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Select one contemporary artwork that you believe is representative of recent 

developments in art or indicative of significant developments 

in contemporary culture and society more generally.  

 

Eduardo Cicelyn said that casting is a way of reproducing a tangible memory what no longer 

exists:  that a cast has to do with what came before, what is not finished but also ‘what is 

forever lost and finished and yet returns’ (1992).  

In 1993, House was officially unveiled on an anonymous stretch of grass in Bow, East 

London. The artist, Rachel Whiteread, had cast an entire three story Victorian house in 

concrete. Over a six month period, along with James Lingwood and a host of engineers, the 

original structure was stripped, re-enforced and then sprayed with concrete. What 

remained was a ‘fossilized exterior’ 

with floor joints and stairs as 

‘geometric patterns incised across 

the concrete’ (Kimmelman 1995). 

Whether they were praising it as 

‘one of the most extraordinary and 

imaginative public sculptures 

created by an English artist this 

century’ (Graham-Dixon 1993) or rabidly denouncing it as ‘meritless gigantism’ (Sewell 

1993), it crossed the threshold to an international sensation. This essay will discuss House as 

a piece that marked a development in contemporary thinking and whose impact on art 

practice is still felt twenty years on. It will explore how House is indicative of a shift in 
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concerns and process in contemporary culture, by looking at its material, context and its 

response and relationship with its viewers.  

In conversation with Craig Houser, Whiteread explained how she’s interested in ‘the 

materials that are around us all the time’; why they’re there and what they do (2001). Over 

the years she’s worked with resins, felt, plaster, iron, aluminium, patinated bronze and 

rubber. While in many of her pieces the material is exploratory (she often casts one work in 

a variety of materials), the use of concrete in House was vital.  Much like with Beuy’s 

sculpture Tallow, the material carried the weight of the impact. The walls were uniform, 

unlike the Turner Prize nominated sculpture the artist made three years earlier, Ghost. 

While the exterior of Ghost took on the impression of its surface with its discoloured plaster 

and black soot, House did no such thing. Its impregnable surface spoke only of space and so 

doesn’t appear as nostalgic. 

 ‘Maybe the work has become a little tougher since Ghost… in terms of not giving so much 
away. I once said that I was removing Granny’s fingerprints, making the work less 
sentimental. Over time I think I’ve removed them a little bit more’ (Whiteread 2001, p.57). 

House was the negative of what came before it and surfaced the unseen (Colomina 2002, 

p.35). By turning the space inside out, ‘Whiteread defamiliarised that traditionally private 

sphere’ (Perry 2004, p.78). It did not seem to offer any fixed meanings but rather a narrative 

interpretation that predeceasing artists tended to avoid.  While the sculpture induced a 

sense of claustrophobia it also evoked the protectiveness and privacy of a home. Louis 

Bourgeois’ work in the 1970s looked at this contradictory image of the home; as a place of 

entrapment and shelter. Whiteread appeared to be challenging this ‘notion of the home as 

an immutable entity’ (Denninson 2001, p.13) through its sterile exterior. It’s not so much an 



echo of a house or an impression of one, rather a ‘violent interrogation of space through its 

medium’ (Colomina 2001, p.37). 

‘It set a familiar past in the space-time of today; it made present something which was 
absent; it was the space of a house no longer there.  Secondly, however, it worked spatially: 
it turned the space inside out.  The private was open to public view….the intimate was made 
monumental and yet retained its intimacy (Lingwood 1995).  

The material, concrete, gives 

House the power of a 

monument without the 

arrogance. There is a sense of 

bleak anonymity to it which 

challenges it viewers. Pat 

Whiteread, the artist’s mother said House ‘had an extraordinary quality of stillness’ which 

reminded her of the war, ’after the bombing when the sites of the houses revealed traces of 

the lives of human begins’ (1997). While House evokes the work of Christo and Nauman, the 

subtle tensions between material and scale was something not seen before. It marked an 

exciting step in contemporary culture for this reason.  

After almost two decades of experimentation by artists such as Donald Judd, Robert Morris 

and Sol LeWitt, sculpture had moved away from the artist’s hand, been taken off its 

pedestal, been dematerialized, materialised, stacked, repeated, become site-specific.  If 

there was ever a time in art history where it appeared everything had been done, it was the 

late 1970s (Dennison 2001, p.4). Taking on the strategies and vocabulary of her 

predecessors Whiteread emerged with the intention to ‘reshape and restage them’ 

(Dennison 2001, p.5). House evokes obvious parallels with the work of Gordon Matta-

Clarke; he too is interested in exposing what is normally unseen in a building. But while 
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Matta-Clarke’s work has predetermined connotations and ideas, House offers only 

questions for its viewers. Similar to Marlene Dumas’ approach, Whiteread doesn’t try to 

take ownership of the sculpture with preconditioned ideas; ‘I like the idea of access rather 

than possession’ (Dumas 2009). The physical location of House is also important in its 

analysis. The terraces in the working class neighbourhood were heavily bombed during the 

second world war and a large-scale council 

demolition scheme on Wennington Green had 

left just one standing. House was never intended 

to remain a permanent structure and stood for 

just under three months. It was removed, just as 

193 Grove Road had before it. Despite only 

standing for three months, it had very divided 

opinions.  

"It wasn't my intention, but House became an 
icon for all sorts of political issues. It allowed 
everyone to get up on their soapbox and give an 
opinion about public art, and this was healthy. But I felt abused. I was misquoted, taken out 
of context, harangued. The whole thing was taken completely out of my hands. It was a 
circus’ (Whiteread 1996).  

Site specific art emerged during the Modern Art movement in the early twentieth century.  

Gillian McIvor, a site-responsive artist and member of the London based group Luna Nera, 

says this kind of work occurs when artists actively engage in research of the site as part of 

the process of making work (2003). What was, and remains, so evolutionary about this 

process is that it only works in the space it was created for, and can’t be moved or sold. Tate 

comments on this aspect of site-specific art on their online glossary- ‘If removed from the 

location it would lose all or a substantial part of its meaning’. House is site-specific as it not 
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only fit into its surrounding, but it depended on it. The piece was more powerful because it 

sat in an empty green; it amplified the emptiness around it and created a tension with the 

remaining houses across the street. In this way House is different to some of Whiteread’s 

more recent work, such as Water Tanks in New York, where the piece is integrated into the 

skyline, ‘invisible, depending on the effects of the light in the sky’ (Houser 2002, p.91). Eric 

Flounders, a Bow councilman, lambasted the artist in 1993, saying: "In the 1960's, avant-

garde outsiders came in and built prefabricated concrete housing that crumbled. We spent a 

decade demolishing it and building brick housing. Now we have another bunch of avant-

garde outsiders foisting another bloody lump of concrete on us." The sculpture soon raised 

issues concerning ‘community, gentrification and the state of housing in London’ 

(Denninson 2002, p.25).   What made House so special was that it fed off its location and so 

much. It re-made what Marc Auge coined as a ‘’place’ in the modern world of ‘non-places’’: 

as it connected culturally and historically with its surroundings (1935).   

As I have discussed, House created tension between mobility and immobility, space and 

non-space. It is through these tensions that the uncanny was experienced. First explored by 

Ernst Jentsch and later expanded by Freud in his 1919 essay, ‘The Uncanny’ is described as 

the eerie feelings of anxiety or terror due to the return of repressed thoughts. It occurs 

when we experience something that is strangely familiar which brings about a lack of 

orientation or a sense of something hostile invading an old, familiar world. Freud postulated 

that the 'double' was originally an insurance against the destruction of the ego, an 

'energetic denial of the power of death'(1919). Freud’s analysis of the uncanny effects of the 

double is especially redolent for the interpretation of Whiteread’s cast, which has been 

described as a ‘double cast’ (Nesbit, 2001). House was redolent of a mirror, which used 



‘reversal, confrontation of positive and negative space and inversion’ (Schneider 2003) to 

evoke the uncanny with its 

audience. Freud wrote ‘the 

feeling of the uncanny 

implies the return to that 

particular organisation of 

space where everything is 

reduced to inside and outside and where the inside is also the outside’. House precisely met 

this condition. The house has provided ‘a site for endless representations of haunting, 

doubling, dismembering, and other terrors in literature and art’ (Vidler 1992). Bachelard 

contends that a house is a place where thoughts, memories, and dreams are integrated and 

collected (1964).  

 ‘The uncanny is not a property of the space itself nor can it be provoked by any 
particular spatial conformation; it is, in its aesthetic dimension, a representation of a 
mental state of projection that precisely elides the boundaries of the real in order to 
provoke  disturbing ambiguity, a slippage between waking and dreaming.’ (Vidler 1992) 
  

House aroused the uncanny and so sparked a 

renewed interest into the aesthetic category. 

It both attracted and repelled its audience and 

so people had very mixed feelings about it. 

The sculpture touched a nerve in London with 

those living in similar houses; ‘They felt 

themselves exposed, as if they had been made 

visible. They wanted House bulldozed away, 
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buried’ (Colomina 2001, p.38). Whiteread won the Turner Prize for best British artist and the 

K Foundation art award for worst British artist. It was demolished on 11 January 1994 (Fig. 

5). The controversy was compared to that over the public sculptures by Jacob Epstein and 

Eric Gill, with the fate of the work recalling Richard Serra's Tilted Arc in New York. Did 

Whiteread fear it might become something of an albatross? ‘I was always aware of that, but 

no. I’m very proud of House, and I don’t want to sound arrogant, but it opened up a 

dialogue. It really did change contemporary art in the UK’ (Whiteread 1995)  

For just over three months House attracted a colossal amount of attention. People flocked 

to see the echo of the house that was gone, in the neighbourhood that was gone, from a 

time lived and lost. Now, on its site there is a park. I believe House is a key work in visual 

culture. Its physicality and context were of interest, but its constant contradictions and 

tensions which created a ghostly uncanny effect marked a shift in how we experience and 

interact with art. Its impact on British art is still resonant 20 years on. Lingwood heralded a 

‘confluence of young artists’ and along with Damien Hirst’s The Impossibility of Death in the 

Mind of Someone Living, House, was among ‘the most important works of the era’ (1993).  
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