,” p. 93.   

Rudolph Schmitz has also commented that, “Whiteread has a distinct aversion to a certain kind of articulation-as if she were seeking 
a return to the general, to a primal substance.” 

Rudolph Schmitz, “The Curbed Monumentality of the Invisible,” Parkett, 42 (1994): 101. 
518 Schmitz, “The Curbed Monumentality of the Invisible,” p. 101. 
519 Adam D. Weinberg, “The Architectural Unconscious,” in Joseph Newland (ed.), The Architectural Unconscious: James 

Casebere + Glen Seator, p. 10.  
520 Weinberg notes that the photographs Casebere exhibited in the Addison Gallery (2000) ranged from forty by thirty inches to 

eight by ten feet, having “a physical presence that causes viewers to negotiate them not so much as pictures of spaces but as spaces.”  

Weinberg, “The Architectural Unconscious,” p. 11. 
521 Wigley, “Inside the Inside,” p. 17.  
522 Wigley, “Inside the Inside,” p. 16. 
523 Wigley, “Inside the Inside,” p. 19. 
524 Room was first shown in The Turner Prize Exhibition at the Tate Gallery in 1993. There is no record, to the author’s knowledge, 

of the inter-spatial effect this work had on the gallery in which it was installed. 
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Princenthal wrote that Room, “was deposited in a yawning, high-ceilinged space where it 

achieved a nearly absolute expression of spatial nullification and emotional withdrawal.”525  

Productive Destruction 

The mould made to produce Room was designed, constructed, and then destroyed by Whiteread. 

This form of productive destruction and erasure also characterises the artist’s drawing practice. 

Whiteread comments that most of her drawing studies, produced during her residency in Berlin 

between 1992-3, were about:  

Getting rid of the drawing: I used Tippex pens the whole time, which is probably a 

terrible thing to use in terms of stuff falling off the paper at some point. It was all about 

drawing a line, not being quite right, always using ink and then getting rid of the line with 

quite a fine white line, building things up in that way and then using a lot of watercolour 

on top.526 

The applied surface of correction fluid ameliorates the obduracy of the grided picture plane, 

blotting out parts of the grid. The sculptural object is drawn onto graph paper with a material 

typically used to correct a slip of the typewritten wrist. The addition of this desiccated 

whitewash on top of the grided picture plane could be construed as recognising some form of 

lack in the surface to which it is applied. Or, alternatively, the object represented on top of the 

grided surface could be identified as the erroneous architectural body: representing the flawed 

interior, constructed to be destroyed. As the sculpture Room can be seen as a critique of the 

innate ‘lack’ that characterised the mass-production spirit, the drawing studies of this sculpture 

can also be seen as mapping out this ‘lack’ in a complementary medium.  

Whiteread’s Gouache Studies for Room 

On the back panel of one of Whiteread’s gouache drawings, Study for Wax Floor, 1992, is 

written the following: “It is Rachel Whiteread’s express wish that none of her drawings should 

be exhibited alongside her sculptures. [Karsten Schubert, Angela Flowers, London].”527 

Whilst it was the artist’s intention that her drawings and sculptures should not be displayed 

together, her drawings studies for Room act as important counterweights to her finished 

sculpture.528 Whiteread produced a number of gouache studies of rooms and studies specifically 

 
525 Princenthal, “All that is Solid,” p. 56. 
526 Sylvester, “Carving Space,” p. 43.  
527 Information taken by during a visit to the Museum of Modern Art Drawings Collection, New York, 1998. 
528 Richard Shone has acknowledged the reluctance by many sculptors to admit that any sketches were employed at all in the 

production of their sculptures. Shone writes: “Several sculptors are on record as denying they make drawings toward their work and 

that they abhor the intervention of a sketch. A probable reason for this reluctance is that sculptural scale is hard to define on paper 
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for Room.529 These were rendered in correction fluid and ink on graph paper, and were executed 

concurrently with her sculpture Room.530 The drawings are employed as a means to analyse, 

design, and develop her sculpture. Their methods of construction mirror many of those in 

evidence in her sculpture and incur some of the paradoxical qualities that can be seen in her 

inside-out cast of Room. 

Ten drawing studies for Untitled (Room) have been published. They include a sheet of plan and 

elevation studies, axonometrics, perspectives, and mixed system drawings. Like Ghost and 

Room which have no ceilings, in all but one of these drawing studies the room has been divested 

of its ceiling.531 

In Study for ‘Room in Plan,’ 1993 (fig. 139), Whiteread sounds out a possible floor plan and set 

of elevations for her sculpture. The floor and wall areas in the drawing are filled-in with white 

correction fluid and outlined in black ink. Three of the elevations are exterior and one is 

interior. In this drawing, the artist shifts between the inside and outside, pre-empting the spatial 

reversals her casts illustrate, which convert internal walls into exterior elevations. 

Friedrich Meschede identifies a graphic quality to Whiteread’s sculptures that is complimented 

by a plastic counterpart in her drawings.532 The graphic quality of the sculptures stems from the 

works bearing the topographical impressions of existing or prefabricated surfaces, whereas the 

haptic qualities of the gouache drawings is achieved through the application of materials that 

create a relief on paper. One of Whiteread’s primary drawing materials is correction fluid, into 

which lines of ink are engraved during the process of hardening. The artist must decide upon the 

form and proportions of the drawing within the fluid’s rapid curing time. Her gouaches then, 

 
and to concentrate on one particular aspect of a work conceived in the round is of little use to the artist. Real space is more 
important at the initial stage than pictorial space.” 

Richard Shone, From Figure to Object: A Century of Sculptors' Drawings, London: Frith Street Gallery & Karsten Schubert, 1996, 

p. 8.  
529 Gouache is a method of painting using opaque pigments ground in water and thickened with a glue-like substance. 
530 Friedrich Meschede comments that these drawings were, “not diagrams, sketches or instructions for the three dimensional 
translation of an idea, but works which have emerged analogously to her three dimensional art.” 

Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, p. 7. 
531 The only exception is Study for ‘Room,’ 1993 

Correction fluid and ink on tracing paper. 

45.5 x 61cm. 
Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, p. 30. 
532 Meschede comments: “It seems that the motifs which occur in Rachel Whiteread’s work can be clearly deciphered. In the three 

dimensional works, the forms of mattresses and air beds are recognisable, other works indicate the outlines of wash-basins and baths 

as negative forms within massive blocks of plaster. The plastic volume represents the hollow space beneath or between two flat 

surfaces. One gains the impression that these are casts of objects, but in fact they are plastic forms which ‘copy’ the contours of 
significant objects as a volume. The interpretation of the motifs become secondary to the phenomenon of texture as a membranous 

copy of reality. The ‘graphic’ character of the sculptures must be seen in relation to the ‘plastic’ character of the drawings.” 

Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, p. 8-9. 
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like her sculptures, are cast in a window of fixed temporal duration, signalling a shift in state 

from fluidity to inertia.533  

The Removal of a Ground Line 

In all of the gouache studies for Room, Whiteread elected to dispense with the articulation of the 

ground plane beyond the limits of the object described. Like her sculptures of rooms, her 

drawings of rooms divest this domestic cell of a specific site and context.534 Richard Shone 

identifies this de-contexualisation as common to sculptor’s drawings, which are frequently 

characterised by their, “unfussy directness.” Shone notes that sculptors’ drawings, “go straight 

to the point; details can wait; the depicted object, figure or construction is rarely given a setting 

or a background; considerations of atmosphere and niceties of lighting are not their immediate 

business.”535  

Whiteread exacerbates this sense of displacement in her axonometric drawing Room Study, 

1993. (fig. 140) This work examines two views of the same room; one where the room is 

upright, and one where the room is tipped on its side. Free of a ground line, the room can re-

orient itself at will. By removing the datum that provides the subject with a place to stand, 

Whiteread emphasises the disembodied qualities of the room.  

This sense of disembodied-ness can also be seen in two perspective drawings entitled Study for 

‘Room,’ 1993. (fig. 141) In these drawings, the walls of each room are rendered in correction 

fluid, and inscribed with a window and a door. The walls are marked out into sections in ink, 

iterating the composition of wall elements in the sculpture Room. The graph paper on which the 

drawings are placed afford these drawn representations of room a relative scale.536 The upper 

drawing provides an aerial view into the room, while in the second perspective the viewer is, 

impossibly, looking up into the room from beneath the room’s diaphanous floorboards. The fine 

striations of the tongue and groove flooring which engrave the walls of the room are no 

impediment to looking up into the interior. Whiteread situates the viewer levitating above or 

 
533 Meschede notes that these gouaches have, “been ‘cast’ in the same material as the corresponding sculptures.”  

Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, p. 8. 
534 “In a pure-line drawing without shade and shadows discernible differences in line weight can aid in suggesting depth of planes. 

The heavier the delineation of an element, the farther forward it appears; the lighter the delineation, the further it appears to recede. 
A strong profile line helps to silhouette the buildings overall form. Profile lines should always continue along the ground plane for a 

distance sufficient to indicate the environment within which the building sits.”  

Frank Ching, Architectural Graphics, New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1996, p. 42. 
535 Shone, From Figure to Object: A Century of Sculptors' Drawings, p. 7.  
536 Meschede comments: “As if in reversal of the pattern of joins which is so incisive in “Ghost”, Rachel Whiteread selects square 
millimetre paper upon which to arrange her forms…this pattern adopts the function of conveying a proportional concept of the 

relative sizes of the forms which appear on the paper.” 

Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, p. 16.  
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laid out beneath the room: lying in state, trapped in the hidden-interspace that the artist is intent 

upon excavating in her floorboard castings. 

The Sinopia as a Site of Correction 

Both Whiteread’s plaster sculptures and gouache drawings have a kinship to the sinopia, or 

‘underdrawing,’ which was a strategic site of correction employed in Renaissance fresco 

painting.537 (fig. 142) In the process of making a fresco, an initial layer of coarse plaster, the 

arricio, was applied to the wall. The sinopia is the final preparatory drawing that is made on the 

arricio. A layer of smooth plaster, the intonaco, is then applied on top of the arricio. The 

finished fresco is painted on the surface of the intonaco. The sinopia, concealed beneath the 

fresco, could also be detached from it. Sinopia have been described by E. Wind as “mere 

adumbrations and were never intended by the artist to be seen, but to the modern eye they often 

have a greater vitality than the completed works and are always of considerable interest.”538 

Peeled away from the fresco, the sinopia are drawings that demonstrate rapid draughtsmanship. 

They are concealed within the wall. To bring them to light is to reveal the mechanisms of the 

frescoe’s construction, eviscerating and then exhibiting a site of editorial annotation that had 

been walled up and was never intended for visual consumption. The act of recovering the 

sinopia draws up the ideational provenance of the artwork, ghosted beneath the surface of the 

fresco. (fig. 143)  

Whiteread’s drawings of Room share several qualities with the sinopia. They too draw up the 

ideas that informed the sculpture’s construction. They peel the walls of a room away from their 

surrounding context and expose them to scrutiny. Many of the drawings for Room also grid up 

the wall surfaces as was the practice in the construction of the netto that marked out the walls on 

which the sinopia was drawn. Ugo Procacci has described the netto’s construction: 

A fine cord, soaked in red paint, fastened at each end and pulled taut, was pressed or 
‘beaten’ against the wall, so that it left a mark on the arricio. This established the centre 

of the space to be painted. When the space was large, the cord was used more than once 

to make a number of vertical and horizontal divisions in it. The artist then drew in 

charcoal, directly onto the arricio, the design of the painting he was to make, correcting it 

if necessary until he was completely satisfied.539 

 
537 In an interview with Andrea Rose, Whiteread commented that she perceives of the plaster works as “frescoes.”  
Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30. 
538 E. Wind, Art and Anarchy, London: Faber and Faber, 1960, p. 45. 
539 Ugo Procacci, Frescoes from Florence, London: Arts Council of Great Britain, 1969, p. 23. 
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It is the sinopia, as a strategic site of correction, laid out in accordance with the grid that is of 

interest in relation to Whiteread’s gouache compositions, especially in light of her comments 

that she sought to “get rid of the drawing”: a process characterised by the construction and 

attempted blotting out of her own inscription.  

The grid of construction lines that inscribe the final fresco painting are an index of duration. 

These grid lines make it possible to “estimate the time taken to produce a fresco by examining 

the joins between the plastered areas representing a day’s work.”540 Like the fresco, the 

composition of Whiteread’s sculptures and gouache drawings are also subject to the hardening 

times of her chosen media.  

Many of Whiteread’s drawings also utilise the chromatic palette of the Renaissance fresco 

painter. She too employs colours such as “vine black, black earth, ivory black; red ochres 

(particularly those rich in haematite), cinnabar (which is mixed with white to give a pink flesh 

colour); yellow ochre, yellow earth, Naples yellow, green earth, umber, raw and burnt sienna; 

bianco sangiovanni; and finally, smalt.”541 

With the use of plaster in her room casts, Whiteread returns to a material enlisted in architecture 

to make good the wall surfaces in preparation for decoration. Her drawings also present a return 

to this site of making-good the walls.  

One could speculate that Whiteread chose to separate her drawings from her sculptures because, 

like the sinopia, they gave away aspects of the cast’s construction. By looking at these drawings 

hidden away from finished artwork, one can identify possible influences upon the composition 

of the sculpture; namely the use of the netto to mark out the wall area for the sinopia, a site of 

strategic correction. 

Room: Creating Disturbances in the Picture Space 

Whiteread’s perspective drawings of Room are drawn on grid paper. The perspective drawing 

technique that Rosalind Krauss has described as “the science of the real,” is superimposed by 

the artist onto the grid. Krauss has identified the grid as the “mode of withdrawal” from the 

real.542 By juxtaposing her renderings of the science of the real atop the mode of withdrawal 

 
540 J. R. Hale (ed.), Encyclopedia of the Italian Renaissance, London: Thames and Hudson, 1981, p. 144. 
541 Jane Turner, (ed.), Grove Dictionary of Art, Volume II, London: Macmillan Publishers, 1996, p. 763. 
542 Krauss writes of the difference between perspective and the grid, citing the 15th and 16th century studies by Uccello, Leonardo or 

Durer: 
“Perspective studies are not really early instances of grids. Perspective was, after all, the science of the real, not the mode of 

withdrawal from it. Perspective was the demonstration of the way reality and its representation could be mapped onto one another, 

the way the painted image and its real-world referent did in fact relate to one another-the first being a form of knowledge about the 
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from it, Whiteread iterates the ‘in-between-ness’ of the sculpture Room. The drawings situate 

the room and its representation between the realms of the ‘real’ and the ‘illusory,’ just as 

Whiteread’s sculpture Room hovers between these two realms. 

The alterations to convention that characterise Whiteread’s gouache drawings compliment those 

at work in her sculptural representations of rooms. Both are fraught with perceptual anomalies. 

For example, the artist’s predilection for transforming architecture into a collection of surfaces 

and thereby flattening out space can also be seen in her use of mixed-system drawings, which 

employ two or more drawing systems within the same composition. Mixed-system drawings 

play the illusion of depth promoted by perspective against the true height of orthographic 

projections. They exhibit the same subtle shifts between the evocation of depth and flatness that 

characterised the composition of Whiteread’s Ghost sculpture. 

An example of a mixed-system drawing is Whiteread’s aerial perspective, ‘Study for ‘Room,’ 

1993. (fig. 144) In this drawing, both the front and rear walls of the room are true to scale, rather 

than being subject to the laws of perspective. This drawing affords the viewer both exterior and 

interior elevational detail simultaneously. However, because the interior is a ‘turned out’ 

exterior, a more accurate description would be to say that two interior conditions are exhibited 

simultaneously. The view toward the innermost interior of the room has been idealised in this 

drawing study, as it has in all of Whiteread’s studies for Room. Each drawing of Room’s interior 

fails to show the mechanisms of the cast’s construction, which, in photographic evidence, 

reveals the sculpture’s internal armature and the rough-hewn underside of the cast sections.  

In Study for ‘Room,’ the detailing of the baseboard anticipates the inversion of positive details 

into negative details in the finished sculpture. The site of sculptural production has also been 

referred to in this drawing. The herringbone floor that embroiders the base of this desiccated 

volume is evidence of its in-situ composition. The herringbone pattern references the parquet 

floor in the artist’s studio where the sculpture Room was produced.543 

In this drawing, as in the finished sculpture, architectural details such as the door and window 

are subsumed into the grid of construction lines that articulate the cast. However, on closer 

 
second…………….Everything about the grid opposes that relationship, cuts it off from the very beginning. Unlike perspective, the 

grid does not map the space of a room or a landscape or a group of figures onto the surface of a painting. Indeed, if it maps 

anything, it maps the surface of the painting itself. It is a transfer in which nothing changes place. The material qualities of the 
surface, we could say, are mapped onto the aesthetic dimensions of the same surface. And those two planes-the material and the 

aesthetic-are demonstrated to be the same plane: coextensive, and through the abyssa and ordinates of the grid, coordinate. 

Considered in this way, the bottom line of the grid is a naked and determined materialism.”       

Krauss, Grids: Format and Image in 20th Century Art, p. 4. 
543 There are frequent returns to this single herringbone-flooring pattern in Whiteread's other gouache drawings. There are 14 
drawings of herringbone flooring in Meschede, Rachel Whiteread Gouaches, p. 48-59. 

They are all entitled Study for Floor and were executed between 1992-3. The majority of these studies were rendered in correction 

fluid and ink on graph paper. 
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inspection one can see that the proportioning of the plaster tablets on the front and rear 

elevations differ. The tablets set across the front elevation of the room, which measure 5 across 

by 3 down, are reduced to 4 across by 3 down on the rear wall. This detail creates a sense of 

disquiet, giving the effect of the room tilting forward and flattening out the depth of the interior.  

Whiteread also works against architectural convention by applying an even line weight to all 

elements in her gouache studies, rather than using contrasting line weights to suggest depth. 

This verisimilitude of line weight assigns equivalence to elements suggestive of recession. 

Shifts between the evocation of depth and flatness can also be seen on the front elevation, where 

the architrave is recessed at the ground level of the room, conveying a sense of depth in 

elevations. It is perhaps opportune that the door functions as an architectural anomaly in this 

and other drawing studies for Room. (fig. 145) The representation of the door problematises the 

entry threshold that was so resolutely foreclosed in the later sculpture.  

Whiteread employs mixed-system drawings to document her sculpture Room, creating 

disturbances in the picture space. Dubery and Willats suggest that the use of oblique projection 

and perspective within the same composition can be employed to render distemper within the 

terrestrial realm.544 Whiteread’s mixed-system drawings, like her room sculptures, also operate 

to ex-centre the viewer, destabilising the viewer’s conventional relationship to rooms and their 

representation.  

This destabilising can be seen in her Study for ‘Room,’ 1993. (fig. 146) This drawing depicts the 

interior of a room, rendered in correction fluid that has been tinted a butter yellow. The 

windows, door, and outer limits of the open topped container are all inked in with a uniform line 

weight, rendering the walls of the room paper-thin. Three fixtures articulate the interior: 

windows, a door, and a light bulb that is eerily disassociated from the absent ceiling. The 

absence of a ceiling indicates that there is no form of vertical restraint to the room. To be 

without a ceiling is to have no sense of closure. It alludes to an open-ended architecture that 

unhinges the subject’s relation to their habitual haunts. This can also be seen in the way 

Whiteread dissolves divisions between the interior and exterior in this drawing, where visual 

access to the room remains undisturbed by a door, complete with doorknob, outlined on the wall 

in the foreground, rendering this plane transparent.  

 
544 Dubery and Willats cite its use by the surrealist artist De Chirico, specifically in his painting Mystery and Melancholy of a Street, 
1914, where mixed systems are enlisted to achieve, “a particular expressive effect…… to show an all too earthly society at odds 

with itself.” 

Fred Dubery and John Willats, Perspective and Other Drawing Systems, London: Herbert Press Limited, 1983, p. 110. 
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The artist’s use of mixed-system techniques also allows the viewer a greater aerial view into the 

interior than that afforded by a perspective drawing. The two sidewalls of the room have been 

constructed using parallel projection. The wall elements at the front and rear of the room are 

thus the same height, running counter to the construction of a perspective.545  

In this, and other gouache drawings studies of Room, the floor becomes a problematic plane on 

which to stand. For example, the window bay in the background of the drawing, which appears 

to protrude into the interior at ceiling height, is drawn differently at floor level. Here, it sits at 

the same level as the two walls set beside it. Consequently, mid-ground and background 

information coexists on the same plane. The floor remains inviolable, free of any architectural 

elements encroaching upon it.  

A similar effect is apparent in Whiteread’s Study for ‘Room,’ 1993. (fig. 147) In this drawing, 

the viewer is looking into the interior of an empty room. The room features a window and door 

on opposite walls. The detailing of both the window mullions and architrave show 

inconsistencies. The rendering of these particular elements evokes a sense of depth at the top of 

the window and architrave, but this depth is sheared off as they approach, or coincide with, the 

floor plane of the room. Such inconsistencies promote a ‘flattening out’ of the window and door 

elements, rendering the depth of each element paper-thin. The floor becomes a site that is 

untouchable, disallowing even minimal intrusions such as the thickness of an architrave. 

Occupation of the floor area, however minimal, is prohibited. It brings to mind the interior 

clearance demanded by Le Corbusier in his Manual of Dwelling. 

Whilst acknowledging similarities, it is also important to acknowledge that Whiteread’s interior 

perspectives of Room differ markedly from the perspectives produced by architects such as Le 

Corbusier. For example, Le Corbusier’s perspectives tends to fill the entire picture plane and 

situate the viewer inside the room, thereby evoking a sense of the real over the illusory.546 In 

contrast, Whiteread’s perspectives present the room as singular entity, and offer it up for 

inspection as a hybrid architectural specimen: unpopulated and without a roof over its head. 

 
545 Frank Ching identifies the four major characteristics of perspective drawings, which are, “Utilized to portray a sense of space, 

depth, and the third dimension within the limits of a two-dimensional drawing.” They are  

1/ overlapping of forms; 

2/ foreshortening 
3/ convergence of parallel lines; and 

4/ diminution of size.” 

The latter two characteristics distinguish perspective drawings from both orthographic and paraline drawings.  

Ching, Architectural Graphics, p. 54.  
546 For examples see Le Corbusier, Œuvre Complete Volume 2, 1929-34, Zurich: Le Editions d’Architecture Zurich, 1953, p. 94, 95, 
165. 

Le Corbusier, Œuvre Complete Volume 3, 1934-38, Zurich: Le Editions d’Architecture Zurich, 1995, p. 52. 
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Between Sculpture and Drawing: Whiteread’s Developing Surfaces 

The graphic representations of Room and the sculpture itself can also be seen as mirroring 

certain priorities afforded by the developed surface interior. The developed surface drawing is a 

form of representation in which the room is often taken apart and subjected to detailed scrutiny. 

Whiteread’s casts of existing or pre-fabricated interior walls share a consonance with this form 

of architectural representation. This drawing type depicts the interior of a room detached from 

its surroundings, which Whiteread’s inside-out rooms also do. Laura Jacobus identifies 

developed surface drawings as being comprised of, “an orthographic (i.e. non perspectival) 

system of rendering to show all upright sides of an interior arranged radially on a single sheet of 

paper.”547 Robin Evans has observed that this form of representation was utilised: 

As a way of turning architecture inside-out, so that internal rather than external elevations 

were shown………the illustration becomes completely hermetic; nothing outside can be 

shown - in this case, not even the thickness of the walls. It is an imploded representation 

that discloses more of the interior and less of everything else. Like the conventional 

section, the developed surface interior is a three-dimensional organisation reduced to two-

dimensional drawing, but it is much less easy to restore apparent depth, because while the 

section merely compresses space, the developed surface also fractures space and destroys 

its continuity.548 

Whiteread has produced one developed surface drawing, Installation Drawing for Untitled 

(Paperbacks) 1997. (fig. 148) Scaled at 1:20, this measured drawing, on graph paper, shows the 

layout for her installation at the British Pavilion at The Venice Biennale in 1997. The 

installation was comprised of over one hundred casts of the space between books and 

bookshelves, which lined the walls of a room in the pavilion. In this drawing, the tongue and 

groove floor surface has been developed in detail. In contrast, the book modules and their 

dimensions are outlined on the walls surfaces in a manner akin to a construction drawing. This 

work mixes working drawing techniques with those of developing a surface in detail. 

Competing representational systems are grafted together. 

One can find a number of similarities between the developed surface drawing and Ghost and 

Room. For example, both Ghost and Room turn architecture, in the simplest terms, ‘inside out.’ 

Both also present internal elevations, but in this instance exhibit them as de-centred, external 

elevations. Both forms of representation used to describe the room (the drawn and the sculpted) 

are also contingent upon the hermeticism of the interior, which is removed from its 

 
547 Laura Jacobus, “On ‘Whether a Man Could See before Him and Behind Him Both at Once,’” Architectural History, 31, (1998): 

148. 
548 Evans, Translations from drawing to building, p. 203. 
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surroundings. Like Ghost and Room, the subject of the developed surface interior drawing is 

often divested of it’s ceiling to enable the interior to be scrutinised.549  

The developed surface drawing,550 also known as the laid out interior,551 was employed in English 

architectural practice of the early 18th century and became a primary mode of production for the 

architects the Adam Brothers. (fig. 149) Evans identifies several of the Adams’ major works, 

where the rooms are laid out in a circle, and access to the major accommodation is strung out 

into a ring. The developed surface drawing was used to distinguish each individual room from 

another, in order to counter the homogeneous spaces afforded by the circuit planning. (fig. 150) 

Differences were, Evans notes, “forced into existence afterwards, one by one, room by room. 

The developed surface interior makes it much easier to contrive these differences by detaching 

the room from its situation.”552 

Whilst this technique sought to draw out differences in the face of the circuit plan, Whiteread 

intended with Room to fabricate a ‘mundane room’ that is the antithesis of Ghost, and in fact the 

antithesis of a room.553 She materially re-evaluates, reverses, and displaces a standardised 

interior of her own making. This critical practice foregrounds the room’s verisimilitude, rather 

than uniqueness, in the face of the non-hierarchical, mass-produced plan. It also suggests that 

the place of the architect in relation to the mass-production spirit is characterised by an absence 

or lack. 

For her room casts, Whiteread produced a collection of desiccated architectural profiles in 

plaster. The use of this material, in the form of filigree plasterwork, was also promoted in the 

developed surface interior. It became part of a subsidiary industry of Adamesque mural 

decoration, “mostly employing a consciously etiolated iconography such as that published by 

George Richardson, one of Adam’s assistants.”554 

 
549 Jacobus quotes the neo-Palladian architect and writer Isaac Ware espousing the merits of the laid-out interior drawing:  
“The four sides of the room being laid down on paper, with the space or proportion of floor between, the figure represents at once to 

the eye the whole and its several parts: they are easily seen to be uniform or disagreeable; fancy can at pleasure raise them 

perpendicularly, and see the room in miniature; divested of its ceiling. Thus let the architect consider it as well as in the plane: it is a 

view which no other will ever look upon the work, because the room will not be finished in reality without its ceiling; but the view 

will be useful to him in the highest degree, for the true method of seeing the proportions with a geometrical regard is to view them 
in all lights, and under all advantages.” 

Isaac Ware in Jacobus, “On ‘Whether a Man Could See before Him and Behind Him Both at Once,’” p. 154-5. 
550 Robin Evans termed these drawings developed surface interiors. Citing an early instance of this form of composition in a drawing 

of a “Section of a stair hall” by Thomas Lightoler, published in ‘The Modern Builder’s Assistant”, 1757, he writes: “In descriptive 

geometry, folding out the adjacent surfaces of a three-dimensional body so that all its faces can be shown on a sheet of paper is 
called developing a surface, so we will call the kind of drawing done by Lightoler the developed surface interior.” 

Evans, Translations from drawing to building, p. 203. 
551 Jacobus, “On ‘Whether a Man Could See before Him and Behind Him Both at Once,’” p. 148.  
552 Evans, Translations from drawing to building, p. 209. 
553Whiteread comments that producing her sculpture Room was “almost like making the antithesis of a room, something that was 
just so particular and so much part of what we experience now as architecture. So it looks like blank architecture.”  

Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” p. 263.  
554 Evans, Translations from drawing to building, p. 209. 
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In the developed surface drawing, rather than the illusion of depth, the illusion of flatness is 

sought, inducing, according to Evans, “facile, specious, superficial architecture that sucks as 

much out of the world as it is able into flatness.”555 Whiteread’s use of a grided form of 

composition, in both Ghost and in Room, exacerbates the flatness of these projects. The corner 

detailing also exacerbates this flattening out of the interior used in Room. Rather than the box-

detail enlisted in Ghost, which betrayed the thickness of the cast, Room has mitred corners. 

Laura Jacobus comments that in the developed surface drawing, the corners of the room “are 

like seams which can be ironed-out or unpicked in such a way that all sides of the room can be 

viewed flattened into a single plane.”556 (fig. 151)  

This drawing type disrupted the continuity of the space it represented, requiring ‘cuts’ to be 

made between adjoining walls to splay them flat. Whiteread’s room-scaled casts erect the 

splayed out interior walls of the developed surface and literally turn architecture, treated as 

sculptural object, inside out. However, the room’s reconstitution, under Whiteread’s direction, 

affords the representation of a room an even greater sense of illegibility. Its spatial and material 

re-evaluation seeks to further disrupt the continuity of space that is emblematic of the developed 

surface technique. 

The evacuation of all interior incident to the perimeter of the room in the developed surface 

drawing is also evident in Whiteread’s room castings. Evans comments: 

The developed surface…is a way of spinning architecture and its appurtenances out to the 

periphery of available space, consequently opening up a void in the centre of the room, 

towards which everything faces, non-specific and empty yet very much in evidence, the 

more so, in fact, because of the withdrawal of all else to the perimeter.557 

It is on this matter that Ghost and Room differ in their relation to the developed surface, and 

what this representational technique foregrounds and conceals. With Ghost, the viewer has 

restricted access to the void at the centre of the sculpture, which all the walls face away from. 

With Room, this covert access is disavowed entirely. Whilst this drawing technique enabled the 

viewer to see the interior from all vantage points, Whiteread’s sculpture separates each 

constituent interior wall. The viewer can still occupy the room’s original centre, however, it is 

now found at four discrete points surrounding the work.  

 
555 Evans, Translations from drawing to building, p. 210. 
556 Jacobus, “On ‘Whether a Man Could See before Him and Behind Him Both at Once,’” p. 153.  
557 Evans, Translations from drawing to building, p. 212. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has focussed upon how Whiteread’s sculpture and drawings sounds out a room 

designed and built-to be-destroyed. Room is a critique of the mass production spirit espoused by 

Le Corbusier and put into action during post-war housing developments in Britain. Whiteread 

creates a room of her own design in order to reveal that beneath the dissimulating veneers of 

progress little room has been gained within the interior of post-war architecture. 

Her drawings for this ‘inside out’ cast employ media that complement her use of plaster in the 

sculpture. They operate as strategic sites of correction, like the sinopia hidden beneath the 

grided walls of the Renaissance fresco. As with the sinopia, the drawings are displayed away 

from the walls of the sculpture, in separate environments. Many of the drawings for Room 

employ mixed techniques that create disturbances in the picture space and irrupt architectural 

conventions. 

Room and its graphic representations make us think about the productivity of moving and 

reading between sculpture, building, and drawing: looking at these practices as complementary. 

Working outside the discipline of architecture, Whiteread critically appraises quotidian aspects 

of the built environment that have been mass-produced. If Ghost returned from the past to haunt 

the present, Room, through its subtraction of architectural details that helped to make the house 

a home (divesting the room of access to heat and light) suggests that the mass-produced modern 

spirit sometimes failed to fully manifest itself. 
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Chapter 7 

 

The Foreign Body: Untitled (Room 101) in the Italian Cast Court 

‘You asked me once,’ said O’Brien, ‘what was in Room 101. I told you that you know the 

answer already. Everyone knows it. The thing that is in Room 101 is the worst thing in 

the world. 

‘………The worst thing in the world,’ said O’Brien, ‘varies from individual to individual. 

It may be burial alive, or death by fire, or by drowning, or by impalement, or fifty other 

deaths. There are cases where it is some quite trivial thing, not even fatal.’558 

In George Orwell’s distopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), the thought police can gain 

access to your dreams, plumbing the depths of the dream ground to design their methods of 

torture to suit individual subjectivities. In Room 101 a terrifying manifestation of private fears is 

brought to light.  

In 2003, Orwell’s centenary year, the BBC invited Whiteread, as part of their “Broadcasting 

House Public Art Programme” to make a plaster cast of the interior of the original Room 101 in 

Broadcasting House. The office was used by Orwell and the room was the inspiration for the 

torture chamber in his novel Nineteen Eighty-Four. Between 1940-3 Orwell was employed as a 

Talks Assistant and later as a Producer within the Indian Section of the BBC’s Eastern 

Service.559 Chris Townsend notes that it was from Room 101 that Orwell prepared and broadcast 

essays and discussions “directed at the most unsettled of Britain’s imperial possessions, during a 

period of historical crises.”560 

Room 101 was scheduled to be destroyed as part of the redevelopment of Broadcasting House. 

Vivien Lovell, the director of the Modus Operandi art consultancy, and curator of the Public Art 

Programme for Broadcasting House, felt that “the resonance and mythology of the space” might 

fascinate Whiteread.561 The artist had read Orwell’s novels when she was growing up,562 and 

because the room was being demolished Whiteread “felt an urgency to keep it.”563 

 
558 George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, London: Penguin, 1987, p. 296.  
559 Chris Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You: George Orwell's, Rachel Whiteread's and the BBC's Versions of 

Room 101,” in Chris Townsend (ed.), The Art of Rachel Whiteread, London: Thames and Hudson, 2004, p. 197. 
560 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 200.  
561 Vivien Lovell in Tyrone Featherstonehaugh, “Chappist Dispatches,” The Chap, 22 (2004): 5. 
562 As a teenager, Whiteread read Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four. 

Richard Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” The Times, 17 December 2003, sec. Arts: 16.  
563 Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16.  
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The Literary Construction of Room 101  

In Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, Room 101 was lodged deep inside the Ministry of 

Love: an ironic title given that those housed in the building maintained law and order within the 

totalitarian regime. The Ministry of Love was one of four Ministry buildings dividing the 

different branches of government.564 Each Ministry contained “three thousand rooms above 

ground level, and corresponding ramifications below.”565 Of all the Ministry Buildings, the 

Ministry of Love was portrayed as the most frightening. Orwell writes: 

There were no windows in it at all…It was a place impossible to enter except on official 

business, and then only by penetrating through a maze of barbed wire entanglements, 

steel doors and hidden machine-gun nests. Even the streets leading up to its outer barriers 

were roamed by gorilla faced-guards in black uniforms, armed with jointed truncheons.566  

While imprisoned inside this heavily fortified building, the novel’s central protagonist, Winston 

Smith, sensed his way through the megalithic structure by noticing subtle changes in air 

pressure. Orwell writes that Winston:  

Had known, or seemed to know, whereabouts he was in the windowless building. 

Possibly there were slight differences in the air pressure. The cells where the guards had 

beaten him were below ground level. The room where O’Brien had interrogated him was 

high up near the roof. This place (Room 101) was many metres underground, as deep 

down as it was possible to go.567 

Winston exhibits a litmus-like sensitivity to changes in his surrounding architectural 

atmosphere. Such sensitivity calls to mind the Italian architect Luigi Moretti’s fascination with 

haptic space and with navigating interiors according to shifts in air pressure. In his essay 

Structure and Sequences of Spaces (1953), Moretti argues that sequences of architectural spaces 

can be defined by the degrees of pressure and release they exert on the subject.568 He insisted 

that internal volumes have a “concrete presence on their own account, independently of the 

figure and corposity of the material embracing them, as though they were formed of a rarefied 

substance lacking in energy but most sensitive to its reception.”569 Colin St John Wilson notes 

 
564 These were The Ministry of Truth, concerned with news, entertainment, education and the fine arts, The Ministry of Peace, 
which concerned itself with war, The Ministry of Love, that maintained law and order and finally, the Ministry of Plenty, 

responsible for economic affairs. 

Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 6. 
565 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 6.  
566 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 6.  
567 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 295-6. 
568 For a more detailed analysis of Moretti’s argument see Chapter 10 of the thesis. 
569 Luigi Moretti, “Structures and Sequences of Spaces,” Trans. Thomas Stevens, Oppositions 4, October (1974): 124. 
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that Moretti “made some diagrams which suggest that space is a charge that we actually feel, 

(even if only subconsciously).”570 (fig. 152)  

It is deep within the bowels of the earth, in a windowless room in the Ministry of Love, that the 

victim’s greatest fears are sounded out and brought to light. Room 101 was customised to 

contain the unique fears and phobias of individuals sent there for committing crimes against Big 

Brother. The torture methods designed to take place within this space operated on a sliding scale 

that was carefully tuned and calibrated to each individual who walked through its door. In 

Room 101, the prisoner is exposed to grave threats to their life and/or their emotional wellbeing. 

Under these conditions, they are interrogated until their dissident spirit is broken. Orwell’s 

description of this subterranean space, and the activities that take place in it, sound out the 

depths of the subject’s psychological interior. In Orwell’s literary account, Room 101 is not a 

space that is in itself terrifying. Rather, the room is terrifying because it acts as repository for 

horrifying contents.  

In the case of Winston Smith, his greatest fear is rats rummaging through the hidden interspace 

within the wall.571 Room 101 was larger than many of the cells Winston had been in. Once 

within it, however, his focus was not on his surroundings. Instead, his attention was directed 

toward: 

Two small tables straight in front of him, each covered with green baize. One was only a 

metre or two from him, the other was further away, near the door. He was strapped 

upright in a chair, so tightly that he could move nothing, not even his head. A sort of pad 

gripped his head from behind, forcing him to look straight in front of him.572  

Smith must confront his fears head on. A wire cage, with two compartments, each containing 

rats, is brought into the room and placed on the far table. Attached to the cage was, “something 

that looked like a fencing mask, with a concave side outwards.”573 When Winston realises what 

lies ahead for him, “His bowels seemed to turn to water.”574  

O’Brien, Winston’s torturer, tells him what will happen next: 

 
570 Colin St John Wilson, “The Other Tradition,” in Roland Ritter and Bernd Knaller-Vlay (eds.), Overload, Vol. 7, Austria: Haus 

der Architektur, 1996, p. 138.  
For a more detailed discussion of Moretti’s “Structures and Sequences of Spaces” see Chapter 10 of the thesis. 
571 “‘Do you remember,’ said O’Brien, ‘the moment of panic that used to occur in your dreams? There was a wall of blackness in 

front of you, and a roaring sound in your ears. There was something terrible on the other side of the wall. You knew that you knew 

what it was, but you dared not drag it into the open. It was the rats that were on the other side of the wall!’”  

Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 297. 
572 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 296. 
573 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 296. 
574 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 297. 
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The mask will fit over your head, leaving no exit. When I press this other lever, the door 

of the cage will slide up. These starving brutes will shoot out of it like bullets. Have you 

ever seen a rat leap through the air? They will leap onto your face and bore straight into 

it. Sometimes they attack the eyes first. Sometimes the burrow through the cheeks and 

devour the tongue.575  

To avoid his sorry fate Winston betrays his comrade and lover Julia, shouting that she should be 

subjected to the torture not him. His spirit broken, the mask is then removed. Winston’s release 

from the terror coincides with a feeling of release from the confining walls of Room 101. He 

escapes, in his imagination, to a space that knows no bounds. It is dimensionless; it is infinitely 

extensive. Orwell writes: 

He was falling backwards, into enormous depths, away from the rats. He was still 

strapped in the chair, but he had fallen through the floor, through the walls of the 

building, through the earth, through the oceans, through the atmosphere, into outer space, 

into the gulfs between the stars - always away, away, away from the rats. He was light-

years distant, but O’Brien was still standing at his side.576  

Winston’s sense of suffocation is replaced by a feeling of free-falling through time and space, 

far and away from his worst nightmare.  

The Original Room 101  

In choosing to name the torture chamber after the room number of his former office, it was 

likely Orwell harboured animosity toward this space in Broadcasting House. Richard Cork notes 

that that the author, “abhorred the tedious departmental meetings, and the room where they took 

place was transformed, in his vengeful imagination, into a centre of fear and degradation.”577  

Prior to casting Room 101, Whiteread had also created an artwork based upon her own 

frustrations with bureaucracy. Untitled (Ten Tables), 1996, was her personal response to the 

interminable ennui that surrounded the endless committee meetings she was forced to attend to 

decide the fate of her holocaust memorial, Nameless Library, in Vienna.578 Thus, the artist and 

author, in their sculptural and literary constructions, have both rendered manifest their 

antagonism for spaces where torture takes the form of being bored to death. 

A similarity can also be seen between Whiteread’s memorial project and the themes enumerated 

in Orwell’s novel. One of the ways in which Nameless Library can be interpreted is as a 

 
575 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 299. 
576 Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, p. 300. 
577 Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16.  
578 Whiteread has admitted that the discussions for the Vienna memorial proposal took place in a boardroom with a similar 

formation of tables.  

Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 30. 
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commentary on the books burned in the Holocaust. The memorial consists of thousands of cast 

concrete book elements that have their spines facing inward. Orwell’s novel also talks of the 

destruction of words. Winston Smith participates in a continuous re-editing of the historical 

record. With the development of languages such as doublethink and newspeak in this 

totalitarian regime, Chris Townsend notes that it “ultimately becomes impossible to have 

dissenting thoughts because the words do not exist to articulate them.”579 Consequently, these 

acts of censorship disable the subjective capacity of the individual for freedom of thought.  

The original Room 101 was located at the end of a corridor in Broadcasting House. The room 

had ceased to be an office after the building was bomb damaged during WWII. Orwell’s office 

was subsequently converted into a boiler-room. When Whiteread first encountered the space it 

was a repository for building services and was full of ducts for heating and plumbing. (fig. 153) 

The change in use of the space meant that the former office now harboured the ductwork that 

functioned as the building’s artificial breathing apparatus. (fig. 154) Whiteread comments that 

the plant room was “full of all the gubbins that kept this big building breathing - all metal work 

and pipes.”580 Thus, in casting Room 101, Whiteread was not merely casting the space that was 

once Orwell’s office, but also a room replete with services. (fig. 155) Her choice of subject was, 

therefore, a continuation of her soundings of the undersides of architecture.  

Whiteread has expressed a fascination with building services and the potential they have, when 

malfunctioning, to transmit allergens and diseases throughout the interior. She has spoken of 

offices in London that have been decommissioned because they have sick building syndrome. 

Commenting on these buildings, Whiteread said:  

It’s as if we’re building these mausoleums for ourselves. We don’t know how to deal with 

these buildings that are almost living and breathing, they have their own viruses: 

Legionnaire’s disease is transmitted through air conditioning systems. They are almost 

organic - you go into a building and it hums - it’s the computer lines, the lights, the 

heating - this noise which seeps into it.581 

The boiler room is the location within the interior where trouble often starts brewing. 

Blockbuster disaster movies such as The Towering Inferno (1974) show how a wrongly installed 

piece of wiring in the boiler room can have catastrophic consequences.582 David Bass has 

identified the malevolent aspects of services. He writes: “Though they rarely exercise such 

rights, the ineluctable presence of an ‘underside’ to building services is part of their capacity to 

 
579 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 201.  
580 Ina Cole, “Mapping Traces: A Conversation with Rachel Whiteread,” Sculpture, 23, 3 (2004): 41. 
581 Iwona Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” in Jan Debbaut and Selma Klein Essink (eds.), 
Rachel Whiteread, p. 12. 
582 Bass notes that Irwin Allen, the film’s producer and co-director was inspired to make the film by one of his nightmares.  

David Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” AA Files, 30, Autumn (1995): 27.  
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instil fear.”583 This fear is a fear of the unseen, of the latent life that lurks within the ducts and 

pipes. This ‘life,’ Bass notes, is “normally restrained but occasionally bursting forth insolently 

and extravagantly, is at the root of the feelings of disquiet, fear and fascination which are 

provoked by building services.”584 

As the fictitious Room 101 was frightening as a repository of terrifying contents, so too is the 

contemporary Room 101 that Whiteread discovers. It is a room full of architectural undersides. 

Winston Smith’s greatest fear was the rats lurking inside the wall cavity. The existing Room 

101 was now home to a collection of building services that also contain latent life. Bass 

emphasises that building technology is neither neutral nor passive.585 It has a capacity to create 

terror in its users and the terror often starts in the boiler-room. The qualities that characterised 

the fictitious Room 101 are, therefore, mirrored in its contemporary use. 

Eviscerating the Boiler-Room 

Prior to making her cast of Room 101, Whiteread elected to rip out all of the pipes and ducting. 

She described what was left: 

A blown-up, pock-marked room. It was at the beginning of the Iraq war, so it felt like a 

response to that - it actually felt like a room that had been bombarded with shrapnel. 

When you look around London and inspect the outsides of buildings, they often still have 

pockmarks all over them. So it looks very much like that, which felt quite Orwellian.586 

The holes and marks left on the interior are aligned with exterior building damage. This pre-

empts the room’s transformation into an inside-out cast. The procedures involved in preparing 

the room for casting and the casting itself are also characterised by violence. Beatriz Colomina 

has noted that the maker of the cast can be seen as a torturer, interrogating space and “violently 

pulling evidence out of it, torturing it, forcing a confession.”587 

Whiteread’s cast of Room 101 archives the change in use of the space, combining elements of 

its past-lives.588 The locations of the building services leave their indelible impressions on the 

 
583 Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” p. 27. 
584 Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” p. 26. 
585 Bass critiques Banham’s study of building services in his book The Architecture of the Well-Tempered Environment in that it 

characterises technology “as a neutral provider of environmental succor to passive recipients.” Bass (1995): 28.  

Bass suggest that the film The Towering Inferno, produced five years after the release of Banham’s book,  “is a powerful rebuttal to 
this approach: the object’s of the Tower’s environmental ministrations are by no means passive, nor can its technologies be 

construed as neutral.”  

Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” p. 30. 
586 Cole, “Mapping Traces: A Conversation with Rachel Whiteread,” p. 41. 
587 Beatriz Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 73. 
588 Whiteread mentions that she “could have restored it perfectly before casting, but the room would have been different in Orwell’s 

day so I didn’t want to fake it.”  

Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16.  
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plaster cast as scars. They are indexed by patches of rough plastering on the cast where the 

holes left by the ductwork were filled in. By removing this ductwork, Whiteread effectively cuts 

off the blood supply to the room and, by extension, to the rest of the building. Her plaster cast 

exsanguinates the room, draining it of its original substance and colour. 

Whiteread’s Room 101 

Whiteread cast Room 101 over six weeks between April-May 2003. For the first time she casts 

all six sides of a room using a plasticised plaster.589 By casting space and giving air a material 

register, Whiteread renders the suffocating, subterranean space of Room 101 palpable. Untitled 

(Room 101) was hermetically sealed on all side sides of the volume. This gesture lent the 

sculpture oppressive qualities like those found in the fictitious construction of the windowless 

torture room.  

Whilst critics have made much of the connection between Orwell’s office and his literary 

fabrication of Room 101, Whiteread has said that she chose to dampen the sinister aspects of its 

fictional namesake. She commented: “If I’d wanted to make it ominous I would have cast it in a 

different material - darker and gloomier. I don’t actually see it as having a great deal to do with 

Orwell. After all, no one knows if the room at Broadcasting House was the real Room 101.”590 

While it appears that the ‘real’ Room 101 may be of dubious provenance, this chapter will 

proceed to make comparisons between the fictitious fabrication of Room 101 by Orwell and its 

sculptural representation by Whiteread. This is undertaken in order to argue that Whiteread’s 

choice of subject extends her career-long fascination with architectural undersides and spaces 

that harbour unease in the subject. In this respect, this work is part of a continuum that sounds 

out the malevolent possibilities that lie latent within the interior. Her placement of the work in 

the Italian cast court further contributes to this argument. 

Room 101 in The Italian Cast Court 

In the most comprehensive paper on Untitled (Room 101) to date, Chris Townsend argues that 

Whiteread’s project is an attempt to rip the heart out of Broadcasting House. He reviews the 

sculpture in relation to the changing public service role of the BBC, and criticises the 

broadcaster’s use of the “once terrifying Orwellian concept as entertainment”591 in programmes 

 
589 Whiteread comments: “With Room 101, all six sides are cast-the floor, the ceiling, and the walls. It’s the first time, other than 

with the staircases, that I’ve made a room that’s not solid: there’s an interior to it, yet its completely sealed and does feel tomb-like.” 
Cole, “Mapping Traces: A Conversation with Rachel Whiteread,” p. 41.  
590 Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16.  
591 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 208.  
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such as Room 101. In this programme, the host, comedian Paul Merton, invites celebrity guests 

to consign their pet-hates to the infamous torture chamber.592 Townsend argues that by casting 

the original room, Whiteread, “solidified both a physical emptiness at the heart of Broadcasting 

House and a moral ambivalence that simultaneously defined and destroyed the BBC’s original 

ethos.”593 Her inversion of the surfaces of the room in the cast becomes “a metaphor for 

inversion of values: a sign for ‘doublethink’ that is now necessary within the BBC in order to 

relate the demands of the present moment to the traditions of public service broadcasting.”594  

While Townsend argues convincingly that Whiteread’s work can be considered a critique of the 

BBC’s trivialisation of Orwellian concepts, conceiving of fear as a form of entertainment, what 

he neglects to do is interrogate the particulars of the sculpture itself and its relation to its 

surroundings within the Italian Cast Court. A detailed interrogation of the sculpture in relation 

to its context is essential in providing the reader with an understanding of the life-sized nature 

of Whiteread’s project. Untitled (Room 101) creates an incursion within the space of the Italian 

Cast Court in the Victoria and Albert Museum. Within this context, the sculpture is an 

interloper, or ‘foreign body’ whose subject, scale, and reversal of techniques of sculptural 

reproduction will be shown to go against the grain.  

Room 101 had its inaugural showing at the Victoria and Albert Museum’s Cast Courts from 14 

November 2003 until June 2004. (fig. 156) The Cast Courts, designed by the architect General 

Scott, with the assistance of J.W Wild, were originally known as the Architectural Courts. They 

were opened in October 1873 to accommodate the museum’s burgeoning collection of plaster 

casts. The collection was assembled for the use of design students at the South Kensington Art 

academies during a time when the teaching of these disciplines involved studying the techniques 

of copying and reproduction.595 It provides a three-dimensional record of geographically 

separated and occasionally damaged monuments, and includes casts taken from statues, tombs, 

doors, pulpits, reliefs, architectural ornament, and fountains, all of which range in date from 

ancient Rome to the seventeenth century.596 The vast proportions of the courts allow for the 

display of large monuments such as Trajan’s column (AD. 113) (split into two sections) and the 

Puerta del la Gloria (1188) from the Santiago de Compostela.597 An open arcade links the 

 
592 Townsend suggests that the “central themes of horror and human degradation in 1984 have become figures of fun, rearticulated 

for the purposes of entertaining an audience, not just by the BBC, but by broadcasters in general.” 

Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 198. 
593 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 213.  
594 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 198.  
595 In the early twentieth century, when the teaching of art turned against copying and reproductions, there was a decline in interest 

in the collection. Paul Williamson notes that this decline in interest in the collection was due to the idea that, “a small fragment of an 

original was of more aesthetic worth than a complete reproduction of a masterpiece, combined with the prevailing belief in ‘truth to 

materials’ among contemporary artists.” 
Paul Williamson (ed.), European Sculpture at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 1996, p. 184.  
596 Williamson, European Sculpture at the Victoria and Albert Museum, p. 185.  
597 Each court is 135 feet long by 60 feet wide, with a height to the centre of the curved glass roof of 83 feet. 



 150 

Victorian Cast Court with the Italian Cast Court and from two galleries above viewers can look 

down into the these cavernous spaces. 

While Townsend maligned the casts held within the courts, describing them as “forgotten, 

meaningless objects - the kind of things that commodity culture and frivolous entertainment 

help us to forget,”598 the author is in agreement with Keith Miller in the belief that that these 

casts and their surroundings complemented Whiteread’s sculptural practice, one that is at once 

“mechanical, artisanal, didactic and elegiac.”599 

Initially, Whiteread wanted her work to be shown in the Architectural Court. Unable to grant 

this request, the museum placed Room 101 in the Italian Court instead. The Italian Court is 

populated predominantly with figurative casts.600 (fig. 157) Some highlights from the court 

include pulpits by Nicola and Giovanni Pisano, Ghiberti’s Gates of Paradise, Donatello’s St 

George, and Michelangelo’s David, Moses, and Dying Slave.601  

Images of Room 101 taken while the sculpture was being assembled in the court, show that it 

has a different form of support structure than both Ghost and Room. It is made up of cast 

elements that are bolted together in a similar manner to her Untitled (Apartment) and Untitled 

(Rooms) casts of 2001. (fig. 158, fig. 159, fig. 160, fig. 161)  

Foreign Bodies 

Within the context of the Italian cast court, Whiteread’s Room 101 was akin to a foreign body, 

defined as, “an object or piece of extraneous matter that has entered the body by accident or 

design.”602 Room 101 was placed within the body of the cast courts by careful design. Its 

construction techniques and materials share similarities with the casts that populate the courts. 

Whiteread’s choice of subject and her casting method also render it an ‘irritant’ or an 

unwelcome guest within this context. The artist carefully rearranged the sculptures in the court 

 
John Physick, The Victoria and Albert Museum: The History of Its Building, Oxford: Phaidon & Christie’s Ltd in association with 

the Victoria and Albert Museum, 1982, p. 157. 
598 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 213.  
599 In a review of Townsend’s paper, Keith Miller challenges his dismissal of these casts. He writes: “it seems a little cloth-eared to 

describe the Victoria and Albert cast court, where the work was displayed, as merely ‘incongruous’ and the objects in it as 
‘forgotten’ or ‘meaningless’ when the cast collection was built up in the name of a powerful ideology about imitation and 

improvement in an age of mass production which anticipated the founding ethos of the BBC. The setting must anyway have been 

meant to resonate richly with Whiteread’s artistic practice, at once mechanical, artisanal, didactic and elegiac.”  

Keith Miller, “Art: Chris Townsend, Editor. The Art of Rachel Whiteread,” Times Literary Supplement, 13 May 2005, sec. In Brief: 

31. 
600 Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16. 
601 Julius Bryant, Victoria & Albert Museum Guide, London: Victoria & Albert Museum, 1986, p. 48.  
602 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 718.  
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in order to accommodate her work.603 She choreographed an adversarial encounter between the 

Italian Renaissance figures and her architectural interloper.  

There are both similarities and differences between Whiteread’s cast and the plaster 

reproductions that populate the court. In terms of the similarities, the cast copies that surround 

the work are also impressions taken, literally, from ‘foreign bodies’ that have been freighted to 

Britain. Like these casts, Whiteread’s room has also been taken out of its original context. Like 

these casts in plaster that were taken from originals wrought in materials such as marble and 

bronze, Whiteread’s Room 101 is deprived of the mass of the original, its dead load. Finally, 

like its neighbours, the artist’s sculpture demonstrates virtuosity in sectioning and 

reconstructing the cast.  

There are also a number of differences between Whiteread’s cast and the copies in the Italian 

Court. Firstly, the signature casting process that Whiteread employs thwarts the reproductive 

imperative used in casting copies of antique statuary. Her subject is not cast in order to procure 

a positive form, but is forestalled in an intermediate phase of the casting process. The artist 

renders palpable an absence of interior space, whilst simultaneously bearing witness to the 

impressions taken from the interior surfaces of that very space. Secondly, Whiteread’s subject 

for casting is also atypical in this context. Hers is the only physical record of an interior that has, 

through Orwell’s celebrity, gained mythical proportions. Her cast cuts the room down to its true 

size. With its collection of figurative statuary, the cast court supplies the room with a relation to 

human scale, however this relation to human scale is unstable, as witnessed by the gargantuan 

proportions of Michelangelo’s David. 

Thirdly, whilst the plaster reproductions in the courts are copies of revered originals, most of 

which are still in existence, Whiteread’s subject was condemned to destruction. Her cast has 

been taken for posterity. It operates as the death mask of a room that no longer exists. Within 

this context, the newborn Whiteread sculpture, with its gleaming white pallor, gives itself away 

 
603 Whiteread rearranged the following works in the Italian cast court: 

(Numbers are inventory numbers) 

1899-55 Plaster cast of David, original in marble by Michelangelo in the Academy, Florence. 
1872-62 Plaster cast of Bruges Madonna by Michelangelo, original in Notre Dame, Bruges. 

1888-519 Plaster cast of Putto with a fish, original in bronze by Verrochio from Palazzo Vecchio, 15th century. 

1884-298 Plaster cast of Crouching boy, original by Michelangelo in the Hermitage, Leningrad. 

1889-91 Young Woman, original in limestone in Bode Museum, Berlin. 

1867-181 Young Man, original in terracotta attributed to Antonio Pollaiolo in the Bargello, Florence. 
1872-430 Electrotype candelabrum in Chester Cathedral, original in bronze. 

1863-2 Electrotype candelabrum by Alessandro Leopardi, original in Bronze in the Piazza San Marco, Venice.  

1885-198 Plaster cast of bust of Colleoni from the Colleoni monument, original in bronze by Verrochio. 

1890-5 Francesco di Tommaso Sassetti, original in marble in the Bargello, Florence. 

1864-15 Filippo Strozzi, original in terracotta by Benedetto de Maiano in Staatliche Museum, Berlin. 
1899-57 Piero di Cosimo, original in marble by Mino da Fiesole in the Bargello, Florence. 

1882-238 Plaster cast of Perseus with the head of Medusa, original by Cellini in the Bargello, Florence. 

Details of works courtesy the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
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as the latest addition to the court.604 Within the Italian Cast Court, Room 101 is a foreigner in 

terms of its subject, scale, and the method by which it serves to represent the room from which 

it was cast. By relentlessly casting negative space the artist demonstrates her ongoing 

fascination with solidifying the ground surrounding the figure rather than the figure itself.  

Staging an Encounter 

Like the heavily defended exterior of the Ministry of Love, in which the fictitious Room 101 

was located, Whiteread’s sculpture was similarly surrounded on all four sides. As guards staked 

out the perimeter of the Ministry, so too do the assemblage of plaster casts surrounding 

Whiteread’s representation of Room 101. They treat the impostor with suspicion, keeping their 

distance. However, Whiteread’s Room 101 is doubly immunised against occupation. Its interior 

can no longer be occupied by conventional means. The room’s interior surfaces are expressed as 

exterior elevations, while its ‘inner-most interior’ has been hermetically sealed on all six sides. 

Room 101 was sited toward the rear wall of the Cast Court, which displays a copy by Anton 

Raffael Mengs (1728-79) of part of Raphael’s The School of Athens from the Stanze (the Papal 

Apartments) in the Vatican. Two elevations of Room 101 are given pre-eminence in the space. 

The first of these is the elevation seen when looking toward the rear wall of the court. This 

elevation bears the impression of the only door into the room (fig. 162). Viewers can 

contemplate this elevation from a strategically placed bench seat. Whiteread has re-arranged 

Verrochio’s bust of the mercenary leader Colleoni so that he casts a sideways glance at Room 

101 from this vantage point. (fig. 163) He appears to be scrutinising the bulwark to try and 

identify any possible points of weakness to the structure, any openings he might be able to 

penetrate.605 Behind the bench seat Whiteread has also re-arranged a pair of plaster busts so that 

they are looking straight toward the sculpture. Another pair of figures turns their heads away 

from Room 101 and exchange menacing looks at one another. (fig. 164)  

The second elevation that is given prominence is articulated by the barred-over windows cast 

from the original room (fig. 165). The windows have been disavowed of their ability to let light 

in to the interior. In the cast, they are like permanently closed window dressings, furnishing the 

outer limits of a room whose inner core is blanketed in darkness. 

 
604 Cork notes that the “gleaming whiteness” of Room 101 makes it look “luminous and pristine compared with the older casts 

nearby.” 

Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16. 
605 Cork observes: “Colleoni stares at the white invader as if aghast. With widened eyes and menacing brow furrowed, he seems on 

the point of ordering his troops to attack Whiteread’s offensive sculpture and smash it into pieces.”  

Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16.  
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Whiteread’s secular artefact is surrounded by a host of sacred subjects: these include multiple 

reliefs of the Madonna and child, as well as altarpieces and pulpits, which festoon the walls 

surrounding Room 101. The elevation adjacent to that containing the door has been situated 

close to one of the sidewalls in the court. (fig. 166) Its surface is punctuated by rough-hewn 

plaster protuberances, which stop up the gaps left by the removal of services from the room 

prior to casting it. The surface also indexes a change in depth on this plane. A recessed element 

in the original room near the ceiling now projects out from the wall surface. This pockmarked 

elevation is in dramatic contrast to the elaborate wall-mounted cast of The tomb of Cardinal 

Ascanio Sforza, after the marble original by Andrea Sansovino (1467-1529), which it faces.606  

The final elevation faces the rear wall of the court, where a copy of Michelangelo’s David (at 14 

feet high) mounted on a plinth, looms larger than life-size over Room 101. The elevation of the 

sculpture closest to David shows little architectural detail besides part of a fragmented dado rail 

cast from the original wall. (fig. 167) Charlotte Mullins notes that there are marks left on the 

negative cast by the removal of pipes and ductwork, as well as “exposed brickwork, screw-

holes, missing chunks of plaster.”607 Each wall exhibits roughly stopped up holes in its surface. 

Of all of Whiteread’s room castings made to date, Room 101 exhibits the greatest variations in 

its surface topography. The ceiling of Room 101 can be viewed from the balconies overlooking 

the cast courts. It is articulated by three deep recesses running across the width of the cast that 

most likely record the beams in the original room. (fig. 168) 

Whiteread’s care and attention toward rearranging the existing sculptures in the space of the 

court was critical to the resonance of Room 101 in relation to its environment. The artist 

constructed her own battle lines, her own installation strategy for her sculptural interloper. The 

béton brute aspect of Whiteread’s cast in this context is disturbing. Its rough pockmarked 

surfaces are a jarring contrast to the ornamental reliefs and highly modelled surfaces of the 

architectural details that surround it. Richard Cork has observed that the effect of Room 101 is 

so unsettling that, “even Michelangelo’s robust, sinewy figures appear to recoil from it. The 

Rebellious Slave and the Dying Slave seem to twist and writhe as they try to avoid the alien 

intruder. Michelangelo’s David towers over Whiteread’s sculpture, face averted as if pretending 

that the unwelcome visitor does not exist.”608  

Through her installation practice, Whiteread re-organises the sculptures in the space of the cast 

court so that they appear to react to the arrival of this foreign body in their space. Mullins has 

also observed that the inert sculptures have been “strangely animated by the appearance of this 

 
606 The original artwork is on the left wall of the choir of the church of Santa Maria del Popolo in Rome (1505-9). 
607 Charlotte Mullins, “The Place of No Return,” Financial Times, 26 November 2003, sec. Arts: 17. 
608 Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16.  
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ghostly tomb in their midst.”609 The existing casts are enlivened by Room 101’s presence, which 

brings the present into contact with the past. In her careful construction and placement of Room 

101, Whiteread succeeds in creating the tension between a work of art and its location in space. 

Even Whiteread herself recognised that within this context her work “looks like the Tardis has 

landed,”610 transmitting a work of modern sculpture back into the past. 

On the Defensive: The Chaps and Whiteread’s Room 101 

It was not only the statuary that appeared to take objection to Room 101 in the Italian Cast 

Court. Whiteread has mentioned that this cast was more robust than her earlier room castings.611 

This robustness was tested by the weight of several protesters who took umbrage at its presence 

in the court. The sculpture was to carry more than just the burden of recording Orwell’s 

infamous Room 101. On 25th May 2004, twenty-seven followers of “The Chap”612 handcuffed 

themselves around the sculpture, protesting “against the pointless intrusion by contemporary art 

pieces into public areas.”613 (fig. 169) Members of “The Chap” declared that, “by giving a single 

artist the exclusive privilege of reflecting on the contents of the Cast Courts, the V & A has 

denied the same pleasure to the general public.”614 

The demonstrators surrounded the work and recited lines from John Keats’ Ode on a Grecian 

Urn.615 When their antics solicited no reaction from the museum’s security guards they decided 

to climb onto the sculpture, continuing their protest “from its surprisingly wobbly surface.”616 

(fig. 170) This group of sartorial dandy’s were finally coerced down from the sculpture with the 

help of a negotiator for the museum. 

The Chaps took offence at Room 101, arguing that Whiteread’s work failed to take account of 

its surroundings.617 They took illegal occupation of the sculpture, attempting to conquer the 

 
609 Mullins, “The Place of No Return,” p. 17.  
610 Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16. 
611 Cork, “Inside-out Nightmare,” p. 16.  
612 “The Chap” publishes a quarterly magazine and also operates a website. In their manifesto published online they write that:  

“The Chap proposes to take a stand against this culture of vulgarity. By turning ancient rituals of courtesy and dress into 

revolutionary acts, the immaculately attired Anarcho-Dandyist can use the razor-sharp crease in his trousers to press home his 

advantage. Once presented with the dazzling sight of rakishly angled trilbies, gleaming brogues and exquisitely mixed dry martinis, 
hoi polloi's long-cherished nylon sportswear and strawberry milkshakes will suddenly lose their appeal. It is time for Chaps and 

Chapettes from every walk of life to stand up and be counted. Naturally unsuited to all forms of exertion, we propose a Charmed 

Uprising based on excessive languor and delivering pleasantries such as “How do you do?” and “A very good day to you, madam!” 

with revolutionary zeal. Our methods will be stealth, civility and charm, our targets the behemoths of corporate blandification.”  

Excerpt from The Chap Manifesto http://www.thechapmagazine.com/manifesto2.html 
613 http://www.thechapmagazine.com/protest.html 
614 Featherstonehaugh, “Chappist Dispatches,” p. 5. 
615 They recited: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty, - that is all/Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.” 

Featherstonehaugh, “Chappist Dispatches,” p. 4. 
616 Featherstonehaugh, “Chappist Dispatches,” p. 4. 
617 The Chaps ask what Whiteread’s cast of Room 101 “has got to do with Trajan’s Column? ‘Room 101,’ says Ms Whiteread, 

“stands as a metaphor in the collective memory and the popular imagination for the worst thing that can happen to you.’ Indubitably, 

but where does Michelangelo’s David fit in to that?  
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enemy by climbing atop its wobbly upper surface en masse. It was almost as though the statue 

of the martial hero Colleoni had goaded them on, encouraging their dissidence. One could argue 

however, that, counter to The Chaps, the very resonance of the piece in this context was due to 

the fact that it created an incursion within the cast courts. Far from blending into its 

surroundings, the work was intended to generate a sense of dissonance and unease. 

 Like several of the sculptures that turned their backs to the work, some visitors to the courts 

followed suit, preferring to sketch the antiquities rather than Whiteread’s impostor. (see fig. 

156) Room 101 was a rude interruption in this context. By placing her version of Room 101 in 

the Italian Court, Whiteread forced an encounter between the reproductions that provide a 

potted history of European sculpture and her own contemporary sculptural practice. This court, 

showcasing the Victorian’s predilection for copies was now home to a work that explored the 

artist’s ongoing fascination with morbidity and terror, manifested in the cast of an interior space 

of infamous origin. The work’s placement in this context contributed to a sense of unease, like 

that at work in its fictional namesake as well as the room as Whiteread encountered it: as a 

repository for architectural undersides. 

Conclusion 

Whiteread’s act of casting does something extraordinary to the original room, giving the latent 

fears held captive in the fictional construct of Room 101 a public airing. Within Orwell’s 

distopian environment, divisions between public and private spheres no longer exist. Within this 

totalitarian state, interrogators quarried the dreams of individuals to identify their greatest fears. 

Townsend notes that in Room 101, “the most private space imaginable to the individual - 

private because it is not really a space, because it is not tangible - has been the subject of 

another’s scrutiny.”618 

Whiteread recasts Orwell’s former office by turning it inside out and assigning it a tangible 

form and substance. This act of inversion places the room’s capacity to contain terrifying 

contents into question. Her death mask also cuts off the blood supply to the room, draining it of 

its original colour. 

 
Not at all, is sadly the answer, since many of the plaster reproductions had to be moved out of the way to squeeze in Ms Whiteread’s 

gargantuan cube of plaster. Studying the informative placard displayed next to the sculpture, we read that, in fact, “Other casts in the 

gallery have been arranged by Rachel Whiteread. The result is that, from every angle, one’s view of the other exhibits in Cast Court 
46B are obscured by ‘Untitled (Room 101)’.”  

Featherstonehaugh, “Chappist Dispatches,” p. 5. 
618 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 204.  
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Whiteread’s signature casting practice offers viewers a unique way of experiencing Room 101. 

She allows them the opportunity to inspect the surface impressions of the interior of the room 

whilst simultaneously being outside it. This gesture could be construed as ameliorating the 

psychological threat its fictional namesake evokes or, conversely, the turning inside out of 

Room 101 might foreground other sinister aspects of this interior. For example, the surface 

impressions of the interior (now exterior) of the sculpture bear witness to damage. (fig. 171) 

They are not the smooth plaster walls of Untitled (Room). Nor do they bear the familiar 

domestic details expressed in Ghost. Instead, the surface of Room 101 is populated by repairs, 

holes roughly plugged up, structure partly ripped away. If one consider the acts of torture that 

take place in Orwell’s fictional construct, these marks and scratches can be construed as 

evidence left on the interior surfaces of the room by victims trying to fight off their assailants. It 

brings to mind the marks left in the shower rooms of the Nazi’s concentration camps. In Alain 

Resnais’ film Nuit et Brouillard the narrator states: “The only traces now, if you know what 

they are, are on the ceiling. Scrabbling nails scoring even concrete.”619 

Townsend notes that Orwell’s Room 101 is a “cipher for the capacity of torturers to commit 

upon you the worst atrocity you can imagine”620 He assigns the room a capacity, a volume 

which, in the case of Whiteread’s cast, cannot be entered into. Townsend also notes that the 

torture chamber as it was described by Orwell “still has a very real existence throughout the 

world.”621 But there is a counter position to Townsend’s proposal and this is that the threat of 

terror in contemporary times is not so easily contained.  

Room 101 in Broadcasting House and Orwell’s literary construction of this space are both 

repositories for fearful things: building services and the subject’s greatest fears. It is not the 

specifics of the room itself that are frightening, but rather the terrifying contents or events that 

are staged within its walls. By turning the room inside out, Whiteread places in question the 

room’s ability to contain these terrifying contents. The idea of a space like Orwell’s Room 101, 

in contemporary times, can thus be placed under revision. 

What is most frightening about Whiteread’s re-conceptualisation of Room 101 is the suggestion 

that the threat of terror cannot be contained. Her casting process serves to draw Orwell’s torture 

chamber into the twenty-first century, into a climate where there has been an escalation in the 

scale of terrorist activity, where acts of terror respect no societal, political, or geographic 

divides. Acts of terrorism are almost impossible to contain. Reliant upon the element of 

 
619 Text taken from Alain Resnais (dir.), Nuit et Brouillard, Trans. commentary by Jean Cayrol (Script based on Olga Wormser and 
Andre Michel’s “La Tragedie des Deportations,” 1958.  
620 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 204. 
621 Townsend, “Live as If Someone Is Always Watching You,” p. 204.  
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surprise, they involve the random killing of civilians by suicide bombers, the destruction of 

buildings by re-directed aircraft, or the dissemination of chemical weapons in the form of lethal 

airborne viruses carried through postal systems. In the current political climate, territorial and 

aerospace borders are vigilantly policed in attempts to avoid all incursions by ‘foreign bodies’. 

As recent events such as the London bombings (2005) attest to, this threat does not always come 

from outside but from within.  

The court in the Victoria and Albert Museum is a repository for casts of Italian sculpture that 

was at its most popular during the mid-nineteenth century, when opportunities for travel abroad 

were limited. A contemporary British sculptor revisits this space during a time when there are 

abundant opportunities to travel, but also a political climate where there is trepidation and 

wariness about setting foot on foreign soils. Whiteread’s representation of Orwell’s Room 101 

reconfigures the past into the present, inviting viewers of the work to re-appraise the threats of 

terror facing the contemporary subject. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Leaky Buildings: Whiteread’s House 

To enclose a space is the object of building; when we build we do but detach a convenient 

quantity of space, seclude it and protect it, and all architecture springs from that necessity. 

But aesthetically space is even more supreme. The architect models in space as a sculptor 

in clay. He designs his space as a work of art.622 

Geoffrey Scott-The Architecture of Humanism  

In Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferroconcrete, Giedion writes that: 

“Construction, in the nineteenth century plays the role of the sub-conscious. Outwardly, 

construction still boasts the old pathos; underneath, concealed behind facades, the basis of our 

present existence is taking shape.”623 Giedion’s story of modern architecture is, Mark Wigley 

suggests, “the story of how this unconscious constructive reality came to the surface and 

“leaked out.”624 

The writer has placed Scott, Giedion, and Wigley in dialogue because they appear to describe 

the modus operandi at work in Whiteread’s public sculpture House (1993-demolished 1994). 

This life-size concrete cast of the interior volumes of an English terraced house appears to 

demonstrate, in three dimensions, how hidden beneath the facade of nineteenth century 

domestic construction, the groundwork was being laid for the foundations of modern 

architecture.  

This chapter investigates the constructional processes undertaken to enable this ‘unconscious’ to 

rise up to the surface, leaking its interior volumes out and subjecting them to public scrutiny. It 

will focus upon the affect this leakage had on the reception and representation of the excoriated 

domestic interior.  

A leak is defined as “a hole in a container or covering through which contents, especially liquid 

or gas, may accidentally pass.”625 A leak may also be (mass noun) “the action of leaking in such 

a way, a similar escape of electric charge or current, an intentional disclosure of secret 

information.”626 Leakage suggests matter that is out of place. It implies an excess of substance 

that oozes, exudes, emanates, spills, streams, or gushes out from a breach in its housing. A leak 

 
622 Geoffrey Scott, The Architecture of Humanism: A Study in the History of Taste, London: The Architectural Press, 1980, p. 227. 
623 Sigfried Giedion, Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferroconcrete, Trans. J. Duncan Berry, Santa Monica: Getty 

Centre for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1995, p. 87.  
624 Mark Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1995, p. 42. 
625 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 1047. 
626 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 1047. 
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also describes the disclosure of private information brought to light in the public domain. Both 

definitions allude to transgressions. They cross material, or ethical and proprietary borders.  

House, Whiteread’s most infamous sculpture to date, transgressed border conditions. It 

demonstrated multiple forms of leakage. House irrupted representational practices and 

perforated disciplinary parameters. It ruptured definitions of what constitutes public sculpture, 

and caused fissures within different political and societal factions. It did so whilst appearing on 

the surface to be utterly impenetrable. 

Most importantly, what leaked out onto the surfaces of Whiteread’s House project were the 

particular interior traces of everyday life. Collections of prior moments in the history of 

inhabiting the house were indelibly impressed on its surfaces. The artist’s sculptural 

intervention questioned what constituted a house. With this project, Whiteread’s concern was 

not with the outer shell of the house. In removing the exterior walls and the roof, the artist 

shows that a house is not constituted by the architectural container itself, but by the particular 

traces of everyday life that the occupant leaves on its surfaces.  

Whiteread’s domestic leakage is a rupture that occurs from the inside and makes itself known 

on the exterior. It discloses a domestic interior, shrouded by secrecy, to public scrutiny. Like an 

act of political subterfuge or insider trading, Whiteread’s leak demonstrated an intentional 

disclosure of secret information.  

Buildings are protected from taking on water in a many ways. Weep holes and a host of 

impermeable prophylactics often line the building fabric at vulnerable points of entry. However, 

when buildings leak, water tends to chart a course, guided by capillary action, from the outside–

in. In contrast, a leak that occurs through divulging a secret emanates from within the interior 

and is brought out into the open, exposing the interior life of an institution or organisation to 

public scrutiny. While House was hermetically sealed up against the elements, it was far from 

immune to the storm of critical debate that surrounded it upon its unveiling. Its meaning as a 

sculpture was far from water-tight, and was debated in reams of column space in newspapers 

and tabloids throughout its short life.  

James Lingwood, co-Director of Artangel, who commissioned the project, has observed that 

House was “literally rooted to its spot, but the meaning of Whiteread’s work was inherently 

unstable.”627 House had a porosity that belied its obdurate complexion. It was, Lingwood 

comments, “both a closed architectural form and an open memorial; at one and the same time 

 
627 James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, London: Phaidon Press, 1995, p. 8.  
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hermetic and implacable, but also able to absorb into its body all those individual thoughts, 

feelings and memories projected onto it.”628 The debate surrounding its merit as a work of art 

also bypassed so-called traditional channels of the political and socio-economic divides. 

Differing opinions in regard to the work were found within different communities, not between 

them.629 Lingwood notes that Whiteread’s House, “laid bare the limits of language and 

expectation which afflict the contentious arena of public art.”630 

Facilitating the Disclosure of Private Information into the Public Realm 

Whiteread's ‘leak’ made its way to the surface surreptitiously. The project was placed under a 

veil of secrecy until one day prior to its unveiling. The artist first conceived of casting a house 

whilst still at art school,631 but preparations began in earnest in 1991 when she met with 

Lingwood, who, in collaboration with Beck’s Beer, commissioned Whiteread to make the 

piece.632  

The artist spent two and a half years looking for a very specific structure located in London. She 

was looking for a structure that was destined to be demolished. Whiteread found a house to cast 

in East London at 193 Grove Road in Bow, at the corner of Roman Road and Grove Road, 

London E3. It was the penultimate structure in a row of three remaining Victorian terrace 

houses, built in the 1870s. The Bow Council had condemned all three houses to destruction. 

(fig. 172, fig. 173) The council gave Whiteread a temporary lease on the building and work 

began on the project in August 1993. When the building was destroyed, the Bow 

Neighbourhood Committee intended to incorporate the land into the adjacent parkland known as 

Wennington Green.  

The previous tenant, Sidney Gale and his family, were initially supportive of the project.633 

However, as time passed, Gale made his protestations known to the tabloids. One article entitled 

“They’re taking the wee wee,” set the scatological tone employed by House’s most vocal 

 
628 Lingwood, Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 8.  
629 “There was no consensus amongst the inhabitants of the block of houses opposite, on the street or in the neighbourhood, nor in 

the letter pages of the local and national newspapers. There was no consensus amongst the local councillors.”  
Lingwood, Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 8.  
630 Lingwood observes: “Perhaps the most salient and certainly the most encouraging aspect of the controversy around House was 

the way in which it  exposed the inadequacies of these old charts to describe the complexities and the particular  contours of this 

controversy. Local against national, the art world against the real world, grass roots realities against disconnected dilettantes…Such 

binary oppositions could neither explain nor contain the multiple shades of opinion and sentiment which House engendered.”  
Lingwood, Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 8.  
631 Button, The Turner Prize, p. 98.  
632 Other sponsors of the piece were Tarmac Structural Repairs, The Arts Council of Great Britain, London Arts Board and The 

Henry Moore Foundation.  
633 Former tenant Sidney Gale commented: “I thought this was an interesting idea when it was first mentioned to me, but when I 
realized how much they were going to spend on it, I didn’t want to have anything more to do with it. It looks like something that’s 

been skinned.” 

Sidney Gale in Ben Fenton, “Demolition Man Breaks Prize-Winner's Art,” The Daily Telegraph, 12 January 1994: 8.  
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detractors.634 Councillor Eric Flounders, who would later cast the deciding vote committing the 

work to oblivion, described House as an “excrescence,”635 an abnormal, unsightly outgrowth that 

should be expediently removed.636  

The former tenants of Grove Road were, Whiteread’s notes, “DIY fanatics. The house was full 

of fitted cupboards, cocktail bars and a tremendous variety of wallpapers and floor finishes.”637 

Fascinated by their personal environment, Whiteread documented the house before destroying 

it. She likened this process to “exploring the inside of a body, removing its vital organs.”638 (fig. 

174) The artist saw the customised surface finishes and interior fittings as sustaining the very 

life of the house. They index the tenant’s decorative predilections, many of which made their 

way to the exterior surface of her sculpture. (fig. 175) 

To make House, Whiteread worked in collaboration with engineers from Atelier One under the 

direction of Neil Thomas. She also enlisted a team from Tarmac Structural Repairs, construction 

workers, and a group of artists and student volunteers. In total the project took four months to 

cast.  

Whilst the building that served as the mould for House was in a state of disrepair, the primary 

elements of the structure - the timber floors and masonry retaining walls - were in sound 

condition and could be maintained. To make House, Atelier One proposed “combining the 

principle of shell structures with the facilitation of spraying the concrete to form the shell.”639 

This involved casting of a series of discrete concrete boxes, from the ground up, which were to 

form the negative of each room.640 At this stage, physical and computer models of the discrete 

boxes were made to investigate potential problems that might arise.641 

Because the concrete shell would be placed within the load-bearing skin of the existing 

structure, which was to have its external skin removed, the dead weight of the wet concrete 

during construction needed to be supported by the existing structure. A detailed analysis of the 

new loads was undertaken and the existing foundations were found to be inadequate. It was 

 
634 Sidney Gale describes the House project as “disgusting,’ saying, “I’ve written to the Artangel Trust saying “Dear Arts and 

Crafty’ and asked them not to come round again while I’m here. They have taken the wee wee out of me.” 
Sidney Gale in Ulla Kloster, “They're Taking the Wee Wee..,,” East London Advertiser, 29 July 1993: 3.  
635 James Lingwood, “Our House Is a Very Nice House,” The Times, 27 November 1993: 16.  
636 Whiteread’s House could be seen to operate in relation to Mary Douglas’s definition of the four kinds of social pollution. 

Douglas writes: “The first is danger pressing on external boundaries; the second, danger from transgressing the internal lines of the 

system; the third, danger in the margins of the lines. The fourth is danger from internal contradiction, when some of the basic 
postulates are denied by other basic postulates, so that at certain points the system seems to be at war with itself.”  

Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger, London: Routledge, 2002, p. 151-2.   
637 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 78. 
638 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 78. 
639 Neil Thomas, “The Making of House: Technical Notes,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 129. 
640 Each concrete box needed adequate stiffness to stand alone, whilst still being able to transfer the imposed load plus their own 

weight to the ground, having sufficient rigidity to act as a complete stable unit once the concrete was exposed. 
641 Thomas, “The Making of House: Technical Notes,” p. 129. 
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necessary to lay a new foundation at the base of the ‘boxes’ of House, inside the existing 

arrangement.642 (fig. 176) 

A building was made, in effect, inside a building. The existing structure required reinforcements 

in order to support the sculptural enterprise. For House, architecture is no longer structurally 

equipped to support sculpture. As a result, the building’s original foundations required 

reinforcement to carry the weight of this ambitious project. This relation between sculpture and 

architecture recalls the utilisation of the plinth by sculpture, as outlined in Chapter 1. To execute 

House, sculpture was once again reliant upon its architectural substructure (once the plinth, now 

the terraced house) for support. Whiteread even compared standing on the finished roof of the 

work to “being on top of a plinth.”643  

Each room of House that was to be sprayed with concrete was stripped of all secondary fittings 

and was cleaned to provide a smooth ‘key,’ to which the concrete would bond. (fig. 177) 

Windows were sealed with plywood to ensure they were not smashed during the spraying 

process. All re-entrant corners and recesses in the interior had to be filled to ensure that, when 

prized away, the external skin would not take parts of the concrete with it. Following these 

preparations, the interior surfaces were saturated with layers of delayed release agent and then 

sprayed with concrete. (fig. 178) 

Atelier One recommended the use of a sprayed concrete skin, known as gunniting, a technique 

involving spraying concrete under high pressure.644 Gunniting has historical precedents in 

modern architecture. In Le Corbusier’s Housing Settlement in Pessac (1925/6) Giedion notes, 

“The vaulting is achieved by the least expensive means. Wire netting is sprayed with a concrete 

gun.”645 This method of construction is similar to that used to cast House. Initially, a 2.5cm layer 

of white locrete, enhanced with two percent iron oxide, was sprayed on the interior walls using 

the gunnite process.646 Following this, a reinforcing mesh was fixed to the walls where the next 

layer of reinforced concrete (approx 7.5cm thick) was to be sprayed in consecutive layers, over 

a number of weeks.647 

 
642 Thomas, “The Making of House: Technical Notes,” p. 129. 
643 John McEwan, “The House That Rachel Unbuilt,” The Sunday Telegraph, 24 October 1993, sec. Arts: 6. 
644 The use of the gunniting process to cast House was complicated by the fact that gunniting is intended to stick to the surface to 

which it is applied. However, with this project the concrete shell needed to initially stick and then unstick. With House the gunniting 
was required to “work in reverse-sticking to the surface for casting but allowing a delayed debonding when the original building 

was to be removed.” This required the development of a retardant by Tarmac that allowed the cast shell and the existing structure to 

be separated.  

Thomas, “The Making of House: Technical Notes,” p. 129. 
645 Giedion, Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferroconcrete, p. 175.  
646 Locrete was used to mend the crumbling white cliffs of Dover.  

Ian Sinclair, “The House in the Park: A Psychogeographical Response,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 26. 
647 Thomas, “The Making of House: Technical Notes,” p. 130. 
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Working in the Dark 

The difficulties of working in the dark, from the inside out, which Whiteread experienced with 

her full-scale room castings, also beset her House project. By casting architecture at full scale, 

she could not see, even in part, what she had made until it was completed. Colomina likens 

Whiteread’s process to the convolutions involved in making architecture whereby a “work can 

never be completely visualised before it is actually built, which is challenging for architects who 

think of space in sculptural terms.”648 She cites Adolf Loos as an architect who “was unable to 

make decisions about a space until it was under construction and ‘prided himself on being an 

architect without a pencil.’”649 However, in contrast to Loos, who altered details of his buildings 

on site and believed, according to Richard Neutra, that “the practice of indicating dimensions or 

figures in measured drawings…dehumanizes design,”650 Whiteread’s House project was 

radically experimental in nature and challenged technical limitations. This meant that 

substantial production documents were made prior to constructing House in order to minimise 

the risk of failure.  

Whiteread describes the interior of House during casting as being “like a cave or grotto.”651 With 

all openings sealed fast the interior became a damp, dark space, with spotlights brought in to 

assist those working in the gloomy conditions. Images from the artist’s video diary show an 

interior reminiscent of a damp cave with small stalactites dripping from the ceiling.652 Ian 

Sinclair, writing about this “chrysalis stage” in the project’s development, notes that, “The sense 

of how unpleasant it was to operate in this environment is acute: the wetness of the walls, the 

morbid fur, the organic weirdness of pod-life that is obliterated by the edges of the finished 

structure.”653  

A small opening was left in the ceiling of the cast to enable the workers to exit the fully sprayed 

interior. Whiteread also cast this opening once the casting of the interior was completed.654 After 

10 days curing time had elapsed, the architectural dermabrasion commenced. Scaffolding was 

placed around the building and the external building fabric was removed brick by brick from the 

roof down to reveal a negative casting of each interior space, creating House.655   

 
648 Beatriz Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 82-3. 
649 Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 83. 
650 Richard Neutra, Survival through Design, New York: Oxford University Press, 1954, p. 300.  
651 Louise Neri (ed.), LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, New York: Public Art Fund, 1999, p. 140. 
652 See Artangel and Hackneyed Productions (dir.), Rachel Whiteread: House, London: Artangel, 1995.  
653 Sinclair, “The House in the Park: A Psychogeographical Response,” p. 26.  
654 “The construction people said that it could just be patched over with wood, but I insisted that it had to be cast so that it would be 

a completely sealed space.” 
Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 140.  
655 For a detailed inquiry into the structural concerns of this project see Thomas, “The Making of House: Technical Notes,” p. 128-

130. 
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What Leaked Out 

The site of sculptural production closely resembled a building site. The structure was shrouded 

in scaffolding and workers donning hard hats and tools set to work to bring Whiteread’s radical 

renovation project to light.656  

Having peeled away the epidermal layer of the house, architectural details leaked out about the 

domicile that had been hidden from view. With the party walls of the two adjoining properties 

rent asunder, new information leaked to the surface. The South elevation exposed the 

impressions of six fireplaces, the original floor joists sandwiched between each story, and 

revealed the impressions of a window and two doors on its tapering rear volumes. (fig. 179) 

Stefan Muthesius notes that within the English terraced house “The fireplace was the most 

important fitting in the architecture of the interior.”657 The fireplace was usually placed in the 

party wall. The multitudinous fireplaces that serviced the house and its neighbours were dusted 

with a thick coating of soot. Whiteread draws attention to the multiple hearths of the house, 

which now protrude like tongues awaiting diagnosis from the surface of the work. 

The North elevation bore the vestigial structure of the original stairs and floor joists, the 

impressions of skirting boards and electrical switches, and two fireplaces at the rear. The 

original brick load-bearing walls punctuated the concrete volumes on each of the elevations. 

(fig. 180) The new facades of the building registered sectional and elevational information 

simultaneously. The front elevation bore the impressions of the entry stairs, front door, sash 

windows, and a front bay. (fig. 181) The rear elevation bore the impression of two windows.  

Traces of paint and patterns from the original wall surfaces leached into the concrete, acting as a 

counterweight to the verisimilitude of the concrete surfaces. A door in the House bears the 

impressions of a double lock, securing the interior from unwanted visitors. (fig. 182) It has 

pulled some timber coffering with it as the exterior shell has been prized away. The remnants of 

the original materials left on the cast of House are visual reminders of the separation anxiety at 

work when the original house, employed as a mould, was removed from its concrete spawn. 

All means of egress to House were shut fast. Copious cartoons appeared in the popular press, 

lampooning the project and its impenetrable interior. A number of the cartoons played on fears 

of being buried alive, in a manner akin to the Vesuvian transformations wrought on Pompeii, as 

 
656 Colomina comments: “The production area of the artwork looked like a construction site with scaffolding, people wearing hard 

hats and work clothes, holding tools. There is the dust, noise, and smells of construction everywhere. Drawings had to be done, 
engineers consulted, construction workers recruited, permits from the building department obtained, etc.”  

Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 80.  
657 Stefan Muthesius, The English Terraced House, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982, p. 52.  
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noted by Anthony Vidler.658 One of the cartoons, by Kipper Williams, shows squatters trapped 

inside the concrete cast of a house, their body parts sticking out of its surfaces. (fig. 183) 

Williams parodies the artist’s idea of filling in the interior. His drawing fails to take account of 

the particular architectural details that characterised Whiteread’s House. One particular detail 

gives this away: Williams draws in a gabled roof where one never existed in the sculpture. 

Levelling Off 

Whiteread chose to level off the roof of her chosen terraced house, which had a “valley gutter” 

or M type roof.659 John Bird writes that Whiteread chose to:  

Dispense with a form that would have carried unwanted connotations - to crowns, 

castellations, spires etc. Architecturally this decision annexed House to the codes of the 

Modern Movement, the right angle functioning as an expression of rationalist ideology 

emphasizing gravitational weight and the ground plane. 660  

This design decision contributed to an outpouring of discourse about House. Critics such as 

Vidler focussed upon the sculpture’s similarity to, or difference from, works of modern 

architecture. With this focus, they tended to overlook its relationship to the typology from 

which it was hewn. An analysis of the particularities of the cast of House, gauged by 

scrutinising the details indelibly impressed on its surfaces, was also abandoned.  

Selective Representations: Fashioning an Abandoned Victorian terrace into a 

‘Paradigmatic Modernist House.’ 

Various representations of House have emphasised its associations with modern architecture. 

They have, to varying degrees, also disavowed or selectively altered aspects of the building’s 

particular site and surrounding context. For example, Beck’s Beer, a sponsor of the project, 

produced a limited edition of beer bottles with House on their label. (fig. 184) The image of 

House was scrupulously edited, manufacturing an image ideal of the artwork. Ian Sinclair 

describes the image: 

Cropped tight (no sky) to banish the dreary park, a formalist shot was deemed suitable for 

the label of beck’s commemorative beer…the image has been so starkly edited that it 

could provoke a prosecution under the Trades Description Act: the park railings, 

aesthetically incorrect, have been doctored by computer to allow the sculpture to rise 

 
658 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” in James Lingwood (ed.) Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 69.  
659 Muthesius, The English Terraced House, p. 66.  
660 John Bird, “Dolce Domum,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 123.  
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directly from the real pavement. No graffiti, no pedestrians. A Mondrian arrangement of 

rectangles and crossed lines, nicely judged asymmetry in greys and greens.661 

The assiduous removal of extraneous contextual information and ‘unsightly’ architectural 

details, such as the park railings, recalls the careful doctoring of photographs of Le Corbusier’s 

houses, as noted by Colomina.662 These images of Le Corbusier’s houses sought to divest 

architecture of its specific context, promoting them as houses that could be sited anywhere and 

everywhere. 

Another example that points to this “editing out” of contextual information can be seen in John 

Davies black and white photographic essay on House (August 1993-March 1994).663 (See fig. 

172, fig. 179, fig. 180, fig. 181) His photographs strategically document the life cycle of House 

from pre-production to its demolition. They are, for the most part, unpopulated, judiciously 

avoiding the thousands of people who flocked to see the work during its brief life. They are also 

taken at a substantial distance from the sculpture. This means that the fine incremental shifts in 

surface details found on the cast are not captured on the filmic emulsion. Davies footage also 

evades documenting the graffiti daubed on House’s walls soon after its unveiling. 

Cleaning Up: Vidler’s House-work 

Vidler has published three papers that make either specific detailed reference, or more 

abbreviated commentary, on Whiteread’s House project.664 In his papers, Vidler is equivocal 

about where Whiteread’s House project ‘fits’ in relation to modern architecture. He suggests 

that House both simultaneously affirms and repudiates the tenets of the modernist project.  

An analysis of Vidler’s commentary will demonstrate how House, as a work of sculpture, slips 

between the cracks of architecture and architectural representation. It will also bring to light that 

which Vidler disavows. The writer suggests that by recasting Whiteread’s sculpture into the 

architectural domain, focussing predominantly on its allegiances with modern architecture, 

Vidler fails to take account of the particular qualities of House. 

 
661 Sinclair, “The House in the Park: A Psychogeographical Response,” p. 27. 
662 See section on faked images in Chapter 3, “Photography” in Beatriz Colomina, Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as 

Mass Media, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1994, p. 107-118.  
663 John Davies, “A photographic essay,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 73-95. 
664 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 62-72.  

Anthony Vidler, “Full House: Rachel Whiteread’s Postdomestic Casts,” Warped Space, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2000, p. 143-

150. (This paper is an edited version of “A Dark Space.”). 

Anthony Vidler, “RIBA Annual Discourse 1996-Architecture after History: Nostalgia and Modernity at the End of the Century,” 
The Journal of Architecture, 1, Autumn (1996): 177-87. 

This paper was later re-published in an edited and extended format in  Anthony Vidler, “Building in Empty Spaces: Daniel 

Libeskind and the Postspatial Void,” Warped Space, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2000, p. 235-242.  
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The proposition that space has the potential to act as “an instrument of trauma and neurosis,”665 

outlined in The Architectural Uncanny, informs one of Vidler’s papers on House, entitled, A 

Dark Space.666 Vidler argues that modern space was conceived of “as a product of theories of 

psychological extension - either of projection or introjection,” such that “space naturally and 

early on took on the characteristic of a propaedeutic to be wielded against the twin phobias of 

late nineteenth-century urbanism - agoraphobia and claustrophobia.”667 Vidler identifies House 

as an extension of Whiteread’s Closet and Ghost. He describes House as “a blindingly 

suffocating space that, rather than receiving its contents with comfort, expelled them like a 

breath.”668 

The artist mummifies the air at the outermost limits of a domestic interior, congealing the ether. 

When this sculptural operation is exercised on a nineteenth-century terraced house, it might 

appear to reinforce modernist suspicions that the nineteenth-century domicile harboured 

claustrophobic predilections. However, the artist’s critical decision to flatten the roof created a 

hybrid structure that affiliated it to the codes of the modern movement.  

Vidler observes that the idea of architecture as something comprised of space stemmed from 

late nineteenth-century German psychological theories of ‘raum.’669 He notes that, “Space, 

together with other formal categories of three-dimensional composition - mass, surface, line and 

form - gradually became the key to the study of architecture, an art that in its essence seemed to 

compose with and through space.”670  Modern architects championed space for its curative 

properties: “Space moved: it was fluid, open, filled with air and light; its very presence was a 

remedy for the impacted environments of the old city.”671 

By casting space, Whiteread irrupts what Vidler identifies as architecture’s relationship to mass, 

surface, line, and form dramatically, and radically ex-centres the body from the architectural 

container. Whiteread pathologises modernism’s space concepts. Under her direction, Vidler’s 

definition of modern space can be reconfigured so that “Space (becomes) inert, it is solid, 

 
665 Vidler states that Freud’s theory of The Uncanny, “has always seemed wanting precisely when confronted with terms that imply 

a non-object based uncanny - an uncanny generated by space rather than its contents…Freud remained singularly impervious to 

spatial questions and it was left to phenomenologists from Minkowski to Binswanger to recognize that space itself might be 

psychologically determined and thereby to be read as a symptom if not an instrument, of trauma and neurosis.”  
Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 72. 
666 This paper also takes its takes its name from the first section of Chapter III: ‘Spaces’ in The Architectural Uncanny, which 

investigates “the visual construction of images and objects that refer to this dark side of space in the modern period.” The 

characteristics of dark space, Vidler notes, are counter to those of light or transparent space, promoted by modern architects. 

Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny, p. 167-8. 
667 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 66. 
668 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 72. 
669 Vidler writes: “One thinks of psychologists like Theodore Lipps and Robert Vischer; sociologists of space like Georg Simmel 

and their art-historical followers, August Schmarsow, Paul Frankl et al. in their attempt to universalize the categories by which 

historical art was analysed.”  
Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 64. 
670 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 64. 
671 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 65. 
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closed, emptied of air and light; its very absence was a cause of the impacted environments of 

the old city.”  

In Whiteread’s practice, space is literally the ‘essential material’. Under her tutelage, it is space 

itself that becomes the form giver rather than the moving subject in space, who, in her 

exteriorisations of the interior, is forever compelled to perambulate the edges of the work. Also, 

in contrast to the conception of modern space, which Vidler notes, is characterised by “speed, 

rhythm and above all transparency,”672 Whiteread’s concrete cast emblematises inertia and 

opacity.  

In his initial argument in A Dark Space, Vidler identifies House as a counter to the Modernist 

project as it fills in space, closing what was once open and thereby contravening the modernist 

claim that openness is better.673 However, as the paper proceeds, his position wavers. 

Casting Types 

Vidler cites Luigi Moretti’s solid plaster models of interior spaces executed in the 1950s, which 

depict the history of different spatial types in architecture, as a precursor to Whiteread’s 

practice.674 He also observes that casting methods, similar to those employed by Moretti, have 

been used in architecture schools since the late 1930s in order to: 

Teach ‘space’ - the art of the impalpable - by means of palpable models. By this method, 

it was thought, all historical architecture might be reduced to the essential characteristics 

of space, and pernicious ‘styles’ of historicism might be dissolved in the flux of 

abstraction.675  

Vidler situates House within “a tradition known to architects,”676 describing the sculpture as “a 

didactic illustration of late nineteenth century domestic ‘space.’”677 Vidler also suggests that 

House is a full-scale model that transforms a nineteenth century terraced house into an abstract 

 
672 Vidler writes: “Architects, from Adolf Loos to Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright to Theo van Doesberg, theorized this new 

space, and quickly associated it to movement, speed, rhythm and above all transparency.” 

Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 64. 
673 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 67. 
674 These models are investigated in relation to Whiteread’s Apartment castings in Chapter 10 of the thesis. 
675 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 67-8. 
676 Vidler comments: “To an architect, whether trained in Modernism or its ‘Brutalist’ offshoots, her work takes on the aspect of a 

full-scale model, a three-dimensional exercise in spatial dynamics and statics.”  

Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 67. 
677 Vidler observes that “An architect of the generation of Paul Rudolph, for example, would no doubt read her House as an 

exploration of the traditional domestic interior.” 

Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 68. 
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composition that “resembles a number of paradigmatic modern houses, from Wright to Loos, 

from Rudolph Schindler to Peter Eisenman.”678 

The above statements are troubling. Firstly, while these precedents for casting negative space 

may at first glance appear to have inspired the work (though there is no evidence that they did), 

the extent to which Whiteread’s full-scale cast was able to dissolve the pernicious styles of 

historicism into ‘the flux of abstraction,’ can be placed in question. This can be demonstrated by 

looking at the particularities of House and the specific site and context in which it stood.  

Secondly, by situating Whiteread’s casting practice within a tradition of didactic scale-

modelling, Vidler fails to acknowledge the specific complexities involved in planning and 

constructing the mould of the interior of a house at full scale. Colomina is the only architectural 

critic who has acknowledged the artist’s critical role as a designer of the original, complex 

cast.679  

Vilder’s comparison of Whiteread’s work to scale models produced in academies trivialises the 

artist’s modus operandi. Her work is construed as being somewhat outdated and merely 

didactic, when it in fact required the expertise of a collection of professionals from various 

fields within the construction industry to realise it. In Vidler’s papers, the processes involved in 

constructing the sculpture are negated in favour of a discussion of the outcome. 

The reduced scale of the casts of interior space to which Vidler refers (including Moretti’s), also 

assist in eliminating intricate details, thereby exacerbating the dissolution of pernicious styles. 

However, where there is an implied reduction of detail in these abstract castings, Whiteread’s 

full-sized cast picks up minute changes in materiality and surface texture. In her sculpture, what 

leaks out is the particularities of this specific interior, the traces left on the spaces of everyday 

life.  

Finally, one can take issue with Vidler’s claims of a superficial allegiance between House and a 

number of paradigmatic modern houses. His disavowal of the terraced house’s workaday 

provenance also has potential consequences for a life–sized critical appraisal of the work.  

 
678 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 68.  
679 Beatriz Colomina is the only architectural critic who has acknowledged the elaborate mechanics involved in the construction of 

the cast for House. Colomina argues that Whiteread is a designer who, working in collaboration with building specialists, makes 

crucial decisions about what will remain and be removed from the original structure, prior to its material and spatial transformation. 

It is during this “embalming stage” that the groundwork is laid for the success or failure of the project. All of Whiteread’s artistry 
lies in her decisions about this first cast, about what traces will remain and what will disappear. Colomina comments: “A cast is not 

simply taken. It is designed.” 

Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 80.  
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By issuing House with a bourgeois pedigree attached to canonical buildings of modern and 

contemporary architecture, Vidler evades any detailed interrogation of the typological form 

from which Whiteread’s House was derived. This terrace was, in fact, modestly and somewhat 

awkwardly proportioned. Critic Richard Shone notes that it “lacked amenities, was not 

especially well-built, it lent no note of individuality to the graceless terrace.680 Further, Doreen 

Massey comments: 

You could see the back-spaces as they fell away in size and somehow in significance, 

through back bedroom, back extension, scullery, lean to shed. From public solidity and 

the front room to the more precarious, personal and informal spaces where most of daily 

life was lived.681  

House also revealed the vestiges of the original construction. The original sections of wooden 

stairs, floor joists, and brick load-bearing walls punctuated the materially contiguous volumes, 

sheared off at the roof.  

Vidler argues that House could be construed as “modernist to the core,” and compares the 

sculptural operations executed on House to those practiced by Le Corbusier.682 He suggests that 

if one were to read House’s ‘inside’ as ‘outside,’ 

The concrete shoe simply registering what might be an exercise in three-dimensional 

composition based on the procedure of cutting away or excavating a solid block for the 

contingencies of site or use. Le Corbusier, in his paradigmatic illustration of ‘Five 

Compositions’ in 1925, already codified a method of composition side by side with four 

other ‘types’ of architectural design, including the open-plan and prismatic solid. In this 

sense, Whiteread’s House is modernist to the core, and would naturally arouse the ire of 

the entire postmodern, neo-traditionalist and heritage movements in Britain and 

elsewhere, movements dedicated to the notion that ‘abstraction’ equals ‘eyesore.’683 

In this quotation, Vidler appears to have combined Le Corbusier’s Four Compositions (1929) 

(fig. 185) with his Five Points of Architecture (1926), when he is making specific reference only 

to the Four Compositions, rather than the ‘Five Compositions’ (meaning Five Points) of 1926. 

He makes specific reference to the fourth of Le Corbusier’s four compositions, evidenced in his 

design for the Villa Savoie (1929-31). Kenneth Frampton identifies this fourth composition as 

reconciling the first two Compositions: the first composition for Corbusier’s Maison La Roche 

(1923) envisaged as a “Purist Version of the Gothic revival L-plan,”684 was encompassed by a 

prism, the second composition. Frampton notes that this second composition, based on the Villa 

at Garche (1927), reconciled “the private realm of modern convenience with the public façade 

 
680 Richard Shone, “A Cast in Time,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 57. 
681 Doreen Massey, “Space-Time and the Politics of Location,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 36.  
682 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 68. 
683 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 68. 
684 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, London: Thames & Hudson, 1990, p. 159. 
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of architectural order…through the displacements afforded by the invention of the free plan. 

The disjunction, so to speak, of the complex interior was held away from the public front, by the 

elision of the free façade.”685 

The accuracy of Vidler’s claim that Whiteread’s casting of interior space in House is “an 

exercise in three-dimensional composition based on the procedure of cutting away or excavating 

a solid block for the contingencies of site or use” also needs to be put in question. Vidler 

suggests that Le Corbusier’s fourth composition, illustrated by the Villa Savoie, is inspired by 

the process of sculpting in which matter is subtracted in order to bring forth the sculpted form. 

He aligns Le Corbusier’s practice of ‘carving space’ to the procedures employed in making 

‘traditional’ sculpture, and suggests that this gives House allegiances to a pre-history of sculpted 

architecture. 

However, Vidler’s alliance between the sculptural inclinations of Le Corbusier, evidenced by 

the fourth composition, and those of Whiteread, are untenable given the different methods they 

employ to sculpt space. Rather than subtracting matter to produce form, Whiteread endows the 

immaterial with a material presence through her casts of negative space.686 In this regard, she 

utilises a space concept antithetical to Le Corbusier in his Esprit Nouveau period, between 

1907-31.687  

Vidler’s equivocation continues throughout this paper. He suggests that as a monument to a 

claustrophobic space, House was antithetical to the modernist imperative to open space up.688 He 

argues that this may have been why the work was subject to vicious attacks by Local 

Councillors who saw it “standing in the way of slum clearance; of blocking the planting of 

healthy greenery, of making a monument to an unhealthy and claustrophobic past.”689 

While Vidler may equivocate as to whether House endorses or repudiates the tenets of the 

modernist project, he resolutely treats the work as though it was a work of architecture rather 

than sculpture.690 House is not only likened to models and buildings, but is discussed as a model 

 
685 Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, p. 158.  
686 Christoph Grunenberg notes of Whiteread’s works, “Strictly speaking these are works of plastic art which are created through the 
successive ‘mantling’ of soft material (in contrast to sculpture, which comes about through the “dismantling” of hard material.”  

Christoph Grunenberg, “Mute Tumults of Memory,” in Thomas Kellein (ed.), Rachel Whiteread, p. 11.  
687 Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History, p. 149.  
688 Vidler cites Le Corbusier’s proposal for “Plan Voisin’ in Paris, which called for the almost complete destruction of the Right 

Bank from the Louvre to the Bastille, as emblematic of this urge for urban clearance. 
Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 66. 
689 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 66. 

Writer Ian Sinclair corroborates Vidler’s claim when he suggests that House’s greatest opponent and champion for its destruction, 

“Councillor Eric Flounders of the ruling Liberal Democrats, unconsciously echoing Le Corbusier, asserted that ‘what people who 

live in Tower Blocks want is parkland.” 
Sinclair, “The House in the Park: A Psychogeographical Response,” p. 17. 
690 In Vidler’s other papers on House, his equivocation continues. In his second discussion of Whiteread’s project in “Architecture 

after History: nostalgia and modernity at the end of the century,” Vidler takes House, and Daniel Libeskind’s winning architectural 
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for modern architecture. Vidler readily absorbs House into the architectural canon. The 

sculpture is discussed, for the most part, in relation to precedents drawn from the discipline of 

architecture.691 Its absorption into the discipline by Vidler is, however, at the expense of an 

interrogation of the particularities of the cast itself and the specific manner in which the work 

draws attention to the spaces of everyday life. 

According to Whiteread, if you remove the outer shell you can still have a house. It is not the 

exterior dressings of architecture that are important but what leaks out that counts. These are the 

marks and memories of living - the light switches, the wallpaper traces, the accretions of soot on 

the fireplace - the particular marks of inhabitation. The walls serve to protect this mark marking. 

Once they are removed, the unconscious of modernism is exposed: the site where the user, 

rather than the designer, leaves their marks on architectural space. Whiteread uses the terraced 

house to facilitate her interest in bringing to light the traces left on the interior that modernism 

was keen to remove. 

 
competition entry for the Victoria and Albert Museum extension (1996) as works that, in different ways, presage the “introduction 
of a changed paradigm for the composition of architecture, a paradigm that does not necessarily portend a radical change in 

direction so much as it reflects a deep nostalgia for modernism, if not the entire project of modernity.” 

Vidler, “RIBA Annual Discourse 1996-Architecture after history: nostalgia and modernity at the end of the century,” p. 177-8.  

This nostalgia for space in both theory and practice, Vidler suggests, occurs in the wake of the cybernetic void, in response to the 

collapsing of notions of time and space with developments in digital media. Given this nostalgia for space, Vidler suggests that: 
“The vituperative attacks on Rachel Whiteread’s ‘House’ might have been stimulated, not only by the politics and aesthetics of 

‘resistance’ to avant-garde art, but by her shockingly simple gesture of ‘shutting space out’, or rather, shutting us out of space. There 

is not only no room for us in the ‘House’, there is no space left either. Space is both denied and destroyed; filled, where a modernist 

or postmodernist sensibility would demand that it be opened.”  
Vidler, “RIBA Annual Discourse 1996-Architecture after history: nostalgia and modernity at the end of the century,” p. 186. 

Vidler also deems Libeskind’s ‘space filling’ competition entry for the V & A Boilerhouse addition one of many “counter-spatial 

projects all conceived within the spatial paradigm to cut against the normalizing tendencies of modernist, universal, hygienic 

space,”(Vidler, “RIBA Annual Discourse 1996-Architecture after history: nostalgia and modernity at the end of the century,” p. 

186) but at no point compares Libeskind’s work directly to Whiteread’s. Vidler chooses these two examples of architectural events 
that he sees as space filling but does not compare them to one another.  

Whilst Whiteread solidifies space, foreclosing traditional means of access to the interior, in Libeskind’s competition proposal space 

is elaborately contained, and projected access to the interior is invited. This competition brief was to design an extension that was to 

include a varied range of exhibitions spaces, educational facilities and accommodation for new methods of interactive display. 

Libeskind writes that: “The design is structured around three dimensions - the spiral movement of art and history, the interlocking of 
inside and outside and the labyrinth of discovery, taking them and translating them into a coherent ensemble of functionally related 

spaces.” 

Daniel Libeskind in Richard C. Levene and Fernando Márquez Cecilia (eds.), Daniel Libeskind 1987-1996, Vol. 80, Madrid: El 

Croquis, 1996, p. 171. 

The El Croquis monograph, which includes the production documents for Libeskind’s entry, contains a surfeit of plans, perspective 
sections, models, cladding details, horizontal sections, and vertical sections without floor planes to represent the scheme. These 

forms of architectural representation allow access to the interior of the proposal in multivalent ways, in complete contrast to 

Whiteread’s scheme, of which only a few production documents have been published.  

Libeskind’s proposal sets up dynamic and shifting relationships between inside and outside which Whiteread’s work addresses on 

the surface of the cast. In his scheme, circulation becomes a key generator for this project, one that Whiteread’s disavows. For 
example, Libeskind writes that the “seamless movement transition from place to place and floor to floor envelops the visitor in a 

unique continuity throughout the many dimensions of the museum as a whole.” 

Libeskind in Levene and Márquez Cecilia, Daniel Libeskind 1987-1996, p. 176. 
691 Vidler also suggests that House might have been influenced by the unheimlich conceptual housing experiments executed by the 

dada and surrealist artists Tristan Tzara, Dali and Matta, which were characterised by their soft, uterine interiors and impermanent 
nature, and intended as critiques of Corbusian Modernism.

 
However, he also acknowledges that the obdurate form of House 

banishes any projected occupation in perpetuity. 

Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 71. 
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The Specifics of House in Space and Time 

Modernism’s universalising tendency can also be seen in the disavowal of the impact of the 

work’s particular site and context on the reception of House. This can be seen in the writings on 

House by Vidler, Colomina, Mark Cousins, and Joanna Merwood.692 House did, however, 

become implicated with its surrounding environment, one subjected to neglect, as economic 

resources were directed toward investing in commercial precincts such as London’s Canary 

Wharf. John Bird observes that: 

House was on a sight-line to Canary Wharf with its silver topped tower and elegant 

profile a dramatic contrast to the surrounding depressed inner-city boroughs. Here the 

local is locked into the global, with homelessness as the social corollary to privatisation. 

As Canary Wharf added floor to floor to become, briefly, the tallest office building in 

Europe, so street after street of local housing was abandoned or levelled as local 

authorities were starved of the funds necessary for the realization of adequate housing 

policies.693 

Three concrete high rises, designed as social housing intended to replace the Victorian terrace 

typology, were also visible from the vast expanse of unused parkland where House stood. 

Across the road from House were three placed of worship: a Baptist Church, Jehovah’s Witness 

Church, and a Church of England, reflecting the diverse religious and cultural demographic of 

this neighbourhood.  

Doreen Massey argues that House’s controversial reception was contingent upon its place in 

space-time, awaking memories and generating thoughts about nostalgia “at a specific moment in 

space-time: a late nineteenth century house in a once-settled, now partly demolished residential 

street in the heart of London’s East End.”694 Issues regarding memory and nostalgia within the 

East End and, more specifically, the borough of Tower Hamlets where House was made had 

become, she notes, “difficult and dangerous things.”695 Within this location, Massey saw House 

as “an irruption of past time - space into a present where references to ‘the past’, and 

interpretations of the nature of that past and of the relationship between past and present, are 

key political stakes.”696 She observed that House, “through its very negation...brought home the 

true meaning of social space.”697 

 
692 In comparison, critics such as James Lingwood, Ian Sinclair, Richard Shone, and Doreen Massey have all considered House in 
relation to its site and surrounding context, and the way this area has changed over time. 
693 Bird, “Dolce Domum,” p. 118.  
694 Massey, “Space-Time and the Politics of Location,” p. 41. 
695 Massey, “Space-Time and the Politics of Location,” p. 41. 
696 Massey, “Space-Time and the Politics of Location,” p. 41. 
Massey saw House as irrupting notions of social time-space on multiple levels. She defines social time-spaces as those constructed 

out of everyday social interactions, occurring within and across domestic spaces, as well as within neighbourhoods and 

communities. This social time-space is both mobile and subject to revision and re-negotiation. She argues that House irrupted this 
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Massey criticised House, arguing that the work could have done more to challenge “the 

construction of home as once pure and now corrupted; that notion of tradition, of traditions of 

place now lost. While it said that no past is recoverable it didn’t problematise, at the level of the 

locality, the memory of what that past was.”698 However, counter to Massey, it can be argued 

that at the level of locality, House succeeded in drawing attention to issues regarding access to 

public housing in this area, including issues about urban renewal and those displaced by it.  

As well as challenging the limits of representational practices, House demonstrated a complex 

relationship to time. House bore simultaneous witness to two temporal indexes: referencing the 

patinations of age gleaned from the surfaces cast and those of the cast itself. This coalescing of 

past and present within the work created a fissure in the space-time continuum. Whiteread’s 

transformation of a terrace at the end of its life cycle ruptured relations between past and 

present. Critics have noted its equivocal relation to time, as a work that appeared to both recede 

into the annals of ancient history and anticipate future directions. Andrew Graham-Dixon 

described House as “temporally as well as spatially distorting. It is like looking at an object 

from the present that has suddenly been pitched far into the future or far into the past. An 

English Terraced house has been remade as an archaeological find.”699 Whiteread also describes 

the piece as “a little like a fossil or something that’s been excavated.”700 

Irrupting Representational Practices 

By investigating the means by which House was and potentially could be represented, one can 

further elucidate aspects of Whiteread’s sculpture and examine the extent to which her casting 

practice has impacted upon the efficacy of conventional models for architectural representation.  

Joanna Merwood has observed that House disturbs conventional forms of architectural 

representation.701 Merwood considers House “as an alternate strategy for the representation of 

built space.”702 House, she argues, attempts to:  

Capture something other than the objective, measurable dimensions of interior space. Its 

perceptual dimensions cannot be described by the conventions of architectural drawing - 

a system of representation that has become abstracted into a language with its own laws 

 
notion of time-space in three ways. Firstly, through its temporal disruption in making present an absence (the moulds construction 

called upon the house’s destruction). Secondly, in opening up private space to public scrutiny. Thirdly, by congealing space, House 

rendered the spaces within the interior out of bounds, filling in and suffocating the time-spaces of the domestic. 
See Massey, “Space-Time and the Politics of Location,” p. 36-7. 
697 Massey, “Space-Time and the Politics of Location,” p. 37. 
698 Massey, “Space-Time and the Politics of Location,” p. 48. 
699 Andrew Graham-Dixon, “This Is the House That Rachel Built,” The Independent, 2 November 1993, sec. Visual Arts: 25. 
700 Sam Flynn, Tom Hawksley, Lolc Leveque et al. Rachel Whiteread.  
701 Joanna Merwood, “Concrete Blonde: A Probe into Negative Space Where Mysteries Are Created,” in Alberto Pérez-Gómez and 

Stephen Parcell (eds.), Chora, Vol. Two, Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1996, 135-48. 
702 Merwood, “Concrete Blonde: A Probe into Negative Space Where Mysteries Are Created,” p. 137.   
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and conventions to such a degree that it has become yet another object, rather than a way 

of knowing. When a drawing is valued for itself, as a repository of architectural reality, 

its potential exploratory properties are neglected. If the representation and what it 

represents are seen as the same thing, the possibilities of both are lost.703  

Following this line of inquiry, Merwood suggests that it would be: 

Futile to describe House using the conventions of plan, section, and elevation. To do so 

would reveal nothing of its quality. Such drawings represent the positive of line (the wall 

or the boundary), never the positive of space, which is always considered as a negative. 

Since Whiteread worked with a team of architects and engineers to make House, it is 

highly likely that drawings of the work do exist, but they would be no more than a 

technical description of a series of operations. The opacity of House cannot be described 

through such conceptual abstraction.704 

Merwood’s view of drawing is narrow because, in accordance with Robin Evan’s claim, 

drawings are not neutral vehicles, but always interact with what they represent.705 In contrast to 

Merwood’s assumption that drawings produced by the artist in collaboration with architects and 

engineers “would be no more than a technical description of a series of operations,” an analysis 

of these drawings would reveal the complex ways in which the sculpture took shape over time. 

Also, whilst Whiteread’s casting practice affords space a material dimension and therefore 

complicates the way in which they might be represented via conventional means, this is not to 

say all means of attempting to represent the work are null and void. 

Countering Merwood’s claim that House is a work of sculpture that evades all attempts to 

represent it, it will be demonstrated that House irrupts representational practices. Firstly, the 

published production documents for House will be discussed. These include two sketches made 

by Whiteread (1992-1993), and two construction drawings and a computer generated model 

produced by Atelier One. 

Whiteread’s two sketches for House (fig. 186) are overlaid on photographs. In each image the 

artist has marked out her sculptural subject in correction fluid. The sculpture is wedged between 

the two neighbouring properties, archived in these photographs prior to their destruction. The 

artist frequently sketches in correction fluid and has, as discussed in Chapter 2, been interested 

in the act of drawing as tantamount to an act of erasure - making to unmake in a manner that 

complements her sculptural practice. In these drawings she blankets out the front and rear 

 
703 Merwood, “Concrete Blonde: A Probe into Negative Space Where Mysteries Are Created,” p. 144-5. 
704 Merwood, “Concrete Blonde: A Probe into Negative Space Where Mysteries Are Created,” p. 145.  
705 Evans comments: “We have to understand architectural drawing as something that defines the thing it transmits. It is not a neutral 
vehicle transporting conceptions into objects, but a medium that carries and distributes information in a particular mode. It does not 

necessarily dominate but always interacts with what it represents.”  

Evans, Translations from drawing to building, p. 199. 



 176 

elevations of her subject in correction fluid, marking out the openings in both facades in outline 

and covering the two public profiles of the building in a ghostly death shroud.  

Like a spectral entity, House was contingent upon the destruction of the subject to be made 

manifest. It signifies through absence, appearing as a ghostly apparition of a deceased estate. 

This palpable manifestation of absence is anticipated by the drawings, which foresee this breach 

between the material and immaterial worlds. This sketch anticipates the slippage of House from 

inside to outside in which the structure’s ruddied brick complexion is replaced by the spine-

chilling pallor of whitened concrete.  

The drawings also indicate that the artist has made a strategic decision to cast the second to last 

terrace. If Whiteread chose to cast the last house, there would have been less tectonic incident to 

record on one side of the work, as the wall at the end of a row of terraces is usually left blank.706 

By choosing to cast the penultimate structure, Whiteread’s House was violently rent away from 

its neighbours, publicly displaying the contents held within the party wall on its side flanks. 

Consequently, Whiteread’s finished House would provide sectional and elevational information 

about the dwelling on the same plane. 

The construction drawings produced by Atelier One lay the foundations for the transformation 

of the terrace via measured drawings. They include typical internal wall details and a wall 

elevation. The drawings anticipate the house’s sculptural transformation, and as such depict a 

concrete crust forming on the interior surfaces of the building. In the detail drawings (fig. 187) 

rendered at 1:10, a section of the existing external wall is drawn, as are the layers of concrete to 

be applied to the interior. Details of the bolting needed to reinforce the existing floors and 

ceilings are also included.  

The wall elevation adjacent to the stairs (fig. 188) indicates the disposition of the volumes and 

marks in the fireplaces as well as details to be removed from the building prior to casting. Each 

of the interior volumes has also been numbered, indicating the sequence in which the volumes 

will be cast, issuing the construction project with a temporal dimension.  

The final published production document is an oblique aerial view of a computer rendering 

which articulates the reshaping of the terraced house after its extreme makeover. (fig. 189) This 

work has some of the ghost-like qualities of Whiteread’s early sketches. In this rendering, 

however, the house is sheared away from its neighbours and all allusions to a site and context 

 
706 Muthesius, The English Terraced House, p. 5. 



 177 

have been removed. These early drawings all highlight different aspects of the project and 

demonstrate the level of complexity involved in its realisation.  

Whilst Merwood suggests that, “The opacity of House cannot be described through such 

conceptual abstraction,”707 the drawings by Atelier One were crucial in enabling this 

transformation to take place. Merwood argues that conventional drawing practices cannot be 

used to describe House because in drawing, space is the negative of line. House, by its very 

means of manufacture - giving a portion of interior space a material thickness, negated the 

efficacy of the line drawing to represent it. House troubles us, Merwood suggests, because it is 

unable to be occupied or known in this manner. However, plans, elevations and sections could 

be taken of the finished sculpture. For example, if one were to draw a section of House it would 

reveal a grey, soft centred interior, with curved contours, contrasted against the white, sugar- 

dusted profiles of the exterior skin, on which bloom traces of wall paper, light switches and 

other architectural details. By attempting this exercise one would discover more about the 

complex mechanics involved in the cast’s construction. The transformation wrought on the 

domestic interior to facilitate this dermabrasion would be expressed, bringing the manner of its 

idiosyncratic construction to light.  

There were a number of other ways in which people tried to draw out House’s secrets. 

Colomina has noted that Whiteread took great pains to get to know her work, inviting Tony 

Parker, the author of Life After Life: Interviews with Twelve Murderers (1990), and The 

Violence in Our Lives: Interviews with Life-Sentence Prisoners in America (1995), to interview 

House, to “draw a story” out of it: an invitation the author declined.708 

Whiteread was aware of the aberrant nature of her sculptural interventions on the domicile: an 

act of violence issued against the supposedly inviolable locus of domestic space. She sought out 

someone experienced in probing the psychological interiors of psychopaths to interview her 

sculpture. She was prepared to place her own architectural intervention ‘on the couch,’ to 

discover, via the skill of a professional criminal interviewer, what secrets it might be hiding 

from her. 

Volleys of questions were also asked of this mute form by the general public. Some were 

graffitied onto its surfaces. One disgruntled viewer, demanded WOT FOR? This was shortly 

followed by another asking Why not? (fig. 190) House soon became a surface on which people 

 
707 Merwood, “Concrete Blonde: A Probe into Negative Space Where Mysteries Are Created,” p. 145.  
708 Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 72. 
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inscribed their grievances: “HOMES FOR ALL BLACK + WHITE” was daubed on one 

elevation, and “THIS HOUSE IS A NICE HOME” on another. (fig. 191, fig. 192) 

Conclusion 

Whiteread’s House was deprived of life. The traces of this life leaked their way to the exterior 

surfaces of the sculpture. Details found within the interior were cast out into the public domain 

for scrutiny. In architectural publications one rarely sees photographs of such details. Whiteread 

prompts these indexical signs of everyday life to leak out toward the surface of architecture. 

House can be seen as a porous entity that sprung multiple leaks. Breaches in its material 

contiguity were found in the vestiges of the original structure left in the finished cast. The treads 

and risers leaked out, as too did the floor joists and sections of brick internal walls. Whiteread 

used the term “scars”709 to describe the incursions that compromised the sculptures monolithic 

materiality. Derek Stollar identified the visceral quality of this vestigial structure, observing that 

the contrast between the jagged ends of the inner walls and the timber floor joists, “and the 

faultless smooth concrete representing volumes…Spoke of the un-noticed inner-structure, 

giving it life. I almost expected to see them bleed.”710 House also created cracks in historical 

continuums and prised open discussions on the nature of representational practices such as 

modelling and drawing.  

On November 23, 1993, one month after the completion of House, Whiteread was awarded the 

prestigious Turner Prize at the Tate Gallery. The same evening, she was voted the worst artist in 

Britain and awarded 40,000 pounds by the K Foundation.711 The Bow Neighbourhood Council 

made another decision that evening, to demolish House by the end of November. The 

demolition order was contested, and the issue was taken to the House of Commons. The artist 

explained how the sculpture’s fate was sealed: 

I didn’t want it to stay up forever, but it was just really giving it a sort of stay of 
execution. But when the politician talked to the lawyers they said: ‘No, it’s impossible, 

because ……it’s a brand new building’…the outside of the house was 120 years old, but 

 
709 Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” p. 79.  
710 Derek Stollar, “Museum Art Is Better Than No Art at All,” The Evening Chronicle, 24 January 1994: page number unknown. 
711 The K Foundation, created by the agitprop rock musicians The KLF (consisting of Bill Drummond and Jimmy Cauty) spent 

135,000 pounds on an advertising campaign to choose the worst artists in Britain. The campaign was intended to contest what they 

perceived as the “self serving nature of the establishment art world.” Their shortlist matched the four artists nominated for  the 
Turner Prize, and Whiteread won both awards. The same evening Whiteread was awarded the Turner Prize, she was also presented 

with forty thousand pounds nailed to a picture frame by a representative of the K Foundation on the steps of the Tate Gallery. 

Whiteread gave this money to Shelter, a charity for the homeless, and also awarded 11 grants to young artists. For more information 

on the K Foundation and their involvement in the Turner Prize see: 

Robin Stringer, “Bizarre Night as 60,000 Pound Sculptor Is Best and Worst,” Evening Standard, 24 November 1993: 3.  
David Lister, “The Choice Is Yours,” Modern Painters, December (1993): 10. 

Neil Spencer, “A Guerilla Raid on the Arts Establishment,” The Observer, 31 Oct. 1993, sec. Arts: 6. 

Susannah Herbert and Victoria Combe, “Balaclava Bonus for Turner Winner,” Daily Telegraph, 24 Nov. 1993, p. 1.  
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that was gone. The inside of the house was a brand-new building, however, so that you 

could not put a preservation order on it.712 

The construction processes employed in making the work were to lay the foundations for its 

premature demise.713 The construction of the sculpture belied the request to grant House 

clemency. House, subject to the exigencies of building requirements, made its entry into the 

architectural realm, thereby authorising its destruction. House was still, by law, a house. It could 

not survive because it trespassed disciplinary borders. However, after some negotiations,714 

House was offered a brief respite. It was allowed to remain standing until January 12, 1994. In 

all, more than 100,000 people flocked to see House during its 10-week life.715 The project that 

had taken years to plan and months to cast, was demolished in thirty minutes.716 (fig. 193) 

 Whiteread never intended for the work to be a long-standing monument. She comments: 

“House is to do with memory and ultimately it will become just that …House makes a point 

about the smallness and fragility of the spaces we actually live in, worry about, decorate…all 

those things that are part of life.”717 

 
712 Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” in Gabriele Detterer, (ed.), Art Recollection-Artists Interviews and Statements in the 

Nineties, p. 267.  
713 Thomas, “The Making of House: Technical Notes,” p. 129.  
714 In a twelve-hour period, 3,500 signatures were collected on-site in favour of preserving House. 

Lingwood, Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 144. 
715 Andrew Graham-Dixon, “Artless Earthmover Finally Brings 'House' Down,” The Independent, 12 January 1994: 8.  
716 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 140. 
717 Button, The Turner Prize, p. 98. 
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Chapter 9 

 

Under Destruction: Demolished 

The condemned building and demoted interior are the mainstays of Whiteread’s sculptural, 

photographic, and print practices. The artist employs these indexical mediums to archive 

furniture, interior fittings, rooms, and entire houses that are scheduled for, or subject to, 

demolition. Critic Jeremy Lewinson comments: 

Whiteread’s screen-printed photographs, Demolished, published in the aftermath of the 

demolition of her landmark sculpture House, are a trigger to evoke the memory of that 

lost icon as well as a memorial to 1960s urban blight and the death throes of the 

modernist dream.718  

Both Whiteread’s sculpture House (October 1993-January 1994), a concrete cast of the interior 

of a Victorian terraced house in London’s East End, and Demolished, 1996, her screen-print 

series recording the implosion of tower blocks in the same vicinity, were gleaned from 

decommissioned structures that were prematurely evacuated and eventually destroyed. 

The subjects of Whiteread’s Demolished screen-prints iterate the interdisciplinary anxiety that 

can be seen at work in her House sculpture. For this series, her photographic subjects were post-

war British Point Blocks of statuesque deportments. These particular Point Blocks will be 

shown to have made good sculpture at the expense of their inhabitability.  

This chapter will look at the ways in which the screen-prints exhibit a poverty of resolution. The 

poverty of resolution exists in Whiteread’s chosen form of representation and in the buildings 

themselves, which were subject to system building failure.  

The Demolished series consists of a portfolio of twelve duo-tone screen-prints that were 

produced with between 5 and 8 mezzotint screens719 per print plus varnish and were printed on 

310g Somerset Tub-Sized satin watercolour paper.720 Completed in 1996, they comprise a  

 
718 Jeremy Lewinson, “Contemporary British Art in Print?” in Patrick Elliott (ed.), Contemporary Art in Print, London: Booth 

Clibborn Editions, 2001, p. 17. 
719 A mezzotint screen is “a random dot screen used for photographic screen-prints, as opposed to a mechanically-generated dot 

screen.” 

Elliott, Contemporary Art in Print, p. 341. 
720  Rachel Whiteread’s Demolished print portfolio contains twelve duo tone screen-prints, printed at Coriander Ltd, London. There 

are 35 numbered copies of the portfolio and 10 artists proof copies. The prints are encased in a black buckram covered wooden box. 
Each set of prints includes a title page and colophon designed by Phil Baines. The prints were published by Charles Booth-Clibborn 

under his imprint, The Paragon Press, in 1996.  

Information taken from folio of screen-prints viewed by the author at The Tate Gallery, Millbank, London, 2000. 
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photographic record of the implosion of system-built Point Blocks constructed in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s on the Trowbridge and Clapton Park Estates in the borough of Hackney, East 

London. The Point Blocks were imploded between October 1993 and June 1995.721  

Whiteread has said that “the streets and scrap yards of London” are her “sketchbook.”722 Her 

early works were inspired by the journeys from her home to her studio, through derelict 

Hackney, where the necropolis of abandoned household furniture she found littering the streets 

became her raw sculptural material. As an ardent photographer, Whiteread has amassed a large 

archive of images of architectural structures and objects gleaned from this area.723 In works from 

her Furniture Series (1992-98), such as Wardrobe and Bed (fig. 194) and Bathtub (fig. 195), 

both from 1993, she records the domestic debris left out in the cold on East London’s 

pavements. In other photographs, she archives large-scale architectural projects under 

construction. (fig. 196) 

Whiteread’s fascination with particular areas of London reflects her personal history. Her first 

room casting, Ghost, was taken from a house in Archway Road, North London, close to where 

the artist grew up. House was also made close to home, about a mile from where she lived in 

East London.724 All the Point Blocks in the Demolished series were a short distance from 

House.725  

Whiteread has expressed an interest in the mass-housing projects developed under the auspices 

of the London County Council (LCC) in post-war London. Many of these projects were 

concentrated in East London. These housing projects were influenced by both the Garden City 

and Radiant City movements, the former pioneered by Englishman Ebenezer Howard in 1898, 

and the latter introduced by Le Corbusier in 1923. Whiteread’s screen-print series Demolished 

documents these types of housing projects being blown-up. Regarding the projects, Whiteread 

comments: 

We ended up in the 1960s with these residential building complexes that I suppose 

symbolized hope, and were full of optimism and good intentions, but had a very different 

 
721 Ruth Slavid identifies five housing estates that were to be transformed under the auspices of Hackney’s Comprehensive Estates 

Initiative (CEI), which include the two estates under demolition in Whiteread’s screen-prints. 

Ruth Slavid, “Radical Housing Initiative Puts Tenants in Control,” Architects Journal, 204, 17, November 7 (1996): 29. 
722 Bragg, South Bank Show.  
723 Wendy Weitman notes that the medium of photography is closely allied to casting, “in its documentary potential and 

reproductive nature, as well as its remove from the artistic touch. In exploring this photographic aspect of her work, printmaking 

provided an intriguing vehicle.”  

Wendy Weitman, Rachel Whiteread: Demolished, New York: Museum of Modern Art Department of Prints and Illustrated Books, 

1997, p. 1. 
724 Patrick Elliott, “Sculpting Nothing: An Introduction to the Work of Rachel Whiteread,” in Lisa Corrin, Patrick Elliott and Andrea 

Schlieker, Rachel Whiteread, London: National Galleries of Scotland & Serpentine Gallery, 2001, p. 11. 
725 Elliott, Contemporary Art in Print, p. 309. 
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outcome in reality. I made a series of prints a long time ago called Demolished (1996), 

which documented these types of towers being blown up in the 1990s.726 

The Point Block typology was introduced at Portsmouth Road (Alton East) at Roehampton, and 

it signalled the beginning of the LCC’s new domestic architecture. By 1965, the LCC had built 

more than a hundred of these multi-storey structures.727 Inspired by the Swedish ‘punkhus’ type, 

built in Stockholm in the mid 1940s, Point Blocks are characterised by their slender shape and 

outline.728 In 1952, the architect Hugh Casson referred to an example of the Point Block 

typology designed by H. Klemming in 1948 in Karrtörp, Stockholm (fig. 197), as a “sculpture in 

space.”729 The flats in Point Blocks are compactly arranged around a stair, lift, and service core. 

Unlike Slab Blocks, they were amenable to small or hilly sites because they cast less of a 

shadow on the surrounding landscape.730 One disadvantage of Point Blocks was that few flats 

received the optimum amount of light.731 Poor system-built construction and maintenance 

contributed to the unpopularity of tower blocks, but those that remain and have been subject to 

structural repairs are now much in demand.732 

The British architects Alison and Peter Smithson, proponents of the New Brutalism,733 made 

their disdain for the Point Block typology clear in their book of urban theories, Ordinariness 

and Light. They saw it as one of a number of forms that failed to facilitate the establishment of 

communities within high-rise residential buildings. The Point Block, they argued:  

Led to a form of vertical living in which the family is deprived of its essential outdoor 

life, and contact with other families is difficult if not impossible on the narrow balconies 

and landings that are their sole means of communion and communication. Furthermore, 

outside one’s immediate neighbour’s (often limited to three in Point Blocks) the 

possibilities of forming the friendships, which constitute the ‘extended family’, are made 

 
726 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 48.  
727 Miles Glendinning and Stefan Muthesius, Tower Block: Modern Public Housing in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 

Ireland, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994, p. 58. 
728 Miles Glendinning and Stefan Muthesius, “Continuity and Change: Social Housing Types in the Postwar Reconstruction Era,” 

Architectural Design 70, 4 (2000): 30. 
729 Glendinning and Muthesius, Tower Block, p. 54. 
730 “Owing to the compressed plan, point block construction was less systematized than in the case of slab blocks. Many more walls, 

proportionately speaking, had to be load bearing, and crosswall planning was hardly possible. Internal layouts were more complex, 

as it was necessary to balance the cost advantages and arguably greater aesthetic elegance of a compact, square plan against the 

requirements of ventilation, lighting and fire precaution, which might be satisfied more easily with short projecting wings. Matters 

were made easier in London from 1954, when a new fire code required only one incombustible staircase. The sub-varieties of these 
two point-block-plan families were probably uncountable, but the most ubiquitous layout by the time of massed reproduction in the 

mid-1960s featured a central lift core and either four or six one/two bedroom flats on each upper floor. Larger flats of three or more 

bedrooms, and certainly maisonettes, were more difficult to fit into the more compact setting of the point block.” 

Glendinning and Muthesius, “Continuity and Change: Social Housing Types in the Postwar Reconstruction Era,” p. 30.  
731 Glendinning and Muthesius, “Continuity and Change: Social Housing Types in the Postwar Reconstruction Era,” p. 30. 
732 Peter Hetherington, “From Eyesore to Icon: Rebirth of the Council Tower Blocks,” The Guardian, 30 June 2003: page number 

unknown.  

John Cunningham, “Tower Blocks to Make a Comeback,” The Guardian, 28 February 2001: page number unknown. 
733 The Smithson’s, who spearheaded this movement in Britain argued that Brutalism placed an emphasis upon “the cultural 

objectives of society, its urges, its techniques and so on. Brutalism tries to face up to a mass-production society, and drag a rough 
poetry out of the confused and powerful forces which are at work. Up to now Brutalism has been discussed stylistically, whereas its 

essence is ethical.”  

Alison and Peter Smithson in Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 66.  
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difficult by the complete absence of horizontal communication at the same level, and the 

ineffectiveness of vertical communication.734  

Instead of this typology the Smithson’s proposed that, “High densities in the centre of cities 

must be maintained…. by building high; but point blocks were to be rejected in favour of slabs, 

linked by ‘streets in the air’ where people could mingle.”735 The Smithson’s competition entry 

for the New Flats at Golden Lane in London (1952) previewed their design concept, which 

moved the rue intérieur of Le Corbusier’s Unité to the extremity of the building. Their scheme 

for an eleven-storey building provided three levels of pedestrian or ‘street’ decks, where the 

exterior of the block became a twelve-foot wide walkway.736 

It was not only the design of Point Blocks that was placed under question by architects such as 

the Smithson’s. Their constructional integrity was also suspect. A number of system built tower 

blocks, constructed in the 1960s, were poorly built and subject to a progressive weakening of 

the structure.737 The most infamous of these was the collapse of Canning Town’s Ronan Point in 

1968, killing three people.738 When the final decision was made to demolish an estate it was 

based on a number of criteria: typically because it was deemed uninhabitable due to structural 

failure where repair costs would be prohibitive, or when the estate became a ‘behavioural 

sink.’739 

The estates that feature in Demolished had low occupancy levels and problems with heating and 

moisture penetration.740 On the Trowbridge Estate, “The French Cebus-Bory system employed 

had been used in Algeria and was apparently never intended for developments of more than 11 

storeys.”741 At twenty-one storeys high, the Trowbridge Estate was structurally incapacitated by 

its over-riding ambition. System building failure, it could be argued, meant that premature 

destruction was insinuated in the very act of construction itself. From the outset, these tower 

blocks, like Whiteread’s House, were condemned buildings. The gesture of constructional 

nihilism at work in the production of House is also at work, in a complementary fashion, in the 

subjects of Whiteread’s Demolished screen-prints. 

 
734 Alison and Peter Smithson, Ordinariness and Light: Urban Theories 1952-60, and Their Application in a Building Project 1963-

70, London: Faber and Faber, 1970, p. 50-52. 
735 Saint, Park Hill: What Next? p. 30. 
736 For a discussion of the Smithson’s competition entry for Golden Lane see Alison and Peter Smithson, Ordinariness and Light, p. 
44-61.   
737 Katherine Shonefield, Walls Have Feelings: Architecture, Film and the City, London: Routledge, 2000, p. 32. 
738 National Community Development Project, Whatever happened to Council Housing? p. 24. 
739 Alison Ravetz, Council Housing and Culture: The History of a Social Experiment, London: Routledge, 2001, p. 187. 
740 Slavid comments: “They had void levels (empty homes) of about 20 per cent, and significant levels of rent arrears. There were 
physical problems in terms of heating and damp and also serious problems of image.” 

Slavid, “Radical housing initiative puts tenants in control,” p. 29. 
741 “What Happened at Trowbridge,” Architects Journal, 182, 46, November 13 (1985): 32. 
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Ruth Slavid, writing about the demolition of three of the six tower blocks on the Nightingale 

Estate in Hackney in 1996, identifies what she deems an unsuccessful collaboration between 

architecture and sculpture. She comments: “The blocks do have a dramatic presence, standing 

directly behind Hackney Downs, but the council is not in the business of making sculptural 

statements at the expense of its tenants’ wishes.”742 Architecture, unlike sculpture, is answerable 

to the requirements of tenants and cannot ‘sustain’ the sculptural gesture at the expense of 

occupancy levels. The ‘sculptural,’ as used in the quotation above, must always cede to the 

requirements of its users: any over plus of the former will, it seems, inevitably lead to a 

structure’s demise or pejorative assessment. Both House and the images of Point Blocks in 

Demolished made good sculptural statements at the expense of occupation. 

The Demolished works comprise an archive in which the destruction of private space becomes a 

public spectacle. Building implosions tend to attract large audiences, who come to witness 

architecture’s demise. Helene Liss has written of the adrenaline rush that accompanies the 

countdown to demolition whereby: 

Observers hold their breath as the counter approaches ‘one.’ A series of loud noises are 

heard, and everyone watches and waits. Demonstrating expert choreography, the building 

bends and folds in on itself. The onlookers catch their breath, and applause erupts through 

the crowd.743 

The Demolished prints, rendered in negative striations of time, compose a slow-motion 

narrative of this destruction. The prints were organised into three categories designated A, B 

and C. The stages of the three demolitions were documented in three photographs taken from 

the same viewpoint, while a fourth photograph of each site was taken from a different location.  

The photographs for Series A (fig. 198, fig. 199) were taken in October 1993, the same month 

House was unveiled. The series begins with an image of all five twenty-storey tower blocks on 

the Clapton Park Estate prior to implosion. This image is followed by two prints of the 

Ambergate and Norbury Court tower blocks, visible at the rear, under destruction. They are 

eclipsed by clouds of demolition-induced smoke that, in the first print, resemble cumulus 

formations and, in the second, as the smoke begins to dissipate, gain the qualities of a thick 

morning mist, without form or consistency. The series is completed with an image taken from 

another vantage point on the green belt, depicting the demolition spoils deposited in the 

basement of one of the felled structures.  

 
742 Slavid, “Radical housing initiative puts tenants in control,” p. 29.  
743 Helene Liss, Demolition: The Art of Demolishing, Dismantling, Imploding, Toppling and Razing, New York: Black Dog and 

Leventhal Publishers, Inc., 2000, p. 44. 
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The inclusion of spectators in the first three images lends this series an allegiance to the 

documentary record of building implosion that attracts curious onlookers. When taking these 

photographs, the artist observed the ambivalent responses to the estate’s destruction: “It was 

strange: some people were celebrating and others were crying because these were their homes. 

You can look at it in two ways, as an optimistic view of London or as a pessimistic view of 

London. I was trying to capture that in these prints.”744 

For Series B and C however, Whiteread adopted strategic vantage points to avoid the crowds.745 

Series B (fig. 200, fig. 201), photographed in March 1995, presents the implosion of the 

Bakewell and Repton Court blocks left standing in the foreground of Series A. Whiteread’s 

vantage point has shifted to the green belt that the towers overlooked. The structures are seen 

face on rather than end on, as in Series A. Series B begins with an image of the blocks already 

under destruction, with plumes of smoke simmering up from the base of the structure on the 

right. The banners tied near the top of the tower advertise the explosive prowess of the 

Controlled Demolition Group enlisted to implode the mighty behemoths. By the second image, 

the right hand building has collapsed and the left hand structure succumbs. Behind the 

threadbare profiles of deciduous trees lining the boundary of the greenbelt, capacious miasmas 

bloom from the foundations of the towers. The thick agglomerations of billowing cloud in the 

second and third photographs in this series lend the images apocalyptic resonances. The final 

image in Series B, taken from another viewpoint, captures the clouds from demolition merging 

with their celestial foil. 

The form of the cloud is the complete antithesis of the rigid geometries of the tower blocks. 

Hubert Damisch writes that the cloud “contradicts the very idea of outline and delineation and 

through its relative insubstantiality constitutes a negation of the solidity, permanence, and 

identity that define shape, in the classic sense of the term.”746 A body seemingly without 

substance, the cloud is an index of temporality. The play of light the cloud initiates on the 

terrestrial realm fleetingly sculpts it into foreground or relief, for, as Edward Morris has noted, 

“In a landscape it is the clouds, as they partially or wholly obscure the sun, that control the 

nature and fall of the light and thus also the chiaroscuro of the landscape.”747 In the Demolished 

prints the chiaroscuro these formless bodies generate is mimicked by their explosively induced 

simulacra, which gain gradation over time.  

 
744 Elliott, Contemporary Art in Print, p. 309. 
745 Elliott, Contemporary Art in Print, p. 309. 
746 Hubert Damisch, The Theory of /Cloud/: Toward a History of Painting, Trans. Janet Lloyd, California: Stanford University Press, 
2002, p. 15. 
747 Edward Morris (ed.), Constable’s Clouds: Paintings and Colour Studies by John Constable, Edinburgh: National Galleries of 

Scotland and National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside, 2000, p. 10. 
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These Point Blocks were victim to moisture penetration, letting in the formless substance that 

would determine their premature liquidation. In a paradoxical gesture, the building’s swan song 

is shrouded by a form of atmospheric reclamation. In its death throes, the permeable structure 

assumes the guise of its voluble opponent: the nimbus rain-cloud. 

Many of Whiteread’s sculptural practices render negative space concrete. In Demolished, the 

artist compiles a photographic record of the surrender of the concrete to the ephemeral. The 

implosions draw the viewer’s attention not only to the buildings but the negative space 

surrounding them, both of which are obfuscated by smoke. Patrick Elliot notes that, “In the 

sequence of prints the buildings are presented as solids and negatives, their upright, 

anthropomorphic forms replaced in the final image by empty space.”748 The process of 

transformation that the buildings undergo is of critical concern. Matter is dematerialised, as 

solidity gives way to the concretisation, however fleetingly, of negative space. 

Series C (fig. 202, fig. 203), taken in June 1995, presents the demolition of three twenty-one-

storey tower blocks: Hannington Point, Hilmarton Point, and Deverill Point on the Trowbridge 

Estate, in London E9. The first in this series of photographs was taken a few days before the 

structures were demolished, “in order to obtain a clear shot of all four tower blocks together.”749 

The second image shows the three condemned tower blocks, the first of which has been toppled. 

Clouds of smoke pour out from the frayed edges of the structure as it succumbs. In the third 

print, one lone tower block is visible. The final image shows the veiled silhouette of this tower 

block. The series remains incomplete, in that there is still the shadow of the object remaining, 

suggesting that all is not yet lost.  

Building implosion was enlisted to euthanise these terminal patients. During the initial 

preparations for implosion, demolition experts inspect the structure, frequently with the aid of 

architectural drawings. This is done in order to understand the ‘true nature of the building’, and 

facilitate the placement of explosives within it. In an act of constructional negation, also at work 

in the production of Whiteread’s House, blueprints were enlisted to undermine the building they 

were designed to create. The colouration of Whiteread’s Demolished prints is also reminiscent 

of the indelible carbon impressions that characterise this form of architectural drawing.  

Helene Liss comments that after studying the blueprints the implosion team then: 

Complete their own drawings and calculations to assess how many explosives will be 

required. Test blasts are completed on columns to assess the strength of explosive 

 
748 Elliott, Contemporary Art in Print, p. 309. 
749 Elliott, Contemporary Art in Print, p. 309. 
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required to ‘fracture or eliminate them’. Following this is the ‘loading of the building 

with explosives’ into holes drilled into strategic columns and load-bearing walls. Once 

the building has been loaded and prepared adjacent streets are closed off to traffic.750 

Implosion involves the strategic placement of explosives within a structure which, when 

detonated, unleashes the gravity trapped within it, causing the building to collapse and fold in 

upon itself. As the floors give way, air (accounting for approximately 85% of the buildings 

composition)751 is compressed, resulting in a tremolo accompaniment to the buildings decline. 

The temporal dimension is also crucial to implosion, which requires “the careful ordering and 

timing of these explosives. In order to achieve this, the charges are connected with explosive 

cord. The first charge is set, and the rest follow in a carefully orchestrated manner.”752 The 

direction of the collapse is carefully rehearsed and conducted through delay systems used to 

knock out supports on one side of the building first so debris will tend to fall in that direction.753  

The compaction of air wrought through implosion has an analogue in Whiteread’s 

concretisations of negative space. The artist has said that she likes the notion of the sculptures 

being like “the mould of an explosion, or maybe an ‘implosion’, like casting a black hole.”754 

Critic James Yood, in a review of a show by Whiteread at the Museum of Contemporary Art in 

1993/4, has also likened looking at Whiteread’s work to the experience of “watching an 

apartment building being torn down, where for fleeting moments there are glimpses into rooms 

totally stripped of human presence, but still imbued with human drama.”755 

Poverty of Resolution 

Whiteread’s negative casts and Demolished screen-prints demonstrate, in the artist’s choice of 

subject matter and technique, a ‘poverty of resolution.’ This is a not a pejorative assessment of 

the work, but rather identifies a strategic predilection in Whiteread’s oeuvre with stopping 

creative processes at an intermediate phase. This impoverishment, in terms of her sculptural 

subjects, refers to her choice of objects from which to cast: objects removed from domestic 

environs that have take up lodgings in architectural salvage yards and second-hand shops. The 

subjects of Demolished were also identified by the Council as inhospitable to tenancy and were 

condemned to death. 

 
750 Liss, Demolition, p. 44. 
751 Liss, Demolition, p. 45. 
752 Liss, Demolition, p. 44. 
753 Liss, Demolition, p. 45. 
754 Francessco Bonami, “The Nothingness Supplied with Space,” in Gilda Williams (ed.), Art from the UK, Munich: Sammlung 

Goetz, 1997, p. 159. 
755 James Yood, “Rachel Whiteread: Museum of Contemporary Art,” Artforum 32, January (1994): 94. 
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Whiteread’s subjects, cast from the demoted object or inside the decanted domicile, are 

perennially maintained in their intermediary state as negatives, subverting traditional casting 

practices by thwarting the reproductive potential of the mould. The artist’s negative castings are 

frequently described by critics as having allegiances to photography, in particular to the 

photographic negative.756 Like the photographic negative that inverts the relation between solid 

and void, Whiteread’s sculptures concretise the ineffable space surrounding objects and 

interiors. Whiteread ordains the ineffable space with mass and volume. Rebecca Comay has 

identified the similarities between photography and sculpture. She observes that: 

The history of photography is bound up with the history of casting to such an intimate 

degree that it not only shares the latter’s basic vocabulary (negative/positive, editions, 

enlargements, etc) but indeed takes the latter as its exemplary subject. As if reflexively 

registering what is essential about its own medium, early photography finds in the fossil 

and in the plaster cast - two favourite props of the 19th-century studio still life’s - a 

specular object for its own self-investigations.757 

Like the analogies made between Whiteread’s sculptures and the photographic negative, the 

artist’s use of the screen-print medium also resists the full-recovery, or photographic 

development, of the archival record from which they were derived. For example, the 

Demolished Series was created by enlarging 35mm coloured slides that were reproduced as 

photo-screen-prints in black and white. The artist removes the colour from the original image 

before reprinting the image onto watercolour paper. This renders the image monochrome and 

assigns it a slightly granular appearance due to the texture of the paper.  

Demolished was Whiteread’s second foray into the medium of screen-printing. When the artist’s 

chosen subject for her first venture into printmaking was unavailable,758 Whiteread looked 

through architecture books for inspiration.759 Her first screen-print was based on a found colour 

photograph by Camillo José Vergara. This photograph was of a mausoleum under construction 

at the Queen of Heaven Cemetery in Southern California. The photograph was published in a 

book on American cemeteries entitled Silent Cities.760 (fig. 204) Booth Clibborn, the publishers 

of the print portfolio London, (1992), acquired the original transparency from Vergara to enable 

 
756Sarah Kent in a discussion of how one might approach one of Whiteread’s plaster floor pieces has commented, “The only way to 
make sense of the work is to visualize it as the sculptural equivalent of a photographic negative: solid becoming voids, and the 

spaces between structural elements being occupied by plaster.” 

Kent, “Rachel Whiteread,” p. 86. 
757 Comay writes: “The earliest known print by Daguerre himself (Still Life, 1837) features decapitated plaster cherub heads gazing 

vacantly into the empty space of the photograph: death confronts the viewer in the most kitschy symbol of resurrection.”  
Rebecca Comay, “Memory Block,” Art & Design, 12, 7/8 (1997): 74.  
758 Elliott wrote that Whiteread’s “initial idea was to photograph the primitive operating table in the Old Herb Garret, now preserved 

as a museum within St Thomas’s Hospital, London.” 

Patrick Elliott and Jeremy Lewinson, Contemporary British Art in Print, London: Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art & The 

Paragon Press, 1995, p. 50. 
759 Kent, “Rachel Whiteread,” p. 87. 
760 Kenneth T. Jackson and Camilo José Vergara, Silent Cities: The Evolution of the American Cemetery, New York: Princeton 

Architectural Press, 1989. 
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Whiteread to generate the screen-print.761 The print depicts a grid of concrete cells or cubicles, 

which were to be covered by a marble façade once the bodies were placed inside the structure.  

Whiteread’s adaptation of Vergara’s print, entitled Mausoleum Under Construction, 1992 (after 

a photograph by Camillo José Vergara, 1985), (four-colour screen-print with mezzotint screens, 

71 x 88cm; image size 55.6 x 79cm), was enlarged and converted into black and white. 762 (fig. 

205) This work pre-empted the Demolished Series both in terms of its chosen subject and 

technique.  

The photograph Whiteread appropriated illustrates an intermediate stage of construction, just as 

her negative casts depict an intermediate process in making sculpture. The artist described this 

structure as being, “like a block of flats, buildings that you constantly see being constructed, or 

demolished. It was also like a grid, or a minimalist work like a Judd.”763 Aspects of 

contemporary sculpture and domestic architecture inhere in this funerary structure. Sarah Kent 

saw the artist’s judicious selection of her subject as being “an ironic comment on the similarity 

of the accommodation built for the living and the dead.”764 

During the transformation of Vergara’s documentary photograph into a screen-print, Whiteread 

edits out some details found in the original. The colour photograph is converted into black and 

white and the detritus in the original picture is removed, eliminating all signs of human 

presence. On enlarging the original photograph it was found to contain “a coke-can in one of the 

sections, so this was edited out.”765 She tightly cropped the photograph to remove the ends of the 

structure. She also eliminated all but a thin strip of cloud cover from the image.  

The chromophobic predilection at work in Mausoleum Under Construction is also at work in 

Demolished. In the Demolished series, the grey scaling of the photographs ordain the images of 

building implosion with a timeless quality that pre-antiquates them. This chromatic reduction 

also serves to evade stark contrasts between the celestial and terrestrial realms, obfuscating 

distinctions between the natural cloud cover and its explosively induced counterpart. The 

penumbral haze and graininess of the prints also results from ‘blowing up’ the photographic 

 
761 Mausoleum Under Construction was part of the group print Portfolio called London, 1992, consisting of 11 prints by 11 artists, 

resident in London at the time of publication. The Portfolio was produced in an edition of 65 sets numbered 1-65, of which 40, 

numbered 1 to 40 are portfolio sets, and 41 to 65 are the artists’ copies. Artists included were: Dominic Denis, Angus Fairhurst, 

Damien Hirst, Michael Landy, Langlands and Bell, Nicholas May, Marc Quinn, Marcus Taylor, Gavin Turk, Rachel Whiteread, and 
Craig Wood. 

Elliott and Lewinson, Contemporary British Art in Print, p. 46.  
762 Mausoleum Under Construction, 1992 (after a photograph by Camillo José Vergara, 1985, Four-colour screen-print with 

mezzotint screens, 71 x 88cm; image size 55.6 x 79cm). Image transferred photographically onto screens and printed.  
763 Iwona Blazwick, “Rachel Whiteread in Conversation with Iwona Blazwick,” in Jan Debbaut and Selma Klein Essink (eds.), 
Rachel Whiteread, p. 11. 
764 Kent, “Rachel Whiteread,” p. 87. 
765Elliott and Lewinson, Contemporary British Art in Print, p. 50. 
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images and printing them onto watercolour paper.766 This graininess endows the prints with a 

haptic counterweight that documentary photographs tend to lack. 

While Whiteread’s first print documented the construction of a piece of architecture that had 

been designed to hold the dematerialising body, in the Demolished prints, the architecture that 

contains the living body is dematerialised. A building under construction is replaced by one 

under destruction. The Demolished prints have been identified by critic Patrick Elliot as 

immured in funerary terrain. He likens them to, “obituary photographs, fixing a moment 

eternally in the present.”767 In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes has elaborated upon the effects of 

photography on its prey, arguing that that the destruction of the subject is expediently 

undertaken by the opening and closing of the camera shutter.768 This gesture marks the passing 

over from subject to object, life to death, sealed in place by “the mortiferous layer of the 

pose.”769 Following this logic, in the Demolished prints there is an apparent complicity between 

the mortifying predilections of photography and Whiteread’s chosen subject matter, 

architecture. In Demolished, the totemic structures seem to surrender to the pre-requisite 

demands of this medium, literally losing their dimensions. 

Nigel Henderson’s Photographs 

The Demolished screen-prints have parallels, in both their subject matter and technique, with the 

work of photographer and member of the Independent Group, Nigel Henderson.770 (fig. 206) The 

Smithson’s were heavily influenced by Henderson’s photographic observations of community 

life on the streets of Bethnal Green, in particular his documentary style photographs of the 

neighbourhood. Kenneth Frampton suggests that the work of Henderson and his wife Judith, an 

anthropologist, “were to play a crucial role in the maturation of their sensibility over their first 

fifteen years of practice.”771 Henderson’s images also inspired the Smithson’s concept of ‘street 

 
766 The author studied these works at the Tate Gallery Archives, Millbank, London in 2000. 
767 Elliott, Contemporary Art in Print, p. 309. 
768 Rosalind Krauss has observed that Barthes has already provided the framework in which Whiteread’s work might be understood. 
She writes: 

“Indeed Barthes has already written the outlines of a critical text on Whiteread’s art, in his own consideration of photography as a 

kind of traumatic death mask which is paradoxically both ‘structured’ (thus constructed in terms of the paradigms or oppositions 

that undergird semiosis) and ‘asymbolic’, a paradox that leads Barthes to say in the face of photography, ‘I have no other resource 

than this irony: to speak of the “nothing to say”. So that when he refers to all those photographers rushing around in an effort to 
capture reality as being ‘agents of Death’, this association is given its point by the further consideration of how death could possibly 

fit in a society without ritual, without rites, without religion, which is to say a culture gripped by modernity.” 

Rosalind Krauss, “X Marks the Spot,” in Fiona Bradley (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Shedding Life, p. 76-7. 
769 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, Trans. Richard Howard, London: Vintage, 2000, p. 15. 
770 Anne Massey notes that The Independent Group, commonly ordained the ‘Fathers of Pop” consisted of, “young artists, architects 
and writers who….came to Modernism fresh from their wartime experiences…... Inspired by the philosophy of logical positivism 

and existentialism, the Group arrived at a new understanding of modernism which emphasised the history of science and technology 

and gloried the disorder of human existence as opposed to the preciousness of metaphysical art.” 

Anne Massey, The Independent Group: Modernism and Mass Culture in Britain 1945-59, Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 1995, p. 33. 
771 Frampton identifies one particular image of the street as inspiring the Smithson’s: 

“This is the street as it appears in Uppercase 3 of 1956, where, in a photograph by Nigel Henderson, the terrace housing is festooned 

with patriot flags on the occasion of St George’s Day after the end of the Second World War. It is this image together with other 
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decks in the air’, as premiered in their entry for the Golden Lane Housing Competition (1952)772 

(fig. 207). Further, Henderson’s images were also incorporated into the Smithson’s design for 

the CIAM Grille of 1953. (fig. 208) 

Over forty years prior to Whiteread’s East End forages, Henderson walked the streets of Bethnal 

Green, intent on documenting the precinct and its inhabitants. In a prose poem written to the 

artist Eduardo Paolozzi, he revealed his fascination with the district: “I wish, looking back, that 

I had been better technically; that I could have sung the song of every blotch and blister, of 

every patch and stain on road and pavement surface, of step and rail and door and window 

frame…”773 (fig. 209, fig. 210, fig. 211) 

Henderson’s motive to recover the direct traces and maculations of this neighbourhood774 is akin 

to Whiteread’s persistent interest in taking photographs and casting objects retrieved from the 

same district. In his experimental work, Henderson used material from bombsites, vegetables, 

and other found items as the subjects of his photograms, or ‘Hendograms’ as he deemed them, 

which were made with a photographic enlarger.775 Critic James Lingwood notes that Henderson 

experimented, with the “manipulation of the photographic process by spreading used coffee on 

the light-sensitive paper to produce an image with coarse texture.”776 (fig. 212) 

After World War II, Henderson employed a range of experimental darkroom techniques to 

compose his ‘stressed’ photographs using images of “bombsites and destruction, atrophy, and 

decay.”777 Lingwood described this work as exhibiting a “fascination with the calligraphy of 

decay.”778 An interest in decomposition and deterioration also inspires much of Whiteread’s 

work, particularly her early-career sculpture and photography. For example, Between 1990-

1992 the artist photographed and also made casts from a number of mattresses and bed bases 

 
equally compelling shots of pre-consumerist children playing in a typical slum street that prefaces the Smithson’s thesis on ‘patterns 

of association and identity’ as this had been evolved through their observation of life in Bethnal Green, in the East End of London, 

which they made as a result of their friendship with Judith and Nigel Henderson.”  

Kenneth Frampton, “Memories of Underdevelopment,” L’Architecture D’Aujourd’Hui, 344, Jan./Feb. (2003): 93. 
772 Saint, Park Hill: What Next? p. 30. 
773 Nigel Henderson, “Prose Poem to Paolozzi,” in David Robbins (ed.), The Independent Group: Postwar Britain and the Aesthetic 

of Plenty, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1990, p. 76.  
774 James Lingwood writes: “A recurrent interest in windows, screens and reflections suggests that Henderson had thought a great 

deal about the aesthetic possibilities of the ‘documentary style’ as Walker Evans called his work. The photographs of decaying wall 
surfaces, pavements and doors suggest that Henderson may have been seeking, on a small photographic scale, the kind of ‘all over’ 

effect that had been admired when Jackson Pollock’s first paintings were first exhibited in London, at the ICA, in 1953.”  

James Lingwood in Robbins, The Independent Group: Postwar Britain and the Aesthetic of Plenty, p. 77.  
775 James Lingwood in Robbins, The Independent Group: Postwar Britain and the Aesthetic of Plenty, p. 77.  
776 Massey, The Independent Group: Modernism and Mass Culture in Britain 1945-59, p. 59.  
777 James Lingwood in Robbins, The Independent Group: Postwar Britain and the Aesthetic of Plenty, p. 77. 
778 James Lingwood in Robbins, The Independent Group: Postwar Britain and the Aesthetic of Plenty, p. 76.  

As a director of Artangel, James Lingwood secured the funding for Whiteread’s House project. 
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gleaned from the East End, that were intended to be “metaphors for neglect.”779 These sites of 

dormitory occupation are, Whiteread comments: 

Very much a part of London’ detritus….you see them abandoned everywhere on the 

streets. I remember seeing a television documentary about a particularly run-down 

housing estate in Hackney, East London. As the documentary progressed you became 

increasingly aware of the degradation and poverty in which these people lived. An old 

blind man living on the estate reported a terrible stench coming from the adjoining 

flat…the council intervened and found a man who had died in his bed. He had lain there 

for weeks and had sort of melted into his mattress. The corpse was removed and the 

council cleared his furniture onto the street with the intention of taking it to the rubbish 

tip. No one came to pick it up. There was this dreadful image of young children playing 

on the mattress that the old man had died on. I must have seen that film over six years ago 

but the images have stayed with me and have possibly influenced me in some way. 780 

Whiteread’s oeuvre persistently renders the demoted constructive: one of her aims is, “re-

negotiating a place for an abandoned object.”781 While Henderson archived a neighbourhood 

scarred by bomb damage, Whiteread’s Demolished Prints archive the destruction of post-war 

system built Point Blocks. Both exhibit a fascination with destruction and decay: one 

immediately after the war, the other bearing witness to the failures of post-war architecture, in a 

precinct subject to intensive experimentation into models for public housing.782 

Parallel of Life and Art 

In 1953, the Smithson’s, in collaboration with Henderson and Paolozzi, organised the Parallel 

of Life and Art exhibition held at The ICA Gallery, London. (fig. 213) The exhibition comprised 

an offshoot of the Independent Group. These artists and architects were working in Post-war 

London in what was, in effect, a bombsite. During the course of the war 222,000 houses were 

destroyed or damaged beyond repair. In total, three and a half million houses sustained damage 

of varying degrees, with many rendered unfit for habitation.783 

Reyner Banham saw the show as contributing to the “demolition of the intellectual prestige of 

abstract art in Britain.”784 The exhibition was comprised of one hundred and twenty-two 

photographic images, many of which were borrowed from disparate sources, including the 

 
779 Rachel Whiteread comments on her mattress pieces: “I saw them very much as neglected people, the way you see in 

streets.........in London there is a lot of poverty, there are a lot of homeless people. And you see a lot of rubbish around where I live 

in the East End of London, which is a kind of neglected place. The mattress pieces are related to this. I am using these mattresses 

almost as a sort of metaphor for neglect.”  

Otto Neumaier, “Everything is Connected,” in Gabriele Detterer (ed.), Art Recollection-Artists Interviews and Statements in the 
Nineties, p. 264. 
780 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 29.  
781 Bonami, “The Nothingness Supplied With Space,” p. 159.  
782 Andrew Saint notes: “Ever since the LCC’s Boundary Street, Bethnal Green has been so intensively and continuously studied, 

rehoused and reformed that Colin Ward once christened it a ‘museum of housing.’” 
Saint, Park Hill: What Next? p. 30-2. 
783 Frederick Shaw, The Homes and Homeless of Post-War Britain, Lancashire: Parthenon Press Limited, 1985, p. 2. 
784 Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 61. 
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anthropological and technological, and organised into categories that irrupted disciplinary 

borders. For example, Banham noted that:  

The section of the exhibition, which was labelled ‘architecture’, included a Mexican mask 

and a plate from a book on Vegetable Anatomy, as well as a number of subjects that 

would normally be regarded as engineering structures, or settlements that normally would 

be regarded as too primitive to be counted as ‘architecture.’785 

The exhibition focused upon what Banham describes as “bizarre or anti-aesthetic images…or 

extreme modes of vision such as X rays and micrographs.’786 Many of the photographs, “offered 

scenes of violence and destruction, (and)… all had a coarse grainy texture which was clearly 

regarded by the collaborators as one of their main virtues.”787 (fig. 214) It was Nigel Henderson’s 

photographic technique that bound these disparate images together. All of the photographs, 

Banham notes, displayed “qualities of grain and ‘chiaroscuro’ that resulted from printing-down 

gross over-enlargements on unglazed photographic paper.”788 Henderson’s attendance to the 

particularities of surface, lauding graininess as an aesthetic virtue, and the artists’ interest in 

images of violence and destruction are also present in Whiteread’s Demolished screen-prints. In 

these screen-prints Whiteread obfuscates her photographs via another technical process; the 

enlargement of colour prints converted to black and white then printed onto watercolour paper.  

Productive Act of Demolition  

Aspects of the Smithson’s architectural practice share consonances with Whiteread’s practice. 

The Smithson’s also appear to have been interested in how acts of demolition can inspire 

creative practices. For example, the site for the Golden Lane Competition had been almost 

completely razed by bombing and had been used as a tip for blitz rubble. This post-war state of 

destruction forms the ground upon which to build and is represented in the Smithson’s collage 

for the competition (fig. 215). In this image, figures peppering the street decks look out towards 

the cavernous hollow in the bomb-damaged landscape. 

In another housing scheme, The Smithson’s expressed an interest in the transformation of 

demolition spoils into landscape elements. They petitioned for the bulldozing of unsuitable 

residences and estates, and suggested that the demolition spoils left in their wake could 

constitute a new topography. They stated:  

 
785 Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 61. 
786 Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 61. 
787 Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 41. 
788 Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 62. 
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The bulldozer that has been employed to ruin quickly can be employed to make quickly. 

It can attack the pre-war jerry built houses; and ultimately the Housing Manual type 

estates up and down the country. Spiritually dead houses can be bulldozed into contour 

relief ready for our new homes to look out on.789 

The Smithson’s realised this ambition in their original proposal for the landscaping design for 

Mainsty Street (1962-1964), which became Robin Hood Gardens Housing Estate (1966-1972). 

(fig. 216, fig. 217) The estate featured three hills composed of debris from buildings demolished 

on the site.790 In Space Time and Architecture, Sigfried Giedion mentions how Le Corbusier in 

Chandigarh and Alvar Aalto in Seinäjoki Council House (c.1960) also created landscaping 

elements from excavation debris.791 

When preparing her submission for the Vienna memorial competition, Whiteread recalled one 

the most affecting memorial experiences that she had while living in Berlin. She spoke of “a 

rubble mountain over by Teufelsburg that was made from all the bombing of Berlin, and its on 

the outskirts of the city. People use it, they fly kites on it and paraglide off it, it’s just a very 

strange kind of monument.”792 Like the Smithson’s and Nigel Henderson, Whiteread’s 

Demolished prints exhibit a fascination with utilising acts of demolition as productive artistic 

forces.  

Conclusion 

Architecture serves to inspire and facilitate Whiteread’s practice when it is decanted and 

condemned. The Demolished series of screen-prints document a process of implosion during 

which matter inclines toward miasma. They allow condemned buildings to be seen in a new 

guise, through the spectre of their own destruction.  

The works of photographer Nigel Henderson and the Smithson’s discussed here, reveal a 

fascination with the by-products of destruction, which also fascinate Whiteread. They each 

investigate how demolition spoils provide a rich source of aesthetic inspiration. Whiteread’s 

Demolished prints have a consonance with Henderson’s photographic technique, and document 

the destruction of buildings which, the Smithson’s argued, failed to establish communities.  

 
789 Alison and Peter Smithson, Ordinariness and Light, p. 69. 
790 After the restoration of this landscape space, only one large hill now remains. 

Frampton, “Memories of Underdevelopment,” p. 113.  
791 Giedion notes that in order to deal with the large distances between the buildings in Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh project in the 

1950s, “the sculptor in Le Corbusier took the opportunity to mold the enormous surface by varying levels, large pools, green lawns, 

single trees, artificial hills made of surplus material.”  

Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, p. 552. 

Giedion also notes that the steps at Alvar Aalto’s Seinäjoki Council House (c.1960) “are built from the excavation debris, like the 
base of a pyramid, and are overgrown with grass.”  

Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, p. 659. 
792 Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 41. 
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Both Whiteread’s sculpture House and the tower blocks in Demolished insinuate, through their 

means of manufacture, their own immanent self-sacrifice. The perforation of disciplinary 

borders contributes to their premature demise. Like House, the Point Blocks in Demolished, 

were identified as good sculpture to the detriment of occupancy levels. Both works are emblems 

of an inter-disciplinary anxiety that suggest a tacit threat lies in wait when the sculptural cross-

pollinates with its architectural kin. 
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Chapter 10 

 

Structures and Sequences of Spaces in Untitled (Apartment) 

In his paper A Dark Space, Vidler argues that Whiteread’s House is both a repudiation and 

endorsement of modernist spatial concepts. On one level, he sees House as reinforcing 

modernism’s spatial ideologies. This can be seen, Vidler suggests, in the manner in which 

Whiteread produces figure/ground reversals in her casting practice. He states that the same 

technique was used by many modernists to, “demonstrate the palpability of space.”793 In 

particular, he points to the Italian architect Luigi Moretti as one who made solid plaster models 

of interior spaces in order to: 

Illustrate what he saw as the history of different spatial types in architecture. These 

models were cast as it were as the solids of what in reality were spatial voids; the spaces 

of compositions such as Hadrian’s Villa were illustrated as a sequence of solids as if 

space had suddenly been revealed as dense and impenetrable.794 

Vidler’s identification of allegiances between Whiteread’s and Moretti’s artistic practices will 

be considered in more detail in this chapter, to ascertain the particular ways in which 

Whiteread’s sculpture casts light upon Moretti’s modelling and building practice, and how 

Moretti’s practice casts light on Whiteread’s. An analysis of Whiteread’s Untitled (Apartment), 

2001 (fig. 218), is undertaken in order to examine the similarities and differences between 

Whiteread’s casting of a collection of rooms and Moretti’s plaster models of a sequence of 

spaces.795 Most importantly, both the artist and architect will be shown to share a fascination 

with drawing up and designing carefully crafted gaps within architecture, creating breaches in 

the material constitution of their apartments. 

Anonymity of Spaces 

Untitled (Apartment) is a plaster cast recording the surface impressions left on the ceiling and 

walls of a multi-room structure. Whiteread discovered the apartments in a building in Bethnal 

Green, East London. Her partner, Marcus Taylor, brought the building to Whiteread’s attention 

 
793 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” in James Lingwood (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: House, p. 67. 
794 Vidler, “A Dark Space,” p. 67. 
795 Because the author has not seen Apartments in person, the analysis of the sculpture undertaken in this chapter is based upon its 
representation in the monograph Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, as well as images of the sculpture installed in the 

Guggenheim Museums in Berlin, New York, and Bilbao.  
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as a possible studio and living space.796 The artist had passed the building hundreds of times on 

the way to her studio but had failed to notice it. (fig. 219)  

In 2001, Whiteread also produced a cast of a second set of apartments in the same building, 

entitled Untitled (Rooms) 2001. (fig. 220) This work consists of a sitting room, a bedroom, and 

bathroom, connected by a corridor to a front door.797 Due to the paucity of photographic and 

critical documentation on this sculpture, Untitled (Rooms) will not be discussed in detail here. 

Whiteread was attracted to the anonymity of the building containing the apartments. She 

comments: “The building is made of stock brick - an anonymous sort of brick. Architecturally, 

it reflects a mishmash of styles - both semi-industrial and semi-domestic.”798 The artist’s 

fascination with the change in the use of spaces over time, seen in the cast of Orwell’s Room 

101 is apparent in her Apartment casting. Apartment archives one of the many past-lives of a 

building that was subject to destruction, re-construction and multiple conversions. The original 

building on the site started out its life as a Baptist Church and was then converted into the 

Bethnal Green Great Synagogue in the early 1900’s. A casualty of war, the building was 

bombed in 1941. The existing structure was rebuilt as a synagogue in 1956, but closed less than 

thirty years later.799 It was then used as a warehouse for a textile company, before Whiteread 

purchased the property. In the wake of the Holocaust memorial debacle in Vienna, however, 

Whiteread chose not to focus upon or embellish the structure’s former use as a synagogue.800  

The building’s colourful past was well suited to an artist interested in “the layering in buildings” 

and the “traces that are left behind by the change of use of places.”801 Particularly, Whiteread has 

said that her work is about “the strange kind of architecture that cropped up during the post-war 

years.”802 Initially, she began thinking about re-designing the building in collaboration with 

architects. She then started focussing on the details of the structure in terms of sculpture.803 By 

casting the two apartments (originally designed for the rabbi and caretaker), three staircases, and 

a selection of floors inside the structure, Whiteread grew to know the building “intimately.”804 

She likened making these castings to “taking photographs or making prints of the space,” to 

 
796 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 47. 
797 In 2003, this work was shown with Untitled (Stairs), 2001, at the Duveen Gallery in the Tate Gallery, London, in the exhibition 

Days Like These. 
798 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 47. 
799 “Synagogue Closing,” Jewish Chronicle, 31 August 1984: page number unknown.  
800 For a discussion of the controversy surrounding Whiteread’s Holocaust memorial Nameless Library in Judenplatz, Vienna, see 

Chapter 12. 
801 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 48. 
802 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 48.  
803 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 47. 
804 Whiteread states, “I have a kind of personal relationship to architecture and spaces so it’s just a way of doing my homework 

really.”  

Aidin, “A Sculptor Who Casts a Long Shadow,” page number unknown. 
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archive it before renovations began.805 These works signal a shift in the artist’s practice as she 

usually takes her casts from objects and spaces not directly related to her own personal 

history.806 Craig Houser likened this building, subject to multiple changes in tenancy over time, 

to an “abandoned object.”807 In this instance, however, rather than archiving another’s cast off, 

this time it was Whiteread’s own. 

Revealing a Blockage  

The artist was critical of the planning of the apartments spaces, which were to be re-designed 

when the building was renovated.808 She likened the apartment’s sequence of spaces to 

“archetypal council flats, really - each is made up of small rooms leading off a main corridor, 

and usually the rooms are based on the proportions of an arm span. A lot of rooms are based on 

that width, you can just get a bed in.”809 She saw Apartment as an extension of her earlier 

sculpture Untitled (Room) and, like this sculpture, Apartment drew attention to the paucity of 

the interior footprint of the architecture.810 Furthermore, Whiteread suggests that, “internal walls 

are always ill conceived in architecture, in social housing. They are used to block one thing 

from another.”811 For the first time in her career Whiteread opens up the hidden interspace within 

the interior walls to reveal this blockage. 

Unlike her singular room castings, which present a series of interior walls as exterior elevations, 

Apartment draws attention to the two-sided nature of the walls. Mary McAuliffe has written of 

the two-sided nature of walls that is revealed through sectional drawing, where “the wall is cut 

through its full height, revealing what is a darker and denser presence.”812 In contrast, Whiteread 

casts around the hyphenated spaces found between the rooms of her apartment, liberating the 

space within them.  

 
805 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 85.  
806 For example, in an interview with Craig Houser, Whiteread corrected the suggestion that her sculpture Shallow Breath was cast 

from a bed on which she was born and on which her father later died. She said: “I actually bought that bed in a secondhand shop. In 

fact, I’ve never used an actual object that’s been directly related to my family history.”  

Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 52.  
807 Craig Houser, “If Walls Could Talk: An Interview with Rachel Whiteread,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient 
Spaces, p. 48. 
808 Whiteread has said that it was the “odd proportions of the architectural design” that compelled her to cast the apartment and  

basement stairs in the building, and that the apartments would be re-designed once the casting was complete.  

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 47-8.  
809 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 47-8.  
810 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 54.  
811 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 85.  
812 Mary McAuliffe, “Small craft warnings: thickening horizons, hollowing walls,” Modulus, 22 (1993): 95. 
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Deficiencies 

Apartment arose out of frustrations Whiteread encountered with House, where she had to 

maintain the vestiges of the original structure in the finished cast. The elevations of House were 

contaminated by the shifts in materiality offered by the section. Whiteread comments: “in 

House, the gaps were all filled in with brick, but here, I’ve done a lot of casting to make a wall 

space…That bit that was missing, that was me. I have now made it.”813 With Apartments, 

Whiteread was able to remedy this problem and represent the gaps in the structure where the 

walls existed.814 She did so by casting the separate rooms that, when brought together, made the 

interspace between a concatenation of rooms apparent.  

According to Whiteread, the finished sculpture contained:  

These very weird gaps, especially since the architecture itself wasn’t really thought out. 

You will be able to peer down these narrow negative spaces and just glimpse where the 

light fittings and light switches once were. There are a lot of electrical elements that you 

can’t see, but trust me, they’re there, as they would be within any normal building. It is 

incredibly important to me that these details have to be right. I have to be honest in what I 

am doing.815 

In Apartment, filled-space is played off against void space. Whiteread constructed a meticulous 

record of the architectural details that lay on the walls either side of the cavity, such as electrical 

sockets and light switches. Windows and doors also articulate the thresholds between the rooms, 

acknowledging the permeability of the constituent volumes. Unlike her singular room castings, 

where we are entirely shut out of the room, in Apartments the viewer is shut out of a parti 

organisation of spaces and is also witness to the spaces between these constituent domestic 

cells. The viewer attempts to gauge a sense of the change in use of the spaces within the 

apartment by looking between the gaps within the architecture.  

Constructing the Sculpture 

The one-point worms-eye construction plan for Apartment (fig. 221) depicts the spaces that 

were later to be cast. They include three rooms and an L shaped corridor that provided access to 

each room. Due to the complexity of the project, Whiteread cast a test room from the 

apartments as a “dress rehearsal” for the larger piece.816 The artist designed a casting pattern and 

 
813 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 83.  
814 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 37.  
815 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 50.  

Evidence for Whiteread’s commitment to recording the rooms as accurately as possible is also given in her insistence that “a panel 
be remade if a worker forgets to include these details in the cast.” 

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 86.  
816 Bragg, South Bank Show.  
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removal pattern because, she noted, “If one thing gets locked in you can’t take the piece 

apart.”817 Like her earlier room castings, the surfaces of the sculpture were again grided up into 

sections. The construction plan for Apartment shows the construction lines of the cast segments 

mapped onto the walls of the rooms and corridor. Each section is numbered for ease of 

disassembly and later re-construction. The ceiling of the room, seen on the left-hand-side of the 

drawing, is also marked out in sections as part of the casting pattern.  

The publication Transient Spaces is a comprehensive archive of the construction processes 

involved in producing Apartment and also Untitled (Basement), 2001, the cast of a staircase 

found within the building.818 During the construction phase, it is the underside of the cast that is 

pre-eminent and this is highlighted in the publication. (fig. 222) Molly Nesbit writes: 

Before revelation, obscurity; before the seal is broken, the grim backside of the cast: large 

screws, wooden stays, a project broken down into panels, rough fibreglass reinforcements 

giving the impression of thatch. Only when the cast, rough nest, is pulled away does the 

right side show, an eggshell, newborn, fine.819 

Due to the scale of this project, Whiteread required a number of assistants to help her cast the 

sculpture, but supervised every aspect of the construction process. (fig. 223) The documentation 

of the casting process emphasises the messiness and toxicity of the artist’s working environment 

and the sheer physicality involved in the casting. (fig. 224) The documentation also reveals the 

intricate mould work that was designed to enable the rooms to be cast. The cast elements of 

Apartment were fabricated in angled sections and dimensioned so that each piece could be 

carried through a domestic doorway. The mould work was also designed to compensate for 

uneven floor-levels in the existing building. (fig. 225) This can be seen where the floor-level of 

the cast has been elevated above the floor of the apartments. There are only a few select images 

showing the cast pieces being assembled in the large hall of the synagogue where they 

underwent a final fitting before the work was exhibited. (Fig. 226, fig. 227)  

Whiteread notes that with Apartment, “everything is fitted very tightly together, and the top is 

sealed off so it’s dark inside and no light comes through.”820 By casting the ceiling, Whiteread 

renders each room hermetic and offers the viewer the opportunity of inspecting the surface 

topography of the cast from above.821 Light fixtures punctuate the ceiling surface of the cast so 

 
817 Bragg, South Bank Show.  
818 For an examination of Whiteread’s casts of staircases see Chapter 4. 
819 Molly Nesbit, “Casting Out,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 134.  
820 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 53. 
821 To the best of the writer’s knowledge, a view of the ceiling topography was not available when the work was shown within the 

Guggenheim Galleries in Berlin, New York and Bilbao. 
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that, when you look down onto the piece you will see, according to the artist, that “there’s a 

kind of belly-button to the piece, and along the corridor a series of indentations from lights.”822  

Whilst Whiteread described Ghost as being “like a burial chamber or something you might find 

in an archaeological museum,”823 the honey-combing together of a collection of domestic cells 

with Apartment can be seen as akin to a family tomb. The aspects of memory and nostalgia that 

characterised her early works such as Ghost have however been dampened in this sculpture. To 

make the piece, the artist used a “robust, plasticized plaster specially developed for the Walt 

Disney Company for making fake rock faces.”824 This was coupled with a blank release agent so 

that, Whiteread notes, “although you see the edges of the wallpapering and the paint marks on 

the wall, there are no nicotine stains or ventilation stains where windows have been opened and 

pollution has come in.”825 This resulted in the removal of what Whiteread has described as 

“Granny’s fingerprints” to make the work less sentimental.826  

Once the dress rehearsal was complete, the rest of what Susanna Greeves describes as “the 

eccentric warren of tiny-roomed apartments,”827 were cast. It took six months of casting to make 

the sculpture that created the void spaces between the rooms where the walls were. The artist 

comments that, “The engineering and crazy gymnastic backward thinking that was needed to be 

able to make the piece was remarkable.”828  

Entering into Whiteread’s Apartment 

The design of the sculpture invites the viewer to physically engage with the work: enabling 

them to enter into parts of the architecture, and inspect the spaces between the rooms as well as 

the surfaces of the rooms themselves. The hierarchy of spaces in Apartment, and the sizing and 

disposition of their parts, offers a more elaborate study of architectural volumes than was seen 

with Whiteread’s previous room castings.  

In Apartment, Whiteread assembles together a concatenation of interior spaces, filling in the 

spaces at the limits of the interior whilst liberating the wall cavity. This allows the viewer to 

move in and out of the architecture for the first time. They are able to engage more physically 

with this work than with previous room-castings. This is because Whiteread’s collection of 

rooms and a corridor construct niche spaces around the cast. Viewers can enter into it, standing 

 
822 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 50. 
823 Button, The Turner Prize, p. 98.  
824 Nesbit, “Casting Out,” p. 147. 
825 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 53. 
826 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 62. 
827 Greeves, “Stairs into Space,” in Christiane Schneider (ed.), Rachel Whiteread. p. 40. 
828 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 50.  
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inside parts of the sculpture. In this regard, it is unlike Ghost, Room, and Room 101. It can be 

seen as an extension of her sculpture Untitled (Floor), 1992, which allowed provision, by way 

of the design of two recesses into the cast, for the viewer to step in and out of the sculpture.  

Partial Effacements 

Access to the interior details found on the apartments adjoining walls can be gained by looking 

between the constituent rooms to inspect the surface impressions taken from each cubicle. The 

viewer encounters difficulties when they attempt to sound out all of the details within the wall 

cavity. Some of the inner details of the cast cannot be seen because they are turned inward, into 

the rooms of the cast. One cannot grasp the full extent of what the rooms and the sculpture 

contains. The Apartment has been cast meticulously as a collection of rooms that we only have 

partial access to. 

Whiteread continues to probe interstitial spaces within architecture. In making Apartment she 

finally makes her place within architecture and that place is located inside the cavity of the 

wall.829 The artist encrypts herself within the hidden servant space between the walls of her 

architecture. Her role as a sculptor might be seen as analogous to the role of a building service: 

in particular one whose function is to illuminate the interior via artificial means. In constructing 

her Apartments, Whiteread once again casts light upon the interior, this time on a collection of 

domestic cells and the threshold conditions found between these spaces. Through her 

distribution network - a host of architecturally acclaimed Guggenheims in Berlin, New York 

and Bilbao, Whiteread takes her service role further afield, distributing her Apartment sculpture 

out from the domestic realm and into these exhibition spaces.  

Bringing Apartment to the Guggenheims 

Both Apartment and Untitled (Basement) were specially commissioned for The Guggenheim 

Galleries for a show entitled Transient Spaces. The sculptures travelled to the Guggenheim 

Galleries in Berlin, New York and Bilbao. It seemed fitting that the inaugural exhibition of 

Apartment was at the Deutsche Guggenheim in Berlin: a city, like her building, that was also 

subject to radical transformations since the war.830 (see fig. 218)  

 
829 Beatriz Colomina writes that Whiteread finally occupies this position, inside the wall, when adding the finishing touches to her 

Monument sculpture. Colomina writes: “In a photograph of the almost completed work in the Independent Magazine, Whiteread 
even appears looking down at us from inside the transparent surfaces of Monument. She is finally in the wall.” 

Beatriz Colomina, “I Dreamt I Was a Wall,” in Lisa Dennison (ed.), Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 86. 
830 See Thomas Krens in Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 23. 
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The Deutsche Guggenheim, designed by the American architect Richard Gluckmann, is located 

on the ground floor of the Deutsche Bank headquarters. Both the spaces of the Apartment and 

the 510-square metre gallery in Berlin are “long and narrow, geometric and austere.”831 

Apartment filled the back section of the gallery, leaving the viewer “with a narrow corridor 

between wall and object.”832 Whiteread saw the piece relating well to this particular space. She 

described Apartment as being “a bit like a maze in the gallery. You’ll be able to walk around 

part of the piece, but then you’ll have to back out, and go around the other way. So you’ll never 

really see the piece as a whole.”833 On this occasion, Whiteread left a narrow corridor around 

Apartment. Apartment’s situation within this gallery borrows from earlier arrangements in the 

way it was installed to partially efface the work. This is in keeping with her early installation of 

Ghost, when it was show in the Chisenhale Gallery.834  

When the New York Guggenheim, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, hosted Transient Spaces, 

Apartment was shown on level 7 of the new annex to the gallery designed by Gwathmey Siegel 

Architects. (fig. 228) Here again, Apartment was fitted tightly into the gallery space. While the 

front and rear elevations of the work were readily visible, an allowance of approximately 150cm 

was made on either side of the piece to allow the viewer to inspect its side elevations at close 

quarters. (fig. 229) The narrowness of the room in which the work was shown, in tandem with 

the gallery’s low ceiling, gave the impression that the apartments were bigger than they actually 

were. This siting also precluded the intricate ceiling casting from being seen.  

When Transient Spaces was exhibited in the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Apartment and 

Untitled (Basement) were installed in one of the capacious rectilinear gallery spaces. (fig. 230, 

fig. 231). A deep-set skylight illuminated the sculptures. There was a large amount of space 

around the works within this gallery, and the diffused natural light endowed the pieces with a 

hieratic aura.  

The curator of Transient Spaces, Lisa Dennison, suggests that Whiteread’s decision to bring her 

architecture to the Guggenheims: 

Reinforces the distinction between her sculpture and architecture itself. The contrast 

between her work and the Bilbao museum is particularly apt. Frank Gehry’s building is a 

spectacle of architecture, with its gleaming titanium surface that proclaims itself in no 

uncertain terms; its presence overwhelms as a constant, phenomenal object. In contrast, 

 
831 Houser, “If Walls Could Talk: An Interview with Rachel Whiteread,” p. 49. 
832 Dr. Rolf-E. Breuer in Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 21.  
833 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 49.  
834 For a discussion of Whiteread’s Ghost see Chapter 5. 
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Whiteread’s sculpture, though architectural in theme, has an underneath, an unconscious 

of sorts; it’s everything but a visual phenomenon.835  

Countering aspects of Dennison’s claim, if one looks at the apportioning of many of the gallery 

spaces within Gehry’s interior for Bilbao, many are still constituted by a collection of rectilinear 

rooms within an exuberant sculptural shell.836 In comparison to the copious photographs of the 

external form of the museum, there are few published images of the interiors of the gallery 

spaces within this iconic structure, where the exigencies of museological display over-ride the 

sculptural articulation of the external skin. 837 Furthermore, the brute physicality of Apartment 

couldn’t help but also make it a visual phenomenon. The sculpture proclaims itself, in no 

uncertain terms, as an obdurate work, pulled out from architectural forms.  

Moretti’s Structures and Sequences of Spaces 

Fifty years prior to Whiteread’s Apartment casting, the Italian architect Luigi Moretti (1907-

1973) similarly sought to archive a sequence of spaces by casting their interior volumes in 

plaster.838 Unlike Whiteread’s life-size casts however, these were scale models of spaces that the 

architect greatly admired. Colin St John Wilson notes that to make these models Moretti “would 

pour liquid plaster into the model of say St. Peter’s then take the outside shell away leaving the 

interior form of the space as a clearly articulated positive form in its own right.”839 (fig. 232) 

Vidler has allied Whiteread’s architectural modelling practices to those employed by Moretti. 

However, while the sculptor and architect both share a fascination with negative space, the 

manner in which they materialise this negative space differs dramatically. Thus, Vidler’s claim 

can be placed in question by looking at how Moretti’s and Whiteread’s architectural models are 

made and represented. In doing this, the artist’s and architect’s choice of casting subjects, use of 

scale, and construction techniques will be shown to be radically different. While their approach 

to model making diverges, similarities between other aspects of their practices can be found. 

These lie in the artist’s and architect’s fascination with analysing sequences of spaces and also 

in the design and creation of gaps in their architecture. 

 
835 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 38.  
836 In plans of the museum there are a collection of 3 ‘leaf-like galleries.’ The other eight spaces for viewing art are comprised of 

rectilinear rooms.  

See second and third floor plans in Coosje van Bruggen, Frank O. Gehry: Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, New York: Guggenheim 

Museum Publications, 1997, p. 150-1.  
837 In many monographs of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, the majority of photographs document the exterior of the building. 

For example, in Kurt Foster, Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Stuttgart: Edition Axel Menges, 1998, 60% of the photographs are of the 

museums exterior, 25% of the atrium space, and only 15% of the photographs document the gallery spaces inside the museum. 
838 Moretti’s work for this organisation included the Casa delle Armi, Palestra del Duce, Piazzale dell’Impero and Cella 

Commemorativa. After a brief imprisonment with the fall of Mussolini, Moretti resumed his architectural practice, and was to 
design over 70 projects over the course of his career, including the Watergate Complex in Washington D.C., and the Stock 

Exchange Tower in Montreal. 
839 Colin St John Wilson, “The Other Tradition,” in Roland and Bernd Knaller-Vlay (eds.), Overload, p. 138. 



 205 

According to Federico Bucci, Moretti’s interest in interior spatiality pays homage to the work of 

A. E. Brinckmann, August Schmarsow, and Bruno Zevi.840 Bucci cites, “Brinckmann’s lesson of 

the early 1920s regarding the importance of making models of interior spaces”841 as a particular 

influence. Moretti’s fascination with the Baroque architect Borromini may have also inspired 

his forays into casting interior space. H. Sedlmayr has noted that Borromini made his 

architectural models in wax and clay, frequently composing the works as “homogeneous pieces 

fused into a single piece.”842 (fig. 233) 

During the late 1940s and early 1950s, Moretti edited and published Spazio, a magazine on the 

aesthetics of architecture.  It was in Spazio 7 (December 1952-April 1953)843 that his article on 

Structures and Sequences of Spaces was first published.844 In this article, Moretti argues that 

“critical enunciations on internal stereometry have never been deepened into a true analytical 

research, neither as pure theory nor as philological analysis of determined works of 

architecture.”845 Moretti seeks to rectify this in his paper, which is accompanied by a collection 

of aerial photographs of plaster models that interpret stereometric interiors to identify sequences 

and differences found within architecture. The collections of small plaster models published 

with this article resemble organic forms. The massing of Moretti’s models of interior space are 

in stark contrast to the rectilinear volumes Whiteread casts. Moretti’s casts completely fill in the 

space within the interior, whilst Whiteread’s casts capture a thin portion of space at the interior 

limits of the domicile. The monolithic qualities of Moretti’s models are countered by the 

composite nature of Whiteread’s plaster constructions. 

Moretti presents a number of case studies in his article, evaluating and modelling their 

sequencing of spaces in order to analyse what makes these structures great works of 

architecture. He studies spaces such as the Thermae of Diocletian, Brunelleschi’s San Spirito, St 

Peter’s Basilica, and Palladio’s Villa Rotunda. In doing so, he hopes that: 

The emotional trends their sequences excite in us, can perhaps bring to light certain 

points of that obscure law that universally guides the human spirit, thus driving great 

minds in the composition of such extraordinary architecture that it even moves the minds 

of the simplest beholder.846  

 
840 Federico Bucci and Marco Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, Trans. Marina deConciliis, New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 2000, p. 143-4. 
841 Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 143-4. 
842 See H. Sedelmayr in footnote no. 23. in Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 29. 
843 Spazio 7, December 1952-April 1953, p .9-20, 107-8. 
844 For the first English translation of this essay see Luigi Moretti, “Structures and Sequences of Spaces,” Trans. Thomas Stevens, 
Oppositions, 4, October (1974): 123-38. 
845 Moretti, “Structures and Sequences of Spaces,” p. 123.  
846 Moretti, “Structures and Sequences of Spaces,” p. 124. 



 206 

Unlike Moretti’s models of the interior spaces found within great works of architecture, 

Whiteread extracts a sequence of volumes from the greater interior of a former synagogue, a 

building devoid of flourish, a building whose multiple occupations obfuscate the boundaries 

between spiritual, commercial, and domestic uses.  

Many of Moretti’s plaster models eliminate specific architectural details from the casts, such as 

removing the ornamental reliefs from the vaulting of St Peters Basilica in Rome. (see. fig. 232) 

Photographing such models from aerial viewpoints exacerbates this distancing from, and 

abstraction of, the original interior spaces. There is much less detail available in these 

photographs than is available when one pores over the surfaces of Whiteread’s full-scale casts. 

Moretti’s casts don’t attend to the particular interior details found within the buildings that 

inspired them. The architect was more interested in the larger spatial gestures than the 

particulars. Moretti takes his abstraction of these interior spaces further in the models he made 

of Palladio’s Rotunda, where he reduces the quantities of the three volume: portico, passage, 

and rotunda to “spheres for sensible comprehension,”847 in order to obtain the ratios that are used 

to divide up the different parts of the building.848 (fig. 234) 

Sequences 

While there are differences between how Moretti’s and Whiteread’s architectural models are 

made and represented, both share an interest in analysing sequences of spaces. Moretti’s notion 

of sequence was understood in relation to what he deemed the four qualities that denoted 

internal space:  form, dimension, density, and pressure or ‘energetic charge.’849 He defined 

sequences of architectural spaces by the degrees of pressure and release they exerted on the 

subject. Bucci notes that the architect’s sequences of volumes are “marked by moments of 

pressure (doorways), opposition (walls), and liberations (apertures) of space that can change the 

qualities of space while retaining its structure; internal space is therefore an assembly of 

qualitative relationships.”850  

Whiteread’s Apartment casting can be viewed in terms of Moretti’s four qualities of internal 

space. In terms of form, her apartment juxtaposes a narrow L – shaped corridor with three 

adjoining rooms, two of which are rectangular and the middle one approximately cubic in form. 

 
847 Luigi Moretti, “Eclecticism and Unity of Language,” in Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 134. 
848 In undertaking this exercise, Moretti discovered that the radii of the spheres were in the ratio of 3:2:5. He writes: “The same 

order of ratios divides up the basement, excluding the plinth, the colonnade, the architraves and the fascia and the attic.”  

Moretti, “Structures and Sequences of Spaces,” p. 134. 
849 Moretti writes that the quality of pressure or energetic charge is “comparable to the pressure in a moving fluid, varying in 

function of the obstacles and restrictions it encounters, or even comparable to the field potential in a space, in virtue of the electric 
charges influencing it.”  

Moretti, “Structures and Sequences of Spaces,” p. 124.  
850 Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 143.  
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Each volume is the same height, but their constituent dimensions vary. As one moves around 

the edges of the sculpture, architectural details such as windows index sites within the interior 

spaces where there are changes in the quantity and density of natural light permeating into the 

interior. The pressure or ‘energetic charge’ can be identified in the threshold spaces within the 

sequence that lie between the corridor and the three rooms that come off this space. 

According to Marco Mulazzani, what is of primary interest to Moretti in the construction of his 

plaster models is not the qualities of the constituent spaces but how the interior volumes 

“constitute a spatial concatenation; the structure of a composition revealed by its differences.”851 

In contrast to this, the composition of Whiteread’s spaces with Apartment are revealed by their 

likeness to one another rather than differences. The rooms she casts are of similar sizes. They 

are the same height and are articulated by the same architectural details. However, by casting 

the transitional space of the corridor, Whiteread constructs a counterpoint to the regular 

arrangement of the rooms. 

Moretti drew several diagrams to accompany his plaster models. According to St John Wilson, 

the diagrams suggested that, “space is a charge that we actually feel, (even if only 

subconsciously).”852 For example, Moretti cites two sequences of spaces in the Ducal Palace at 

Urbino853 (fig. 235) as “a rare example of purely quantitative spatial modulation; perhaps even as 

the first instance in which space is considered something real in its own right, formed of a 

substance as labile as it is sensitive and concrete.”854 For Moretti, interior space has a finely 

calibrated sensitivity to changes in its surrounding architectural atmosphere.  Whiteread’s 

concretisations of negative space in Apartment could also be seen to charge the gallery 

environments in which they are encountered with a claustrophobic frisson. This can be seen in 

their placement in the Berlin and New York Guggenheims, where the apartments are tightly 

fitted into the galleries and only make allowance for a narrow corridor of space around the 

sculpture. The gaps left between her sequences of spaces also bear the impression of electrical 

sockets, indexing literal sites of conduction within the interior. In Whiteread’s Apartment, 

Moretti’s ‘pressure’ or ‘energetic charge’ is found literally buried in the exposed wall cavity in 

the spaces between the sequences of rooms. 

 
851 Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 16. 
852 Colin St John Wilson, “The Other Tradition,” p. 138. 
853 The first sequence runs from the guest rooms to the throne room and the other incorporates “the four surroundings of the Jole 
apartment.” 

Moretti, “Structures and Sequences of Spaces,” p. 130.  
854 Moretti, “Structures and Sequences of Spaces,” p. 130. 
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Moretti’s Built Works 

Similarities between Whiteread’s and Moretti's work also lie in their interest in creating gaps in 

their architecture. Moretti’s built works exhibit the architect’s fascination with negative space. 

In the buildings Moretti designed for the Foro Mussolini in Rome (1933-36) Mulazzani notes 

that the architect: 

Describes space as ‘negative volume’, a kind of solid that can be molded in a manner 

comparable to the matter that opposes it. Surfaces indicate the limit at which the energies 

pervading the space are condensed and become perceptible. Form is used to exalt the 

values of the work by transfiguring them into surfaces.855 

Moretti produced a plaster model of the interior volume of the Fencing Hall in the Fencing 

Academy, at the Foro Mussolini. This model pre-empted those published in Spazio 7 (fig. 236), 

but is different from those published in Structures and Sequences of Spaces, which treat interior 

space as a monolith solid.  In the Fencing Hall model, Moretti expresses an interest in carving 

interior space out from a monolithic solid. The architect creates two parallel cuts in the plaster 

that index the sites where light was designed to enter the interior of the Fencing Hall. (fig. 237) 

This plaster cast has more in common with Whiteread’s work than those that accompanied the 

article. Whiteread’s models of her apartments also create gaps in her architecture - gaps which 

index how light enters the interior, via artificial means. 

Whiteread’s full-scale models can be seen as predominantly different to many of Moretti’s 

plaster models in terms of their chosen scale, architectural subjects, and the final form that they 

assume. However, two of Moretti’s built apartment projects bear a kinship with Whiteread’s 

Apartment. This is because these works, like Whiteread’s sculpture, create dramatic gaps 

between architectural volumes. 

Moretti’s Casa Albergo on via Corridoni, Milan 1947-50, (fig. 238, fig. 239) is a hotel -

residence, containing what Reyner Banham has described as “bachelor apartments for office 

workers.”856 From the first floor up, a deep fissure divides the volumes in two, corresponding 

with the expansion joint between columns. This cut is complemented by another incision in the 

two cornices, which, Mulazzani has observed, “coincides with the three bay structural rhythm 

and mark the longitudinal distribution corridor.”857 Mulazzani suggests that these incisions 

 
855 Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 12.  
856 Reyner Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” The Architectural Review, 674, February (1953): 74. 
857 Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 16. 
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allude, in a non-literal manner, to the ‘cut-out figures’ of Carravaggio,”858 that Moretti discusses 

in his paper Discontinuity of Space in Caravaggio.859  

Many of Moretti’s works evidence his fascination with cuts, incisions, and tears in architecture. 

Fissures articulate the facades of his Residential and Office Complex on Corso Italia, Milan 

(1949-56) (fig. 240), the tower in the Villa La Saracena, Santa Marinella, Rome (1953-57) (fig. 

241), and the Il Girasole Apartment building, Rome 1947-50. (fig. 242) These breaches in the 

apartments are similar to those manifest in Whiteread’s sculpture. 

Moretti’s Il Girasole Apartment Building was predicted by Banham to become, “the constituent 

monument of Roman Eclecticism.”860 The wealthy residents occupying these apartments 

required, Banham notes, “nineteenth century living standards of privacy, and, therefore, a high 

degree of sound insulation.”861 This was achieved by developing the building as two separate 

pieces so that none of the apartments shared a party wall. 

Separations  

The front elevation of Il Girasole presents a blank façade, except where a cut violently ruptures 

the composition into two volumes.862 Robert Venturi points to Il Girasole as being characterised 

by ambiguity and tension, and asks if it is “one building with a split or two buildings joined?”863 

This breach serves to avoid the living rooms on each main floor having a wall in common and 

stops at the stairwell to the apartments, which connects both volumes. 

The fissure in Il Girasole, creates what Banham describes as  “a shaft of shadow,” that 

“dramatically cracks the house to its core.”864 This can be seen in the plan of the apartments, 

which are cut back to what Clive Entwhistle has called the “organs vitaux.”865 (fig. 243)  

 
858 Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, 16. 
859 Luigi Moretti, “Discontinuities of Space in Caravaggio,” in Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 170-

172. 
860 Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” p. 74. 
861 Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” p. 74.  
862 Marco Mulazzani writes of Il Girasole: “The break in continuity that runs throughout the entire height of the façade and reaches 

the asymmetrical crowning pediment can only allude to the work of Baroque architects-and to Borromini specifically- who were 

capable of evoking “in the center of a façade, the collapse, the almost magical disappearance, of the limitation of forces and of the 

forms constrained by those forces.”  
Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 20.  
863 Robert Venturi, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1966, p. 29.  
864 Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” p. 74. 

Banham suggest that the effect of this cut is contingent upon the qualities of the roman Sun. He writes: “The effects of light and 

shade by which Moretti splits the facade with a razor stroke, and fills the entrance with cool and mysterious shadow, would be 
unattainable without the staring violence of the Roman Sun.” 

Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” p. 77. 
865 Clive Entwhistle in Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” p. 74. 
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Both Whiteread and Moretti cut their apartment’s architecture back to its core. Whiteread draws 

attention to the wall cavity, whose contents are central to the smooth running of the interior, 

providing the interior with amenities and keeping unwanted things at bay, such as waste water. 

In Moretti’s apartments, the chasm riven through his architecture assists in keeping noisy 

neighbours at a distance. By removing the walls that join constituent domestic cells, Whiteread 

and Moretti share a common interest. 

Whiteread’s Apartment cast sheds light on Moretti’s practice. She gives a more interesting 

insight into what the cut achieves in an apartment building - as providing glimpses of the 

interior though the breach in a monolithic solid. Banham even compares Il Girasole to a work of 

sculpture on a plinth. At street level, Moretti provided a rough-hewn travertine base to the 

structure, whose surfaces were patterned in a contemporary manner and designed to withstand 

the wear and tear of the urban environment. (fig. 244) Banham notes that above this, “Like a 

work of sculpture on a rough base, rises the main block of the building, gleaming, absolute and 

undefiled.”866 

Strategic Occupations of the Interior in Moretti’s and Whiteread’s Representations of 

Apartments 

Photographic records of the Il Girasole and Casa Albergo apartment buildings, published in 

Banham’s article on Il Girasole and in the monograph on Moretti’s work by Mulazanni and 

Bucci, archive the exteriors of each of the buildings.867 In these photographs, taken from 

strategic vantage points, one can only gain shallow glimpses into the deep-set cuts in the 

building fabric. The images only partially illuminate the architectural incident contained within 

this fissure. Amongst all of the photographic documentation, there is only one photograph 

where the viewer can inhabit the cut in the Il Girasole Apartment (fig. 245) For a moment they 

are inside the gap in the building, looking up at the stairwell that links the two volumes.868 

The photographic representations of Moretti’s apartments have similarities to Whiteread’s 

sculptural representations of her own apartments. For example, the artist designs her apartments 

to be experienced from the exterior. She also designs them in such a way that the viewer is 

invited to inspect the gaps between her architecture – making available to inspection some, but 

 
866 Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” p. 77. 
867 For photographic representations of Casa Albergo see Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works and Writings, p. 17, 82-5. 

For photographs of Casa del Girasole see Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” p. 75-76, and Bucci and Mulazzani, Luigi Moretti: Works 
and Writings, p. 20, 88-93. 
868 Banham observes that there are “Roman ruins in the entrance and the fragments of sculpture, encastered in the western façade.” 

Banham, “Casa Del Girasole,” p. 74. 
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not all the architectural incident found therein. Both the artist and architect only allow us 

glimpses between the gaps into the interior life of their apartments. 

Conclusion 

Apartment demonstrates Whiteread’s growing interest in the complex ways in which her casts 

of negative space can be viewed and occupied. Her casting of a concatenation of interior spaces 

invite the viewer to navigate her works in new ways - moving in and out of the architecture of 

her apartments. With this work the artist has paid particular care and attention to casting the 

threshold conditions between each room found within the apartments, archiving elements that 

have the ability to connect or close down the openings between each volume. While Whiteread 

and Moretti had different motivations for making their plaster casts and built architecture, they 

share similarities in the manner in which they explore particular spatial atmospheres and 

identify nerve centres found within a sequence of interior spaces.  

Peering into the negative space that Whiteread and Moretti both design, glimpses of a life 

normally hidden can be seen. Like Whiteread, Moretti’s cuts reinforce a sense of hidden-ness, 

iterating the privateness of his buildings, reinforcing their obdurate, closed forms.  
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Chapter 11 

 

Water Works, Hydrophobia & Formless Anxiety: Water Tower 

Whiteread has cast domestic and urban-scaled water vessels including bathtubs, sinks, and a 

water tower. These casts, rendered in plaster, rubber, and resin, foreground how water is 

contained and takes shape within the home and city. They invite the viewer to consider how 

such vessels are connected to a greater subterranean plumbing network that sustains the civility 

of both the domicile and the city. Whiteread’s most ambitious casting of this type was her 1998 

public sculpture Water Tower, in SoHo, New York. (fig. 246) As a foreigner to New York, 

Whiteread draws attention to one of the cities most overlooked pieces of architecture. 

Water Tower was the first of the artist’s public sculptures to demonstrate a move toward 

transparency. Terence Riley, Curator, Department of Architecture and Design, Museum of 

Modern Art comments:  

The whole strategy of moving towards transparency has always been associated with 

notions of revelation, enlightenment and so on. In that sense, Rachel’s work is about 

revelation and ‘seeking the truth.’ There is a confluence between the artist’s intention and 

the architect’s intention.869  

However, as Whiteread moves toward transparency in the material realisation of her sculptures 

Water Tower, and later Monument, her work discloses the extraordinary complexities involved 

in making sculptures that approach architecture. Whilst there was a move toward transparency 

in the sculptures material expression, the casting process was clouded by uncertainty. 

Site Investigations 

Following the controversy surrounding her House project, Whiteread approached her next 

public sculpture with a degree of trepidation, choosing a site and producing a work determined 

not to draw attention to itself.870 In 1994, Whiteread was approached by Tom Eccles, the director 

of New York’s Public Art Fund, to see if she would be interested in producing a work for the 

city. Taking up the offer, Whiteread made her first research trip to New York in 1994. She was 

 
869 Terence Riley in Louise Neri (ed.), LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 169.  
870 Whiteread commented: “I don’t want the water tower project to be a controversial project….I want it to seem like a peaceful 

moment in the sky, to echo the atmosphere of the city.” 

Carol Vogel, “Soho Site Specific: On the Roof,” The New York Times, 11 June 1998, sec. Arts: 4. 
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offered a choice of prominent sites at pedestrian level, but she rejected all of these.871 Eccles 

commented:  

All these public sites provided pedestals for public art but none of them interested her. 

Always on foot, she criss-crossed the city from Tribeca to the Lower East Side, looking at 

side streets and vacant lots, the spaces between tenements, potholes and garbage piles. 

The idea of adding yet another element to the visual cacophony of New York’s streets 

became increasing problematic to her.872 

The artist was weary of her status as a foreigner, and anxious about imposing her work within a 

community in which she was not a participant. Instead, she looked up, trying to “find a quiet 

place” amidst the chaos.873 The decision to cast a water tower came when Whiteread looked 

toward the Manhattan skyline from Brooklyn and saw the roof scapes populated with these 

unique wooden structures. Her proposal was to cast a water tank in translucent resin, which 

would be placed on a steel frame dunnage on a rooftop. The tower would look as though its 

wooden staves had fallen away to reveal its formless contents standing inexplicably upright 

inside. The water would be frozen in a moment in time, and all the pipe work removed from the 

interior to create an ephemeral effect. It would appear, according to the writer Marina Warner, 

to be like a ghost, “all light and lack of substance.”874  

Whiteread left the frenetic pedestrian arena behind and opted to occupy a piece of the 

Manhattan skyline. She hoped the work’s elevation and material constitution would serve to 

immunise it against the controversy that besieged House and her stalled Memorial project in 

Vienna. With Water Tower, the artist wanted to create “a peaceful moment.”875 It was designed 

to be “translucent, changeable, utterly apolitical,”876 “tossed up there like a bubble, seemingly 

without any effort,” Whiteread comments.877 Like Monument, Water Tower would respond to the 

weather, such that, Whiteread notes, “On a cloudy, grey day it might just completely 

disappear… And on a really bright blue-sky day, it will ignite.”878  

Whiteread first visited New York 15 years prior to making Water Tower. She recalled that even 

then she was particularly intrigued by the “short, hairy buildings and the intimacy of the water 

towers on top of them.”879 The Brownstone buildings to which she refers are densely 

 
871 Whiteread notes that she was “offered various sites, like the Doris Freedman Plaza and the Flatiron Building…but I finally 

realized there was no way I wanted to work on street level. New York is completely mad.” 

Vogel, “Soho Site Specific: On the Roof,” p. 1. 
872 Tom Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” in Louise Neri (ed.), LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water 
Tower, p. 25. 
873 Vogel, “Soho Site Specific: On the Roof,” p. 4. 
874 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 194. 
875 Carol Kino, “Up on the Roof,” Time Out: New York, June 4-11 1998: 68. 
876 Suzannah Lessard, “Towering Presence,” Vogue, September 1998: 426.  
877 Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 426. 
878 Cosper, “Casting New York: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 99. 
879 Vogel, “Soho Site Specific: On the Roof,” p. 4. 
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concentrated in Midtown Manhattan and serve, according to Jonathan Jones, to bring 

“Manhattan’s giganticism down to a more domestic scale.”880 

Whiteread chose to cast a water tower because she saw it as indicative of place, being 

“quintessentially New York.”881 It was something that she could respond to “in an almost 

domestic way.”882 Water towers are, according to the artist, “like the furniture of New York.”883 

She described them as “an extension of the home.”884 The towers are like pieces of patio 

furniture punctuating the roof scapes of the city. As furniture they provide comfort to the 

building interior by supplying its occupants with a stream of fresh water on demand. They are 

also used as swimming pools on hot balmy days. Whiteread was told a story about the artist 

Gordon Matta-Clark who, along with a group of friends, drank beer whilst bathing inside his 

water tank atop a building in SoHo in the 1970s.885  

Eccles has observed that rooftop sites are places where many New York residents “landscape 

private Arcadian retreats from urban life.”886 The choreographer Trisha Brown, who utilised the 

rooftops of SoHo in her works in the 1970s, has described this seldom-acknowledged place as a 

“plateau of possibilities, of horizontal communication.”887 It seems fitting that Whiteread should 

also gravitate to a seldom recognised site to display her sculpture. In a manner similar to 

Monument, she chose to employ architecture as a plinth for her sculpture.  

It took several years to find the right site and water tank for the project.888 The artist was 

searching for a site that was “remote but fairly evident from street level, that you could get quite 

intimate with, that you could see from different vantage points.”889 Richard Silver, Director of 

the American Pipe and Tank Company eventually found a site with a vacant 30 foot steel truss 

on the rooftop of a 7-storey Brownstone apartment building above the intersection of Grand and 

West Broadway in SoHo. (fig. 247) Whiteread was attracted to the location, particularly “the old 

Coca-Cola sign, and the different brickwork on the exposed side of the building.”890  

Installation and site-specific art were established in SoHo in the 1970s. The area had remained a 

popular location for artist’s studios and galleries. At the time Whiteread was making her project, 

 
880.Jonathan Jones, “East End or West Side-Home is Where the Art is,” The Independent, 11 February 1998, sec. S: 4.  
881 Kino, “Up on the Roof,” p. 68. 
882 Kino, “Up on the Roof,” p. 68. 
883 Vogel, “Soho Site Specific: On the Roof,” p. 4.  
884 Kino, “Up on the Roof,” p. 68. 
885 Kino, “Up on the Roof,” p. 68.  
886 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 25.  
887 Trish Brown in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 171. 
888 The site needed to be chosen before a tank was found so that the size of the existing truss on the roof of the selected building was 

known and a tank could be found to fit it, keeping the tank in proportion to its dunnage. 
Kino, “Up on the Roof,” p. 68.  
889‘ Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 143. 
890 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 143-4. 
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this urban precinct was changing and there was a mass-migration by the art galleries of SoHo to 

Chelsea.891 High-end boutiques moved into the district as the galleries moved out. Coinciding 

with this change in occupation, curator Robert Storr saw Water Tower as a “memento mori of 

the actions, installations and spill-over gallery activity that animated SoHo streets in the area’s 

heyday.”892 In contrast, art historian Sue Malvern takes umbrage at Storr’s and other critic’s 

claims that the work is a memorial to the neighbourhood’s buoyant artistic past, suggesting that 

these are “vacuous responses to an object which is obviously going out of its way not to offer 

any of the readings public art is supposed to offer.”893 Malvern also suggest that there was “no 

particular reason for it being where it was.”894  Malvern’s claims however, should be placed in 

question, given that Whiteread has remarked on her fascination with the low-rise apartments 

and water towers that are concentrated in this particular district. (fig. 248) 

Civic Water Works 

The use of water towers in Manhattan dates back to the nineteenth century, when water was 

brought into the city from reservoirs to the north, travelling “downhill all the way, creating 

sufficient pressure to drive the water up to a height of five stories.”895 According to Luc Sante, 

the towers provided an engineering solution to “the problem of water pressure in buildings of 

the transitional era between the age of the tenement and that of the skyscraper.”896 Consequently, 

access to water effectively modelled the contours of the Old Manhattan skyline itself.897  

Manhattan is home to approximately 17,000 roof top water tanks.898 The form these tanks 

assume has remained a constant amidst two centuries of changing architectural styles. Eccles 

has noted the scant documentation and “secrecy with which the city’s tank manufacturers guard 

their vernacular craft.”899 These rustic structures are still manufactured in a traditional manner in 

 
891 For details on the transformation of SoHo over the last three decades see: 

Roberta Smith, “The Ghosts of Soho,” The New York Times, 27 August 1998, sec. Arts: 1-2. 

Pamela Lee, “As the Weather,” in Chris Townsend (ed.), The Art of Rachel Whiteread, p. 128-48. 
892 Robert Storr, “Remains of the Day,” Art in America, April (1999): 109. 
893 Sue Malvern, “Antibodies: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” Art History, 26, 3, June (2003): 396.  
894 Malvern, “Antibodies: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 396.  
895 Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 426. 
896 Luc Sante, “Cabin in the Sky,” in Louise Neri (ed.), LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 89. 
897 The city’s skyline became, according to Wakefield, “the engineering consequence of the reserves of water held in upstate 

regions.” 
Neville Wakefield, “The Trouble with Water,” in Louise Neri (ed.), LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 15. 
898 Wakefield, “The Trouble with Water,” p. 15. 
899 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 25.  
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redwood, western yellow cedar, southern white cedar, western red cedar and Douglas fir.900 If 

well maintained, water towers have a life expectancy of upwards of 30 years.901  

The water tower performs two functions simultaneously: water storage and the maintenance of 

pressure. The height of the water tower is dependent upon how far the water stores must be 

delivered, and the capacity of the tank is determined by the volume of water that must be 

available at peak times, taking into consideration emergencies such as fire or pump failures.  

The diurnal valves of the functioning water tower, which, Wakefield notes, are “emptied during 

the daytime where peak demand causes pressure to drop and filled up again at night”902 are 

mimicked by Whiteread’s resin facsimile. In bright day lighting conditions the sculpture appears 

less substantial, as though drained of matter. As evening approaches, the work appears brighter, 

with its contours more defined against the deepening horizon. As darkness cloaks the sculpture, 

it acquires the opacity of dull silver until it eventually disappears into oblivion. 

The Exhibitionist of Building Services 

Within the category of building services, water tanks are flagrant exhibitionists, publicly 

declaring their utilitarian function across the rooftops of Manhattan. In this they are antithetical 

to a host of other building services, which are concealed from view by devices that David Bass 

has termed architectural “bandages.”903 The architectural devices designed to conceal services, 

such as duct covers, suspended ceilings and propped floors, are, Bass argues, “a manifestation 

of our revulsion at this ‘other’ part of ourselves”904 that building services represent.  

The sense of propriety with which the architect approaches the design of building services can 

be seen as differing from the utilitarian emphasis afforded them by engineers. Where the 

architect is prone to concealing building services from view, the engineered structure of the 

water tower, for example, proudly makes its presence felt on the rooftops of Old Manhattan. 

Whiteread takes this act of revelation one step further by setting out to denude this, the 

exhibitionist of building services, within the Naked City. Its degree of exhibitionist behaviour is 

 
900 Suzannah Lessard observes that water towers have “a rustic, almost medieval looking shape, reminiscent of a turret - very simple, 

but romantic in its connotations.”  
Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 426. 
901 In accordance with the National Wood Tank Institute Bulletin S82, the timber used for the tanks must be “well-seasoned and free 

from rot, sap, loose or unsound knots, wormholes and shakes.” The untreated timber used in the staves and base, are required to be 

“air dried (below 17% moisture content).” 

Wakefield, “The Trouble with Water,” p. 17. 
902 Wakefield, “The Trouble with Water,” p. 15. 
903 Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” p. 30.  
904 Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” p. 30.  
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contingent upon the weather: sometimes it glistens like a jewel while at other times it shies 

away from attention as it is subsumed by the passing cloud cover. 

The sculptor, in contrast to both the architect and engineer, utilises this structure to initiate a 

dialogue about the performativity of public sculpture and its capacity to show us new but 

seldom considered topographies that exist within the urban fabric, high above the frantic 

pedestrian arena.  

Coagulating Flow 

Water towers have an anthropomorphic deportment about them. Their stout barrel bellies are 

constructed from cylindrical tanks fastened tightly with metal straps that are placed atop the 

stumpy legs of steel dunnages and covered by peaked roofs. At the base of the tank emerges a 

feeding tube which serves to irrigate the building intravenously. 

Water towers bridge the connection between their rooftop tenancies and a vast subterranean 

network of water pipes that sustains the city. Their forms are, according to Wakefield, “the 

architectural manifestation of a fluid architecture that connects the atmospheric to the 

subterranean, the rainfall of the water table to the underground supply network,”905 placing the 

vertical in relation to the horizontal. Whiteread’s Water Tower severs this connection, stopping 

up this fluid architecture and eviscerating all the pipe-work from its interior. This sculpture 

operates on a continuum from the artist’s earlier castings of sinks, bathtubs, and mortuary slab 

works, where she detaches a sanitary object from its regulatory circuits.906 

Whiteread has frequently conceptualised buildings as bodies, considering “houses in terms of 

skeletons, the plumbing and electricity as nerves and blood vessels... the water tower might be 

the bladder! Or perhaps the tear ducts.”907 She considered the water tower as analogous to bodily 

orifices, sites where insides move out, where waste is expelled or powerful emotions are visibly 

expressed. In casting her tower, Whiteread cuts off this flow and severs connections to the 

horizontal datum by removing the pipe work from inside the tower.  

The perforation of the border conditions between inside and out that Whiteread mentions, were 

to place the entire project in jeopardy. When Water Tower was being cast, it sprung a leak and 

 
905 Wakefield, “The Trouble with Water,” p. 15. 
906 This gesture was first undertaken by Marcel Duchamp in his sculpture Fountain (1917), whereby the artist removed a urinal from 

its wall mounting within a latrine and placed it upon the horizontal surface of the art gallery floor. 
907

 Cosper, “Casting New York: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 109. 
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remedial action was sought. Attempts to find a diagnosis and cure for its bout of incontinence 

needed to be found quickly, so that there were no visible signs of this breach on the final cast. 

The Latent Power of Building Services 

Building services embody a latent power which, given a breach in their housing, can leak out 

and reek havoc on architecture. One architect who has written on the design of building services 

is Louis Kahn. He writes: 

I do not like ducts; I do not like pipes. I hate them really thoroughly, but because I hate 

them so thoroughly, I feel they have to be given their place. If I just hated them and took 

no care, I think they would invade the building and completely destroy it. I want to 

correct any notion you might have that I am in love with that kind of thing.908 

Kahn sets the record straight by denying any love for ducts and pipes. He endows these services 

with a malevolent animism intent on destruction if not thoroughly held in check by the architect. 

Kahn reins in their colonising impulses, which, if left to their own devices, would invade the 

building and destroy it. Their excessive nature and unbridled will is foregrounded, as too is their 

ability to upstage the architect. Bass argues that behind Kahn’s admonition of services there 

lies:  

A deeper dialectic of decency and danger. The naked pipe’s capacity to offend is only the 

surface effect of a deeper threat (though not the deepest); it contains things that move, 

unseen. A leaking pipe gives cause for anxiety. The breaking or removal of a pipe frees 

its contents, revealing a low-grade form of life. This ‘life’, normally restrained but 

occasionally bursting forth insolently and extravagantly, is at the root of the feelings of 

disquiet, fear and fascination, which are provoked by building services.909 

Struck from the Official Record 

Prior to the publication of the book Water Towers (1989),910 by the photographers Bernd and 

Hiller Becher, these industrial structures had seldom featured as part of the official historical 

record of Manhattan.911 Like Whiteread, the Bechers’ concern themselves with recording what 

Weston Naef describes as “the underdogs of the builder’s art, since nearly all that they 

photograph will eventually be demolished.”912 (fig. 249) 

 
908 Louis Kahn in Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” p. 26.  
909 Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” p. 26.  
910 Bernd and Hilla Becher et al., Water Towers, Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1989. 
911 Sante, “Cabin in the Sky,” p. 92-3.  
912 Weston Naef comments that the Becher’s are “simultaneously witnesses and redeemers of an aspect of our times that is destined  

to vanish….. the chroniclers of heroic failure, in contrast to the majority of great artists who are chroniclers of noble success.” 

Weston J. Naef, “The Art of Bernd and Hilla Becher,” in Bernd and Hilla Becher et al., Water Towers, p. 11.  
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In his introduction to the Bechers’ book, Reyner Banham suggests that the artist’s deadpan 

portraits of an array of different water towers serve to deactivate the latent potential hidden in 

these industrial forms.913 (fig. 250) The Bechers’, Banham notes, “sanitized and distanced” these 

“industrial sources of modernist imagery from us, lest their still unexorcised mana invade the 

minds of another generation and start the whole Modernist process all over again.914 Banham, 

like Kahn, assigns these service structures a form of ‘unexorcised mana’ that must be tempered 

by aesthetic intervention to quell their life force. The Bechers’ photographs of a range of 

industrial structures including water-towers, blast furnaces, and mineheads, have a seriousness 

befitting their subjects which, Naef observes, “usually deal with the primordial forces of earth, 

air, fire, and water, embodying Newtonian forces that if not unambiguously harnessed are 

potentially out of control.”915 

The process Whiteread employs to cast her Water Tower can be seen to release the latent forces 

contained by building services. Whilst the Bechers’ sober documentary images served to 

ameliorate the latent power embodied within these industrial structures, the fabrication of 

Whiteread’s Water Tower made these forces manifest, bringing their power to the fore. Her cast 

of a piece of building service equipment, designed to harness Newtonian forces would be 

subject to an unfathomable degree of technical difficulty. Whiteread succeeded by only the 

narrowest of margins. (fig. 251) 

The production team for Water Tower involved a project manager, fabricator, studio assistants, 

engineers, resin producers, and other specialists to provide access to the sculpture’s rooftop 

site.916 The $270,000 (US) project was the most expensive ever undertaken by the Public Art 

Fund and was four years in the planning.  

Whiteread had difficulty sourcing engineering expertise to assist her in producing the tower’s 

resin tank. This was because professionals were unwilling, according to Eccles, to “forfeit 

insurance liability on such untested ground. Of the limited number of manufacturers who 

produce clear resin, most cautioned against its use on such an ambitious scale and none would 

 
913 Weston Naef observes that to achieve this effect of pure objectivity, the Becher’s “only photograph on days when cloud cover 

diffuses the sunlight and helps to eliminate the play of light and shadow that they feel does more to confuse than to reveal their 

subjects. They elevate the camera above ground level on scaffolds or ladders and use the tilts and swings of the view camera to 

create the illusion that the subject is being observed at a height midway up. When perspectival views are required, they avoid the 

oblique and obtuse. These procedures offer serious constraints. If they discover a subject while prospecting for motifs on a sunny 
day, they must wait for clouds in order to proceed; if the proper viewpoint cannot be obtained, the subject must be abandoned. 

Patience is an essential virtue in the creation of this art.”  

Naef, “The Art of Bernd and Hilla Becher,” p. 10. 
914 Reyner Banham, “The Becher Vision,” in Bernd and Hilla Becher et al., Water Towers, p. 7. 

This ‘distancing’ was achieved by the photographers taking their signature black and white images on overcast days to eliminate the 
effects of chiaroscuro on their imposing subjects. 
915 Naef, “The Art of Bernd and Hilla Becher,” p. 11. 
916 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 159.  
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guarantee its success.”917 Eventually, Charles Hickok, a professional fabricator and model-maker 

was brought in to assist Whiteread with the technical realisation of this project. In 1998, Water 

Tower was the largest resin sculpture ever made, measuring nine feet high and 13 feet in 

diameter. Monument would later supersede it to become the largest sculpture made in resin. 

As the manufacture of water tanks is shrouded by secrecy, so too were the credentials of 

Whiteread’s resin fabricator. Hickok had been working with resin in the aerospace industry on 

jobs so secret that, Susannah Lessard notes, “Whiteread and the Fund had, in the end, to accept 

his competence largely on faith. (A snapshot of Chuck with the wing of a stealth bomber 

helped).”918 To make the sculpture, Hickok specified the use of a resin manufactured by BJB 

Enterprises in Tustin, California, called Clear Cast 2000. The artist wanted a clear resin without 

hues and so chose a resin compound used in film special effects.919  

The Testing Grounds: Eliminating Internal Lines 

The monograph on Water Tower contains extracts from Whiteread’s sketchbook. They include 

mixed media drawings, construction drawings of Water Tower, site photographs, and images of 

the resin test samples produced by BJB Enterprises. (fig. 252, fig. 253) These excerpts also 

document the technical difficulties encountered during the research and development stage as 

well as the final pour of the cast. 

Whiteread made a 12-inch high maquette of the water tank to assess how the work could be 

fabricated and to test the tensile strength of the work.920 Problems occurred during the casting of 

this test tank. The high temperatures generated during curing caused the release agent to become 

welded to the surface of the stainless steel core. (fig. 254) This led Whiteread to rethink the core 

of the structure on two counts. Firstly, the release agent between the core and cast had to be 

reconsidered. Secondly, the internal lines made by the core needed to be eliminated. (fig. 255) 

Intent upon minimising the optical effects of distortion, at one stage during the design process 

Whiteread proposed that the work might be filled with water to “get rid of the unevenness of 

refraction” and assist in eliminating these internal lines.921 A plank test was also completed as a 

refraction test. These initial models were used to identify potential problems that might occur in 

the full-scale cast. Both the test tank and plank were lifted by a fork hoist to see how the resin 

looked against the sky. Whilst the clarity was acceptable, the artist thought the test sample was a 

 
917 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 26. 
918 Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 426. 
919 This resin had been used “for the ice cave in ‘Batman and Robin,’ among other places.” 
Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 426. 
920 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 144-5.  
921 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 59. 
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little too green. It was also discovered that polished surfaces made internal problems more 

visible. Bubbling, therefore, needed to be avoided.  

The artist was troubled by the visibility of the internal lines on the maquette. She wanted to 

eliminate the “clumsy verticals and horizontals.”922 This design decision iterates the artist’s 

fascination, also seen in Monument, with eliminating any visible form of structural detailing. To 

avoid the horizontal striations evident in her earlier resin table and chair castings, which were a 

result of the work being poured in successive layers, the resin used in Water Tower needed to be 

poured slowly and continuously. There would also be minimal detailing at the junctions 

between the base and the walls of the tank so as not to detract from the vertical articulation of 

the timber staves. This was intended to create illusion that the sculpture was a solid body of 

water and not a hollow cylinder.  

In her sketchbook, Whiteread drew up the dimensions of the tower from the maquette, 

elongating its gossamer form. (fig. 256) One of these images has been manipulated so that it 

looks as if the artist is standing beside her work executed at full-scale. She has drawn the 

tower’s missing dimensions on the photograph with her signature correction fluid and black ink. 

In other images, Whiteread cuts and pastes multiple photographs of the test sample atop one 

another to get a sense of how its vertical dimensions will stack up.923 These collages indicate a 

sense of dissatisfaction with the scale model, and an urgency to draw up the project and 

fabricate it at its full scale despite the technical difficulties experienced at this early stage in the 

design process.  

Hydrophobia 

Whiteread requested an old tank with “the grain of the wood embossed on the surface”924 to cast 

from. Silver secured a twenty-five year old cedar tank that had been decommissioned. The tank 

had been subjected to the vagaries of the weather and required restoration prior to casting. Many 

of the tank’s boards were warped and were textured to the point of being rotten.925 (fig. 257) The 

tank was dismantled and each stave was cleaned separately with a wire brush and then air-dried 

with portable heaters.926 After a month of drying, the tank was reconstituted in a Chelsea 

warehouse.927  

 
922 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 58.  
923 See images taken from Rachel Whiteread’s sketchbook in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 60-4. 
924 Vogel, “Soho Site Specific: On the Roof,” p. 4  
925 Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 426.  
926 C. Carr, “Going up in Public,” The Village Voice, 23 June 1998: 72.  
927 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 27. 
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Water and any form of residual moisture were to be the enemy during casting. The 

constructional processes required to make Water Tower can be allied to those of an architect 

whose practice is contingent upon hydrophobic dread. Hydrophobia is an “extreme or irrational 

fear of water.”928 To be hydrophobic is “tending to repel or fail to mix with water.”929 During 

detailed design, architects often line buildings with a host of impermeable membranes and 

carefully attend to the design of fenestration and eaves details to immunise the interior against 

taking on water.  

From the outset, hydrophobia clouded the process of making Water Tower on a technical as 

well as a design level. The planks from the original wooden tank used to cast Water Tower 

needed to dry thoroughly because, Whiteread notes, “the slightest moisture in the wood would 

cause the casting material to fizz, and the whole cast would turn cloudy.”930 Such cloudiness 

would undermine Whiteread’s dogged insistence that the work be crystal clear.931  

Hickok was cautious about casting this particular structure because resin bubbles on contact 

with moisture. He spent “six months playing with sealants. But it was difficult and always very 

risky.”932 The sculpture’s fabrication worked against the grain of this typological form’s original 

function as a water vessel. The process of making Water Tower was one characterised by 

uncertainty because the resin used to simulate water was in constant endangerment from it. 

Moisture had to be vigilantly policed to ensure the success of the pour that, ironically, sought to 

replicate this formless substance: both life giver and dire threat to the project’s success. 

The design process normally moves towards clarity of architectural expression through the 

production of working drawings and detailed documentation. However, with Water Tower and 

Monument, in moving toward transparency, the work’s successful fabrication was marked by 

uncertainty. Mark Hage, the structural engineer for Water Tower, observed that his experience 

collaborating with sculptors is different from collaborating with architect’s because: 

You have to get into the shoes of the artist much more than you would have to with an 

architect because obviously artists aren’t as concerned with function and behaviour. They 

push the limits of what is possible….This project was like a swiss watch. It had a lot of 

minutiae and required much more creativity than typical building structures, which have 

their own set protocol.933  

 
928 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 899.  
929 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 899.   
930 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 145. 
931 To cast a water tower in resin is not something its fabricator Charles Hickock would have considered normally doing because 

“resin bubbles on contact with moisture. I spent six months playing with sealants. But it was difficult and always very risky.” 
Charles Hickock in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 179. 
932 Charles Hickock in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 179. 
933 Mark Hage in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 178.  
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The frequent commentary made by the construction and engineering support teams employed in 

this project make reference to the unchartered waters these professionals found themselves 

working in.934  

In May 1988, four years after Whiteread accepted the commission, Water Tower was ready to 

cast. A team of six, headed by Hickok, assisted in the four-month preparations for the casting. 

After the water tank was reassembled, it was inverted and sealed with water-based polyurethane 

paint and coated with release agents PVA and PVC that would enable the resin to carry the trace 

of the wood grain without bonding to its surface.935 (fig. 258, fig. 259) The hollow core that was 

used in the final cast was made from laminated divincell, covered in fibreglass. (fig. 260) This 

core, which made allowance for the four-inch thick walls of the resin cast was placed inside the 

mould, and held in place with stainless steel pins.936 (fig. 261) 

The cylinder and conical roof were cast in one piece and the base was cast separately. (fig. 262) 

The roof of the water tank was not cast from the original but from a mould made by Whiteread. 

The boards used on the roof were punctuated by knots that became part of the cast. Textural 

effects gained priority over the original utilitarian demands of the tower where knotted wood 

was undesirable. Whiteread cast the roof and tank in one piece, but afterward separated the roof 

piece from the tank for fine finishing. 

The roof incorporated 14 wooden rafters in the final resin casting. These are visible on the 

interior of the cast. Whiteread thought the overhanging edge normally used on water towers was 

“too visually complex” for the sculpture. She chose instead to keep the edge of the roofline 

flush with the tank.937 (fig. 263) 

BJB technicians assisted in pouring 9000lb. of liquid resin into the tank over a 12-hour period. 

The budget had allowed for only one attempt at casting the work and all did not go according to 

plan. As the temperature rose during curing, reaching close to 200 degrees Celsius, pressure 

built up within the mould, resulting in the core of the mould cracking, and springing a leak.938 

(fig. 264) 

 
934 Mark Hage, the structural engineer on the project, comments that “right from the beginning we knew that we were going into 
uncharted territory, just with the materials alone.” 

Mark Hage in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 178.  
935 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 27. 
936 The walls of the cast consisted of 1/2 inch of UV and 3 1/2 inches of resin. 
937 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 69. 
938 Whiteread observed that the problem lay with the core. She commented: “The pressure and heat at this point was simply too 

much.” 

Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 70. 
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As the resin in the mould for Water Tower catalysed it began overheating, emitting groaning 

sounds before the strain on the fibreglass core was too great and it cracked, causing the resin to 

pool in the inverted cone939 (fig. 265), requiring the work to be cast over two sessions.940 The job 

of removing the core was exacerbated by this leak, for when the resin shifted in the mould it 

also took the degreasing agent with it, bonding the resin directly with the core.  

Whiteread and her team immediately went into damage control. (fig. 266) For three weeks, 

working in shifts, Eccles comments: 

Fifteen volunteers chipped and chiselled the excess resin from the core. This laborious 

and toxic process was constantly threatened by the uncertainty of success. But it did 

work. At the end of May the completed hollow resin tank, polished on the interior, was 

right sided and affixed to its cast base.941  

After barely surviving its extreme makeover, the production and installation of Whiteread’s 

Water Tower still managed to convey what Bass has termed the “potential violence of the 

elemental forces which are constrained by building services.”942 (fig. 267) For example, Mark 

Hage, the project’s structural engineer responsible for assessing the exact gravity of resin and its 

strength and environmental durability, was also responsible for making sure the sculpture met 

earthquake requirements and adhered to New York City’s “Byzantine building code 

restrictions.”943 Hage was also in charge of guiding the trajectory of this mighty behemoth during 

its construction and re-location to its rooftop site. 

The engineer highlighted how it was not only the design of the tower itself but also the design 

of its supports while lifted and stationary that required careful consideration. Water Tower was 

like a morbidly obese resident who had to be airlifted out from the interior. Hage comments: 

We had to follow it around, making sure it didn’t go through the ground. We had to 

design how it was lifted, how it was supported while it was lifted, how to roll it out of the 

studio. The entire garage had to be reinforced. We had almost to imagine how it would be 

cast, where it would be sitting, how it would be rolled, and follow the structure and 

reinforce the path of this thing, as if it was a hurricane.944 

 
939 “Just as the resin was reaching the top of the mold, which was “moaning and groaning,” according to Hickock, a crack opened in 

the bottom of the hollow core and the crew watched in horror as the resin level dropped and an approximately 12-inch-deep  “pond” 

of resin welled up inside the core.”  
Stephanie Cash, “A Tower Is Born,” Art In America, 87, 4 (1999): 107.  
940 After the mould sprung a leak, the fabricators waited three days for the cast to completely harden before topping up the cast with 

resin.  

Cash, “A Tower Is Born,” p. 107. 
941 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 28. 
942 Bass, “Towering Inferno: The Metaphoric Life of Building Services,” p. 27. 
943 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 27. 
944 Mark Hage in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 171.  
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Like the reinforcement required for the foundations of the structure that was the mould for 

House, the studio where Water Tower was produced also needed reinforcement. It was as 

though the studio was bracing itself for a natural disaster of gargantuan proportions. Whiteread 

notes that the sculpture was moved, “three or four times during the production process, which 

was a performance in itself.”945 Unlike the Bechers’ photographs of water towers, Whiteread’s 

translucid döppelganger was to retain its primal power throughout its re-construction by the 

artist. 

Moving Day 

On June 7, the sculpture was brought to its new residence on a flatbed truck. Crowds gathered to 

watch the coronation. The tank was coerced into a customised sling and a 440-ton crane raised it 

seven stories above ground onto its steel base.946 (fig. 268) The base also required reinforcing. 

Whiteread comments that the crane company, The Mariano Bros., “worked with the cranes as if 

they were performing a ballet.”947 Whiteread watched the performance from the street. 

According to one commentator, standing amongst the crowd, Whiteread denied all knowledge 

of the projecting saying, “I had nothing to do with it. I’m just a tourist.”948 As a foreigner to New 

York, the artist, masquerading as an innocent bystander, drew attention to one of the city’s most 

overlooked pieces of architecture. (fig. 269) Critic Darcy Copser allies Whiteread’s role to that 

of the itinerant stranger found in fairy tales and folk stories who “brings epiphany, by revealing 

truths so familiar they have become invisible.”949  

Water Tower remained on site for two years. It was later purchased and bequeathed to the 

Museum of Modern Art where it currently resides on the northwest corner of the rooftop at 

West 53rd Street.  

Building Consents 

When Whiteread’s collaborators were looking for a place for Water Tower to stand they had to 

overcome elaborate bureaucratic processes to ensure its debut atop an apartment building. As 

well as requiring laboratory tests to assess the strength of the cured resin and its fire resistance, 

Water Tower also required: 

 
945 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 146-7. 
946 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 28. 
947 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 146-7. 
948 Carr, “Going up in Public,” p. 72.  
949 Cosper, “Casting New York: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 99.  
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A landmark district revocable consent permit (to allow a temporary installation in the 

Landmark district of SoHo); and a building code variance allowing the sculpture to be 

treated as a sign (there being no New York City Building Code permit for sculptures on 

rooftops and any structure on a roof requires a permit from the Building Department).950  

Water Tower, like its predecessor House, would sit uneasily within disciplinary parameters. 

Whilst building regulations meant that House was categorised as architecture (thereby sealing 

its own premature demise), a building code variance required that Water Tower had to 

masquerade as a sign rather than a sculpture in order to occupy its rooftop site.951 

But a sign of what one may well ask? Unlike an advertisement that projects a certain branded 

image, Water Tower has a changeable aspect, and in the evening when advertisements are often 

at their most garish, peppering the skyline with their neon hieroglyphs, Water Tower retreats 

into the darkness. There is no sign announcing it to the public except its own pellucid and 

changeable complexion. Water Tower is more like a cipher than a sign, taking on the qualities 

of its atmospheric surroundings.952 It plays a game of hide and seek. There one minute, gone the 

next, subsumed into passing cloud cover.  

Between Drawing and Sculpture 

Architect Diane Lewis suggests that Water Tower “oscillates between being a solid and a 

drawing, which is very successful, particularly because you can usually walk around her 

sculptures. In this case you can’t, so it’s transforming itself into a drawn image, a public image, 

a drawing in the sky.”953 The idealised conceptual images for Water Tower can be seen in a 

photo-collage (fig. 270) and a “Study for Water Tower,” (varnish on photograph). (fig. 271) 

Here, the cylinder and conic section that constitute the tower’s platonic shape are rendered as 

adumbrated forms. The cast is bereft of a thickness, reduced to a pure outline filled by 

atmosphere. These representations deprive the sculpture of its physical mass. In a number of 

photographs the profile of the finished sculpture appears to almost dissolve into the surrounding 

atmosphere. (fig. 272) Whiteread talks about the work at night being like “this tiny smudge in 

 
950 Eccles, “Vanishing Point: The Making of Water Tower,” p. 27. 
951 Jacqueline Mosca, permit expeditor for Agouti Construction, New York City, comments on the category Water Tower was 

placed within: 
“It’s a water tower but it’s sculpture - try and explain that to the building department. Telling somebody that something is art is so 

nebulous. I had been told by the Commissioner’s office to file Water Tower as a sign in order to get it approved. I knew it wasn’t a 

sign and I knew it didn’t indicate the building in terms of what you think of as a sign, but there was no other avenue to file it under. 

This is probably the first of its kind that has ever come through the city like this”. 

Jacqueline Mosca in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 168. 
952 Robert Leonard suggests that Water Tower is “an empty form waiting for meaning to attach itself to it.” 

Robert Leonard in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 170. 
953 Diane Lewis in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 168.  
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the darkness.”954 (fig. 273) Like a smudge that leaves its indelible fingerprint on a drawing, 

Water Tower leaves the slightest of impressions on the skyline. 

Representations of Water Tower 

Water Tower is marked by multiple paradoxes. Cosper describes it as “a wonderfully 

paradoxical collision of the banal and the spectacular.”955 Whiteread transforms a vestige of the 

rustic via high tech methods of manufacture. The result is a work whose platonic simplicity 

belies its volatile construction. The finished work appears monolithic one moment, insubstantial 

the next, dependent upon atmospheric effects.  

A process of constructional negation characterised Water Tower, to an even greater extent than 

Monument. A determined effort was made to pre-fabricate a sculpture, utilising sophisticated 

technologies, which was, under optimal conditions, designed to disappear.956 Whiteread 

insistence that the work is “quite a discreet thing,”957 an “unassuming jewel on the Manhattan 

skyline”958 is belied by one representation she made of it. It is a doctored postcard of New York 

landmarks sent to Louise Neri, Whiteread’s friend and the editor of the monograph on Water 

Tower.959 (fig. 274) In the upper left quartile of the postcard the artist has re-touched the touristic 

memento by superimposing a drawing of her proposed Water Tower, rendered in correction 

fluid, over the top of Frederic Bartholdi’s Statue of Liberty (1884-1886). She replaces a 

monument, gifted by foreigners as an emblem of goodwill to the city, with her own resin tank. 

Liberty’s plinth is analogous to the building on which Water Tower resides. Whiteread’s Water 

Tower stakes its claim to Liberty’s pedestal, encasing her hollowed out female form within its 

translucent skin, like a giant prophylactic.  

In this postcard, Whiteread’s tower is relocated to a site surrounded by the body of water that 

subtends Manhattan Island. It is placed beside sky scraping structures, both past and present that 

are affiliated with the commercial arena. The late Twin Towers, the Empire State Building, and 

the Rockerfeller Centre are its neighbours. Its scale has increased exponentially to match its 

fellow civic monuments. With this work, Whiteread establishes allegiances between her 

sculpture (under design) and these New York Landmarks. She elevates a mundane service 

structure to the realm of the monumental. 

 
954 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 166.  
955 Cosper, “Casting New York: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 99. 
956 Richard Shone comments: “The sculpture will be for the sharp-eyed: the artist herself has said that she wants ‘to make something 

not there.’” 

Richard Shone, “Eyes on the Skies,” Artforum, January (1998): 34. 
957 Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread’s Water Tower, p. 166.  
958 Cosper, “Casting New York: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 99.  
959 Whiteread sent the postcard to Louise Neri on her birthday. 



 228 

Art historian Sue Malvern has written on this representation of Water Tower, taking her lead 

from the art historian Mignon Nixon’s paper “Bad Enough Mothers.”960 In this paper, Nixon 

investigates a selection of works by contemporary female artists, including Whiteread. She 

identifies similarities between the processes involved in making Whiteread’s sculptures and the 

aggressive drives directed toward the maternal figure that characterise the psychoanalyst 

Melanie Klein’s theories on infantile development.961 Malvern argues that in this postcard image 

Water Tower “enacts its revenge on the ‘mother’ Liberty by engulfing and devouring her, 

introjecting the object.”962 However, the phallic tower can be seen as either subsuming the 

maternal figure or protecting it. This image can also be construed as an ominous harbinger, pre-

September 11, 2001, of the eclipse of Liberty and the curtailment of civil rights that occurred 

after the act of terrorism executed toward the World Trade Centre. 

Each of the works in the postcard are iconic landmarks, reaching for the stars within the city of 

dreams. Water Tower also has its head in the clouds, evoking the upper atmosphere, and 

returning to the site from which its former contents sprung.  

Condensation 

Whiteread’s sculpture also evokes issues in relation to condensation: as both a physical and 

psychoanalytical phenomenon. Water Tower’s fabrication and critical reception can be 

compared to the processes involved in deciphering the content of the night dream, as 

enumerated by Freud in The interpretation of Dreams. In this seminal text, Freud utilises the 

metaphor of depth to discriminate between the manifest and latent content of the dream. These 

two forms of content are linked by a system of transformations entitled the ‘dream-work’. The 

manifest dream content is a short précis of the dream, documented after it has happened, which 

has undergone a form of condensation. Freud also specifically utilises the plumbing metaphor in 

order to acknowledge that no matter the extent of the interpretation, there is always a point at 

which the dream remains unplummable.963 Freud observes: 

The first thing that becomes clear to anyone who compares the dream-content with the 

dream-thoughts is that a work of condensation on a large scale has been carried out. 

 
960 Mignon Nixon, “Bad Enough Mothers,” October, 71, Winter (1995): 71-92.  
961 These aggressive drives are termed the paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions. Sue Malvern writes: 

“The paranoid–schizoid and depressive positions which Klein finds in the infant’s early psyche outline an idea of time which is 

more like space: here, there and gone rather than present, future and past. In Nixon’s account Whiteread’s work evokes the 
depressive position and the subject’s anxiety and remorse at about its own aggression, which involves it in mourning an object that 

it fears it has destroyed and lost. As in infantile fantasy, Whiteread’s work elides the inside and the outside, the body and its 

supports.” 

Malvern, “Antibodies: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p .394. 
962 Malvern, “Antibodies: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 402.  
963 “Be warned, however, as Freud noted: “There is at least one spot in every dream at which it is unplummable-a navel, as it were, 

that is the point of contact with the unknown.””  

Lahiji and Friedman, Plumbing: Sounding Modern Architecture, p. 11.  
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Dreams are brief, meagre and laconic in comparison with the range and wealth of dream 

thoughts. If a dream is written out it may perhaps fill half a page. The analysis setting out 

the dream-thought underlying it may occupy six, eight or a dozen times as much 

space…… I have already had occasion to point out that it is in fact never possible to be 

sure that a dream has been completely interpreted. Even if the solution seems satisfactory 

and without gaps, the possibility always remains that the dream may have yet another 

meaning. Strictly speaking then, it is impossible to determine the amount of 

condensation.964 

Condensation also has another definition, being described as “water which collects as droplets 

on a cold surface when humid air is in contact with it,” as well as meaning “the process of 

becoming more dense, in particular: the conversion of a vapour or gas to a liquid.”965  

In relation to Whiteread’s resin tower, a number of forms of condensation have taken place. The 

first can be evidenced when the catalysing element is added to the liquid resin, creating a 

chemical reaction that fuses two volatile substances together and hardens to a solid state.  

Secondly, Water Tower can be interpreted as operating in a manner akin to the dream-work. The 

platonic forms of Whiteread’s translucid architecture have generated multiple interpretations. 

From the latent content excavated from the condensed form of the dream, emerge a wellspring 

of critical appraisals. The resin tower serves to draw the viewer’s attention to the overlooked 

and sounds out the latent life of this urban water vessel. The sculpture, like the condensation 

that occurs in the dream précis, cannot be read solely on its face value. Instead it serves to 

catalyse a discussion about its own meanings as well as those of its surroundings. This work 

invites the viewer to look up, revealing a new level of urban topography within the city.  

The process of disguise at work within the dream is also present in Water Tower, which has 

undergone a spatial and material re-evaluation to assume a form of diaphanous camouflage. 

Robert Leonard has likened its dissimulating countenance to the alien in The Predator films. 

This alien, Leonard comments: 

Drops in on Planet Earth to hunt humans, using a hi-tech cloaking device that renders it 

transparent. A human detective, who’s chasing it over the rooftops, only sees it when he’s 

not really looking for it, when he’s looking awry. Then it appears as a form of luminous 

distortion, an interference pattern in the way the world is supposed to look. Like the 

Predator, Water Tower is hard to see; it almost disappears in some light conditions, it 

doesn’t announce itself.966 

The search for this mutated tower involves looking for the one amongst the many. By singling 

out one particular tower, Whiteread affords all the others a second glance. The viewer in search 

 
964 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, Trans. James Strachey, London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1954, p. 279. 
965 The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 382-3. 
966 Robert Leonard in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 169. 
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of Water Tower must focus their attention on the roof scapes, looking up in an attempt to ferret 

out this elusive crystalline sculpture, a replicant of its host body, shed-off like a cicada-skin. 

Like other works by Whiteread, an object, and in this instance a terrain seldom noticed or 

utilised by public sculpture, are brought into the foreground.967 By drawing the viewer’s 

attention to one permutation of the water tower typology, it also seeks to invoke the multitude 

that surrounds it.968 The work disappears and reappears as you navigate the neighbourhood 

surrounding it from different orientations. The interest in this elusive sculpture lies as much in 

the chase as the capture. 

Latency and Censorship 

The use of disguise in the dream indicates a form of censorship operating within the 

unconscious. This process of censorship is also applied to the representation of this building 

service, which, as Luc Sante has noted, save for the work of Bernd and Hiller Becher and a 

handful of other artists have been decorously edited out of the public record.969 Sante conjectures 

that their removal can be seen as “not unlike the way in which photographs of bathrooms until 

recently always avoided showing the toilets.”970 This cutting out points to a repression of the 

body and its plumbing or water works.  

With her anthropomorphic Water Tower, Whiteread brings censored material to the fore. In his 

book Architectural Reflections Colin St John Wilson investigates how condensation operates in 

architecture, arguing, “what stirs most deeply in the latent imagery of architectural forms is the 

memory of the human body.”971 

The material and spatial transformations Whiteread exacts on the water tower make one 

consider the daily rituals of ablution. This interest in hygiene was paramount to modern 

architects who intent upon eradicating the psychopathologies thought to inhabit the pre-modern 

 
967 The most notable exception is Dan Graham’s Two- Way Mirror Cylinder Inside Cube and a Video Salon (1989). Made in 

collaboration with Baratloo-Balch Architects New York, this work is situated on the rooftop park for Dia Centre of the Arts on West 
22nd Street. 
968 For example Joseph Holtman writes that “On February 13, against a brilliant early afternoon sky. Water Tower was a radiant 

ghost, an inexplicable visitor in conversation with two earthly cousins. These everyday presences are now mysterious too, and I 

think they will remain so even if the visitor should go away.” 

Joseph Holtman in Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 188.  
969 Water towers have featured in the early work of sculptor Louise Bourgeois, the paintings of Edward Hopper, and photographs by 

André Kertesz, and others.  

See Wakefield, “The Trouble with Water,” p. 17.  
970 Luc Sante writes of the Water Tower: 

“For the first century of its existence it is seldom if ever mentioned by authors commenting on the urban scene, and it barely shows 
up in pictures. You can page through the hundreds of photographs of commercial and industrial buildings in Moses King’s 

‘Handbook of New York City’ (1896), for example, and see maybe half a dozen examples at most, few of them more than slices…It 

might be argued that the absence of water towers in these cases is merely a matter of the photographer’s street level perspective, but 

since the cisterns are sometimes perched very near the cornice the omission can appear deliberate, not unlike the way in which 

photographs of bathrooms until recently always avoided showing the toilets.” 
Sante, “Cabin in the Sky,” p. 92-3.  
971 Colin St John Wilson, Architectural Reflections: Studies in the Philosophy and Practice of Architecture, Oxford: Butterworth 

Architecture, 1992, p. 11-12.  
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domicile and replacing these spatial fears with an emphasis on hygiene. Biological functions 

subsumed psychological ones as the focus of attention. Richard Shone has observed, “The 

Water tower’s silhouette, from conical top to stumpy legs, is something of a Modernist icon, 

having been memorably depicted by Steiglitz, Hopper, Sheeler and Demuth.”972 Besides these 

artists and the Bechers’ however, representations of this service structure have been scarce.  

This deliberate form of censorship all but erases water towers from the historical record. This 

service structure is deemed too utilitarian and unphotogenic to leave its impression on celluloid. 

Both Whiteread’s Water Tower and the tanks surrounding it have been archived thanks to the 

sculptor’s intervention. 

There was no rooftop access to the work. (fig. 275) This meant the sculpture was primarily 

viewed from street level.973 Despite this, the photographic documentation of the project has been 

criticised on the grounds that it fails to truthfully represent how the sculpture is viewed within 

the public domain. Sue Malvern observes that the most frequently published photographs of the 

work were, “taken from the private spaces of roof terraces, from positions level with the object 

as it gathered in light from the sky. These were views quite at odds with the actuality of seeing 

it from the street.”974 The monograph devoted to Water Tower goes some way to rectifying this 

by presenting a collection of images of the work taken from the pedestrian’s vantage point. 

Conclusion 

Water Tower is marked by paradox. In employing architecture as a plinth for her sculpture 

Whiteread invited pedestrians to look up toward the roof scapes of Old Manhattan in search of 

Water Tower’s spectral form. She utilises an urban topography seldom traversed by public 

sculpture and draws attention to a piece of architecture dutifully servicing the city for centuries 

that had remained, for the most part, absent from the historical record. The works realisation, 

which incurred substantial difficulties, draws attention to the latent life contained by building 

services.

 
972 Shone, “Eyes on the Skies,” p. 34. 
973 Whiteread comments: “There is no access to the piece. You cannot go up to see it; you can only see it from the street. The people 

who live in the house have had people ringing their buzzer, even though there is a sign saying “No roof access”. They’ve had people 

getting up on the roof, and others leaping over from other rooftops to go and have a look at it. But really I think it’s quite a discreet 
thing.”  

Neri, LOOKING UP: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower, p. 166.  
974 Malvern, “Antibodies: Rachel Whiteread's Water Tower,” p. 404.  
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Chapter 12 

 

 Interior Convolutions: Nameless Library 

Some books are single-family homes of essays on a theme; some are apartment buildings 

of anthologies. Books on a shelf are the row houses of Baltimore, the attached homes of 

Philadelphia, the town-houses of Chicago, the brownstones of New York, all fronted by 

narrow sidewalk’s and small backyards that no one but the owner ever sees. The 

contiguous stepped rooftops present a skyline of sorts, a graph of lives and loves, a 

cityscape. As in cities every day, passers-by walk along the sidewalk on their daily 

rounds, barely looking at the individual buildings or the people in them. A row of books 

may hardly be noticed unless we are looking for a title, a call number, and a specific 

address.975 

Henri Petroski likens books to a selection of buildings that line the city streets. It is not until one 

searches for a name, call number, or address that the covers of books or the facades of buildings 

are scrutinised more closely. In her Holocaust memorial Nameless Library in Judenplatz, 

Vienna, 1996-2001 (fig. 276), Whiteread employs the book as a concrete module. In a manner 

akin to Petroski’s, the artist treats books as building elements. She places the book and the 

infrastructure used to support it in dialogue with the surrounding buildings. 

Whiteread’s memorial design elaborately convolutes relationships between sculpture and 

architecture, container and contained, private and public, interior and façade, as well as 

domestic and civic scales. The memorial’s strength is derived from its responsiveness to its site 

and surrounding context, looking to the local and its role as silent witness to past atrocities 

committed on the site. 

A New Holocaust memorial in Vienna  

In 1994, the veteran Nazi hunter, the late Simon Wiesenthal, approached the Mayor of Vienna, 

Michael Häupl, to discuss the possibility of erecting a Holocaust memorial to commemorate the 

65,000 Austrian Jews who died in Vienna or in concentration camps under the National 

Socialist regime. The proposal emerged from dissatisfaction with an existing sculpture, 

Monument to the Victims of Fascism by Alfred Hrdlicka, installed in the Albertinaplatz in 1988. 

The curator and art critic Robert Storr described Hrdlicka’s memorial as “thematically evasive 

and deeply offensive.”976  

 
975 Henri Petroski, The Book on the Book Shelf, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1999, p. 14. 
976 Storr comments: “The only acknowledgment of the fate of Austrian Jewry in Hrdlicka’s grandiose scheme of writhing marble 

nudes is a small carving of a crouching bearded man scrubbing the streets, as Jews were compelled to do by the Nazis. Adding 
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In 1995, a competition was announced for the design of a new memorial. Both the competition 

jury977 and the entrants were chosen by the City’s Urban Planning Department (represented by 

Dieter Pal), the City Councillor for Cultural Affairs (represented by Gerald Matt), the architect 

Hans Hollein, Simon Wiesenthal, and the President of the Jewish Community in Vienna, Paul 

Grosz.978 The committee decided that a figurative design was not appropriate and this was the 

motivating force behind the selection of participants.979 

The competition was limited to an invited group of five Austrians and five foreigners. The 

Austrian entrants were Valie Export, a media-artist, performer, and filmmaker based in Cologne 

and Vienna, sculptor Karl Prantl and architect Peter Waldbauer (as a team), sculptor Zbynek 

Sekal, and sculptor Heimo Zobernig working in collaboration with architects Michael Hofstatter 

and Wolfgang Pauzenberger. The foreign entrants were the collaborative artists Michael Clegg 

and Martin Guttman (as a team) from US/Israel, Ilya Kabakov (US/Russia), Rachel Whiteread 

(Great Britain), architect Zvi Hecker (Israel), and architect Peter Eisenman (US).980  

Judenplatz or ‘Jews Square’ was decided upon as the location for the memorial. It was the site 

of the first Jewish ghetto and is located in Vienna’s First District. (fig. 277) The rectangular 

square (approximately 2,200 sq. metres) is built up on all sides and five narrow streets lead into 

it.981 The buildings that surround the small intimate square are predominantly from the Baroque 

Period. Whilst in residence here, Mozart composed the opera Cosi Fan Tutte. Today, restaurants 

and shops punctuate the square at ground level and apartments and offices occupy the levels 

above. Judenplatz’s picturesque aspect is belied however, by closer inspection into the history 

of the site. 

 
further insult to this demeaning symbol was the fact that people routinely used his neck as a bench until ‘sculptural’ barbed wire was 

wrapped around him by the artist to prevent such casual disrespect.” 

Robert Storr, “Remains of the Day,” Art in America, April (1999): 108. 
977 The competition jury, chaired by Hans Hollein, included Vienna Mayor Michael Häupl, Ursula Pasterk, (the City Councillor for 

Culture), Hannes Swoboda (Councillor for Planning), Amnon Barzel (then director of the Jewish Museum in Berlin), Phyllis 
Lambert (then director of the Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal), Sylvie Liska (official representative of the Jewish 

community), Harald Szeemann (exhibition organiser), George Weidenfeld (diplomat and publisher), Simon Weisenthal of the 

Jewish Documentation Centre, and Robert Storr (art critic and curator of department of Painting and Sculpture at the Museum of 

Modern Art, New York). 
978 Alfred Stalzer, “Judenplatz Project-an Almost Never-Ending Story,” in Michael Häupl, and Bernhard Görg (eds.), Perspectiven: 
Judenplatz Mahnmal-Museum, June/ July (2000): 96. 
979 Hans Hollein commented: “In view of the difficulty inherent in representing the unspeakable horrors, it seemed apposite to strive 

for a non-figurative idiom. And this was also reflected in our selection of contestants.”  

Hans Hollein in Ursula Pasterk and Gerald Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, Vienna: Folio Verlag, 1996. p. 97. 
980 For a comprehensive description of the competition entries see Ursula Pasterk and Gerald Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, 
Vienna: Folio Verlag, 1996. 
981 They are Jordangasse (Judenplatz 1), Kurrentgasse (Judenplatz 3), Parisergasse (Judenplatz 5), Drahtgasse (Judenplatz 6), and 

Füttergasse (Judenplatz 10). 
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Unearthing Judenplatz’s Past  

The Judenplatz site had a tumultuous history982 and many of the competition entrants made 

direct or oblique reference to this history and the recent excavations in the square.983 In 1995, the 

City of Vienna Department of Archaeology speculated that the remains of the city’s oldest 

Synagogue, dating from the Middle Ages, might be set beneath the proposed memorial site. 

When the excavations began, the discovery of the bimah (the reading desk on which the Torah 

is read during the service) confirmed the existence of a medieval synagogue. The unearthing of 

flagstones from the synagogue revealed scorch marks that testified to the torching of the temple 

in 1421. In this pogrom, several hundred Jews burned themselves alive in the synagogue rather 

than submit to being forcibly baptised.  

The sculptural reliefs and the inscriptions that adorn the surrounding buildings on the square 

bear witness to prior Christian occupations of the Judenplatz and to historic anti-Semitic 

activity.984 On the façade of the oldest surviving building in the square, Haus zum Grossen 

Jordan (Judenplatz 2)985 there is a relief depicting an angel and St. George, beneath which is a 

depiction of the baptism of Christ by John the Baptist in the river Jordan. (fig. 278) The relief is 

accompanied by an anti-Semitic description in Latin that refers to the pogrom of 1421.986  

 
982 Ortolf Harl comments: “These events, in a way foreboding the atrocities of the Nazi time, were not the reason why the Judenplatz 
square was selected to be the site of the Holocaust memorial, but rather because it is quite ideally suited for such a monument from 

an urbanistic point of view.”  

Ortolf Harl in Pasterk and Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, p. 102. 
983 Brian Hatton comments: “Although Rachel Whiteread’s project refrained from overt connection with the ruins beneath, others 
included them in elaborate plans which implicitly shifted the modality of the memorial towards one of a museum.”  

Brian Hatton, “Judenplatz Vienna 1996,” AA Files 33, Summer (1997): 90.  
984 On the façade of Genossenschaftshaus der Gaswirte (Judenplatz 3-4), on a building built in nineteenth century by Ludwig 

Schöne there are plaques commemorating Mozart’s residency in 1789 (during which time he composed the opera Così Fan Tutte), 

as well as a relief on Judenplatz 4 depicting the Madonna. The next building in the square, located at the corner of Parisergasse is 
the Haus zum Englischen Gruss at Judenplatz 5, was named after the relief which adorns it. The façade of the building Pazelthof 

(Judenplatz 6) located between Parisergasse and the Drahtgasse carries a plaque dedicated by the Archdiocese of Vienna in 1998 

which acknowledges the part played by the Christian church in the “persecution of the Jews and the anti-semitism of the Middle 

Ages.” 

On the west side of the square is the Kleines Dreifaltigkeitshaus (Judenplatz 7). This structure was built near the end of the 
eighteenth century and contains a statuette of the Holy Trinity in a recess above the protruding corner. 

Reinhard Pohanka, “Judenplatz after 1421,” in Michael Häupl and Bernhard Görg (eds.), Perspectiven: Judenplatz Mahnmal-

Museum, June/ July (2000): 101. 
985 The present house was built around 1497 and the building façade altered in the early eighteenth century.  

Pohanka, “Judenplatz after 1421,” p. 101.  
986 The plaque says the following:  

“In the waters of the Jordan, 

their bodies were cleansed of filth 

and malady. And all that was hidden and sinful disappeared. 

Thus, rose in 1421 
the flames of hatred  

throughout the city and expiated 

the horrible crimes of the Hebrew dogs. 

As the world once cleansed  

By the Deucalion Flood, 
So were all sins atoned for 

in the raging flames.” 

Pohanka, “Judenplatz after 1421,” p. 101. 
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On the eastern side of the square is a bronze sculpture of the Enlightenment poet, playwright, 

and advocate for tolerance, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing. (fig. 279) The sculpture was designed by 

Siegfried Charoux and unveiled in 1935. In 1939, the Nazis removed the sculpture and melted it 

down for ammunition. In 1968, Charoux rebuilt the piece and installed it in Morinplatz. The 

work was relocated to the original Judenplatz location in 1981.987 In terms of the Holocaust 

memorial competition, some construed the figure of Lessing with ambivalence, for the 

Enlightenment thinker championed reason and it was a “rationality gone mad” that reached its 

terrifying conclusion in the catastrophic event of the Holocaust.988 

The competition regulations laid particular emphasis on the monument as a work of art that 

carefully attended to its surroundings and the architectural essence of the Judenplatz.989 Whilst 

the inclusion of some reference to the excavations beneath the square was not compulsory, 

contestants were required to take an unequivocal position in regard to the excavations. The 

memorial was also to be considered in relation to Misrachi House at Judenplatz 8, a building 

 
987 Rebecca Comay, “Memory Block,” Art & Design, 12, 7/8 (1997): 65. 
988 Comay notes: “The tension goes deeper than the obvious irony of having Lessing, the seer of the Enlightenment, suddenly cast 

into the role of witness and overseer to an object which would seem simultaneously to insist on the promise of enlightenment and to 
spell the latter’s ultimate opacity and relapse into myth and barbarism.” 

Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 66.  

Peter Eisenman’s competition entry also explored the malevolent extremes of Enlightenment thinking. See Pasterk and Matt (eds.), 

Judenplatz Wien 1996, p. 46-49. 
989The evaluation of the entries was carried out according to specific criteria outlined in the Competition Rules.  
It was explicitly given that the entrants must consider: 

“A/ The monument as a symbol, as a clear, impressive and convincing signal, as a sculpture, as a work of visual art 

B/ The monument and its surroundings 

Regarding the surroundings of the memorial, suggestions should refer to: 
design and material of the surfaces, manner of separating the memorial from the street surface: e.g. higher kerbstones, different 

materials, bollards etc; delimitation, protection devices, possibly pedestal etc. of memorial; lighting; possibly urban furnishings. 

Directly in front of the memorial, enough space should be left free for both small-scale events and larger celebrations. 

The current location of the Lessing Monument will not be changed. At least the immediate surroundings of the memorial should be 

a pedestrian zone and free of car traffic. 
C/ The monument in relation to the spatial situation, dimensions, design qualities 

Interaction and contrasts, monument, surfaces, walls on each side of the square; monument and Lessing Monument.  

D/ Overall Concept 

Monument and Judenplatz Square as urbanistic art ensemble. 

The succession of the above criteria does not imply any preference in esteem or value. During evaluation the jury may differentiate, 
amend or grade these criteria. 

The Competition task states that the memorial, “Should convey its significance in a clear, impressive and convincing manner. Its 

effect should be derived both from its visual aspect and from its interaction with the particular, unique urbanistic and architectural 

character of the Judenplatz Square. 

In regard to the location of the memorial:  
The decisive factors are to create unimpaired visibility and to open vistas for the visitor approaching the memorial from the streets 

leading into the Judenplatz Square. The memorial should not be juxtaposed with the existing Lessing Monument. The building 

Judenplatz 8 is of special significance to the Jews of Austria and Vienna. However, direct functional links with this building need 

not necessarily be created. The remains of the old synagogue are of decisive importance to the location of the monument only to the 

extent that the artist intends to create a direct relation to it or intends to visibly involve parts of it permanently in the design. 
In regard to the old synagogue, entrants are expected to take an unequivocal stance regarding this issue in their designs. 

In regard to links with the space enclosed by Judenplatz Square, the visual outlook of the memorial is to be in-separably linked to 

the urbanistic and architectural essence of Judenplatz Square as a historically evolved ensemble with a specific character typical of 

Vienna’s Inner City. For this reason, projects should be developed in direct connection with this particular space.  

Regarding implementation, the projects must be implementable. For this reason, a description of the technical structure of the 
memorial must be prepared to permit an assessment of its viability. The cost of the memorial must be entered into the form by the 

participant.” 

Pasterk and Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, p. 112-114. 
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that has existed on the site since the fifteenth century and had become a locus of Jewish 

Education.990  

Two compulsory texts, rendered in German, Hebrew, and English were also required on the 

memorial: the first commemorating the loss of 65,000 Austrian Jewish lives during the 

Holocaust, and the second listing all of the concentration camps in which these Austrian Jews 

were killed.991  

Counter-monuments 

In a review of the competition entries, Brian Hatton noted, “a quasi-architectural memorial was 

conceived from the outset. Gesture and pathos were to be avoided, for they run too readily into 

kitsch.”992 Hatton also suggests that the competition was set between negative terms as “not 

monument, not anti-monument, not museum, not an installation, not an urban intervention.”993  

This negation of the very idea of the monument is emblematised by the emergence of the 

‘counter-monument,’ a new sub-genre of Holocaust monuments investigated in detail by the art 

historian James E. Young.994 Counter-monuments are memorial spaces that are, Young notes, 

“conceived to challenge the very premise of the monument.”995 These projects eradicate the 

heroic and triumphal from their schedule, addressing instead the void left in the wake of mass 

genocide. They also question the traditional monument’s capacity to do our memory work for 

 
990 Misrachi House had been the synagogue and respectively, the hospital of the first Ghetto in Vienna.  
991 Competition entrants were invited to a briefing, and given the opportunity to inspect the site, its surrounding architectural 
environment and the archaeological digs. Because urban planning issues were crucial to the projects, artists were also allowed to co-

operate with an architect in the production of their schemes. In assessing the entries, production costs were not a determining factor. 
992 Hatton, “Judenplatz Vienna 1996,” p. 90.  
993 Hatton, “Judenplatz Vienna 1996,” p. 90. 
994  Young observes that acts of Post war-memorialisation were approached with trepidation, and monumental forms treated with 
suspicion after their use by the Nazi’s. Within this context, Young notes: “A monument against fascism, therefore, would have to be 

a monument against itself: against the traditionally didactic function of monuments, against their tendency to displace the past they 

would have us contemplate - and finally, against the authoritarian propensity in monumental spaces that reduces viewers to passive 

spectators.” 

James E. Young, At Memory's Edge: After-Images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and Architecture, New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2000, p. 96. 

Commentators such as Brett Ashley Kaplan counter Young’s unequivocal claim that that the use of monumental forms allied (often 

erroneously, Kaplan suggests) to fascist architecture will lead to a form of “aesthetic pollution” in Holocaust memorials. Kaplan 

identifies “aesthetic pollution” as “the prevalent idea that commemorative sites dedicated to the Holocaust must not be monumental 

because in replicating the monumentality of fascist architecture they would reproduce the politics of fascism, hence polluting their 
aesthetic composition with traces of unacceptable political histories.” 

Brett Ashley Kaplan, “Aesthetic Pollution: The Paradox of Remembering and Forgetting in Three Holocaust Commemorative 

Sites,” Journal of Modern Jewish Studies, 2, 1 (2003): 1. 

Kaplan argues “that connection between particular aesthetic choices and particular ideologies cannot be maintained and that, 

therefore, commemorative sites to the Nazi regime should maintain their pedagogical aims over and above fears of aesthetic 
pollution.” 

Kaplan, “Aesthetic Pollution,” p. 13.  
995 Young, At Memory's Edge, p. 96.  
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us, as Ziva Freiman notes: “The new monument-makers strive to counter that transference - to 

challenge the audience, not excuse it.”996  

In counter-monumental practices, it is the monument’s very negation, its disappearance that has 

been fore grounded by many artists charged with designing German Holocaust memorials.997 

Strategies of inversion, self-effacement, and disappearance, are evident in projects such as Horst 

Hoheisel’s negative form monument Aschrott-Brunnen Monument, Kassel, 1987 (fig. 280), 

Jochen and Esther Shalev-Gerz’s Harburg Monument Against War and Fascism and for Peace, 

Harburg, 1986-1993 (fig. 281), and Micha Ullman’s Bibliotek: Memorial to the Nazi Book 

Burnings, Bebelplatz, Berlin, 1996. (fig. 282)998 

As with these recent Holocaust memorials, Whiteread’s competition proposal will be shown to 

have been characterised by negation. It fails however to stage a disappearing act. Rather than 

being subsumed within the subterranean realm, Whiteread’s work imposes itself unequivocally 

within the public domain, with its composition and proportions mimicking those found within 

its surroundings.  

Whilst living in Berlin for 18 months between 1992-3, Whiteread travelled throughout Germany 

and Eastern Europe and became fascinated with the history of Berlin under the Third Reich.999 

She visited concentration camps in Germany and read extensively on the subject, in particular 

survivors’ testimonies of the Holocaust.1000 Given this experience, the artist felt equipped to 

address the subject of Holocaust memorialisation.1001 

It was Whiteread’s intention to create a work for the competition that was “simple, monumental, 

poetic and non-literal.”1002 Her entry was designed to resemble a domestic library seemingly 

 
996 Ziva Freiman, “The Sorrow and the Pity,” Progressive Architecture, February (1993): 76. 
997 As Young notes, “perhaps no single emblem better represents the conflicted, self-abnegating motives for memory in Germany 

today than the vanishing monument.” 

Young, At Memory's Edge, p. 92. 
998 For a comprehensive discussion of these projects see Young, At Memory's Edge. 
999 Whiteread comments: “This is a city that is still full of reminders of the Third Reich and subsequent events. Wherever you turned 

in Berlin there were stark and raw mementoes of the past. I could not help becoming pre-occupied with the Holocaust then.” 

Pasterk and Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, p. 84.  
1000 Rachel Whiteread has spoken of these visits in an interview with Craig Houser:  

“When I visited concentration camps, I was more interested in how people responded to the camps than to the actual places. I spent 
a lot of time just watching people. I watched kids picnicking on the ovens, and other people stricken with grief. I saw grandparents 

with their grandchildren, having the most appalling experiences, trying to somehow tell this younger generation about the past.” 

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 61. 
1001 Whiteread notes: “This is the only reason I felt in any way qualified to address such an emotive subject. I have been asked to 

make proposals for other public commissions, but unless I’ve had a direct relationship with the place and understand something of 
its history, I simply cannot begin to engage. I can only make work that is somehow connected with my own experiences.”  

Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 31.  
1002 Whiteread stated: “I am a sculptor: not a person of words but of images and forms. One of the aspects that intrigued me about 

the commission is that it adds a dimension to my work that I have not experienced before. The sculpture will have to function within 

the framework of my own art, it will have to comply with what I have done before. At the same time, being a memorial it takes on a 
whole new meaning outside my own framework of references. It functions both as private and public. It has to be seen as a work of 

art in its own right and yet takes on very specific outside meanings.” 

Pasterk and Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, p. 84. 
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turned inside out so that thousands of cast replicas of books, cast as positive concrete forms, 

faced out toward the viewer, their spines inward set. (fig. 283) In Jewish tradition, the first 

memorials came in book form1003 and Whiteread commented that her memorial makes reference 

to Jewish people being the people of the book.1004 The scale of the project was based upon a 

room in one of the buildings surrounding the square. Inspiration was also gleaned from the 

ubiquitous architectural features found within the interiors surrounding the square.1005 

Whiteread located her competition proposal on the North East side of the square. Its orientation 

was determined by the position of the bimah and its axis by the edge of the building at 

Judenplatz 8. 

The roof bears a cast in the negative of a ceiling rose whose centre also acts as a drain for 

rainwater. On its front elevation the memorial displays a negative cast of double doors that face 

the statue of Lessing. It was intended that the memorial be surrounded by glass embedded in a 

concrete plinth, with the required inscription on the front elevation.1006 The corners of the work 

are articulated by a plastic indent, where the blank covers of the book modules are visible.  

The jury voted Whiteread’s scheme the unanimous winner but required two changes to be 

made.1007 Firstly, the two inscriptions indicating the theme of the monument and the place names 

where the Jews were exterminated needed to be added. Secondly, the artist needed to consider 

the bimah in the project, making it accessible or visible and allowing separate access from the 

Misrachi House at Judenplatz 8 if possible. 

Whiteread’s Competition Entry 

 
1003 Young comments: 

“In keeping with the bookish, iconoclastic side of Jewish tradition, the first memorials to the Holocaust period came not in stone, 

glass, or steel, but in narrative. The Yizkor Bikher, ‘memorial books’, recalled both the lives and the destruction of European Jewish 
communities according to the most ancient of Jewish memorial media: the book. Indeed, as the preface to one of these books 

suggests: “Whenever we pick up the book we will feel we are standing next to (the victims’) grave, because even that the murderers 

denied them. The shtetl scribes hoped that when read, the Yizkor Bikher would turn the site of reading into memorial space. In 

response to what has been called “the missing grave syndrome”, the first sites of memory created by survivors were thus interior, 

imagined, grave sites.”  
James E. Young (ed.), The Art of Memory: Holocaust Memorials in History, New York: Prestel-Verlag, 1994, p. 22. 
1004 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 31. 
1005 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 59-60. 
1006 The use of glass was abandoned in the realised memorial project. 
1007 Jury member Harald Szeemann wrote of Whiteread’s project: 
“The irritation of this inversion effect, this interplay between inside and outside on the visible surface are reflected as alienated 

surface stimuli - this all the more because she uses photo-sensitive materials such as plaster, stucco, synthetic resin and recently has 

turned to very fine, light, stucco-like concrete. The silent sculptural being of the objects-and space, too, becomes an object-is 

rendered attractive by a textured structure, with a subtle diminishing of the alienating effect of this inversion.”  

Harald Szeemann in Pasterk and Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, p. 110. 
Robert Storr, also a jury member commented: 

“Rather than a tomb or a cenotaph, Whiteread’s work is the solid shape of an intangible absence- a gap in a nation’s identity, and a 

hollow at a city’s heart. Using an aesthetic language that speaks simultaneously to tradition and to the future, Whiteread in  this way 

respectfully symbolizes a world whose irrevocable disappearance can never be wholly grasped by those who did not experience it, 

but whose most lasting monuments are the books written by Austrian Jews before, during and in the aftermath the catastrophe 
brought down on them.” 

Robert Storr in James E. Young, “Memory and counter-memory: the end of the monument in Germany,” Harvard Design 

Magazine, Fall (1999): 11. 
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The drawings for Whiteread’s competition entry were made in collaboration with Atelier One. 

All the technical drawings submitted were at a scale of 1:100 and included a ground plan of 

Judenplatz Square and the memorial site, sections and elevations, foundation details and wall 

details of book fixings, and ground and roof plans. (fig. 284, fig. 285) The model for the project 

was made at a scale of 1:20 from wood, glass, model paste, and paint in collaboration with 

model maker Simon Phipps.1008 

Some critics were wary of appraising the finished project based on these competition 

documents. Andrew Graham-Dixon wrote about the room devoted to this project in the 

exhibition Shedding Life, cautioning, “It is represented by a model….on which it should 

certainly not be judged.”1009 Rebecca Comay also acknowledged that, “The crucial differences in 

detail…between the model and the monument, may nonetheless reveal an essential 

ambiguity.”1010  

Mark Cousins, Brian Hatton, and William Feaver also had reservations about Whiteread’s 

proposal at this early stage. Cousins’ was suspicious that the project had been hijacked by the 

symbolism of Jews as the people of the book, and the Nazi book burnings, which, he suggests: 

“begins to dilute the technical clarity of her work. We shall see.”1011 Architectural critic Brian 

Hatton had reservations about how successful the work would be at 1:1. He comments: 

On examination, convincing as it was as an icon, it was inconsistent as a cast. It, too, was 

an assemblage, of panels and bolted racks; indeed, hollow. Paradoxically, its hollowness, 

its semblance, seemed to some to compromise its capacity to ‘hold’ the dead. It should 

withhold, like the Wailing Wall, like a cave wall, no yonder site, offering, precisely in its 

terminus, infinitude. Or, like the walls of that remembered war memorial (of Maya Lin), 

holding more in name than it ever could in measure. But Rachel Whiteread’s archive 

reverses that too. ‘The dead are here,’ it reminds, ‘but their names are elsewhere.’1012 

Hatton’s reservations were founded upon the memorial being a hollow assemblage of cast parts. 

However, this form of assembly was employed in Whiteread’s earlier room-scaled castings and 

had not hindered these works from conjuring up copious thoughts of loss and memory. It will be 

argued that the completed memorial, with its strategic assemblage of positive and negative casts 

elements has been carefully detailed to depict a work of mourning in perpetuity. 

 
1008 This was the first time in the artist’s career that she had worked with a model maker to construct a maquette.  

Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 426. 
1009 Andrew Graham-Dixon, “Conjuring Art out of Thin Air,” The Independent, 1 October 1996, sec. 2: 14. 
1010 Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 65.  
1011 Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 41. 
1012 Hatton, “Judenplatz Vienna 1996,” p. 92. 
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Rebecca Comay also questioned Whiteread’s decision to enlist, for the first time, positive book 

castings in this work, rather than her signature negative castings.1013 One can argue against 

Comay’s objection on a number of counts. Firstly, Comay suggests that Whiteread all but 

abandons her predilection for negative casting in this memorial, negating her own hallmark. But 

this might be precisely her intention. Hatton notes that each memorial testifies twice, “first in its 

ostensive subject of commemoration, and second in the index it presents of its builders’ 

commitment to remind. Whatever signs they deploy in their monuments, builders of memorials 

also, unavoidably represent themselves.”1014 This turn toward an apparent positivity may in fact 

be an attempt by the artist to ameliorate the impact of the artist’s signature on the act of 

memorialisation so that it didn’t overwhelm the memorial programme. Secondly, the very 

strength of Whiteread’s project lies in the artist’s combination of casts of both positive and 

negative prefabricated elements. The work is caught between presence and absence, making any 

attempts at ‘positivising’ this object unfathomable. The artist’s decision to use positive rather 

than negative book castings was also to make her subject more legible. Whiteread comments 

that the positive book forms were “much easier to read as a series of books, and I didn’t want to 

make something completely obscure.”1015  

The memorial was also subject to criticism on the basis of the artist’s chosen aesthetic. William 

Feaver comments: “The hint of neoclassicism is acceptable, and the poeticism of petrified 

books; less so the fainter connotations. The structure may remind one of Albert Speer’s 

Zeppelin-Feld buildings while hinting (inverted ceiling rose and all) at the architecture of gas 

chambers.”1016  

At the memorial’s unveiling, Simon Wiesenthal said of this act of holocaust remembrance that 

“It is important that the art is not beautiful, that it hurts us in some way.”1017 The memorial’s 

power lies precisely in its ability to disturb distinctions between architectural typologies, 

between interiors and exteriors, rendering the familiar strange. 

 
1013 Comay writes of Whiteread’s model: 

“Rather than functioning negatively as the materialization of an absence, the model here presents us with a positive volume without 

a trace of negativity or absence. In this respect the memorial might seem to go against the grain of Whiteread’s entire practice. No 
doubt it will for this very reason be suspected. For does it not seem to reverse the entire pathos and promise of the cast as the refusal 

to reify or posit what can only be rendered as absence or negativity? Does it not threaten to reinstate-indeed at the very level of the 

monument-a kind of positivity which would in this context be more than suspect?…… Whatever Whiteread’s projected monument 

is inverting here, it would appear to perform a rather different kind of negation. It is particularly striking that the peculiar hallmark 

of the negative cast-everything that we have come to associate with Whiteread-is in this work almost entirely abandoned. The 
ceiling rose and door mouldings are the only true negative forms or strict inversions in the entire structure, and would effectively 

function here only as artist’s signature.” 

Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 71. 
1014 Hatton, “Judenplatz Vienna 1996,” p. 88. 
1015 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 59. 
1016 William Feaver, “Whiteread's Sculptures May Be Poetic, Monumental, Simple and Non-Literal. But ‘Wot-for’?” The Observer, 

22 September 1996: 13. 
1017 Simon Wiesenthal in “Grim Memorial Shows Wounds Still Festering,” New Zealand Herald, 27 October 2000, sec. B: 3. 
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Site and Context 

Critics who appraised Whiteread’s competition entry often failed to consider how the memorial 

was meticulously designed to engage with the surrounding site and context. This omission 

means that their criticism fails to provide a life size account of the project in relation to its urban 

environment.  

During the competition proceedings, each entrant was required to place their maquette into a 

detailed site and context model. (fig. 286) Future exhibitions of Whiteread’s model however, 

were displayed in a vitrine, divested of a specific context. Because the project was heavily 

reliant upon the scale and particularities of the site and the surrounding context for its 

resonance, it was not surprising that when the model was divested of this context, some critics 

grew uncertain of its success as a full-scale project. These critics tended to treat the memorial as 

an autonomous object when in fact it was carefully designed to work with its urban 

surroundings, gaining its strength from mimicking its architectural neighbours. For example, 

Searle suggests that, “Whiteread’s building does not invite a dialogue with the statue, nor with 

the buildings on the square, nor with the remains of the synagogue.”1018 An examination of the 

completed memorial, cast in-situ on the Judenplatz, will repudiate this claim, demonstrating that 

Whiteread draws upon the local architectural vocabulary to render neighbouring structures 

complicit as silent witnesses to past atrocities. The project sought to foreground what had up 

until this time been repressed, namely Vienna’s involvement in anti-Semitic practices.1019 

Objections to the Memorial 

Hatton suggests that Whiteread’s entry convinced the judges “by virtue of precisely denying 

easy identification with received versions of its subject or the legibility of its modality - the 

monument.”1020 Hatton also presciently notes that perhaps it was this illegibility that was 

accountable for its belated inauguration, for, “as if too cryptic to accept, it has precipitated an 

unresolved controversy.”1021 

 
1018 Adrian Searle, “Review,” The Guardian, 26 October 2000: page number unknown. 
1019 In her written statement for the competition, Whiteread commented that Vienna was: “A birthplace of modern anti-Semitism. It 

is in this climate that Hitler spent his formative years and developed the ideas that, nearly thirty years later, unleashed the suffering 

and genocide my monument is commemorating. Vienna is the place where all these historic crossroads run together.”  

Pasterk and Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, p. 84-5. 
James E. Young has also acknowledged Austria’s silence in regard to admitting their role in the Holocaust: 

“Austria’s relation to its wartime past has remained decorously submerged, politely out of site. Austria was a country that had (with 

the tacit encouragement of its American and Soviet occupiers) practically founded itself on the self-serving myth that it was Hitler’s 

first victim. That some 50 percent of the Nazi S.S. was composed of Austrians or that Hitler himself was Austrian-born was never 

denied. But these facts also never found a place in Austria’s carefully constructed postwar persona.”  
Young, At Memory’s Edge, p. 110. 
1020 Hatton, “Judenplatz Vienna 1996,” p. 88.  
1021 Hatton, “Judenplatz Vienna 1996,” p. 88.   
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Following the announcement of the winner of the competition, objections to the memorial were 

fielded from across the archaeological, aesthetic, political, cultural, economic, and religious 

spectrums of the Viennese community. Some opposed the memorial on the grounds that 

Whiteread was not Jewish. Shop owners and landlords opposed to the memorial project set up 

an ‘anti-Whiteread’ petition, collecting 2,000 signatures. They complained of a projected loss of 

business (allegedly 40%), a loss of car parking spaces and voiced their reservations that the 

square would be “disfigured by the concrete colossus.”1022 Some residents also believed there 

would be potential security concerns, as the memorial might become a target of Neo-Nazi 

assault. The memorial was also criticised on the basis that it would occlude the excavations 

beneath it, which many already deemed a suitable memorial to the persecution of Viennese 

Jews.1023 Criticism also came from within theological quarters, where some deemed it an “affront 

to the Book and the Name posed by this shrine to illegibility and anonymity.”1024 In contrast, 

others saw the memorial as too readily stereotyping Jews as intellectuals, as ‘the people-of-the-

book’, thereby ignoring working class victims.1025 The memorial’s dedication was also hindered 

by the rise of Jörg Haider’s right-wing Freedom Party in Austria.  

After Whiteread was granted the commission, there was growing pressure from prominent 

members of the Jewish community to change the appearance of the memorial. Suggestions were 

even made to move it to Heldenplatz and preserve the excavations as a more suitable 

memorial.1026 This suggestion was unequivocally rejected by the artist, saying, “This particular 

site gave me my vocabulary.”1027 On 26 October 2000, the memorial and museum were finally 

unveiled.1028 (fig. 287) 

Following the decision to erect a memorial on the site, a master plan was completed that 

considered issues regarding the design of the surface of the square, the design of an 

underground showroom for the archaeological finds incorporated into Misrachi House, and a 

museum on the ground floor and basement storeys designed by the architects Christian 

 
1022 David Lister comments: “Some politicians in Austria did not want a Holocaust memorial. Others opposed her because she is not 

Jewish. Others said the metaphor of the piece - a concrete cast of a library of books, representing Hitler’s attempted destruction of a 

people and its culture, ignored working class victims and concentrated only on intellectuals.” 
David Lister, “Bitter Struggles Bury Holocaust Memorial,” The Independent, 12 June 1997: 12.  
1023 Ian Traynor comments: “Archaeological value apart, there are the moral and philosophical issues of whether the Nazi Holocaust 

was unique and should be commemorated singly as such, or whether it was the climax to centuries of pogrom and persecution and 

should therefore best be marked by emphasising historical continuity.” 

Ian Traynor, “Vienna Unearths Its Jewish Guilt,” The Observer, 6 October 1996: 20.  
1024 Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 65.  
1025 Lister, “Bitter Struggles Bury Holocaust Memorial,” p. 12.  
1026 A symposium in January 1997, entitled, Bone of Contention: Monuments-Memorials-Shoah Remembrance was organised by the 

Jewish Museum Vienna and Institute for Human Sciences in collaboration with the Moses Mendelssohn Centre for European Jewish 

Studies, Potsdam, to discuss issues arising from the controversy surrounding the Judenplatz Memorial. 
1027 Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 426. 
1028 For a timeline of the controversy surrounding the Judenplatz memorial see Stalzer, “Judenplatz Project-an Almost Never-ending 

Story,” p. 96-9. 
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Jabornegg and Andras Pálffy.1029 (fig. 288) The museum documents the history of medieval 

Jewry in Vienna, displaying quotidian fragments rescued from the bedrock of the site, digital 

reconstructions of medieval Vienna, as well as scale-models of the city and synagogue once 

sited on the square. (fig. 289) A room holding the excavated remains of the destroyed 

synagogue is accessed via a passageway in the basement storey of the Judenplatz Muesum. (fig. 

290) 

At ground level, the museum contains a room dedicated to the drawings, models, and prototypes 

designed by Whiteread for the memorial. It includes a 1:1 scale plaster mock-up of the ceiling 

rose, a wooden book prototype, a door handle, and architectural drawings. (fig. 291, fig. 292) In 

this setting the memorial’s details are exhibited as tectonic fragments whose representational 

purpose has been served. They now lie in state; their still lives hermetically sealed in glass 

cases.  

Whiteread’s scheme, which avoided overt analogies between the memorial and the excavated 

remains on the site, was complemented by the architects’ design of the square and Museum. It 

was decided that the Judenplatz should be free of any traffic and become solely a pedestrian 

zone. To focus attention upon the memorial, the architects also removed all urban furniture from 

the square including lighting fixtures, telephone boxes, and traffic signs.1030 Further, they 

designed the granite paving stones so that, according to Andras Pálffy, “As the eye travels 

toward the centre of the square….the stones grow slightly larger,” creating, “a subtle game of 

forced perspective.”1031 

The Memorial 

Nameless Library marked a point of departure from Whiteread’s earlier room-scale sculptures. 

None of the memorial’s architectural details were directly cast from an existing interior. 

Whiteread comments: “Rather than an actual room, it’s based on the idea of a room in one of 

the surrounding buildings. It was about standing in a domestic square amidst very grand 

buildings, and thinking about what the scale of a room might be in one of those buildings.”1032 

 
1029 The architect Andras Pálffy comments: “The task was set to design the square and the adjacent street areas in such a fashion that 

this will be a self-contained surface closed to traffic. The idea suggested itself to choose granite slabs as the form of paving usual in 

the Vienna City and to emphasise the new structures, such as crossings and sharp edges, by changing the dimensions of the material 

used. The artificial lighting of the square comes from the roofs of the houses standing contiguous. This permits steady illumination 

of the urban space. Its centre is marked now by the Holocaust Memorial and by the Lessing Monument. The archaeological finds 
can be reached by traversing an underground connection passage running from the new exhibition rooms on the ground floor and in 

the basement of the Misraschi house……The now clear contours of the synagogue destroyed in 1421 have determined the location 

and the size of the showroom.” 

Andras Pálffy, “The Design Concept for the Museum on Judenplatz,” in Michael Häupl, and Bernhard Görg (eds.), Perspectiven: 

Judenplatz Mahnmal-Museum, June/ July (2000): 100. 
1030 Alastair Gordon, “In Old Austria, the Shock of the New,” The New York Times, 30 May 2002, Late ed., sec. F: 1. 
1031 Andras Pálffy in Gordon, “In Old Austria, the Shock of the New,” p. 1. 
1032 Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 59-60. 
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Whiteread re-designs an interior hidden behind the baroque facades of the Judenplatz, drawing 

it out into the public square, which she also sees as domestic in scale.  

Andrea Schlieker, Whiteread’s liaison person for the memorial project, observes that the artist: 

Perceived the square, so tightly packed with houses on all sides, as a kind of interior or 

room, the streets leading into it as doorways. The strong geometrical order of the 

surrounding facades, with their rusticated ground floors and horizontal cornice lines, 

became a vital visual marker to underpin the grid-structure of Whiteread’s emerging 

plan.1033  

In designing the memorial, the artist paid careful attention to issues of scale, as well as the 

particular exigencies of the given site.1034 Her fascination with this ‘interior’ square and its 

residential scale reflect Vienna’s urban planning that combines a mix of shops and offices 

punctuated by residential pockets. Like her earlier architectural casts displayed in galleries, 

Whiteread once again places a room within a room. On this occasion however, the room is 

situated within the public domain and must weather the storms of both controversy and also 

climate that accompany its new location. 

The scales of interiority with which the memorial engages were exacerbated by Whiteread’s 

choice of subject. Comay has observed that in terms of its degrees of containment, the library, 

“would stand at the extreme limit of such a logic of incorporation. A room full of shelves full of 

books full of pages full of words would logically function as a container of a container of a 

container of a container of a container….interiorisation would here reach its absolute limit.”1035 

As built, the memorial consists of a reinforced concrete cube 10 metres long, 7 metres wide, and 

3.8 metres high.1036 The artist borrowed the dimensions for the room from those found in an 

apartment surrounding the square, while its height coincides with the ground level of the 

surrounding buildings. Whiteread selected concrete for the memorial because she wanted to use 

a material that had “an urban, physical presence and that wasn’t grand and that isn’t 

humble…it’s a language that everybody knows, everybody sees it, people don’t necessarily like 

 
1033 Andrea Schlieker, “A Book Must Be the Axe for the Frozen Sea within Us,” in Gerhard Milchram (ed.), Judenplatz Place of 

Rememberence, Vienna: Jewish Museum Vienna & Pichler Verlag GmbH & CoKG, 2000, p. 25. 
1034 Suzannah Lessard has noted that, “Set at an angle within the small square, as shown in the maquette, it is so proportionate to the 

spot that the effect is classical.”  

Lessard, “Towering Presence,” p. 428.  
1035 Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 71.  
1036 The Viennese architect Hans Hollein recommended that Kollerschlag Workshop be contracted to produce the memorial. The 
workshop produced a number of samples for Whiteread’s inspection prior to winning the contract. Kollerschlag produced a model in 

the sample hue (RAL 9002) consisting of a cast element of six books. Three concrete cubes in a variety of hues, a plate constructed 

of compound glass with writing manufactured through a lifefloor technique, as well as a concrete plate with inlaid letters made of 

chrome, nickel, and steel were also presented for Whiteread's inspection. After several working meetings involving Kollerschlag, 

Whiteread, the architects Jabornegg & Pálffy, and Simon Wiesenthal, a suitable material and colour was decided upon for the 
memorial. 

Günter Schweiger, “Construction of the Memorial,” in Michael Häupl, and Bernhard Görg (eds.), Perspectiven: Judenplatz 

Mahnmal-Museum, June/ July (2000): 100.  
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it and people take concrete for granted but I think if it’s used well it’s an absolutely beautiful 

material.”1037  

The memorial is lined with 350 book modules, produced as positive concrete casts, fixed so that 

the spines of the books face inward.1038 The concrete books were bolted either way up to allow 

for forty different book sections. (fig. 293) Each library module is 100cm long, 29cm high and 

20cm wide, and is comprised of 30 tomes designed individually from hardback volumes. The 

dimensions of this module correspond with the librarian and metrician Melvil Dewey’s Golden 

mean of bookshelf length.1039  

From a distance, it appears that the books are smooth, but as one approaches the memorial, as 

Kirstie Skinner notes, “the edges of each of the books creates teeth, and the lines become 

serrated and aggressive.”1040 The surface of Whiteread’s memorial is rusticated with the cast 

fore-edges of books, mimicking the base course of its opulent surroundings. Skinner observed 

that the memorial also mirrors the proportions and spacing of the bands of rustication lining the 

buildings surrounding it.1041 

Most of the buildings facing out onto the square have courses of rustication on the ground floor 

of their facades, with some courses taken through to the second floor and beyond.1042 A number 

of the buildings with more elaborate forms of rustication share close proximity to Whiteread’s 

memorial. Aping these neighbouring structures, the memorial firmly solders itself to the square, 

its grey concrete pallor distinguishing it from the stucco finish of the adjoining buildings.  

Shadow play operates on the memorial’s crenulated surfaces. (fig. 294) Its elevations fleetingly 

carry the silhouettes of water towers and other urban furniture populating the roof scapes on 

 
1037 Bruce, The Works. 
1038 The cast concrete elements were taken from twenty positive forms made of synthetic resin that were cast and then finished by 

hand. From these, twenty negative forms were made of frost-resistant silicon caoutchouc, with supporting forms made of framework 

plates. Tapping poles were used to screw these book elements up into the interior of the cube. 

For a detailed description of the construction of the memorial see Schweiger “Construction of the Memorial,” p. 100-101. 
1039 Henry Petroski notes: “The librarian and metrician Melvil Dewey believed that the ‘golden mean’ of bookshelf length is 100 
centimetres, or about 40 inches, because of ‘the experience that shelves over 100cm long sag in the center from the heavy weight 

when full of books.”  

Petroski, The Book on the Bookshelf, p. 82. 
1040 Kirstie Skinner, “The Nameless Library Rachel Whiteread: Holocaust Memorial,” Sculpture Matters, 13 (2001): 8. 
1041 Skinner notes: “The carved horizontal lines in stucco continue around the whole square, aesthetically uniting the buildings. This 
cohesion is perpetuated by the detail on the memorial, where the lines in between the bookshelves reproduce the weight and spacing 

of the lines in the square. The panelling on the cast doors of the memorial also repeats a local pattern, made by the characteristic 

windowpanes.” 

Skinner, “The Nameless Library Rachel Whiteread: Holocaust Memorial,” p. 8.  
1042 A number of the facades exhibit forms of banded rustication simulated in stucco in which only the horizontal joints are grooved, 
to give the impression of a series of bands. Other forms of rustication are also evidenced on the facades on the Judenplatz. They 

include vermiculated rustication, on the ground floors of Judenplatz 3 & 4, in which the surface is carved to look as though it has 

been eaten away in parts, with ‘irregular worm-like tracks and holes. On the ground and first floors of Judenplatz 6, there is channel 

diamond pointed (or pyramidal) rustication in which the rock (building surface) is cut with chamfered faces to create the effect of ‘a 

series of small pyramids or hipped roofs set on their sides’. Chamfered plain banded rustication, comprised of smooth stones 
separated by V joints is also in evidence on ground and first floors of the façade of Judenplatz 9. The only structures that do not 

have some form of rustication in the Judenplatz Square are Judenplatz 1,2, 7 and 10.  

Above information taken from observations of buildings during author’s trip to Vienna in 2000. 
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surrounding buildings. The cantilevered book modules themselves project shadows onto the 

surface of the memorial, casting corrugated canopies across the structure, erupting the 

verisimilitude of its surface. 

Books 

Under Whiteread’s direction, the ability to open up the diegetic space of the book, a space of 

narrative passage that moves between scales through time has been foreclosed. Whiteread chose 

to cast books of the same height, endowing them with an association to the encyclopaedic and 

bureaucratic, lending the work allegiances to the Nazi’s obsession with bureaucratic procedures 

and record-keeping.1043  

The books on the memorial make reference a knowledge base that has been eradicated, 

archiving the stories unable to be told, as the lives of the authors were stopped short. The 

victim’s testimonies assume these lost forms: regimented assemblies of Dewey’s divine 

proportion. The book is transformed by the casting process to become part of the serial 

ornamentation that lines the memorial.  

In Privacy and Publicity, Beatriz Colomina examines the similarities between philosopher 

Friedrich Nietzsche’s and architect Adolf Loos’s positions in regard to the concept of interiority 

in the modern age. She cites Nietzsche’s statement that modern men have become “walking 

encyclopaedias” whose cover reveals nothing of the inside except for the label “interior.””1044 

Colomina elaborates upon Nietzsche’s encyclopaedic metaphor. She writes: 

The outside is only the ‘cover’ of the book, it is clothing, it is mask. The ‘value’ is 

‘contained within’. But once more, the inside cannot exist without the outside. The cover 

of an encyclopedia, no matter how anonymous or unmarked, constructs it as an interior. 

But what is the interior of an encyclopedia but a continuous outside-inside-outside? Not 

only is every word an ‘entry’ defining an inside, a space, but then each word refers to 

other words and other concepts, entangling space like a labyrinth or a weave. This is not a 

traditional ‘interior’. If, as Nietzsche says, ‘modern culture is essentially internal’ in this 
sense, and the old order of the city has been somehow displaced indoors, this ‘interior’ is 

a much more convoluted space than that established by simple opposition to the 

exterior.1045 

 
1043 Andrew Graham-Dixon writes: “The motif of the library may, further, carry a sinister suggestion of the bureaucratic efficiency 

of the Nazi killing machine.” 

Graham-Dixon, “Conjuring art out of thin air,” p. 14.  
1044 Colomina compares Nietzsche’s position with Adolf Loos’s claim that “The house does not have to tell anything to the exterior ; 
instead, all its richness must be manifest in the interior.”  

Colomina, Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media, p. 32. 
1045 Colomina, Privacy and Publicity, p. 32. 
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Like Comay, who analyses the multivalent layers of interiority at work in the typology of the 

library, Colomina dissects the cyclical logic of the encyclopaedia, as both a textual and spatial 

phenomena. The contents of the encyclopaedia are exhaustive and constitute a wall-to-wall 

lining of the interior, a gesture that is expressed on Whiteread’s memorial. The complex spatial 

machinations at work in Colomina’s analysis of the encyclopaedia are similarly at work in 

Whiteread’s memorial proposal. 

Reading Nameless Library 

There are a number of ways in which the memorial can be understood in spatial terms. (fig. 295) 

Most often, critics position the viewer in relation to the memorial in the following manner: as 

looking at a domestic library whose walls and bookshelves have been peeled away, so that we 

are looking at the back of the book-shelves, replete with the petrified fore-edges of books. In 

this scenario, the viewer’s position is complicit with the absent internal wall. The fictitious 

bookshelves are eradicated and the live load of the books is transferred to a new interior wall 

element. 

There are two other ways the viewer might attempt to ‘read’ the memorial. It could be construed 

as a series of internal library walls that have been unfolded and turned outward, much like the 

interior as it is described in the developed surface drawing, where a room is represented 

independent from its surroundings.1046 In this scenario, if one were to turn the walls of a library 

replete with books out toward the exterior, then it would be reasonable to expect the spines of 

the books would now face outward. This is not the case. Here, the fore-edges of books face 

outwards. This formal gesture serves to prohibit any attempts to catalogue the immensity of the 

losses sustained by the Jewish community because of the absence of titles embedded into the 

spines. 

Whiteread’s detailing of the book modules can also be interpreted as making an oblique allusion 

to the medieval pogrom that occurred on the site. The foundations of the memorial are built 

above the excavated remains of the destroyed synagogue, a place of both worship and academic 

study. By detailing the book modules in this way, the memorial can be interpreted as making 

reference to a medieval common practice, identified by Henry Petroski, of storing books with 

their spines set inward.1047 This detail enables Whiteread to not only commemorate the lives lost 

 
1046 For a discussion of the developed surface drawing in relation to Whiteread’s sculpture Untitled (Room) see Chapter 6. 
1047 Henri Petroski identifies a historical precedent for setting the fore-edge of books on bookshelves, outward. He observes that:  

“When books did first come to be shelved in uniform rows in the Middle Ages, the spine was placed inward……..the spine of a 
book was the ‘back’, the mechanical side of the artifact, not something to display to the world. Indeed, besides being the least 

appropriate part of the binding to which to attach a chain, the spine of a book might quite likely have been considered the least 

presentable aspect of it, and as such was faced away from sight.” 
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in the Holocaust, but also in the Medieval pogrom, without making direct reference to the 

excavations beneath the Judenplatz. In this interpretation of Whiteread’s composition, the 

viewer would perceive the memorial as an interior turned outward, and cast out into urban 

space, surrounding a central void. There is no need to attempt to situate ourselves within the 

interior as it is already laid out for us to inspect. 

Finally, if one were to try and access the titles of these fossilised tomes, to attempt to name and 

inventory this loss of life, an entirely different interpretation of the work is required. It would 

require the viewer to insinuate themselves into the fabric of the memorial itself, into the liminal 

space between the pre-cast concrete wall of the memorial and the positive book castings. In this 

reading of the work, the memorial, according to Andrea Schlieker, becomes “a claustrophobic 

experience, as the viewer metamorphoses into the sensed wall against which the books are 

pressing.”1048 In an attempt to recuperate the spine and its ability to identify the lost object, the 

viewer must occupy a space in which they are sandwiched between the bolts and the book 

spines of the memorial. 

Given that there are a number of ways that the viewer can understand the spatial machinations 

at work in the project, those commentators who suggest this work is “inside-out” over-simplify 

matters.1049 If Whiteread had employed her signature mode of casting negative forms, then the 

space above the books, between the bookshelves, would be solid and the books marked by an 

absence. Whiteread’s stratagem for casting the memorial differs markedly from that used in her 

other ‘inside out’ castings, many of which are taken directly from the spaces surrounding or 

inside domestic objects and rooms. This work does not directly index an existing structure. The 

design is based on a fictitious library composed of prefabricated positive and negative cast 

elements and precast concrete walls.  

Absent Infrastructure 

As with all of Whiteread’s room-scaled casts, the memorial carefully evades showing any 

visible signs of structural support. All structural elements are internalised within the memorial. 

 
Petroski, The Book on the Bookshelf, p. 94-5. 
1048 Schlieker, “A Book Must Be the Axe for the Frozen Sea within Us,” p. 26-7. 
1049 For example, James E. Young puts forward an erroneous description of the work, assuming it is made using the same technique 

as her earlier ‘inside-out’ direct castings. He writes: 
“Her proposal for Vienna’s official Holocaust memorial – the positive cast of the space around books in an anonymous library, the 

interior turned inside–out - thus extends her sculptural predilection for solidifying the spaces over, under, and around everyday 

objects, even as it makes the book itself her central memorial motif. But even here, it is not the book per se that constitutes her now 

displaced object of memory, but the literal space between the book and us. For as various observers have noticed, Whiteread’s work 

has made brilliantly palpable the notion that materiality can also be an index of absence: whether it is the ghostly apparition of the 
filled-in space of a now demolished row house in London or the proposed cast of the empty space between the book leaves and the 

wall in a full-size library, Whiteread makes the absence of the original object her work’s defining preoccupation.”  

Young, “Memory and counter-memory: the end of the monument in Germany,” p. 10.  
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There are gaps left on the library walls that evince the spaces where the phantom bookshelves 

once were. (fig. 296) These equidistant breaks are the confounding traces of a fictitious 

structure. The book modules appear to levitate above the absent shelves, transferring their 

weight into the interior of the memorial. The spine, the exoskeleton of the book, has also been 

pushed into the dark recesses at the back of the bookshelf.1050 By electing to remove the 

bookshelves, Whiteread foregrounds the invisibility of infrastructure, the constructional 

apparatus on which knowledge is supported and contained within the interior. Structure is thus 

both in use and conspicuous by its absence. The live load of the book modules is transferred to 

the interior of the memorial and, by analogy, to the interior of the viewer who must attempt to 

recuperate this absent infrastructure in their imagination to ‘make sense’ of the interior’s 

apparent inversion. Rather than a monument that does our remembering for us, divesting us of 

the need to remember, Whiteread’s work challenges the viewer, who must try and come to 

terms with this impossible spatial conundrum and catastrophic loss.  

In the memorial, the books’ infrastructure is removed and presence gives way to absence. The 

channels left in the wake of the absent infrastructure articulate a regular cruciform patterning 

across the elevations of the memorial. This detail brings to mind Pedro Azara’s comment on the 

use of the cross motif in modern tomb art. The cross is often expressed, Azara notes, “in the 

form of horizontal and vertical chinks (as in Ignazio Gardella’s Pirovani vault of Francesco 

Venezia’s tomb),” which are employed to “signal the presence of the deceased person, express 

his beliefs or his faith, and symbolise the power of light to elbow matter aside.”1051  

Drainage Point 

The use of positive book castings is complemented by the use of negative casting details on the 

ceiling (now roof) and front elevation of the memorial. (fig. 297) The roof can be viewed from 

the upper stories of the buildings surrounding the square. It is made of cast-in-place concrete, 

with an inlaid pre-fabricated ceiling rosette at its centre. This detail is characteristic of those 

found within the bourgeois apartments that line the square. The ceiling has been inclined 

towards mid-point, so that rainwater is diverted through a drainpipe in the centre of the rosette 

and distributed into the existing sewerage system. Like the books, the ceiling rose has been 

interpreted as having malevolent undertones, being transformed by the artist into an uncanny 

harbinger of death. There is an unsettling shift in the function of the detail, whereby a conduit 

 
1050 Petroski comments: “The exoskeletal spine, which holds up the innards of the book structurally in a fashion not unlike the way 

our own spines hold us up, was still the machinery of the book, however, and so it continued to be the part that was hidden as much 

as possible, pushed into the dark recesses of bookshelves, out of sight. Shelving books with their spines inward must have seemed as 
natural and appropriate a thing to do as to put the winding machinery of a clock toward the wall or behind a door, or both.” 

Petroski, The Book on the Bookshelf, p. 121-2. 
1051 Pedro Azara, “The House and the Dead: On Modern Tombs,” in Mónica Gili (ed.), The Last House, p. 38. 
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for electricity is now transformed into a drain. Critics Simon Morrissey, Rebecca Comay, and 

William Feaver have made affiliations between the inverted ceiling rose and the formal 

allusions to the architecture of the gas chambers, sites of ethnic ‘cleansing,’ which masqueraded 

as shower rooms.1052 

Doors 

At the front of the memorial, on approach from the Eastern Side of the square, there are 

negative casts of double winged doors made of reinforced concrete.1053 Their proportions and 

profiles were also derived from a room overlooking the square.1054 (fig. 298) Azara has identified 

the door as a detail used in the design of tomb art where,  

The passage from life to death is often symbolised by a façade. The sides of some 

Etruscan and Roman sarcophagi containing the remains of architects or builders are 

ornamented with reliefs representing half-open monumental doorways, which symbolise 

both the gates of Hades and the doors of the houses or towns the dead person built in his 

day.1055  

In contrast to these historical precedents, the door on the front elevation of Whiteread’s 

memorial is shut fast. The memorial’s front door is in fact internal. One must, by an act of 

projection, attempt to enter the void of the interior. The mechanisms that enable a door to be 

activated (hinges, door handle, keyhole) are registered on the stone cold facsimile but the handle 

to this point of entry is indexed by a concavity, foreclosing access immemorial.  

Plinth 

 
1052 Simon Morrissey writes: 

“Whiteread’s monument offers a forceful physicality that borders on the confrontational. The library is a blunt volume, 

uncomfortable in a way that parallels the history it tries to represent. Its formal allusions to the architecture of the gas chambers, for 

example the inverted ceiling rose, have elicited worried comment, yet the unease of such connotations is integral to the memorial.”  
Simon Morrissey, “Rachel Whiteread: Shedding Life,” Untitled: A Review of Contemporary Art, 12, Winter (1996/97): 7. 

Rebecca Comay suggests that in the ceiling rosettes function as drain or opening, “cannot fail to mark equally an indelible 

metaphorical association of the tomb with the peculiar apparatus of hygiene as ‘shower’.” 

Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 66-7. 

William Feaver is suspicious of the allusions to fascist architecture that he sees the memorial appropriating. Reviewing the model 
and drawings on show at Whiteread’s Shedding Life exhibition in Liverpool, Feaver comments: “In Liverpool there are plans, a 

model and a sample set of shelved paperback impressions which could be mistaken for B & Q cornices. Those commissioning the 

memorial specified something ‘simple, poetic and non-literal’, which is what they are getting. I’m uneasy about it. The hint of 

neoclassicism is acceptable, and the poeticism of petrified books; less so the fainter connotations. The structure may remind one of 

Albert Speer’s Zeppelin-Feld buildings while hinting (inverted ceiling rose and all) at the architecture of gas chambers.”  
Feaver, “Whiteread's Sculptures May Be Poetic, Monumental, Simple and Non-Literal. But ‘Wot-for’?,” p. 13. 
1053 The original doors to be cast were made of medium-dense fibre boards and oak profile bands that were coated with synthetic-

resin varnish. Under Whiteread’s direction, a negative form made of polyester was produced to cast the final doors. 
1054 In June 1996, Whiteread visited a workshop in Rohrbach to supervise work on the elevation of the negative forms of the doors 

and select the profiles and determine the deepenings. The artist also made a trial ceiling rosette out of gypsum and the profile and 
size of the rosette at 250cm (diameter) was finalised.  

Schweiger, “Construction of the Memorial,” p. 100.  
1055 Azara, “The House and the Dead: On Modern Tombs,” p. 26. 
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A plinth made of a composite of marble gravel with white cement admixed surrounds the 

memorial. (fig. 299) Three ground plates, made of prefabricated parts, accommodate what 

Skinner describes as a “gruesome library catalogue”1056 listing the names, in alphabetical order, 

of concentration camps where Austrian Jews were killed.1057 The fourth ground plate, set below 

the panelled doors, contains an inscription in German, English, and Hebrew, “In memory of the 

more than 65,000 Austrian Jews murdered by the National Socialists in the period from 1938-

1945.”1058 

It was originally intended that 3cm thick glass would be embedded in the concrete plinth to 

cover the inscriptions. Comay saw this initial design decision as ameliorating the effects of the 

artist’s turn to positivity with the memorial. She comments: 

In the glass the sculpture finds its own inversion or specular negation. In this respect it is 

the mirror which now performs, but only virtually, the negative function of the 

cast….More strikingly still the glass would function simultaneously as a surface for 

reflection and a surface for writing or engraving….Suspended between the negative and 

the positive, such a moment might indeed have marked the impossible porosity of image 

and work as the paradox of a redemption that can henceforth only arrive too late.1059 

The glass might have operated in a manner akin to the reflective surface of Micha Ullmann’s 

Bilbliotek Memorial,1060 or that of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial designed by Maya Lin, whose 

 
1056 Skinner, “The Nameless Library Rachel Whiteread: Holocaust Memorial,” p. 10. 
1057 “The names of places on the long side of the memorial, looking toward Judenplatz 10 are: Auschwitz, Belzec, Bergen-Belsen, 

Brcko, Buchenwald, Chelmno, Dachau, Flossenbürg, Gross-Rosen, Gurs, Hartheim, Izbica, Jasenovac, Junfernhof, Kaiserwald, 

Kielce, Kowno, Lagow. 

The names of places on the narrow side of the memorial looking towards the house Judenplatz 8 are : Lodz, Lublin, Majdanek, Maly 
Trostinec, Mauthausen, Minsk, Mittelbau/Dora, Modilborzyce, Natzweiler. 

The names of places at the long side memorial looking towards the house Judenplatz 6 are : Neuengamme, Nisko, Opatow, Opole, 

Ravensbrück, Rejowiec, Riga, Sabac, Sachsenhausen, Salaspils, San Sabba, Sobibor, Stutthof, Theresienstadt, Trawniki, Treblinka, 

Wlodawa, Zamosc.” 

Schweiger, “Construction of the Memorial,” p. 100.  
1058 The inscription consists of letters made of chrome, nickel, and steel for the commemorative text. A graphic artist’s advice was 

sought in regard to the typesetting and distribution of the letters. 
1059 Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 74. 
1060 Micha Ullman’s Bibliotek: Memorial to the Nazi Book Burnings, Bebelplatz, Berlin (1996), is akin to Whiteread’s in that it 

addresses the book and negative space to articulate the void left by ‘the people of the book’. 
Like Horst Hoheisel’s negative form monument Aschrott-Brunnen Monument, Kassel (1987) and Jochen & Esther Shalev-Gerz’s 

Harburg Monument Against War and Fascism and for Peace (1986-1993). Ullman’s memorial is subterranean. Viewers gain access 

to the it through a ground level glass plate through which they can see inside a white room with a closed door, full of empty 

bookshelves, which refer to both the absence of people and their testimony. All that is left is the infrastructure, the armature for 

books. The glass floor of the civic square/ceiling of the room reflects the fleeting temporal index of cloud cover, which Comay 
writes, are “the transient traces of a nature at once forgotten and suddenly turned sinister in its own obliviousness. It is also of course 

the spectator who would be reflected-but this precisely as stain or blindspot. To approach the pit would inevitably be to block the 

transparency of the window floor and thus to occult the very ground on which one stands.”  

Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 70.  

Whilst thematically linked, Whiteread’s proposal is antithetical to Ullman’s. As Comay notes, Whiteread “replaces depth with 
height, presence for absence, books for shelves, contents for container-to the point where the very frame supporting and enclosing 

the ensemble here evaporates without trace.”  

Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 70. 
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polished black granite surface etched with the names of the dead also reflects the viewer and the 

surrounding landscape.1061  

Another critic, Phyllis Lambert, had reservations about this detail. She asked questions such as, 

“Will the weight of the building crack the reflecting glass it sits on? Will my weight splinter the 

glass if I step on it more closely to read the inscriptions? I recoil in horror at the idea of broken 

glass.”1062 Lambert’s reading of the glass detail has ominous connotations, recalling the terrible 

pogrom of Kristallnacht or “Night of Broken Glass”, of November 9, 1938. Even without the 

glass surface however, Whiteread’s detailing of the memorial operates to suspend the viewer 

between negative and positive, absence and presence. 

Critic Richard Dorment was critical of Whiteread’s use of the plinth as a base for the memorial 

at all. He argued that it,  

Vitiates both the visual impact and the symbolic meaning of the work. It should sit 

squarely on the ground, materialising like a ghost, something to come upon unexpectedly. 

The more low-keyed it is, the more effective its message. By raising it up, even slightly, 

you turn it into a traditional memorial, set apart from the fabric of the city, ever so 

slightly pompous.1063 

Dorment’s criticisms can be questioned. Whiteread utilises the plinth as a critical device to 

complement her memorial practice. The plinth institutes a kind of ‘buffer zone’ between the 

memorial and the excavations beneath, elevating the library above this torrid site of contention. 

This plinth also operates to expand the topographic field of the memorial. Sites of mass 

destruction are inscribed on its surface, referencing geographic displacements that connect this 

site-specific work with the locales of terror to which the Viennese Jews were freighted.  

The sectional drawings produced for the competition in collaboration with Atelier One also 

belie Dorment’s claim. (see fig. 284) The drawings reveal that the plinth does not register on the 

interior of the project, but instead acts as a hem to the library. The interior void of the library is 

without the support of sculptures substructure, just as the books are without the bookshelves. 

Whiteread’s ersatz plinth simulates a reunification of sculpture and its substructure, a 

reunification undercut by the section. 

 
1061 Whiteread has commented that neither Micha Ullman’s memorial or Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish Museum (1997), Berlin, 
influenced her Judenplatz memorial. However she does cite Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. She 

comments: “When I was thinking about making the Holocaust memorial, I spent a week there, and visited Lin’s memorial twice. I 

wasn’t interest in the politics related to the monument, but the way people who are alive today respond to it, reacting to something 

that may be within their history or within their own family’s history. Lin’s piece shows an incredible sensitivity and maturity.” 

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 60. 
1062 Phyllis Lambert in Pasterk and Matt (eds.), Judenplatz Wien 1996, p. 108. 
1063 Richard Dorment, “A Brutal Fact of Life in the City of Dreams,” The Daily Telegraph, 27 October 2000: page number 

unknown.  
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The Corner Problem 

At the termination of each façade of the memorial, the blank covers of the final hardback 

volumes meet at right angles, constructing a plastic indent. (fig. 300, fig. 301, fig. 302) This 

gesture recall’s the design of the corner detail in Mies Van der Rohe Illinois Institute of 

Technology Building, Chicago, 1945-1947. (fig. 303) Reyner Banham observes that Mies’ 

English critics failed to see the  “structural and material ingenuity of this detail. Instead they 

saw a philosophical problem in abstract aesthetics: did the failure of the two planes to meet at 

the corner mean that Mies’s facades were to be read as endless, indeterminate?”1064 Siding with 

these English critics, this detail, applied to a memorial programme, can imply that the vast 

archive of loss extends far beyond the parameters of the memorial itself. 

Architectural theorist Anthony Vidler recognised the corner as “one of the defining problems of 

modern architecture.”1065 He identifies the psychological affects of the corner in protecting both 

the occupant and the building. He writes: 

In a domestic context, corners signify security. They are places of rest, where two walls 

moving horizontally come to peace with each other; the intersection of the two walls 

demonstrates and creates closure, forms a volume in which the space is held safely; 

corners are cosy nooks for reading and thinking. In extremis, they are the last defense of 

the domicile: backed into a corner, the householder, like a boxer, can come out fighting 

while protecting the rear from surprise…….Phenomenologically and visually, then, 

corners are the ultimate in homey spaces.1066 

Whiteread enacts an uncanny conversion on the corner, the ultimate in homely spaces.1067 Her 

walls of books splay out from one another at the corners of the memorial. There is no 

intersection at these points, the walls are not, and cannot be at peace. In this library, lined with 

wall-to-wall books there is a redundant space at each corner of the room. The corner is the 

vestigial space between the bookshelves. 

Vidler has argued that Nameless Library transforms both sculpture and architecture to create a 

mutation that lies betwixt and between these two disciplines. He writes: 

 
1064 Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? p. 18.  
1065 Anthony Vidler, “Architecture Cornered: Notes on the Anxiety of Architecture,” in Joseph Newland (ed.), The Architectural 
Unconscious: James Casebere + Glen Seator, p. 42. 
1066 Vidler, “Architecture Cornered: Notes on the Anxiety of Architecture,” p. 42-3. 
1067 The unheimlich corner is likened by Vidler to: 

“A trap, a phobic enclosure, a dark place of hidden and best-forgotten nightmares, a place of mystery, and an imprisoning space, the 

privileged site of claustrophobia. Corners that are windows, alternately, would be those openings that let in the unwanted outside, 
the unruly city; they would introduce the public into the shelter of the private, the agoraphobia of the street into the relative shelter 

of the house.” 

Vidler, “Architecture Cornered: Notes on the Anxiety of Architecture,” p. 43.  
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The interior as an exterior, the ‘cast’ of a building as building, with its own interior, and a 

cast, further, that is made of a building that never existed except in imaginary and 

typological form - the ark, the Temple - here intersects sculptural and architectural norms 

to constitute something else, a ‘neither-nor’ of both. ……. Her project looks to the always 

uneasy status of the monument within architecture, it’s wavering between art and use. 

……Whiteread undermines this binary problem by deliberately confusing sculpture and 

architecture, and by developing a kind of mutant object that cannot be defined in either 

set of terms, that asks to be defined indeed by this very refusal.1068 

Whiteread’s work refuses to contain and also be contained within typological categories. Both 

Vidler and Hatton suggest that the memorial is characterised by its “consummate negation,”1069 

slipping in-between archetypal forms and the disciplinary categories of sculpture and 

architecture. Its in-between-ness is exacerbated by the artist’s use of positive and negative cast 

elements to mimic details from the surrounding urban context. Searle notes that, “As much as it 

is a sculpture Whiteread’s memorial is a closed, windowless, single storey building.”1070 

The Bunker and Memorial as Survival Machines 

One of the typological forms that inspired the memorial were the bunkers that make up the 

Atlantic wall.1071 Whiteread went to Normandy to look at these fortifications. She was interested 

in “the Atlantic wall and how that was built.”1072 While the memorial does not so much duplicate 

the aesthetic of the bunker, with its thickset walls, rounded corners, and strategic openings, it 

does express a certain ambiguity that also inheres in the definition of this typological form. As 

Hatton has observed, the word bunker in English can mean “store as well as shelter: it can keep 

in as well as out.”1073 (fig. 304)  

Under Whiteread’s direction, the typological form of the bunker is transformed into a structure 

of both physical and psychic defense. The memorial has been specifically designed to resist 

attack by vandals and also functions as a defence against entropy, taking into itself and holding 

onto lost loved ones, preserving their memory, keeping it alive.1074  

 
1068 Vidler, Warped Space, p. 148.  
1069 Hatton, “Judenplatz Vienna 1996,” p. 92.  
1070 Searle, “Review,” The Guardian, 26 October 2000: page number unknown.  
1071 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 31. 
1072 Rose, Rachel Whiteread Venice Biennale 1997, p. 31. 
1073 Brian Hatton, “Strategic Architecture,” AA Files, 42, Autumn (2000): 31.  
1074 Whiteread comments: “When I was making this piece, I was thinking about how it might be vandalised, how it could be used 

without being destroyed, and how it should be able to live with some dignity in the city…..I knew my piece was going to be a 
memorial, and I wasn’t quite sure if it would be respected. So I made replaceable book pieces that are bolted from the inside, and a 

series of extra pieces to serve as replacements if necessary, in case there is some terrible graffiti.” 

Dennison, Rachel Whiteread: Transient Spaces, p. 59. 
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In his book Bunker Archaeology, Paul Virilio studied these fortifications in detail.1075 He argues 

that the bunker operates as a “survival machine,” one designed to hold up under “shelling and 

bombing, asphyxiating gasses and flame-throwers.”1076 As though echoing Vidler’s meditations 

on Nameless Library, Virilio writes that if the bunker “belongs to the crypt that prefigures the 

resurrection, the bunker belongs too to the ark that saves, to the vehicle that puts one out of 

danger by crossing over mortal hazards.”1077 According to Hatton, these structures were also 

“defences against entropy, notably obtuse cases of man’s struggle with the second law of 

Thermodynamics.”1078  

Nameless Library denies easy identification with historical practices of memorialisation. It 

operates against convention. In a manner similar to the utilitarian requirements demanded of the 

bunker, Whiteread’s memorial project seeks to defend the physical act of remembrance, keeping 

the memory of a catastrophic event alive. The placement of Whiteread’s memorial within an 

urban context was also pre-figured by the placement of bunkers. During the Second World War, 

these defensive structures were not only confined to the “horizontal littoral”, alongside the 

Atlantic, but also cropped up, according to Virilio: 

In the middle of courtyards and gardens.... their blind, low mass and rounded profile were 

out of tune with the urban environment… as though a subterranean civilization had 

sprung up from the ground. This architecture's modernness was countered by its 

abandoned, decrepit appearance. These objects had been left behind, and were colourless; 

their grey cement relief was silent witness to a warlike climate.1079 

As well as being drawn out of its immediate environment, Whiteread’s memorial is foreign to it. 

The project interrupts site lines across the picturesque square. Its concrete pallor is also in stark 

contrast to the stucco facades surrounding it.1080 Unlike the bunker however, the memorial 

mimics the forms and proportions of a room and elevations in its immediate surroundings. 

Whiteread’s memorial brings to the surface of the city its subterranean shame, turning the 

architecture of the square in-upon itself to foreground its historical disavowal of anti-Semitic 

persecution since the Middle Ages.  Her memorial casts out the snug bourgeois interior, 

rendering interior comforts extrovert and inaccessible.  

 
1075 Virilio’s first encounter with these behemoths reminded him of funerary architectures: Egyptian mastabas, Etruscan tombs and 

Aztec structures, as though “this piece of artillery fortification could be identified as a funeral ceremony, as if the Todt Organisation 

could manage only the organization of a religious space.”  

Paul Virilio, Bunker Archaeology, Trans. George Collins, New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1994, p. 11. 
1076 Virilio, Bunker Archaeology, p. 39.  
1077 Virilio, Bunker Archaeology, p. 46. 
1078 Hatton, “Strategic Architecture,” p. 31. 
1079 Virilio, Bunker Archaeology, p. 12.  
1080 Rebecca Comay writes that opponents of the memorial complained of: “The alleged incompatibility of the cold concrete cube 

with the architectural splendour of the site, the predictable ‘hunk of concrete [Betonklotz] insult which in this case, it must be said, 
had turned rather quickly into the chilling characterization of the ‘Jewish bunker’ as a Fremdkörper (foreign body) defacing the 

organic perfection of the baroque square.”  

Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 65.  
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In Judenplatz Square, Whiteread has taken a ‘living’ room and executed mortiferous 

renovations on it out of doors. The artist’s amalgamation of interior details and exterior 

façadism locate it between the private and public realms and endow it with an uncanny aspect. 

The construction lies between room and tomb, signalling a shift between the functional and 

symbolic. Nameless Library is a site-specific memorial intent upon disturbing, as Kirstie 

Skinner notes, “the smooth veneer of civilised appearances in Vienna.”1081 It functions, as 

Dorment has observed, as a “daily reminder that behind the elegant façades there are always 

interiors: buildings, like people and cities, contain hidden truths and buried memories.”1082  

Conclusion 

The construction of Nameless Library can be read as signalling ‘structural absences’: firstly, in 

the evacuated bookshelves and secondly, in the loss of sculpture’s substructure within the 

interior of the memorial. These design decisions reflect the idea that this catastrophic loss of life 

is un-supportable. In Whiteread’s memorial, the notion of the interior is strategically re-worked. 

The library is excoriated and petrified. Its locus of artificial illumination has been extinguished 

and entry to the interior has been terminally foreclosed. Its combination of positive and negative 

casting elements ensures that the work resides in a perpetual state of disconsolate mourning.1083 

Cousins compared the processes the subject undergoes during mourning to those at work in 

Whiteread’s signature casting practice. He suggests that her work is, 

A strict analogue for the obscure process of identification which operates in mourning. 

When I am ‘turned out’ in grief, I do not look like you, or rather I look like the you I 

turned into, being your imprint. You are exactly what is lost since only you would fit the 

mould which I have become. Now of course the subject cannot sustain the identification 

which has turned me into a graveyard of love. I criticise myself for failing you/me, and in 

Freud’s dread formula, ‘The shadow of the object falls upon the ego’. The work of grief 

now turns toward the undoing of the identification, the minutely detailed work of 

unpicking the subject from the object. In a way the object must die twice, first at the 

moment of its own death and secondly through the subject’s unhitching from its own 

identifications. It is only then that the object can pass into memory, and that stones can be 

set.1084 

Whiteread’s memorial refuses to do our memory work for us and utilises formal strategies that 

function as an analogue for a process of identification that operates in mourning. For example, 

this undoing of identification appears to take shape where the bookshelves, the very scaffold or 

 
1081 Skinner, “The Nameless Library Rachel Whiteread: Holocaust Memorial,” p. 8.  
1082 Dorment, “A Brutal Fact of Life in the City of Dreams,” p. 26. 
1083 Rebecca Comay comments: “Opaque in their exposure, all the more entombed in being unveiled, the inverted books signal the 

impossibility of either concealment or manifestation, either protection or exhumation-ultimately either burial or resurrection-and 
thus announce the endlessness of a mourning without term.” 

Comay, “Memory Block,” p. 68.  
1084 Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 41. 
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armature that supports and takes on this loss, has been removed. This separates the subject from 

the mould of the object they have become. Also, in divesting the books of their names, the 

‘titles’ of the individuals that perished, Whiteread’s memorial lodges the viewer in mourning. 

As Cousins notes, it is in recalling the name of another that “one moves from mourning to 

memorial.”1085  

When a book is completed it often signals a time of mourning for the reader. Before its 

termination, the reader is often want to protract the last few hours with the beloved object of 

their gaze, rationing out the final leaves of the composition before putting it to rest. The finished 

book closes its cover, but fragments of its interior condition are embedded in the mind of the 

reader. The finished book then takes its place on the bookshelf, along with the other digested 

tomes. The books on fully stacked shelves are always lifeless objects, catalogued and stored. 

With the infrastructure absented from the memorial, the loss remains unsupportable, transferred 

into the interior of the subject. Whiteread’s proposal pays homage to all the nameless victims of 

mass destruction through the absence of their testimony. The armoured covers of the books are 

shut fast, disinheriting the psychic imagination their forms so readily invite.  

Whiteread’s work manifests a spatial conundrum where the viewer is expelled from the 

project’s interior, forever banished to patrol it’s unerringly, in-between edge. It is both made 

from, and foreign to, the environment in which it is placed. Nameless Library utilises 

architectural operations and details to evoke disquiet, borrowing from the local to inculcate 

neighbouring structures as silent witnesses to past atrocities.

 
1085 Cousins, “Inside Outcast,” p. 41. 
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Conclusion 

 

A Topoanalysis of Whiteread’s Architectural Casts 

This thesis has taken a series of soundings, which, considered together, constitute a topoanalysis 

of Whiteread’s works in relation to architecture. Bachelard describes topoanalysis as an 

auxiliary of psychoanalysis, consisting of “the systematic psychological study of the sites of our 

intimate lives.”1086 The sites to which Bachelard refers are domestic spaces, replete with furniture 

and objects. This thesis acknowledges the importance of studying such sites and the physical 

and psychic impact they bear on the subject. 

This topoanalysis has involved constructing a series of contour lines, mapping the points of 

overlap and the spaces between Whiteread’s sculptures and the discourses of architecture. The 

distance and closeness between the two disciplines has called for a sounding venture. When 

soundings are taken using sonar or ultrasound, the data received requires thoughtful 

interpretation, like mapping below sea-level, where the distance that must be crossed makes it 

difficult to gauge the lie of the land. This act of interpretation is not straightforward but is 

complicated by the distance between disciplines, by the struggle to find intersections. Each 

chapter has attempted to mould a new series of contours between the disciplines, moving from 

the grounds or foundations of sculpture upwards, to the pinnacles of architecture and urbanism. 

Each chapter contributes to and complicates the architectural content of Whiteread’s sculptures.  

The soundings together survey an interdisciplinary topography. The contours touched upon in 

this thesis map out a sculptural landscape marked by shifts in materiality - from plaster, rubber, 

resins, concrete, and snow. Shifts in scale also articulate these soundings, as the artist moves 

from casting furniture and fittings to rooms to apartments to urban interventions.  

A selection of architectural theories and built works by Le Corbusier, Louis Kahn, Alison and 

Peter Smithson, and Luigi Moretti have established a datum level against which Whiteread’s 

architectural casts have been gauged. These works of architecture have been reviewed in light of 

her art and in conjunction with the works of the theorists Mark Cousins, Gaston Bachelard, 

David Bass, and Elaine Scarry. These theorists have proved significant to this study because 

each looks at the profound impact the interior and its contents bear on the occupier of 

architecture. In looking at Whiteread’s practice, new interpretations of architectural works have 

been discovered and theoretical texts have been reviewed in a new light. 

 
1086 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 8.  
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Soundings 

To take a sounding is to attempt to gauge how matters stand.1087 Soundings are taken in order to 

reveal levels of the unseen and unacknowledged. Whiteread’s works cast light upon 

architectural subjects that have seldom been investigated in detail within architectural discourse. 

These include the walls that line the quotidian interior, and the poché spaces beneath floors, 

furniture, between walls, and the space between books and bookshelves. Employing her 

signature casting practice, Whiteread spatially and materially transforms these demotic subjects 

into works of art, which, in turn, invite new architectural readings of these spaces.  

As a sculptor, Whiteread consistently sets herself the task of designing spaces that dislodge the 

subject from the interior. With this programme in mind, she has designed or renovated rooms, 

houses, stairs, apartments, service structures, and monuments. 

Whiteread’s works repeatedly draw attention toward aspects of sculpture and architecture that 

have been repressed or lie hidden. They bring to light the intermediate stages of the casting 

process that have lain hidden, and reveal hidden details about the architectural interior. By 

detaching rooms from their surroundings and shutting the viewer out of interior spaces, 

Whiteread focuses the viewer’s attention on aspects of architecture that have been overlooked. 

These aspects include the traces of everyday life left on architectural surfaces and the 

compactness of the living spaces hidden beneath the veneers of architectural progress. Her 

screen-prints also point to the structural failures of post war architecture.  

The artist consistently delaminates architecture, renovating interior walls by converting them 

into exterior elevations. Many of these indexical sculptures record the particular marks of 

inhabitation, rather than laud the uniform surfaces of modern architecture. The indelible 

imprints that populate her casts bear not only the hallmarks of the architect but those inscribed 

on the interior by the user over the course of its occupation. These room’s bear witness to the 

lives lived within them: the vestigial traces of wallpaper patterns, the yellowing wall surfaces 

stained by nicotine, scuff marks left on skirting boards and depressions left in floors signalling 

patterns of heavy foot traffic. They are testament to the accumulations or sedimentations of 

personal history left on interior surfaces over time. Her sculptures, such as Ghost and House, 

created afterlives for abandoned architectural spaces.  

 
1087 A further meaning of “sounding” noted in the OED is to “try and find out quietly how matters stand.” 

The Oxford English Dictionary, second ed. Vol. xvl, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1989, p. 55. 
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Whiteread’s works invite discussion about the extended life cycles of architectural structures 

over time. They draw attention toward the change in use of spaces, acknowledging 

architecture’s multiple past lives. The artist inventories condemned buildings in an area of 

London subject to urban renewal and gentrification. Her Demolished screen-prints archive the 

implosion of Point Blocks subject to system building failure, bearing witness to their strategic 

destruction. Just as architects like the Smithson’s had before her, Whiteread employs acts of 

destruction as a productive artistic force in her practice, re-invigorating the demoted.  

The artist provides the subject with an unconventional look into the interior lives of humble 

dwellings. In detaching rooms from their surroundings, she draws attention toward the 

compactness of the spaces that scores of people occupy. Her practice critiques mass-produced 

architectural solutions. In works such as Untitled (Room), she analyses some of the mundane 

by-products of post-war architecture, and critiques singular, heroic, and monolithic accounts of 

modern architecture. Room reveals that beneath the dissimulating veneers of architectural 

progress, for many, no space was gained within the post-war interior. The sculpture contends 

that professed architectural innovations were only skin deep.  

To take soundings, or to plumb, implies descent over ascent, a sinking down into unknown 

terrain to measure the depths of a body of water and to measure the topography below sea level. 

The technical complexities involved in producing works of atmospheric architecture such as 

Monument and Water Tower find Whiteread submerging herself in unfathomed territory, 

pushing the strengths and capacities of her chosen materials to near breaking point. As she 

moves toward transparency, these works become clouded by uncertainty. 

Whiteread’s plaster staircase castings also exacerbate the dangers of descent and of losing one’s 

footing in relation to transitional spaces. Their warped configurations stop viewers in their 

habitual tracks, demanding that they scrutinize these serpentine forms from different 

orientations. Conventional dispositions are rearranged. Entry vestibules lie prostrate and treads 

and risers are inverted to create vertiginous flight paths. This collection of works exacerbates 

the malevolent aspect to stairs, exaggerating the tectonic force of the unruly diagonal. 

The uncertainty that arises when out of one’s depth can also be experienced when the viewer is 

confronted by Whiteread’s single room castings. These exteriorisations of the interior dislocate 

the viewer from any conventional means of occupation. Their method of composition invites 

discussion about other forms of architectural representation that extract rooms from a sequence 

of spaces, as seen in the developed surface drawing. 
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Whiteread’s casts of poché spaces that lie beneath the floorboards, under furniture, or between 

the walls, draw attention to overlooked spaces that bear a significant impact on the subject. The 

action of sounding out such spaces involves plumbing the depths. Indeed, like a plumber, 

Whiteread works inside the spaces between walls and beneath the floorboards. While a plumber 

may be called in to eliminate a blockage and reinstate flow, the artist, in contrast, frequently 

ossifies flow, coagulating movement and suffocating space. Via the casting process liquid 

agents becomes viscous and then set hard. While much of her work fills in space at the limits of 

the interior, in works such as Apartments, the artist liberates the space found between the walls 

to reveal a blockage. The concatenation of spaces that make up the Apartment castings are a 

complement to her room castings in that they draw attention to the breaches in architecture’s 

material constitution. This cavity or breach, this opening up that occurs between materials, 

provides a rich arena for architectural inquiry.  

In aestheticising the space beneath chairs, Whiteread dignifies an unseen pocket of space within 

the interior. In devoting her attention to this subject, she creates this interstitial space anew. This 

can be likened to the way in which an object within the interior can be transformed by paying 

careful attention to it. As Bachelard notes: 

And so, when a poet rubs a piece of furniture - even vicariously - when he puts a little 

fragrant wax on his table with the woollen cloth that lends warmth to everything it 

touches, he creates a new object; he increases the object’s human dignity; he registers this 

object officially as a member of the human household.1088 

The careful installation of Whiteread’s sculptures in gallery environments also invites 

discussion about the how the arrangement of furniture within the interior impacts upon the 

occupier of architecture. As Mark Cousins has noted, furniture, regardless of the architecture 

within which it is placed, often reverts to habitual arrangements irrespective of the architectural 

shell it inhabits. It questions the power of the architect and accords significance to the user and 

their historical relation to the interior.1089 

Whiteread’s sculptures address the interface that lies between private and public realms. Her 

works demonstrate a finely nuanced understanding of the ways in which architecture can 

critically engage with its surrounding site and context, whether her works are displayed within 

galleries or outdoor spaces. This is especially poignant in her Nameless Library Memorial in 

Judenplatz Square in Vienna, where her careful considerations of the surrounding urban site and 

 
1088 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 67.  
1089 Mark Cousins appears to be in synchrony with Gaston Bachelard who wrote: “In short, the house we were born in has engraved 
within us the hierarchy of the various functions of inhabiting. We are the diagram of the functions of inhabiting that particular 

house, and all the other houses are but variations on a fundamental theme.” 

Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 15. 
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context have contributed to the design of the memorial. Her other public sculptures, House, 

Water Tower and Monument also demonstrate the artist’s keen understanding of her chosen 

sites.  

Standing outside the discipline of architecture, Whiteread draws attention toward architecture’s 

blind spots. She achieves this by constructing her own critical archive of drawings, sculptures, 

and prints of architecture. These works provide us with counter histories that throw 

modernism’s spatial pretensions into question.  

Her oeuvre looks toward the surfaces of architecture. Specifically, her sculptures look at how 

the construction of space and form takes place at the interior surfaces of architecture. Her works 

also challenge the assumptions about the construction of floors and draw attention towards the 

power that furniture has to shape the way in which architecture is occupied. Her individual 

room castings draw attention to the room as the compositional unit of architecture. The ways in 

which she re-casts and analyses these spaces also foreground compositional issues about 

architecture that are seldom discussed. For example, discussions about doors and windows are 

often overlooked by architects but are critically interrogated in her works. Her staircases 

castings bring to mind the critical role that vertical circulation passages play in architecture, 

where, in times of mortal danger, they are relied upon to facilitate mass evacuations. A 

discussion of her work draws up issues in regard to the significant (and ambivalent) role 

building services play in architecture. Their careful containment is required, not only to harness 

the Newtonian forces that lie latent within such services, but also to allay the fears that services 

incite in those occupying architecture. The issue of water and the threat it poses to architecture 

are also highlighted by her practice. Further, her memorial Nameless Library invites one to 

contemplate how books and the infrastructure used to support them can have an architectural 

significance.  

Whiteread’s work promotes a more humane architecture, one not concerned primarily with 

exterior surface appearances but with the richness that lies beneath them, within the interior. 

Her works petition architects to look in detail at quotidian environments, to acknowledge and 

take account of what the occupier brings to the interior: their marks of habitation, their 

decorative predilections and favoured furnishings, which substantially affect how the 

architecture is occupied. 

In retrospect, Whiteread’s works that provide the greatest significance for architecture can be 

seen as those that alienate the subject from their habitual relationships to architecture. In 

contrast, the work Untitled (Inside), made in collaboration with Juhani Pallasmaa, renders the 
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condition of interiority itself a less problematic one and hence lacks some of the potency of her 

other meditations on the inside.  

The thesis invites further academic inquiry into the significance of inter-disciplinary studies 

between fine art and architecture. The appropriation of architectural forms of representation 

such as architectural drawings, scale models, and full-scale installations is increasing in 

contemporary art practice.1090 Many contemporary artists utilise architectural representation as 

cultural and political forms of critique. They place the practice of architecture into question, and 

frequently focus upon aspects of the built environment that can be overlooked.  

The thesis has attempted to draw attention to the richness that can be gleaned from looking 

outside the discipline of architecture toward an artist who, like an architect, participates within 

and critically represents aspects of the built environment in her practice. This topoanalysis is, of 

course, subject to interpretation. Many other soundings or measures could be taken to establish 

the contours between the two disciplines. It is hoped that those that have been undertaken have 

begun the process of forging links between Whiteread’s sculpture and architectural discourse in 

particular, and fine art and architecture more generally. 

 

 
1090 Contemporary artists that are exploring architectural subject matter in their work include Gregor Schneider, Ellen Gallagher, 

Simon Starling, Paul Noble, Mike Kelley, Langlands and Bell, Toba Khedoori, Thomas Demand, Louise Bourgeois, James Casbere, 

Gregory Crewdson, Ilya Kabakov. 
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