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INRODUCTION TO RUINS, RENAISSANCE TO ROMANTICISM: INFLUENCES ON 

CONTEMPORARY ART: 

 

The Renaissance revival of antiquity, classical theory and the material remains of 

ancient architecture (particularly the ruins in and around Rome) served as a 

touchstone for European architects.1  What we now call ruins were first 

perceived and preserved during this time.  Awareness of historical discontinuities 

and the demise of ancient civilizations raised traces and status from past times.  

These traces, which may be perceived as architectural remnants (or ruins), 

having lost their functionality and meaning, were invested with historical, 

aesthetic, and political attributes.2  

Artistically created images of ruins represent a variety of raw realities, such as 

bombings, natural disasters; the closure of factories, and economic deprivation, 

but the way we look at ruins isn’t raw or unmediated.  Looking at ruins, writing 

about them, filming and photographing them, and representing them in general 

are acts framed by a long tradition.  Metaphorically, architectural ruins may be 

representational of Time passing, as a reflection and retrospection of a process 

of aging, both of the social and the human condition; this may demonstrate the 

inseparable relationship between architecture and nature, as a subject of 

inspiration throughout history to contemporary times. 

Ruins have often been affiliated with a notion of the picturesque, the beautiful, 

and the sublime.  The picturesque is a term which refers to a set of attitudes 

towards the landscape in which, for example, the ruin is situated, both in reality 

and painted.  This aesthetic approach found pleasure in roughness and 

irregularity, and is established as a critical category between the ‘beautiful’ and 

the ‘sublime’.  It is also seen as an aesthetic concept associated with vastness.  

Picturesque scenes were thus neither serene (like the beautiful) nor vast and 

awe-inspiring (like the sublime), but full of variety, curious details, and 

interesting textures - medieval ruins were quintessentially ‘picturesque’.3 

																																																													
1	Pinto, J. A. (2012) Speaking Ruins. The University of Michigan Press, p.1.  
2	Hell, J. (ed.) and Schonle, A. (ed.) (2010) Ruins of Modernity. Duke University Press, p.5. 
3	Chilvers, I. (ed.) and Osborne, H. (ed.) (1997) The Oxford Dictionary of Art. 2nd ed. Oxford 
University Press, p.432. 
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Taste for ruin is post-medieval, and considered a modern terminology.  From the 

outset the message was ruin aesthetics, or Ruinenlust (ruin lust), an 18th-

century German compound,	resurrected by novelist Rose Macaulay in her 1953 

study Pleasure of Ruins.4  It comprises two nouns, ‘ruin’ and ‘lust’, which share 

commonality: the complex relationship between object-hood and representation. 

The popularity of ruins has followed Western modernity in waves since the 

eighteenth century’s Romantic tradition.  Though ruins feature in the medieval 

imagination, it is not until the renaissance, the advent of modernity which 

conceives itself in relation to remains of the past, that the ruin becomes an 

essential aesthetic concept and a recurrent image in Western art. 

Giovanni Battista Piranesi’s complex vistas of classical architecture invent an 

atmosphere for much of the ruinous art that followed.  In contemporary art an 

obsession for ruins hides nostalgia for earlier periods; it also has the power to 

imagine other futures.  Ruins have always been replete with nostalgia; nostalgia 

persists for something lost and the cipher for this nostalgia is the ruin.5 Nostalgia 

primarily reflects the irreversibility of time; something no longer accessible, that 

is in the past.  It is a longing for another place, and maybe a utopia in reverse.  

The residue of the ruin contains both past and present; although no longer 

accessible it provokes feelings of nostalgia.6  

The authentic ruin points to the process of decay, fragility and ruination already 

present at the beginning of modernity in the eighteenth century.  All ruins are 

reclaimed because they are threatened by the irresistible process of decay.  

Nature holds the ruin in balance and gives it irresistible decay because it reveals 

the passage of time as irresistible.7  Ruins are frequently invaded by nature; 

flora being an important component.   

Romanticism was a complex artistic movement of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries.  The German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel in his Lecture on 

Aesthetics (1818) wrote ‘in Romantic art the form is determined by the inner idea of the 

																																																													
4	Macaulay, R. (1953) Pleasure of Ruins. Walker and Company, p. 10. 	
5	Salazar, G. (2014) Contemporary Aesthetics (C.A.). Another One Bites the Dust! [online] 
Available from: http://www.contempaesthetics.org/newvolume/pages/article.php?articleID=602 
[Accessed 7th November 2014]. 
6	Huyssen, A. (2006) Nostalgia for Ruins. Grey Room 23, pp. 6 – 21. 
7	Lyons, C. The Getty Research Institute: Irresistible Decay [online].  Available from: 
http://www.getty.edu/research/exhibitions_events/exhibitions/irresistible_decay/ [Accessed 6th 
January 2015]. 
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content of substance that this art is called to represent’.8  Romanticism as an artistic 

movement originated in Europe in the late 1700s and characterized a heightened 

interest in nature, emphasised by the individual’s expression of emotion and 

imagination.  The Romantic spirit has lived on and continues to act as a form of 

inspiration for contemporary artists today.9  One of Romanticism’s favourite 

paradoxes is: as a fragment, a ruin is more loaded with meaning than when it 

was part of a whole.   

As a cultural movement Romanticism is similar to the Renaissance or to the 

immediately preceding Enlightenment.10  The Romantic art movement was a 

departure from classicism and a rebellion against established social rules and 

conventions.  The sight of decaying ruins appeals to true Romantics because of 

its inevitability, reminding us of the transience of all human endeavours and thus 

not a subject for indignation nor sentimentality.  It is the ‘pleasing decay’, an apt 

phrase coined by Hubert de Cronin Hastings in 1942, suggesting a state 

somewhere between newness and ruination.11  Artists who have painted ruins, 

for example include: Piranesi (1720 – 1778): Neoclassical, Casper David 

Friedrich (1774 – 1840), J.M.W. Turner (1775 – 1851), John Constable (1776 – 

1837), and John Sell Cotman (1782 – 1842): Romantic.  The above artists 

travelled on Grand Tours in England as well as throughout Europe, in search of 

suitable subject matter, such as ruined architecture, the picturesque, and the 

sublime within the landscape composition.  These artists have been influential 

and continue to be inspirational to contemporary artists in present times.  The 

following examples will serve to illustrate the work of two of these artists, 

Piranesi and J.M.W. Turner. 

Italian etcher, archaeologist and architect Piranesi visited Rome in 1740 and 

became infatuated with the diversity in the architecture of the city, such as the 

Roman ruins:   

																																																													
	
	
8	Houlgate, S. (2014)  Stanford Encyclodedia of Philosophy [online].  Available from: 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hegel-aesthetics/#pagetopright [Accessed 22nd February 1015]. 
9 Chilvers, I. (ed.) and Osborne, H. (ed.) (1997) The Oxford Dictionary of Art. 2nd ed. Oxford  
  University Press, p. 484.	
10	Furst, L. R. (1969) Romanticism.  London: Methuen, P.27.  
11	Hell, J. (ed.) and Schonle, A. (ed.) (2010) Ruins of Modernity. Duke University Press, p. 33. 
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1. Piranesi, Giovanni Battista (1756) The Roman antiquities, t. 1, plate XVIII.  

Ruins of the Tempio della Speranza Vecchia. etching.  Public domain. 

 

Aesthetic considerations on a typical J.M.W. Turner British grand tour were 

irregular ruins, gnarled trees and nature’s overgrowth.  Ruined monasteries 

provided this ideal, their Gothic irregular features reclaimed by nature.  The 

Dormitory and Transept of Fountains Abbey ably demonstrates this.  It also 

typifies the picturesque aesthetic. 

 

  
2. Turner, J.M.W. (1798) The Dormitory and Transept of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, 

. Watercolour, 46 x 61 cm.  York: York Art Gallery. 

 

In recent years many artists have turned to themes and imagery of decay and 

destruction, especially the remains of buildings and landscapes that seem like 

relics of the last century.  There has been a proliferation of contemporary artists 

working in photography, film, video, and installation exploring the ruins of 

modernist architecture, the defunct infrastructure of war territories decimated by 

industrial or environmental disaster, and relics of economic hubris of the last 

decades of the twentieth century, as a continuation of the tradition that began in 

the late renaissance. 

In 1937 John Piper (1903 – 1992) was one of the leading British abstract artists, 

but by the end of the decade he had become disillusioned with non-
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representational art and reverted to naturalism, in the style that continued the 

English Romantic tradition.  Piper painted especially English architecture that had 

appealed to the picturesque aesthetic of the late eighteenth century.  This work 

was a compilation of three different periods: the medieval architecture, or later; 

the influence of Cotman, Gilpin, and their contemporary watercolour painters; 

and the painterly techniques of Piper himself in the 1940s.  His paintings are a 

reconstruction in British art, which he believed necessary from before the war.  

He applied abstract sources of both French and British styles, using his own 

vision to transform his subjects, mainly that of ruins.12                                 

War artists, such as Piper and Graham Sutherland (1903–1980) depicted ruins 

and devastation, recording event sites of the First and Second World Wars.  As a 

comparison and looking back with nostalgia on these sites, contemporary artists 

draw inspiration for their art and exhibition projects today. 

                                    
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																													
12	Chivers, I. (ed.) and Osborne, H. (ed.) (1997) The Oxford Dictionary of Art.  Oxford University 
Press, pp. 435 – 436.  
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1.  WAR ARTISTS AND THE RUINS OF JOHN PIPER,  

     AND ATOMGRAD, (NATURE ABHORS A VACUUM);  

     JANE AND LOUISE WILSON:   

        

‘I hear the ruin of all space, shattered glass and toppling masonry, and time one livid final flame.  

What’s left us then?’  

James Joyce, Ulysses (1922).13 

 

  

3. Piranesi, Giovanni Battista (1745) The Arch with a Shell Ornament, Carceri Plate XI. 

The Prisons (Carecri d’invenzione or ‘Imaginary Prisons’), is a series of 16 prints 

by artist Piranesi, which he started in 1745.  They depict enormous subterranean 

vaults with stairs and mighty machines.  The Carceri d’invenzione series is 

fascinating and menacing, confusing and chaotic, realistic and dreamlike.  They 

drew on Piranesi’s imagination, his theatrical set experience and his knowledge 

of architecture. They are of monumental architecture and ruin.  Piranesi’s 

Prisons and his complex vistas of classical architecture invent an atmosphere, 

and act as an influence for much of the ruinous art that followed,14 such as, for 

																																																													
13	Dillon, B. (2014) Ruin Lust, Artists’ Fascination with Ruins from Turner to the Present Day. Tate 
   Publishing, London, p. 16. 	
14	Hendricks, C.  (2011)   Art History Blogger, The Imaginary Prisons of Piranesi  [online].  
Available from:  http://arthistoryblogger.blogspot.co.uk/2011/08/imaginary-prisons-of-
piranesi.html  [Accessed 01st February 2015]. 
	
15	Jenkins, D. B. (2012) John Piper The Forties.  Philip Wilson Publisher, Imperial War Museums,  
p. 30.   
16	Ingrams, R. (1983) Piper’s Places: John Piper in England and Wales, Piper and J. Piper, p. 42 
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example, the rubble and ruins which created the nostalgia and memorabilia from 

post-World War II.                                                                                        

At the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, Kenneth Clark organised, 

through the government, the War Artists’ Scheme.  John Piper, Graham 

Sutherland, Paul Nash and Henry Moore were but a few examples of the artists 

accepted on this scheme.  Piper was commissioned to record the bomb damage 

of churches, and to capture the effects of the war on the British landscape, the 

‘Recording Britain’ project, organized by Clark and the Pilgrim Trust, in order to 

commemorate the war in pictures.  The devastation of the Blitz was easily 

assimilated into Piper’s personal interest in old ruined buildings.  During these 

years he travelled the country, capturing the atmosphere and the aesthetic of 

places.15                                  

The outbreak of the war intensified Piper’s love of England and in particular its 

old churches.  Piper was especially keen on seventeenth and eighteenth century 

church monuments.  As he quotes: 

  
“…that the church at Hartwell near Aylesbury was in danger of falling down, it is only a shell.  But 

at Lidlington the door of the old, ruinous church opened and the cold December light revealed a 

damp grey floor from which rose a forest of box pews and by the gallery colours ranged from 

steel-grey to pink and faded yellow, the colours of many Cotman’s watercolours.  Also a typical 

subject for a Cotman painting: with Ivy crawls through broken windows and tower too; unstable 

for the bell to be rung…”16 

John Piper (1939). 

 

During the early wartime period Piper was deeply involved with sketching and 

painting ruins.  He was interested in the fragmentary abstract shapes and 

intensely interested in the places where the medieval ruins had occupied in the 

Romantic tradition.  He was also interested in the lives of Romantic artists such 

as J.W.M. Turner and Cotman who had been in the places that Piper had visited 

but in the previous century.17                                                                                

																																																																																																																																																																																													
 
 
	
 
 
17 Chilvers, I. (ed.) and Osborne, H. (ed.) (1997) The Oxford Dictionary of Art. 2nd ed. Oxford 
University Press., p. 44. 
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As a war artist Piper visited Coventry, Bristol, London, and Bath.  On the 

morning of 15th November, 1940 Clark sent Piper a message regarding severe 

bombing of Coventry, including the Cathedral which had been set on fire by a 

raid the previous night.  Piper was permitted to go there immediately in order to 

make sketches.  When he arrived there were still fires burning, but he wanted to 

present the disaster in a positive light, in terms of moral defiance in the face of 

an attack on a civilian city centre.  Piper finished two paintings of Coventry 

Cathedral, one of which depicts the building still burning at night time.                                 

 

 
 

4.  Piper, John (1940) Interior of Coventry Cathedral.  Oil on Canvas, on board,  
51 x 61 cm.  Coventry: Herbert Art Gallery and Museum.  
 

 

5. Piper, John (1940) Coventry Cathedral.  Oil on Plywood, 

54.9 x 54.9 cm.  Essex: Fry Art Gallery. 

 

In November, 1940 Piper was sent by Clark and commissioned as a war artist by 

the War Artists Advisory Committee (WAAC) to paint the bombed buildings at 
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Bristol.  He visited the sites to take photographs and make sketches, which 

formed the basis for a series of paintings, such as St. Mary le Port, which was hit 

in the attacks on Bristol Docks at this time.  He also painted Redlands Park 

Congregational Church, and The Temple Church, also in Bristol and St James, 

Waterloo Road, London as a part of five blitzed churches, as series of small 

sketchbook-sized gouache paintings.18                                                                                                                  

The Houses of Commons was bombed in May 1941; Piper went there to sketch 

and make several paintings.  Also he recorded bombed churches during the Blitz 

at this time, approximately thirty of the London churches had been destroyed, 

along with large areas of the East End.19                                                  

Historic towns such as Bath, Exeter, Norwich, York and Canterbury were being 

targeted by bombings in 1942.  In April the City of Bath was bombed in one of 

these raids.  Piper was commissioned to paint a record of the destruction of 

historic buildings, this time in watercolour rather than in oil.  Piper found the 

bombing in Bath was scattered and decided to paint the transformation of 

partially burnt to totally destroyed sections of the lengthy facades of Bath’s 

Georgian terraces.                                                                                     

The artist most akin to Piper was Graham Sutherland (1903–1980) who was also 

working for WAAC but on a salaried basis.  His documentation series of 

devastation in the cities is closer to Surrealism in style, and he portrayed sinister 

shapes such as twisted lift shafts in ruined factories.  Also in May 1941, 

Sutherland commenced paintings in the East End of London, and his drawings 

began to look more like Piper’s, sharing a similar range of colours, although 

Sutherland used a green-yellow contrast. 

Sutherland wrote about the East End in his own words:  

“I became tremendously interested in parts of the East End where the shells of long terraces of 

houses remained; they were great – surprisingly wide – perspectives of destruction seeming to 

recede into infinity and the windowless blocks were like sightless eyes…”  

Graham Sutherland20 

																																																													
18	Webb, B. & Skipwith, P. (2013) Design. Antique Collectors’ Club, p. 46. 
19 Chilvers, I. (ed.) and Osborne, H. (ed.) (1997) The Oxford Dictionary of Art. 2nd ed. Oxford 
University Press, p. 30. 
20	Sutherland, G. (1971) Images Wrought From Destruction. The Sunday Telegraph Magazine. 10 
September, pp. 27-28. 
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6. Sutherland, Graham (1941) Devastation, An East End Street. 

Crayon, gouache, ink, graphite and watercolour on paper on hardboard, 

64.8 x 110.4 cm.  London: Tate Gallery. 

 

It was felt during the war years that the ruined buildings were strangely 

attractive, and that the destruction of the slums in London and elsewhere would 

be beneficial in the longer term.  Piper wrote of Norwich that the bombing made 

it look better, and more like a drawing by Cotman.21  In 1941 Piper was 

fascinated by the images and the beauty of medieval ruins and was inspired by 

John Sell Cotman.                                                                                        

As a comparative study, ruins are the subject of works by contemporary artists 

English twin sisters Jane and Louise Wilson (b. 1967), known mainly for their 

work in photography, film and video installation.  The Wilsons are mainly 

recognised for exploring where architectural settings are used to investigate 

issues of power and control, or what happens to a place that has lost control, or 

is simply lost.  The Wilsons document the architectural ruins of twentieth-

century modernity, specifically directed towards obsolete military-industrial 

constellations.22                                                                                                                                           

As an example of the Wilsons exhibited work they compiled a collection of 

several related bodies of work including The Atomgrad and Nature Abhors a 

Vacuum which compiles a series of eight large-scale, eerily beautiful 

photographs (2011), which the Wilsons photographed in the town of Pripyat.   

																																																													
21 Hell, J. (ed.) and Schonle, A. (ed.) (2010) Ruins of Modernity. Duke University Press, p. 34. 
22	Matthai, C. G.  (1998)  ArtForum International Magazine 10:  Artists Wilsons  pp. 112-113.  
[online].		Available from:	https://www.google.co.uk/webhp?sourceid=chrome-
instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-8#q=jane+and+louise+wilson+biography 
[Accessed 19th January 2015]. 
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7. Wilson, Jane and Louise (2010) Atomgrad 1 (Nature Abors a Vacuum). 

The city of Pripyat had a population of 45,000 and was evacuated in 1986, two 

days after an unexpected explosion in a power station and within three days, it 

was almost completely deserted.  Ever since, the town has lain abandoned and 

contaminated.  Pripyat was built in the early 1970s to accommodate factory 

workers situated at the nearby Chernobyl nuclear facility-power station now 

known as Atomgrad (Atom City), under the former Soviet Union.  The name 

Atomgrad echoes Atomic City, referencing a new community for the future.  The 

Wilsons’ photographs display public spaces in Pripyat such as a swimming pool, 

cinema, school, hospital, amphitheatre, cultural palace and a hotel.  Similar 

seductive photographs of abandoned interiors have been exemplified by Jeremy 

Gibbs’ book Beauty in Decay (2010).23   The Atomgrad photographs portray a 

manmade landscape being reclaimed by nature; with broken windows and 

floorboards strewn about, everything rusted and dusty.  Outside is evidence of 

rampant nature reclaiming lost territory.  In just 25 years the city has been 

almost fully reclaimed.  The architecture isn’t revolutionary, space age, nuclear 

age, or even Cold War, but of pragmatism, appearing far more appealing in its 

decrepitude than in its use.24                                                                      

The displayed photographs exhibit a post-industrial notion of the sublime, as 

does the second series on view: Blind Landing, H-Bomb Test Facility, Orford 

																																																													
23	Farzin,	M.	Jane and Louise Wilson: 303 Gallery, New York	[online].	Available	from:	
http://www.303gallery.com/artists/jane	and	louise	wilson/	[Accessed	23rd	January,	2015].	
24	Dillon,	B	(ed.)	(2011)	Ruins: Documents of contemporary Art.	Whitechapel	Gallery,	The	MIT	Press,	p.	77.	
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Ness; Lab 1 and Lab 4 (2012).25  The work emphasizes an interest in the history 

of Cold War nuclear ambitions and socialist utopianism. 

 

8. Wilson, Jane and Louise (2012) Toxic Camera, Blind Landing Lab 1 (H-Bomb Testing Facility, 

Orford Ness). 

The Wilsons have repeatedly used a wooden yardstick as a motif, which they 

have discreetly included in each of the interiors photographed, acting more as a 

‘readymade’ object instilled into their composition.  It symbolises a desire to 

make conscious the act of entering, and the series of photographs lack human 

presence which is all the more pronounced for it being public architecture.  The 

photographs invite us to look back into the past, yet the yardsticks (as a means 

of measurement that has now fallen into disuse, much like the buildings 

themselves) play with memory , on that which has been recorded, measured 

and analysed, for levels of radiation.26                                                         

The peeled and rusting buildings that were once used to analyse radioactive 

material, are considered ‘forbidden’ spaces.  The Wilsons portray them 

beautifully, as a collection of composed photographs with a subtlety of gradated 

golden light, warm rust, and cool shadows, in the texture of modernist decay.                                                                   

Another contemporary architectural artist and photographer, Robert Polidori      

(b. 1951 in Montreal, Quebec) put himself in the same position as the Wilsons in 

																																																													
25	Matthai, C. G.  (1998)  ArtForum International Magazine 10:  Artists Wilsons  pp. 112-113.  
[online].		Available from:	https://www.google.co.uk/webhp?sourceid=chrome-
instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-8#q=jane+and+louise+wilson+biography 
[Accessed 19th January 2015]. 
26	Hell, J. (ed.) and Schonle, A. (ed.) (2010) Ruins of Modernity. Duke University Press, p. 35.	
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his vision of Chernobyl and Pripyat.  He too investigates the ruins of power and 

the effects of industrialization, also with an explorative architectural viewpoint.27 

   

9. Polidori, Robert (2001) Nurseries in Kindergarten #7, “Golden Key.” (Pripat). 

Polidori’s photographs of Chernobyl and Pripyat reveal the ravages of 

destruction, allowing the viewer to inhabit what have now become uninhabitable 

spaces.                                                                                                       

At the beginning of this chapter is the influential Neoclassical etching print 

illustrations of Carecri d’invenzione (‘Imaginary Prisons’) by Piranesi (1745).    

These etchings have been a familiar influence on Romanticism, Surrealism, and 

M. C. Escher, and also on Contemporary artists, such as Jane and Louise Wilson.  

																																																													
27	Dillon, B. (ed.) (2011) Ruins: Documents of Contemporary Art. Whitechapel Gallery, The MIT 
Press, p. 77. 
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As an example, the Piranesi etchings act as an inspiration for much of the 

ruinous art that followed, and they also set Piranesi apart from other artists of 

his time.  They have also inspired, for example, artists who have been influenced 

by the rubble and ruins which created the nostalgia and memorabilia from post-

World War II.28                                                                                                                                                                         

During the 1940’s War artists such as Piper and Sutherland painted in oils and 

mixed media to depict the ruins and devastation of World War II.  They captured 

the aesthetics and styles of Romantic artist’s paintings and drawings such as the 

works of J.M.W. Turner and Cotman.                                                                 

In 2000 and beyond, contemporary artists such as the Wilsons and Polidori 

portray similar devastating ruinous imagery through the use of photography, 

film and video installation.                                                                                               

Following on from the World War II ruin images of Piper and Devastation Series 

of paintings by Sutherland and the Atomgrad series by the Wilsons; a brief 

overview of Neo-Romanticism to contemporary rural and urban ruination will be 

depicted in chapter 2.  

               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																													
28	Hendricks, C.  (2011)   Art History Blogger, The Imaginary Prisons of Piranesi  [online].  
Available from:  http://arthistoryblogger.blogspot.co.uk/2011/08/imaginary-prisons-of-
piranesi.html  [Accessed 01st February 2015]. 
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2.  FROM NEO-ROMANTICISM TO CONTEMPORARY  

     RURAL AND URBAN RUINATION: 

 

Neo-Romanticism is a term which applied to a movement in British painting and 

other arts that began in c.1935, and was suggested as a name, by critic 

Raymond Mortimer for the formation of the new art group.  The artists within 

this group looked back to certain aspects of 19th-century Romanticism, 

particularly the ‘visionary’ landscape tradition.  The movement was taken up 

seriously in retrospect, with Robin Ironsides’ study of this period, painting since 

193929 written in 1945 and published widely in 1948.30                                                                          

The artists that formed the group included Graham Sutherland, John Piper and 

Henry Moore.  In a modern art exhibition at the London Museum of New 

Movements in 194231 Mortimer divided the displays of the artists’ works into 

three; Neo-romantics, Abstractionists and Surrealists.32                                

The following example of work by John Sell Cotman serves to illustrate a typical 

influence on Piper’s work: the ruined cottages.  This watercolour: a solid 

unremarkable cottage in a sober setting was transmuted into a tottering, gaunt 

building dominating a scene of romantic mood.                                                                                                   

 

 

																																																													
28	‘Anthology of Younger English Painters’ Counterpoint 2. (1945). 
29	Ironside, R. (1948) ‘Painting Since 1939’, in Since 1939. Phonix House, pp. 145-84. 
30	New Statesman, 28th March, p.208.	
31	Lyons, C. The Getty Research Institute: Irresistible Decay [online].  Available from: 
http://www.getty.edu/research/exhibitions_events/exhibitions/irresistible_decay/ [Accessed 6th 
January 2015]. 
 
		
 
 
 
 
	
	

Copyright Sarah F Janavicius



 

16	
	

 

10.  Cotman, John Sell (c. 1800-2) Ruins and Houses, North Wales.  watercolours on paper,         
25.1 x 35.6 cm.  London: Tate Collection. 

 

Piper didn’t accept the term Neo-Romanticism as he had a significant dislike of 

the restriction of labels. However, he often implied that he would be happy to be 

thought part of a continuing Romantic tradition of British art.  Although in 

today’s historical account, the Neo-romantic group is conventionally thought to 

consist of three generations: Paul Nash, the eldest: Moore, Sutherland, and 

Piper as the central figures. Piper termed the art of Nash, and Sutherland 

‘contemporary romantic painting’, meaning Neo Romantics without being 

elevated to an –ism.  Piper painted ruined churches and ruined cottages such as 

The cottage by Firth Wood, below: 

 

 

11. Piper, John (1941) The Cottage by Firth Wood, Hampshire.  oil on board, 71 x 91.5 cm.   

Salisbury: New Art Centre. 

 

Piper collected and listed his paintings and drawings of Snowdonia.  He planned 

to publish a book and wrote in his notes a summary of the geological structure 

of the mountains, and the weathering and erosion of the shapes.  In a draft 

paragraph on ‘Colour of the Rocks’ he wrote: 
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‘In an early November sunset about 4pm on the western slopes of Y Garn [and] foel goch the 

isolated rocks in the darkening grass were a rich magenta colour and the same rocks can look as 

white as a newly shorn sheep, or pinkish, or greenish.  The range of tone in the rocks is from black 

to white – blackest moss patches them often and the white lichen common near the Atlantic 

seaboard too…’ 

John Piper (1941) 

 

Traditionally ruined cottages have been a source of inspiration to artists for 

hundreds of years.  Contemporary painter of ruins, Clifford Knight (b. 1930) is 

inspired by Romantic artists such as John Sell Cotman, Giovanni Battista Piranesi 

and The Neo Romantic School, with artists such as John Piper, Paul Nash, and 

Graham Sutherland.                                                                               

Knight has exhibited in One Man Shows in London and the provinces.  His work 

is owned by Private Collectors in the USA, Paris and Canada.33 

 
12. Knight, Clifford (2007) Derelict Cottages.  watercolour, gouache, ink and oil pastel on canvas,  

Peterborough: The Yarrow Gallery. 

 

Knight wrote the passage below on his views of ruination: 

‘The decay on derelict buildings creates an interesting effect.  When nature takes over it imposes 

its own beauty on them.  When you paint an old building you are not just painting an empty shell, 

but something that is saturated with the past, with what the building itself has been through and 

the experiences of people who lived in it and used it.  Their faces show ravages of the passing 

years, which only add to their dignity and beauty…’34 

Clifford Knight, FRSA, FPAA, PVPUA (2014) 

Wild, ruinous landscapes, vernacular architecture, abandoned machinery 

remnants and redundant sheep barns are scattered across the countryside of 

England, Scotland, and Wales.  Such architectural ruins have become derelict as 

																																																													
33	Knight,	C.	Exhibition	Catalogue,	2014	
34	Ibid.	
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a result of architectural methods changing to more productive arable crop 

production or farms becoming redundant.  Farmhouses, corrugated iron building, 

1920’s garage and workshop facades, barns and outbuildings have now became 

unprofitable.35                                                                                                        

In recent times contemporary photographers have been attracted to record such 

ruinous sites.  As an example photographer and author Paul White takes black 

and white large format photographs of derelict, ruined farmhouses and mansions 

throughout Wales, between 1989 and 2015.                                                      

Examples of White’s work below: 

  

13. White, Paul (2014) Penbanc, Swyddffynnon, Ceredigion.36 

  

14. Paul White, (2011) Brynkir, Dolbemmaen, Caernavonshire.37 

																																																													
35	Howells, E., (2005) Good Men and True: The Lives and Tales of the Shepherd of Mid Wales, 
Erwyd Howell. Capel Madog. (ISBN 0-9551736-0-4), pp. 4-7. 
 
35		White, P. Grand Declines – Welsh Ruins & Welsh Ruined Mansions 1989 – 2015 [online]. 
Available from:		
http://www.welshruins.co.uk/ceredigion-farmhouses-other-welsh-ruins	[Accessed 13th January 
2015]. 
36	Ibid. 
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Close to the word ‘ruin’ is the word ‘derelict’, yet the two terms evoke opposite 

reactions.  A ruin inspires artists and poetry while the derelict is calling for 

demolition.  London as an example is thriving with derelict architecture, such as 

abandoned pubs, boarded terraces and vacated shops, but very few real ruins.  

The demolition of Pruitt-Igoe residential towers of St. Louis, with their dark, 

deserted, concrete ‘streets in the sky’ that had become the hunting ground for a 

flourishing community of muggers, was claimed by postmodernist architectural 

historian Charles Jencks as ‘the day modernism died’ and our contemporary 

period began.                                                                                      

Contemporary American architect, sculptor, photographer and artist Gordon 

Matta-Clark (1943-1978) belonged to no particular movement or school but his 

work, in the United States and Europe, introduced new modes of exploring such 

urban and social environments.38                                                                      

Matta-Clark aimed to give abandoned buildings new meanings as he created 

Urban Alchemy (1977) by transforming derelict buildings slated for demolition as 

raw material for his art installations.  He sculpted sections of these buildings in 

order to reveal their hidden construction, providing new ways to explore space, 

in order to create metaphors for the human condition.  In his own words Matta-

Clark quotes:  

‘By un-doing a building there is many aspects of the social condition against which I am gesturing: 

to open a state of enclosure which had been preconditioned not only by physical necessity but by 

the industry that profligate’s suburban and urban boxes as a context for insuring a passive, 

isolated consumer – a virtually captive audience’39 

Matta-Clark’s structures break the visual and symbolic boundaries normally 

associated with the architectural box by allowing light to penetrate spaces in 

unexpected ways.  ‘Building Cuts’ consists of a series of works in abandoned 

buildings whereby Matta-Clark variously removed sections of floors, ceilings and 

walls, creating views from one space into another.  The sections were then 

																																																													
38	Zwirner, D. (2013) Gordon Matta-Clark b.1943 – d. 1978: Biography [online]. Available from:  
				http://www.d	avidzwirner.com/artists/gordon-matta-clark/biography/	[Accessed 2nd January 2015]. 
38		Craft, R. (2009) Urban Alcemy/Gordon Matta-Clark: Pulitzer Arts Foundation. [online].  
   Available from: http://www.e-flux.com/announcements/urban-alchemygordon-matta-clark/ 
   [Accessed 3rd January 2015]. 
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removed from their original positions and into the art gallery space.                

An example of this work is shown below: 

  

15. Matta-Clark, Gordon (1974) Bingo.   

New York: The Museum of Modern Art. 

 

In his Urban Alchemy exhibition (2009-10) at the Pulizer Foundation for the Arts, 

Matta-Clark aimed to give abandoned buildings new meaning, symbolic worth, 

and practicality.40                                                                                  

Contemporary British, London-based artist and writer Laura Oldfield Ford (b. 

1973) is concerned with issues surrounding contemporary political protest, urban 

landscape, and abandoned architecture.  She uses collage, ballpoint pen and 

paint to illustrate urban ruinous cityscapes and abandoned spaces.  These liminal 

zones portray a response to economic fluctuations, between abandonment and 

speculation. 

  

16. Oldfield Ford, Laura (2012) Ruin Lust – People of Print.                                                

crayon, gouache, ink, graphite and watercolour on paper on hardboard, 64.8 x 110.4 cm.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

London: Tate Gallery. 

 

																																																													
39	Matta-Clark, G. and Moure, G. (1977) Interview with Gordon Matter-Clark. Pohgrafa, p. 250. 
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Oldfield Ford searches for projects as investigations, seeking traces of marginal 

lifestyles and political ideologies.41  These abandoned spaces are not owned by 

anyone but are imbued with memories and may also contain ideas about the 

future.42                                                                                                  

From the Romantic ruined cottage to the abandoned buildings of both        

Matta-Clark and Oldfield Ford, this chapter has aimed to reflect upon ruined 

structures and how the artists inspired by them have documented the decay of 

both contemporary ruins of rural cottages within the landscapes and urban 

ruination within the city. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
																																																													
41	Picker,	S.	(2013)	Laura	Oldfield	Ford	[online]	Available	from:	
				http://www.stanleypickergallery.org/fellowships/laura-oldfield-ford/	[Accessed	4th	March	2015]	
42	Ibid.	
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3.  FROM ROMANTIC TO CONTEMPORARY NOTIONS ON THE PICTURESQUE, THE  

     SUBLIME AND THE BEAUTIFUL: JANE AND LOUISE WILSONS’ SEALANDER 

     PROJECT:     

 
Ruins have often been affiliated with an idea of the picturesque, the beautiful, 

and the sublime.  As a concept the sublime aesthetic was a seventeenth century 

notion, which sought to explain nature’s magnificence.  The ‘picturesque’ and the 

‘sublime’ came into general use in the late eighteenth to early nineteenth 

centuries when ruins were sought after as a subject matter for artists.              

A Greek treatise entitled On the Sublime attributed to Longinus (c. 1st cent. AD), 

described the immensity of objects in the natural world such as stars, mountains 

and the ocean associated with feelings for the grandeur, wildness, and awe-

inspiring, stupendous and violent aspects of nature.  In turn this subject matter 

has often been portrayed in romantic paintings.  Edmund Burke (1729 – 1797) 

later wrote a treatise called a Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of our Ideas 

of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757).  In his treatise Burke discusses the 

philological effects of nature and human emotions such as fear and awe.  

According to Burke, the sublime object is derived from ‘delight’ since ‘the mind is 

so entirely filled with its object, that it cannot entertain any other’.  This notion 

is antithetical to that of Classical landscape painting, which is characteristically 

ordered and tranquil and considered picturesque or beautiful.43  It is understood 

that the sublime, as a general mode of aesthetic experience, for example in 

painting, denotes the emotion of ‘terror’ as its ruling principle.44  On painting 

Burke wrote that ‘a judicious obscurity in some things contributes to the effect of the 

picture’45, as art like nature can be ‘dark, confused, uncertain images have a greater power 

on fancy to form the grander passions than those that are more clear and determinate.’46                                                                            

																																																													
	
42		Ibid.,	p.	543.	
43 Clearkin, C. Gilpin and the Picturesque [online] Available from: 
   http://www.clearkinart.co.uk/docs/gilpin.pdf	[Accessed	4th	March	2015].	
44 Ibid.	
45 Chilvers, I. (ed.) and Osborne, H. (ed.) (1997) The Oxford Dictionary of Art. 2nd ed. Oxford    
   University Press. P. 432. 
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The Revd William Gilpin (1724 -1804) wrote about ideas on the picturesque in 

his book: Scenes with Picturesque Adornment, wherein the reader is instructed 

on how to identify and appreciate picturesque features within the landscape.47  

The concept of the picturesque was thus advanced as an autonomous category 

of aesthetic experience.  Picturesque scenery was not portrayed as dangerous, 

neither was it neat enough to be regarded as beautiful.  Picturesque scenery was 

associated with ideas of awe and vastness.48                                            

Constable made a full-size pencil sketch of Hadleigh Castle, before completing 

the painting in 1829.  Hadleigh Castle reflected and invoked a sense of the 

fashionable preoccupation with the sublime, both in connection with the 

antiquity of the ruin and through the depiction of the stormy, violent weather. 

      

 
17. Constable, John (1829) Hadleigh Castle.                                                                                    

oil on canvas, 122 x 164.5 cm. New Haven CT: Paul Mellon Collection, Yale Centre for British.  

Art. 

 

Hadleigh Castle stood on the Essex bank of the Thames estuary, looking out 

across marshland and river to the North Sea.  A ruined castle overlooking an 

extensive view was also a recognizably picturesque motif.  Hadleigh Castle has 

been ruined by time, but it has also withstood the ravages.  Hadleigh is a bleak 

																																																													
 
 
 
 
47 Chilvers, I. (ed.) and Osborne, H. (ed.) (1997) The Oxford Dictionary of Art. 2nd ed. Oxford    
   University Press. P. 432. 
47		Ibid.	 	
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and desolate landscape where an ancient ruin testifies to the immensity of time 

in comparison with the brevity of human life, a common trope of the sublime 

literature at that time.49 Present day art historians explain the subjective 

element of Constable’s landscapes by referencing it to the wider cultural 

phenomenon of Romanticism.  Most of the artists at that time, who wished to 

produce feelings for the grandeur and violence of nature as such, painted stormy 

weather and avalanches.  The Romantics were fascinated by the exotic scenery, 

landscape aesthetics associated with travel in England and abroad, with a new 

sensibility for the wild, awe-inspiring, and stupendous aspects of natural scenery 

(as referenced in the introduction).                                                                                                    

The beautiful and the sublime in contemporary terms has been expressed and 

interpreted by artist, writer and critic Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe in his book, Beauty 

and the Contemporary Sublime, (1999).50  A contemporary interpretation of the 

‘majestic’ and the ‘magnificence’ takes us beyond aesthetics.  Today rather than 

nature, the power of technology supplies us with the raw material 

characteristically termed ‘contemporary sublime’.  Its roots and preoccupation 

are situated in post-World War II, when a desire arose that evoked sublime 

feelings of exaltation and transcendence became established.51  

 

 
18. Wilson, Jane Wilson and Louise (2006) Azeville. Photograph, gelatin silver print on paper, 

Mounted onto aluminium, 180 x 290 cm.  New York: 303 Gallery. 

 

As a comparison, a juxtaposition of old and new, exhibited together, create 

inspiring images.  Contemporary artists Jane and Louise Wilsons’ Azeville (2006) 

																																																													
49	Clarkson,	J.	(2010)	Constable (1776 – 1837). Phaidon, p. 48.	
50	Pickett, K. (2003) Gilbert-Rolfe, Jeremy. “Blankness as a Signifier”, in Beauty and the 
Contemporary Sublime [online] Available from: 
http://csmt.uchicago.edu/annotations/gilbertrolfe.htm [Accessed 01st March 2015]. 	
51	Ibid.	
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is a photograph of the colossal wreck of a Nazi German Coastal Battery in 

Normandy.  Azeville is one of a series of large-scale photographs, collectively 

entitled Sealander (2006), which is an installation portraying a kind of 

contemporary military-industrial sublime, and occupying a space between land 

and sea.  As a photographic image Azaville portrays a dank, over-grown, alien-

looking concrete structure with a pitch black man-made cave at its centre.  

Other titles within the Sealander series include Casemate H667, Urville (2006) 

and Biville (2006), all of which are visually and equally striking as a collection of 

war ruin memorabilia imagery.52                                                                                                   

The Sealander project as evoked by the Wilsons’ camera is an exploration of 

abandoned, fractured, awry, broken, destroyed and decayed World War II 

fortification bunkers which served as a Nazi defence wall and litter the Normandy 

Atlantic coastline in Northern France.  The photographs and video installation 

project of Azeville contains footage of a rare deep sea squid which adds to its 

otherworldly quality.  The enormous concrete blocks appear like debris from 

another world.  The bunkers as well as the squid share elements of something 

otherworldly.  As the bunkers mark an era that seems long past, the squid 

remains suspended in an ancient time, somehow having survived relatively 

unchanged since prehistoric times.  The bunkers act as reminders of Nazi 

brutality and death.  The Wilsons’ black and white photographs are monumental, 

carrying scars of the battle to rid Europe of Fascism, and for the artists they now 

seem to defy any sense of time and place.53                                                                                                          

Ever since the bunkers have lost their defensive function their role has become 

one of ambiguity and out-of-placeness.  Their overbearing enormity marks the 

beaches without a purpose, yet the mixture of the out-of-placeness and their 

spatial separation creates an odd effect.  The bunkers invites contemplation of 

time, although predicated on culture and rather than nature and evoking the 

human work of creating, of building.  The Wilsons’ filming of the bunkers dwells 

on their holes, which in turn brings out the correspondence with human, bodily 

forms.  The artists have said that they wish to avoid nostalgia, rather than invite 

																																																													
51 Dillon, B. (ed.) (2011) Ruins: Documents of Contemporary Art. Whitechapel Gallery, The MIT  
   Press, p. 121 – 3. 
52 Leader, D. (2006) Ruins, Documents of Contemporary Art. Whitechapel Gallery, pp. 121 – 123. 
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it.  Their use of immersion of past in present is not romantic but concerned with 

a symbolic and cultural stance.54     

The Wilsons’ installation video film of their photographic Sealander project is 

commissioned by QUAD: Arts and Metro Cinema55 and consists of three screens 

and two mirrors.  The installation has been divided into two separate but related 

parts, and is shown in the gallery environment.  Combinations of black and white 

bullet-scarred concrete forms are projected onto the screens.  The mirrored 

effect portrays the images in reverse form, creating a kaleidoscopic moving 

patterned image.  As they film along, through and over the bunkers, the 

distinction between the inside and the outside becomes less apparent.  This 

formal filming technique acts as a semantic theme that is uniquely characteristic 

of the Wilsons.  The Wilsons have again explored architectural spaces that 

resonate with associations of power and control.56                                              

So, in summary, we have looked at Constable’s Hadleigh Castle as an example 

of a traditional ruin, with its origin in Romanticism, reflecting the fashionable 

preoccupations in both the late 1700’s sublime and the picturesque.  In contrast 

we have considered the Wilsons’ Sealander project which reflects a 

contemporary military-industrial sublime effect.                                                                   

In the following chapter, (chapter 4), we shall continue to explore work of artists 

inspired by the ruins and rubble of World War II.    

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

																																																													
54		Dillon, B. (ed.) (2011) Ruins: Documents of Contemporary Art. Whitechapel Gallery, The MIT  
   Press, P. 122. 
54 Jeffrey, K, Director QUAD. (2007) Jane and Louise Wilson. Die Keure, Belgium, pp. 8 – 9. 
55	Ibid., p. 9.	
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4.  THE INFLUENCES UPON ANSELM KIEFER: 

     THE MYSTICS OF JEWISH MERKABAH 

     AND GEORG SIMMEL “DIE RUINE” ESSAY:      

 
‘I was born in ruins.  As a child I played in ruins… but I also like ruins because they are a starting 

point for something new.’ 

Anselm Kiefer (2014)57  

 
From 1942 – 1945 the Royal Air Force dropped one million tons of bombs in 

approximately 400,000 raids over Nazi Germany.  Ancient German cities, for 

example, Cologne, Hamburg and Dresden, became heaps of rubble.                                    

To commemorate the 25th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall, the British 

Museum put on an exhibition entitled ‘Germany: Memories of a Nation’. 

 

 
19. Lachnit, Max (2014) ‘Trummerfrau’ (The Rubble Woman). Marble and basalt rubble, height  

52cm. London: British Museum. 

 

The Exhibition included Max Lachnit’s mosaic ‘The Trummerfrau’ (The Rubble 

Woman), made of hundreds of pieces of marble and basalt that the artist 

collected from the rubble left in Dresden after its destruction by allied bombers 

on 12/13 February 1945.58  Trummerfrauen were the women who cleared the 

rubble in the bombed-out cities of Germany in the late 1940s.                       

German painter and sculptor Anselm Kiefer (b. 1945) was born amid the rubble 

and devastation of the Second World War.  On the day Kiefer was born their 

family house was bombed, and instantly transformed from a home into a mound 

of debris.  As Kiefer grew up, the surrounding neighbourhood of ruined houses 

																																																													
57	RA Magazine. (2014) Anselm’s Alchemy.  Vol. 124, pp. 51 – 61. 
58	Out	of	the	Rubble.	Germany: Memories of a Nation (2014) BBC Radio 4.  5th November, 00:30 hrs. 	
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became his source of endless play.59                                                             

Set in the foothills of the Cevennes and among the landmarks of La Ribaute, 

near the town of Barjac, Southeastern France, Kiefer has created monumental 

work in the factory building of the Hangar Bicocca.  One of these works is The 

Seven Celestial Buildings (or Towers), which appear majestic and prodigious yet 

vulnerable and unstable: the paradox and tragedy of human destiny, within a 

never-ending search for balance between a raising up to heaven and a casting 

down to the nether-world of earth, the transfiguration of matter and the 

disintegration of the material body.  Inspired by the mystics of Jewish Merkabah 

and the story of an initiatory journey over the crossing of seven buildings, 

Kiefer’s seven towers allude to the occult interconnections between the physical 

and the psychic domain.                                                                                            

The Merkabah is a school of early Jewish mysticism, c. 100 BCE – 1000 CE, 

which centered on visions such as those found in the Book of Ezekiel chapter 1, 

one of the major prophetic books in the Old Testament section of the Christian 

Bible, or in the hekhalot (“palaces”) literature, which concerns stories of ascent 

to heavenly places and to the Throne of God.60 

 

 
20. Kiefer, Anselm (2010) Over Your Cities Grass Will Grow. Off-air recording.   

05th September, 2014. DVD. 

 

The above is a poster for the documentary film: Over Your Cities Grass Will 

Grow, wherein Kiefer cites alchemical creative processes and renders in film, as 

a cinematic journey, the personal universe he built at his studio in Barjac, 

Southeastern France.  The seven towers symbolize the phases of the past and 

																																																													
59	Davey, R. Anselm Kiefer. Royal Academy of Arts, p. 53.	
60	Bowker, J. The Concise Oxford Dictionary of World Religions (1997) Hekhalot and Merkabah 
[online] Available from: http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1O101-Hekhalotandmerkabah.html 
[Accessed 7th December 2014].                                                                                                 	
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the future; the precariousness of the leaning towers portraying monumental 

transience and evoking feelings of vacillation and yearning.                                               

Kiefer takes inspiration from masters of 19th century German Romanticism, art 

and architecture, particularly of the Northern landscapes by Casper David 

Friedrich, as illustrated below:61 

 

 
21. Friedrich, Casper David (1823 – 24) The Sea of Ice. Oil on  canvas, 96.7 x 126.9 cm.Hamburg: 

Kunsthelle. 

 

The above scene has been described as ‘a stunning composition of near and distant forms 

in an Arctic image.’62  The Sea of Ice is one of Friedrich’s masterpieces, although in 

its day it was rejected by critics and attracted comments such as “tedious” and “If 

only the ice painting of the North Pole would melt once and for all”.63  The sailing ship being 

crushed by packs of ice in the polar landscape otherwise devoid of signs of 

human life and can be seen as a pathos-laden metaphor for a catastrophe on an 

epochal scale, with visually coded references to ruin.  The landscape also 

portrays hope, destruction and regeneration, acting as symbolic protest against 

the oppressive “political winter” gripping Germany under Metternich.64    

Although the sea has turned to solid ice and organic nature, in the form of a 

Sailing ship is condemned to death, the sky is filled with light and the boundless 

horizon symbolizes the chance of salvation, frequently characterized in 
																																																													
	
61	Wolf, N. (2012) Casper David Friedrich – 1774 -1840: The Painter of Stillness. Taschen, pp. 74 –  
   76. 
62				Ibid, p. 74.			
63	Ibid, p. 76 
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Friedrich’s work.65  The Sea of ice was unsold until after Friedrich’s death in 

1840; in 1905 it was purchased by the Hamburger Kunsthalle from the estate of 

the heirs of Friedrich’s Norwegian colleague and friend, Dahl.                                                                              

Kiefer’s landscape paintings frequently depict a long view with a narrow band of 

sky, of which is recognizable compositional style in the work of Friedrich.  

Furthermore, Romantic notions are reflected in the canvases of Kiefer, originally 

depicted in early nineteenth-century painting by artists such as Friedrich.  

Recurring visions in Kiefer’s work portraying the sublime, as a world of both 

beauty and terror.66                                                                                         

Friedrich looked and felt to Kiefer as ‘cauterization’ in the aftermath of the Third 

Reich: burnt out and haunted by overpowering event.  The architectural ruin is a 

recurring reference in Kiefer’s work.  Ruins remind us of both the temporary 

nature of our lives and the lasting persistence of the remains of architecture.  In 

time these remains take on a beauty of their own, time and climate reclaiming 

them into a state close to nature itself.                          

Kiefer’s towers are made from cement dust, a material used in the construction 

of our buildings, monuments and also bunkers.  The textures and materials of 

his work are ruin, decay, and sand, rusting iron, straw, ash, clay, lead, shellac, 

oil paint, dirt and all manner of organic material.67                                                                    

Kiefer’s seven towers may remind us of Germany’s ruins, after 1945.  During the 

seventies, Kiefer dealt with the taboo of Nazism in his work and with rubble and 

debris he challenged the repression of German history.  He speaks of his ruins as 

something unstable, never remaining the same, reflecting the future, and not 

the past, and demonstrating feelings of waiting rather than nostalgia.  Kiefer has 

begun to produce ruins composed of cement, debris from wrecks and fragments, 

ruins of rubble.  They don’t resemble the ruins of ancient cities.                                                                                

Ruins, according to Piranesi, the artist of ruins, are a sign of life and not of 

death.  They possess exasperated beauty.  Piranesi, in the introduction to his 

																																																													
64 Lyons, C. The Getty Research Institute: Irresistible Decay [online].  Available from: 
http://www.getty.edu/research/exhibitions_events/exhibitions/irresistible_decay/ [Accessed 6th 
January 2015]. 
65	Ibid.	
66		Royal Academy of Arts (2014) Anselm Kiefer. Royal Academy Publications, p. 27.  
67	RA Magazine. (2014) Anselm’s Alchemy.  Vol. 124, p. 51. 
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Roman Antiquities (1756), recalls how the Eternal City, though stripped of its 

marble, its columns, and decorations, continues to create an effect of wonder.  

Kiefer allows an aesthetic of decay to reconstruct the towers.                                                                                            

Another viewpoint on the topic of ruins was written at the beginning of the 

twentieth century by German sociologist, philosopher and critic Georg Simmel 

(1858 – 1918).  Simmel formulated a theory of ruins that still resonates with 

contemporary preoccupations.68  Suggestive impressions are offered on the 

metaphysics of ruin in his essay “Die Ruine” (translated by David Kettler).  The 

Ruin (1911), describes a late iteration of the ruin aesthetic of the previous two 

centuries.69  In the vigorous upsurge of nature combined with the downfall of an 

architectural surface, the ruin presents itself as a metaphysical and aesthetically 

attractive object of profound peacefulness.  However, the metaphysical-aesthetic 

charm of the ruin diminishes when not enough remains for us to feel the 

upward-leading tendency.  While the pillar of, for example, the Forum Romanum 

in the early stages of crumbling may have generated a wonderful charm, a sense 

of antiquity, they eventually represent little more than ugly stumps.                                                                                  

The ruin is basically an accommodation between nature and culture, the ruin 

thus decomposing imperceptibly towards organic fragments, until nature 

reclaims it and we can no longer legitimately speak of a ‘ruin’.70  In the realm of 

ruin theory, Simmel still adhered to the Romantic notion (described in the 

introduction), that decaying buildings and monuments embodied a one-way 

slump of the artificial into the chaos of Nature. Simmel states that ‘Architecture’, 

‘is the only art in which the great struggle between the will of the spirit and the necessity of nature 

issues into real peace, in which the soul in its upward striving and nature in its gravity are held in 

balance.’71  He describes architecture as a struggle between man and nature, and 

																																																													
68		Hell, J. (ed.) and Schonle, A. (ed.) (2010) Ruins of Modernity. Duke University Press, p.59.	
69 Lyons, C. The Getty Research Institute: Irresistible Decay [online].  Available from: 
http://www.getty.edu/research/exhibitions_events/exhibitions/irresistible_decay/ [Accessed 6th 
January 2015]. 
69		Lyons, C. The Getty Research Institute: Irresistible Decay [online].  Available from: 
http://www.getty.edu/research/exhibitions_events/exhibitions/irresistible_decay/ [Accessed 6th 
January 2015]. 
70	Simmel, G. (1959) Essays on Sociology, Philosophy and Aesthetics. Ohio State University Press, 
p.259.	
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a complete building as a temporary triumph of man over nature.  ‘This unique 

balance – between mechanical, inert matter which passively resists pressure and informing 

spirituality which pushes upward – breaks, however, the instant a building crumbles.  For this 

means that merely natural forces begin to become master over the work of man: the balance 

between nature and spirit, which the building manifested, shifts in favour of nature.  This shift 

becomes a cosmic tragedy which makes every ruin an object infused with our nostalgia; for now 

the decay appears as nature’s revenge for the spirit’s having violated it by making a form in its 

own image.’72  The effect of nature on the appearance of the ruin is the brute 

downward-dragging, corroding, crumbling, entropic power which produces new 

forms, ‘entirely meaningful, comprehensible, and differentiated’73.   As time passes by, 

‘nature transforms the ruin into material for her own expression, as she had previously served as 

material for art’.74  Such an opinion on ruins views a multidirectional mimesis: 

artists imitate nature’s creativity, although a natural setting endows human 

creations with a patina of age.  This may be the reason for our fascination with 

decay and decadence.  ‘The contemporary ruin gaze is the gaze reconciled to perspectives, 

conjectural history and spatial discontinuity.’75   

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																																																																																																																																																													
71	Leader, D. (2006) Ruins, Documents of Contemporary Art. Whitechapel Gallery, p. 259.	
72	Ibid., p.261.	
73	Ibid., p.262.	
74	Hell, J. (ed.) and Schonle, A. (ed.) (2010) Ruins of Modernity. Duke University Press, p.59. 
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CONCLUSION: 

Piranesi’s imagery of ruins became a ruin, built with materials such as that of 

concrete, steel to erode or decay in the way that stone does.76  Catastrophes of 

the twentieth century, such as war, have mainly left rubble behind rather than 

ruins in Piranesi’s sense, of which some of the rubble has lent itself to 

beautifying representations.  In contemporary times cement is the clay of the 

twenty-first century.  The age of the authentic ruin is over.  We can write its 

genealogy, but not resurrect it.                                                                  

Ruins as a rule testify to the immensity of time in comparison with the brevity of 

human life.  In recent years many artists have turned to themes and imagery of 

decay and destruction, especially the remains of buildings and landscapes that 

seem like relics of the last century.  There has been a proliferation of artists 

working in photography, film, and video exploring the ruins of modernist 

architecture, as a continuation of the tradition beginning in the late Renaissance.  

The ancient ruins such as, for example Constable’s Hadleigh Castle, and also the 

contemporary art of the Wilsons’ Azeville, both testify to the immensity of time 

and evoke comparison with the brevity of human life.                                                                                                              

In contemporary art an obsession with ruins masks nostalgia for earlier periods, 

it also has power to imagine other futures.  Nostalgia persists for something lost 

and the cipher for this nostalgia is the ruin.  With nostalgia for ruins how do we 

remember the bombed out cities of the Second World War, as bombings produce 

ruins?  The market is saturated with books and films, for example The Downfall, 

(2004), marking of the ruins of the Second World War.  In these documented 

issues, rubble has been transformed and aestheticized into ruins.  Post war 

Germany relies on its artists and film-makers to make sense of the terrible 

events of the Nazi regime.  With the darkest of subjects artists confront us with 

meaning and emotion and work which produces its transformative 

characteristics; irresistible beauty, vulnerability and fragility.                                                                            

Ruins such as the abandoned factories, disused hospitals, and the coal-steel 

conglomerates in Eastern Europe surrounded by ghost towns, are ciphers of the 

end of socialism; and so on.  Such ruins, as represented in contemporary picture 

books and exhibits, show signs of the nostalgia for monuments of industrial 

architecture of a past age and its political organization.                                                                                                                               

																																																													
76	RA Magazine. (2014) Anselm’s Alchemy.  Vol. 124, p. 51.	
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Gilbert-Rolfe concludes that the sublime aesthetic cannot exist in nature today, 

claiming that it can only be expressed by technology.  He believes that nature is 

limited and finite and that the sublime requires technology in its limitlessness.  

Gilbert-Rolfe associates beauty with glamour and frivolity.77 (Gilbert-Rolfe, 

1999).                                                                                                      

Tate Britain has developed a research project to commemorate the 250th 

anniversary of Burke’s classic writings on the subject of the sublime.  Moreover 

in recent years there have been numerous exhibitions on the subject of 

contemporary sublime.                                                                              

How is our contemporary love of ruins still energized by earlier imagination 

attached to ruins of classical antiquity?  Our imagery of ruins may be seen as a 

palimpsest of historical events, and the ruin lust as a subset of a current 

privileging of both memory and trauma.  Modernity seen as ruin was a topic of 

interest well before the twentieth century.  The authentic ruin points to the 

process of decay, fragility and ruination already present at the beginning of 

Modernity in the Eighteenth century.  From images of derelict Detroit to the 

eerie abandoned town of Pripyat near Chernobyl, today ruins continue to capture 

and entrance our imaginations.  
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