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Stacked Marico-slate
120 x 500 x 850cm
Edition of 3 with artist’s copy
Photo Credit: John Hodgkiss

SON OF AFRICAN SOIL
by Johan Myburg

Angus Taylor entered the art world at the end of an era when statues of political
and cultural heroes dotting cities and small towns characterised public sculpture in
South Africa: statues of stern men in weathered stone and verdigrised bronze – with
the occasional woman, most likely Queen Victoria – representing the colonial and
apartheid eras. Up until the mid 1990’s public art served the purpose of reminding
citizens of the glorious past, of heroic acts, of statesmanship and nationalist ideals.
Befitting the permanence implied in these monumental statues, the hierarchy of
materials was still dominant: marble and bronze.
On the brink of a new democratic dispensation dawning in South Africa, Taylor
was one of the young sculptors exploring different visual languages to communicate
their thoughts and perspectives, experimenting with new forms of materiality, new
ways of expression and a novel way of thinking about sculpture.

Gegrond (detail)
2011
Rammed earth, thatch and stone
180cm (h) x 100cm (w) x 100cm (d)
Edition of 8
Photo Credit: Rina Stutzer
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Dionysus
2017
Belfast granite & steel, solidified with concrete
410 cm (h) x 620 cm (w) x 300 cm (d)
Edition of 3
Photo credit: Ivan Volschenk
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Ever since he was awarded first prize in the 1994 PPC Young Concrete Sculptor
Awards and the prize for best sculpture student as an undergraduate at the
University of Pretoria, Taylor has contributed significantly to a new tradition of
sculpture in South Africa by turning the hierarchy of materials on its head. Alongside
trusted bronze, still regarded as a material of choice for monumental statuary, he
started working with and combining materials such as Belfast granite, Marico slate,
rammed earth, sticks and thatching grass, redolent of the sun and wind on the
Highveld planes.
On completion of his studies in 1996, Taylor decided to employ the skills he
acquired whilst studying fine arts, combined with the experience in bronze casting
that he gained from Abraham Makhubela, technical assistant at the University of
Pretoria. Taylor acknowledges Makhubela as his “first teacher in bronze casting”.
Taylor started his Dionysus Sculpture Works (DSW) in Pretoria, a studio and
workshop combining all aspects of sculpture production: from conceptualisation to
clay modelling, from carving to casting the final product; able to produce anything
in bronze, from 2 mm to 10 m. As a master craftsman, he began working on an
increasingly larger scale. He devised plans to overcome the limitations of size by
casting monumental works in segments and welding the parts together. In order to
work on a bigger scale he developed an up-scaling device and techniques that
enabled him to enlarge forms to attain gigantic proportions.

Sit en Staan (Sit and stand)
2006
Cast bronze, patina, Belfast granite & stainless steel
100cm (h) x 110cm (w) x 45cm (d)
Edition of 3
Photo credit: Ivan Volschenk
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In establishing a recognisable presence in the world of public art over the past two
decades, Taylor has harnessed aspects of monumentality combined with a fresh
reassessment of materials to create his own visual idiolect. In his view of “public art
without an agenda”, referring to the absence of political and cultural baggage of
the past, he replaced traditional heroes with male figures portraying something
of the heroism of the common person, with male figures transcending overt
stereotypes. Therefore, his sculptures read as neither black nor white, but rather as
inclusive and above all accessible and inviting forms. This notion is most visible as
in his Morphic Resonance, 2014, rammed earth, cement fondu and Belfast granite,
installed near the Cradle of Humankind north of Johannesburg, a sculpture situated
on the Nirox lawns where public events such as sculpture fairs and jazz concerts
are regularly hosted. At any given time during these events, one might spot children
climbing up the figure, even sitting on its shoulders.
Momentary Permanence, the title of an exhibition at the Everard Read Gallery
in Johannesburg in 2008, alluded to Taylor’s practice of subverting the notion of
permanence by attaching a shelf life to his sculptures: Eventually rammed earth
would lose its grip on form and finches would start using thatching grass as nesting
material. Morphic Resonance was not intended to last longer than a year, yet,
it still graces the lawns at the Nirox Sculpture Park, fully intact. In highlighting the
difference between the permanent and the transitory, Taylor establishes a form

Co-presence (Apollonian - Dionysian)
2007
Cast bronze, stainless steel & patina
190cm (h) x 135cm (d) x 500cm (w)
Edition of 3
Photo credit: Rina Stutzer
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Disclosing Decay
2008
Cast bronze, patina, Belfast granite and stainless steel
220cm (h) x 160cm (w) x 10cm (d)
Edition of 8
Photo credit: Ivan Volschenk
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of tension that underpins his work: not only relating to the nature of materials he
uses, but also in terms of permanence being momentary, in terms of the stability of
memory and eventually of human existence.
In the same year, at the 2008 Joburg Art Fair, Taylor presented the colossal Sit
en staan (Sitting and Standing) in cast bronze, Belfast granite and stainless steel.
Of the two figures facing one another the majestic standing figure reaches 3,5
m. The crouching figure in bronze, rendered in a traditional smooth finish, seems to
have lost his head, purportedly transplanted to the figure standing, constructed of
granite pieces that resemble a torso. Apart from interrogating permanence as a
conceptual building block, Taylor introduced in this work mutability and aspects of
the transformative as possible manifestations of his sculpted reality.
In Taylor’s reality the transformative power of creativity plays an enormous role.
In contrast with traditional depictions of Hermes as the winged god of trade,
Taylor’s Homage to Hermes, a work dating from 2008, features the mercurial
messenger in mutated form, that of “a heap of stones, as a boundary marker”,
derived from the Greek. Stacked in Marico slate, the reclining figure as an homage
to the Greek god resembles the rocks piled into a cairn by the road (a “hermia”)
by a traveller seeking the protection of Hermes. “Hermes is not greedy, however,”

Sit
2008
Cast bronze, patina, Belfast granite and mild steel
120cm (h) x 200cm (w) x 100cm (d)
Edition of 4
Photo credit: Carla Crafford
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writes Lewis Hyde in The Gift: How the Creative Spirit Transforms the World (1983),
an author whose writings had a distinct influence on Taylor’s thinking. “He likes the
clink of coin but he has no hidden pile,” Hyde writes of Hermes in this book where
he proposes a “gift economy”, a way of maintaining yourself in a world of money
when the essential part of what the artist does cannot be bought or sold.
In a preferred reality, flourishing on creativity and not money and with concern
for the collective more than the individual, Taylor has “gifted” over the years a
substantial number of public art works, made from thatching straw, sticks and
rammed earth, to institutions such as arts festivals and universities.
In 2015 Taylor completed a commissioned work for a private garden in Gordons
Bay in the Western Cape. Longview, a seated figure made of Belfast granite,
stainless steel and solidified with concrete, reaches 3 m (7,2 m if he were to stand
up) and weighs just under 20 tons. On this scale the tactility of shaped granite
supports the beauty of this docile stone giant, staring at the horizon.
Recently Taylor completed a new work at Tokara, the Stellenbosch wine and
olive farm. This seated figure simply titled Dionysus measures 4.1 m in hight and
double the size would he have been able to stand up. To date one of the largest
works made by Taylor this work, constructed of Belfast granite, stainless steel and

Longview (detail)
2015
Belfast granite, steel and concrete
Edition of 4
Photo credit: Ivan Volschenk
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Morphic Resonance
2014
Rammed earth, thatch, cement fondu, Belfast granite & mild steel
400cm (h) x 300cm (w) x 100cm (d)
Edition of 3
Photo credit: Carla Crafford
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solidified with concrete, weighs close to 25 tons.
In 2016 Taylor installed Conduit, the full figure of a standing male, 3 m tall, in rammed
earth and stone, at the Saronsberg Wine Estate near Tulbach in the Western Cape.
Legs spread, hands on his hips, the figure balances the three stones on his head,
reminiscent of the stones piled as a way of seeking protection. “The portrait is a
composite portrait,” remarks Taylor, “modelled from generalised measurements of
the people in my daily life (my studio assistants of all colours as well as myself):
a hybrid of what I see the future South African will look like in 200 years from
now. It also embodies a visual representation of the cultural evolution we as South
Africans have and will still continue to experience.”
Consisting of more than a ton of rammed African soil and stone, this artwork
encapsulates elements of Taylor’s view of public art, regarding monumentality, the
male figure, momentary permanence and materiality. “I consider this a very green
way in which to create work, using mostly what is directly available. And what is
available in abundance – earth - might seem worthless.
By representing the very same material as the artwork, it becomes appreciated
and what is abundant might suddenly become special. The environment therefore
speaks through the sculpture as conduit.”

Fractals I
2013
Rammed earth, stone, thatch, cast bronze and patina
260cm (h) x 120cm (w) x 180cm (d)
Edition of 4
Photo credit: Craig Lotter
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Reflective Resonance
2014
Cast bronze, patina & Belfast granite
Dimensions of stone installation variable
Edition of 3
Photo credit: Charles Russel & Leeu Estate
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