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Silent Pi l lars 
A Postmodern Sense 

of The Human Self 

E l i z a b e t h W o o d 

Marlene Hilton Moore, Fragment Series 
Leo Kamen Gallery, Toronto 
In its fragmentation, in its use of a multiplicity of ma
terials, in its renewed interest in organic forms, in its 
grappling with and rejecting the starkness of the 
modern era, the work of Marlene Hilton Moore suc
ceeds in fusing the truths of the past with the dissat
isfaction, the unanswered queries of the present. It 
rejects the formal resolves of Modernism as it inte
grates the "new" organic forms of the present. As Ste
phen H. Watson has asserted, the modern era 
seriously drew into question poetic form: "In its re
jection of the human or anthropomorphic repre
sentation of previous architecture, the Modern 
Movement undermined the poetic form in favor of 
nonfigural geometries." In light of this, the work of 
Marlene Hilton Moore can be seen as strikingly 
Postmodern. 

Origins of Hilton-Moore's recent work can be 
found in the late 1980s and early 1990s. She writes: 
"The comprehension of nature as a spiritual re
source has drawn me for the past two years to a cer
tain field, a place I interpret as an ancient site. This 
field contains a hawthorn grove littered with animal 
bones. My attempts to paint the forms I discovered 
there failed, as the two-dimensional medium proved 
insufficient to capture the intensity of the rhythm and 
posture of the hawthorn trees. But as I explored fur
ther I came upon piles of cleared hawthorn branch
es. When I took some of these poles and stood them 
upright in the ground at regular intervals, I was able 
to recreate the ritualistic rhythm of the trees. The scat
tered bones I associated with ancient creation myths, 
the cycle of life and death, creation and destruction."1 

Evidence of this initial experience is clearly present 
in the construction of Fragment Series, exhibited in 
1991 at the Leo Kamen Gallery in Toronto. There Hil
ton Moore, merging menacing barbed wire, dense 
auburn bronze, cold polished steel, and diverse or
ganic materials, reconstructs visually the struggle that 
characterizes the ubiquitous attempt to reconcile body 
and place. The exhibition comprises a series of sev
en sculptures, all in the form of truncated, lifesize, 
human-like legs. The works are presented vertical
ly on low tables of polished raw steel measuring ap
proximately 1 'x 3'. Each sculpture is tightly bound, 

as if imprisoned, laced with some form of restricting 
material. 

The first piece, in eery green oxidized metal, ap
pears imprisoned in a metal cage on its table-
pedestal. At the bottom, a few inches away, is poised 
a 12" rock, incessantly motionless. It is as if the leg 
would kick the stone, would interact with its envi
ronment if it could, were not all freedom of move
ment inhibi ted by the metal bars. The second 
sculpture is confined differently. While no cage re
stricts its movement, a metal, vine-like briar twists 
around the calf, ending in a 12" branch-like horizon
tal extension on the table. The third, similar to the 
first, consists of a green oxidized metal leg, from the 
calf down merely a post. Here a thin, 1 1/2" wide 
metal ribbon of steel twists around the leg, and 
stretches up into the air. It is razor sharp, like the met
al strip from a sardine can. Menacingly, it renders the 
viewer conscious of human frailty and vulnerability. 
The fourth sculpture is a bronze coloured leg, split 
in half vertically, with branches sprouting from the 
top. A dark brown chunk of bronze on the table in 
front of the leg is nearly mistaken for a mass of 
burnt moss and twigs. The fifth piece is covered in 
a bright green patina. At the ankle and foot it is 
fractured into shredded contrasting brown metal. Twist
ing around the leg is barbed wire that grows into an 
extended root at the bottom. On the top a birds's nest 
with blue eggs suggests the passage of time, perma
nence, as though it had been there for a long time. 
The sixth sculpture is a dark brown leg in bronze, like 
a large branch, its base extending out in front and 
in back. A "tree-like " profusion of twigs sprouts en
ergetically from the top. Finally, the seventh work is 
presented on a low, more horizontal pedestal. A frag
ment of a thin bronze frontal leg cast, evoking a med
ical brace, lies dejected, the front and back thin, the 
part detached from the whole. The reference to 
crippling injury is forceful. 

The five works on paper, in abrupt contrast to the 
density of the sculpture and despite their shared 
themes, propose an expressive lightness. Pure white 
background provide a dramatic foil for the dense char
coal textures in works with titles such as Wired Leg 
on a Post and Beehive Wired to Birds Nest. 

The positioning of the sculptures in the gallery is 
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impor tan t : r ig id ly l ined up , one f o l l o w i n g the next, 

they resemble fenceposts. The vary ing al lusions to 

impr isonment , to repression is strengthened by the 

repet i t ive nature of the pi l lars. 

Like the cubists, H i l t on M o o r e has ga ined access 

to the l imit less by l im i t i ng ; themat ica l ly , mater ia l ly , 

she opens the doo r to a series of cr i t ica l quest ions 

through sensit ive, yet subt le var iat ions on a theme. 

The v iewer is ca l led upon to quest ion wha t is be ing 

contained, what is being protected? Or, perhaps, what 

is be ing kept out? Does the fence impr ison the hu 

man , or is it the human self that acts as barrier and 

l imi tat ion? Is this series of c r i pp led and impr isoned 

legs, symbo l i z i ng paralysis and immob i l i t y , a result 

of inabi l i ty or unwi l l ingness? Even more om inous is 

the suggestion that w e w i l l be (have been?) ren

dered i m m o b i l e by signposts of some fo rm. . .and , if 

this is so, of wha t pend ing danger d o they mute ly 

caut ion? 

Mar lene H i l t on -Moore ' s t reatment of the subject 

invites the v iewer to recal l the hand l ing of the hu 

man body by other twent ie th century artists. Ba

c o n , for examp le , s imi la r ly proposes an ana logy 

between the h u m a n and other organ ic forms, p lac

ing his "figures" similarly behind bars. However, wh i le 

he renders h u m a n flesh us ing red p igment , thereby 

intensifying its l i v ing qual i ty , Mar lene H i l t on M o o r e 

denies that l i fe ent i re ly . Her t runcated f ragments 

are reduced to mel ted (charred?) b ronze . Somehow 

the term "silent pil lars" comes to m ind . Dismembered 

co lumns . Ones that have been burned , as these legs 

have been , poured f rom l i qu id b ronze . Th rough 

this emerges a sense of pend ing disaster, a Post-

nuclear hush densely envelopes the wo rk . O n l y the 

f ive drawings prov ide breath and w i t h that, respite.-

In this w o r k themes of we igh t versus weight less

ness, mob i l i t y versus movemen t remind the v iewer 

that it is indeed the human's upright posture, the abi l 

ity to w a l k in a vert ical pos i t ion , that dist inguishes 

our race f rom that of other l i fe forms. In these t run

cated remnants of the human physical structure a l 

ways one leg stands a lone, l ike a t rophy. Immob i l e , 

they support nothing, yet are nonetheless bound, con

str icted, impr isoned. Like the dot ted l ine o n a h igh

way , or the black punc tua t ion of a fence against a 

f ie ld , the sculptures recreate the co-existence of the 

human being and its env i ronment . Here, the t w o be

c o m e one . 

Typ ica l of Postmodern tendencies toward appro

priat ion and fragmentation, this work is not easily de

f ined . Is the subject landscape? Self portrait? Is the 

return of what Watson cal led the "human or anthro

pomorphic representation" a sign that indeed the M o d 

ern era has m a d e w a y fo r a n e w l a n g u a g e of 

expression? Does this signal a p reoccupat ion w i t h 

the self-ref lect ive per iod of c i v i l i za t i on in w h i c h 

w e current ly exist, or is her's perhaps more p r o m i 

nent ly an at tempt to return to a language of the 

past, in a v ig i lant ar t icu la t ion of the present? 

Links to earl ier c iv i l i za t ions are made by the art

ist, in w r i t i ng about her earl ier research: "The r i tu 

a l , o r d e r e d aspect o f the p resen ta t i on o f these 

sculptura l forms becomes ce remon ia l . In such a 

ceremonial re-presentation, the territory of site amal

gamates w i t h the terr i tory of self, f o rm ing connec 

tive links between traditions to establish new cultural 

mean ings / ^The theme of r i tual, ceremony, rhy thm, 

recurs: "The in tent ional f ragmentat ion of the env i 

ronment, and the vert ical , rhythmic repetit ion of ele

ments, especial ly fenceposts, relates strongly to her 

earl ier wo rk . M a n and nature conf ron t one another 

a long a nar row strip of asphalt , v i r tua l ly d r a w i n g a 

l ine, pos ing one set of intent ions against another . "4 

W h i c h "set of intentions" w i l l ult imately take priority? 

It is increasingly to lerated, if not yet over t ly en 

couraged, for artists to defy the tenets o f concep tu 

al art, to base their work upon fundamental concerns 

of a humanist nature. Ethical quest ions conce rn ing 

war , env i ronment , human consumpt ion . . . moral re

sponsib i l i ty itself have begun to replace the fo rma l 

ist musings that compr ised the "art for art's sake" of 

the m i dd l e 20th century . Increasingly the v iewer is 

being challenged to consider the relationship between 

ind iv idua ls , be tween the human be ing and the en

vi ronment, between person and place. The Postmod

ern embrac ing of the human fo rm, at the expense of 

earlier 20th century explorations of obdurate geomet

ric representat ion, is c lear ly ev ident . D o n a l d Kuspit 

identif ies this phenomenon w i t h regards to our c o n 

structed env i ronmen t : " W h e r e the modernist b u i l d 

ing was the metaphor for the modern ideal of robotic 

man, the Postmodernist bui ld ing is an attempt to make 

bu i ld ings once again l ike essential ly organ ic h u 

man beings, however integrated w i th the machine." 5 

The quest ion that surfaces is the f o l l o w i n g : wha t 

is the re lat ionship be tween the fo rbod ing atmos

phere that hangs over Fragment Series and the state 

o f that con tempora ry "organ ic h u 

m a n b e i n g " ? Is H i l t o n - M o o r e ' s 

mere ly a p rop i t ious tes t imony or 

is it a documen ta t i on o f hopeless

ness? Does it a l lude to tomor row or 

yesterday? Does her w o r k "struggle 

to ar t iculate a sense of h u m a n self 

that, whi le appropriate to the present, 

takes its cues f rom older statements 

of humanness w h i c h it struggles to 

remember"? ' 'And thus solace? O r , 

Dickens-like, does it disclose proph

ecies of a wor ld whose approach w e 

w o u l d rather delay or even avert 

ent irely? • 

1 Stephen H. Watson, "In situ: Beyond The 
Architectonics of the Modern". 
Postmodernism, Philosophy and the Arts. 
New York: Routledge, p. 83. 

2 It is of note that these works were created 
in early 1991, prior to the political changes 
that have since taken place in the USSR, 
and prior to the subsequent lessening of 
a global threat of nuclear disaster. 

3 Excerpt from artist's statement, April 1990. 
4 Excerpt from press release, Leo Kamen 

Gallery, June 1991. 
5 Donald Kuspit. "The Contradictory 

Character of Postmodernism". 
Postmodernism, Philosophy and the Arts. 
op. cit. p.57. 

6 ibid, p.68 

La sculpture de l 'artiste ontar ienne 
Marlene Hilton Moore consiste en 
une série des pieces en forme 
de" jambes" , chacune emprisonnée 
dif féremment et al ignée dans la 
galerie comme un al ignement de 
barreaux. Rappelant un site de 
r i tuel, les oeuvres peuvent être 
vues à la fois comme représentant 
et comprenant les restrictions qui 
nous l imitent. Les questions 
surgissent à savoir si c'est l 'être 
humain qui s' infl ige un tel 
emprisonnement, et, de façon plus 
grave, si ces piliers de bronze 
calciné peuvent être vus comme un 
présage à la Dickens «d'un monde 
dont on voudrai t que l'existence 
soit reportée voire même évitée 
entièrement». Cette inquiétude, ces 
fragments de sentinelles, 
emprisonnées dans des formes 
organiques, témoignent de 
l'accroissement des préoccupations 
humanistes qui semblent 
caractériser l 'expression 
postmoderniste. 

Marlene Hilton Moore, Wrapped Leg With 
Bird's Nest, 1991. Bronze, steel, wire.129.5 
x 91.4 x 38.1 cm. Leo Kamen Gallery. 
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Marlene Hilton Moore, Structure Series: 
Beehive Wired to Bird's Nest, 1991. 
Charcoal on paper. Leo Kamen Gallery. 
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