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In my mind the scene always replays in black and white.  It’s 1980, Venice’s St. Mark’s Plaza is
gray and windswept. The hotels are overflowing with film buffs, and I am cold, tired and pray-
ing for a room.  While waiting at one of the outdoor cafes, I watch a man in a voluminous black
coat cross the plaza clamping his hat tightly against his head. A gust of wind sends it soaring,
and he begins a futile chase.  Each time he approaches the hat –– just as he is about to grab it
–– it launches again in a swirl of leaves and pigeons. In my memory, the hat is alive, teasing the
man with purposeful illusiveness.

I was trying to read Wittgenstein at the time and have always connected this memory with
mankind’s never-ending quest to accuratly define reality. Just as we are about to grasp it, it
skips away, laughing.  Many philosophers have tackled this problem including Plato in his
“Allegory of the Cave.” Plato divided reality into two regions. Most of humanity prefers to
occupy the “world of the senses,” a mindset not to be trusted as everything is in a constant state
of flux. A favorite horse, for example, will grow old and die before your eyes. In the “world of
ideas,” governed by reason, the idea “horse” lives on eternally.  In Plato’s cave, humanity
chooses the flickering shadow horse from the “world of the senses,” instead of reaching for the
eternal ideal.l

While alluding to Plato, Michael Rees once described his installation Artificial Sculpture, as
reflected shadows of the same idea, one real and one virtual.  When discussing his work, Rees
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often uses the example of Joseph Kosuth’s 1965 piece, One and Three Chairs, which includes a
chair, an image of a chair and the word ‘chair.’ All three representations present a different
angle on the idea of ‘chair,’ but are they definitive? Rees says absolutely not. He suggests it is
impossible, even in this day and age. When today, we can employ the full range of tools avail-
able through art, language, science and technology to add an architectural plan of the chair, a
chemical analysis or a numerical rendering to Kosuth’s list. Now we can more broadly describe
the idea of ‘chair,’ but still not grasp it in its entirety.

Rees’ installation for the Forum for Contemporary Art titled, Artificial Sculpture, includes
rough conceptual drawings, sculptural works and a computer projection. Parts of the sculptural
works, molds of fingers, legs and connectors, were created using CAD (Computer-Aided
Design) and an industrial process called Rapid Prototyping. The sculptural (or static) elemtents
of the installation face a wall-sized, moving projection of themselves created with a software
program called Sculptural User Interface ®.

Michael Rees, detail Word Net, inkjet print, 19” x 22”, 1999.
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Michael Rees, Tree, inkjet print, 22” x 19”, 1999.



The portions of Rees’ installation created on computer were made through the use of code:
equations of text and numbers detailing a set of instructions. Playing with this idea, the
Sculptural User Interface® (a software program created by Michael Rees and artist and pro-
grammer Chris Burnett) pairs each of Rees’ sculptural forms, a body (long tube), a finger, a
baby’s leg or a connector, with a letter of the alphabet. By typing letters, or even a sentence, on
the keyboard viewers can create 3D renderings on the computer projection similar to the ‘real’
images in Rees’ installation. With this program, letters and words create, rather than describe,
3D images. As Rees himself states, “In a very literal way, words create form.”

Rees’ sculptural works are based on the virtual images in his Sculptural User Interface®, which
were inspired by work he was doing between 1992 and 1995. Using CAD, Rees perfected a set
of forms and saved them as a file. This file was e-mailed to a Rapid Prototyping service bureau
where Rees’ forms were ‘printed out’ in three dimensions using liquid plastic, solidified in thin
layers by laser. Without the touch of a human hand, Rees’ artwork transforms from coded
instructions to a 3D object. What does this “words-create-form” process do to our definition of
reality? Our definition of art?

Michael Rees and Chris Burnett, Detail
of Artificial Sculpture, the Sculptural
User Interface®, 1999 

Michael Rees, Study for Artificial
Sculpture, CAD rendering, 1999.  (These
are typical representations of the files that
are sent to the service bureau for automatic
construction.) 
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When describing the way he works, Rees often makes reference to artist Sol Lewitt’s wall
drawings. As early as 1968, Lewitt developed concise formulas for his wall drawings. While the
work was temporary, the formulas or plans could be purchased, giving a collector the option of
recreating the wall drawing, whenever or where ever she wanted. In that case, which is the art,”
the plan or the plan-as-executed?  In Rees’ case, which is the sculpture, the file or the 3D object
created by the file? Or all of the above? Rees thrives on this kind of ambiguity. Questions are
not meant to be resolved. Their purpose is to lead you toward the next conundrum.

Complex layering of ideas, unsolvable riddles and word play are Rees’ baliwick. The title of
Rees’ installation, Artificial Sculpture, is a play-on-words aimed at proponents of Artificial
Intelligence (AI), software programs that mimic life-like behavior in a digital environment.
Karl Sims, the godfather of AI, believes that the neural networked organisms he creates are as
alive as any other simple organism. While some feel that AI is the Frankenstein myth come-to-
life via the computer, it has also helped analyze the structure of very complex systems be they
biological, ecological or physiological. Tim Berners-Lee, while not an AI proponent, based his
very complex system, the World Wide Web, on the physiological workings of the mind. Like
Wittgenstein’s theories about language, Berners-Lee feels that “the brain has no knowledge
until connections are made between neurons . . . that information is only defined by what it’s
related to and how it relates.”2 Hypertext, the “non sequential layering of information”3 we are
familiar with from the Web, is the embodiment of the rhizomic paths the brain uses to make
associations. Rhizomes, in biology, are plants that reproduce by branching out horizontally in
Y-shaped arms. Each arm is capable of growing more arms, which grow more arms, and so on
ad infinitum. To Berners-Lee’s thinking, (in Rees’mind and those of numerous philosophers and
theorists) this Y-branching structure is shared by both the human brain and the binary systems
of the computer.

Detail of Artificial Sculpture. The First Element.
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Rees visually incorporates the rhizome or Y-branch into his installation and, as with all comput-
er functions, it is the basis for his Sculptural User Interface®. He is fascinated by the system
structures AI explorations reveal, but he is ultimately repelled by their Frankensteinian aspira-
tions. Suggesting this, the huge appendages reaching across Rees’ installation grow rhizomical-
ly and make allusions to the possibility of a godlike controller or “master puppeteer.” Like the
man behind the curtain in Oz, Rees’ ‘curtain’ (actually a false wall that supports the
appendages) hides a complex system of feeder pipes connected to a powerful computer running
the Sculptural User Interface®. The interface software controls the rhizomic growth of Rees’
virtual appendages floating in the rectangular computer space projected on the gallery wall.
Rees’ installation is an intentionally complex web of connections.  It is circular, with every
component dependent on a fellow component –– visually or literally –– for its continued
existence.

Endnotes:
1.  Rees’ use of e-mail also reeks havoc with our sense of time and space, since he can instantly
e-mail his files anywhere, even abroad to be “printed out” for exhibitions.

2. Hafner, Katie. “Putting the W’s in WWW,” The New York Times, 
October 31, 1999, p.20.

3. Ibid.
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Checklist for the exhibiton.

The First Element, PVC and
polyurethane plastic, paint. 

The Second Element, PVC and
polyurethane plastic, paint. 

The Third Element, PVC and
polyurethane plastic, paint. 

Detail view from the workstation
showing the Ancillary Installation.

Detail with the video projection of

the Sculptural User Interface®.
The Fifth Element, PVC and

polyurethane plastic, paint. 

the Fourth Element, PVC and
polyurethane plastic, paint. 

Detail from the Sculptural User

Interface®.
The Ancillary Installation, PVC
and polyurethane plastic, paint. 
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Installation view, Artificial Sculpture.
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