
• Welcome. This is one of over 200 talks on the history of Western Art. I have 
arranged the talks chronologically starting with cave art through to art produced 
in the last few years. 

GENERAL REFERENCES AND COPYRIGHT
• My talks and notes are produced with the assistance of AI systems such as 

Claude, Perplexity, ChatGPT, Google Gemini and Microsoft CoPilot. 

• They are also based on information found on public websites such as 
Wikipedia, Tate, National Gallery, Louvre, The Met, Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, Khan Academy and the Art Story.

• If they use information from specific books, websites or articles these are 
referenced at the beginning of each talk and in the ‘References’ section of the 
relevant page. The talks that are inspired by an exhibition may use the booklets 
and books associated with the exhibition as a source of information.

• Where possible images and information are taken from Wikipedia under 
an Attribution-Share Alike Creative Commons License.

• If I have forgotten to reference your work then please let me know and I will 
add a reference or delete the information.

Dr Laurence Shafe   www.shafe.uk
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• This is Section 61 on recent artists and this talk is on the British-Indian sculptor 
Anish Kapoor.known for his large-scale installation and conceptual art. He is 
based in London and his work often explores the void and the infinite through 
the use of reflective surfaces, intense pigments, and organic forms. 

BIOGRAPHY
• 1954 — Anish Kapoor was born in Mumbai, India, to a Hindu father of Punjabi 

descent and an Iraqi-Jewish mother. This dual cultural heritage would later 
permeate the symbolic and philosophical dimensions of his work. He grew up in 
a middle-class family with a strong appreciation for education and the arts.

• 1971–1978 — Kapoor moved to Israel briefly before relocating to London, 
where he studied at the Hornsey College of Art and subsequently the Chelsea 
School of Art and Design. These formative years exposed him to Minimalism 
and Conceptualism, movements that would shape but never fully contain his 
distinctive vision.

• 1979–1990 — Kapoor began exhibiting internationally, gaining recognition for 
his early pigment works — sculptures coated in intensely saturated powdered 
colour that seemed to dissolve their own physical edges. He represented Britain 
at the 1990 Venice Biennale, cementing his international reputation.

• 1991 — He was awarded the Turner Prize, a landmark moment that brought 
widespread public attention. Around this time, his work began engaging more 
directly with void, absence, and the infinite.

• 1995–2000s — Kapoor married the German artist Susanne Spicale, with whom 
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• he has children. His monumental public sculptures, including Cloud Gate 
(2006) in Chicago and Sky Mirror, brought his ideas about reflection, 
perception, and space to mass audiences worldwide.

• 2010s–present — Kapoor has continued to provoke and challenge, 
controversially acquiring exclusive rights to Vantablack in 2016. He remains 
one of the most celebrated and debated sculptors working today.

REFERENCES
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anish_Kapoor

https://anishkapoor.com/
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Anish Kapoor, © Vibrant Pictures / Alamy Stock Photo

• Let me give you a quick overview before we begin.

• Born in 1954 in Mumbai, India, Sir Anish Kapoor is one of the most influential 
contemporary artists of his generation. He was raised in a culturally diverse 
household by a Punjabi Hindu father—a hydrographer for the Indian Navy—and 
an Iraqi-Jewish mother. After attending The Doon School in India, he moved to 
Israel in 1971, where a brief, unsuccessful attempt to study electrical 
engineering led him to commit to a life in art.

• Training and Early Career
• Kapoor moved to London in 1973, training at the Hornsey College of Art and 

later the Chelsea School of Art. Under the mentorship of Paul Neagu, he 
developed a cross-cultural vision that challenged the rigid "truth to materials" 
of Minimalism. His first major phase in the early 1980s, A Thousand Names, 
used vibrant, loose powder pigments to create sculptures that appeared to 
emerge from the floor or walls, inspired by his Indian heritage.

• Artistic Phases and Evolution
• The Void (1990s): Kapoor gained international fame for exploring "the void"—

sculpting absences that challenge perception, such as Void Field (1989), which 
won him the Turner Prize in 1991. He married art historian Susanne Spicule in 
1995 and they have two children.

• Reflective Surface and Scale (2000s): He transitioned to high-gloss materials, 
creating monumental public works like Chicago’s Cloud Gate (2004) and the Sky 



• Mirror series. He divorced and married Sophie Walker in 2016 and they had 
one child before separating in 2022-2023.

• Material Extremes (Present): Recently, he has focused on visceral materials 
like wax and "Vantablack," a light-absorbing substance he controversially 
licensed for exclusive artistic use.  

• Position Today
• He married again in 2023 and is now based in London and Venice, he 

maintains a significant position in the art market and global institutions. In 
2026, he continues to push boundaries with his permanent foundation at 
Palazzo Manfrin in Venice and a major upcoming exhibition at London’s 
Hayward Gallery.
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), From 1000 Names (1979-1980) | Wood, plaster/gesso, 
and pigment | Variable dimensions | Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, 
Madrid

• Kapoor created abstract geometric forms—cones, spheres, pyramids—placed 
directly on floors and walls without pedestals. Each sculpture was ritualistically 
coated in vibrant powdered pigment: red, yellow, blue, white. The powder 
spilled beyond the object itself onto surrounding surfaces. The title implies 
infinity; each piece connects to a larger whole, like an iceberg showing only its 
tip. Kapoor removed the traditional plinth, influenced by Anthony Caro, 
integrating sculptures into their environment as part of the architectural space.

• Critics immediately recognised Kapoor's departure from conceptual 
minimalism. The Guardian's art critic wrote that the works possessed 'a quality 
of stillness and contemplation rarely seen in contemporary sculpture.' The series 
was praised for merging Eastern spirituality with Western formalism. Some 
reviewers compared the sensory experience to religious ritual. The pigment's 
physical presence—its smell, texture, movement—became as important as the 
sculptural form.

• Kapoor had just returned from India in 1979, profoundly affected by the 
intensity of colour in Hindu religious ceremonies. Britain was in economic 
recession; Margaret Thatcher had just become Prime Minister. The art world 
was dominated by conceptualism and performance. Kapoor's lush, material 
approach felt revolutionary. He was working in a small studio in Camberwell, 
London, barely scraping by financially. The pigments were expensive; he mixed 

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)

From 1000 Names
1979-1980,
Wood, plaster/gesso, and 
pigment,
size variable (one version: 
overall 122 x 183 x 183 cm)
Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofía, Madrid, 
Spain



• them himself, creating recipes he still guards today.
• The pigments came from the same suppliers used for Hindu pujas in India. 

Kapoor ordered them in bulk, stored in his studio in massive sacks. One 
morning, he arrived to find that rats had chewed through a bag of red 
pigment. The entire studio floor was covered in crimson powder. Rather 
than cleaning it up immediately, he photographed it and realised this 
'spillage' should be intentional. The British Council initially rejected funding 
for the 1990 Venice show, fearing the works were 'too ethnic.' They 
reversed the decision after seeing museum interest.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Puja (POO-jah): Hindu prayer ritual
Reina Sofía (RAY-nah so-FEE-ah)
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Part of the Red (1981) | Mixed media and pigment | 71.9 x 
300 x 400 cm | Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, Netherlands

• This installation features biomorphic forms completely saturated in deep red 
pigment. Shapes suggest bodily organs, flesh, earth. The red powder creates 
haloes around each form, bleeding into the floor. Viewers described feeling 
pulled towards the work, then repelled by its visceral intensity. Red here is not 
decorative—it's blood, soil, birth, death. The forms appear to emerge from or 
sink into the ground. Scale shifts depending on viewing distance; intimate close-
up, cosmic from afar.

• Art critic William Feaver wrote in The Observer that the work possessed 'an 
almost unbearable intensity of presence.' Galleries reported visitors spending 
unusually long periods in front of the piece, some becoming emotional. One 
curator noted that the red pigment's smell—earthy, slightly metallic—triggered 
powerful sensory memories in viewers. The work was seen as bridging the gap 
between sculpture and installation, object and environment.

• Britain was experiencing the Falklands War; nationalism was rising. Kapoor, still 
holding Indian citizenship, was navigating his identity as an 'outsider' in the 
British art scene. The piece was created during a period when he was 
questioning the relationship between colour and form. He'd been reading 
extensively about Indian tantra and colour symbolism. The Kröller-Müller 
Museum in the Netherlands became an early champion, acquiring the work 
when few British institutions showed interest.

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)

Part of the Red
1981, Mixed media and pigment
71.9 x 300 x 400 cm
Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, Netherlands



• The red pigment used is the same type employed in sindoor, the powder 
Hindu women apply to their hair partings. Kapoor's mother had shown him 
how it was made in Mumbai. When the work was first installed at Kröller-
Müller, a technical problem meant the gallery's white walls absorbed some 
of the red pigment. The staining took weeks to remove. The museum now 
reinforces floors when installing Kapoor's pigment works. Kapoor himself 
cannot handle the pigment for long—it irritates his skin—so assistants apply 
it whilst he directs.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Kröller-Müller (KRER-ler MEW-ler)
Otterlo (OH-ter-loh)
Sindoor (SIN-door)
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), White Sand, Red Millet, Many Flowers (1982) | Mixed 
media and pigment | Variable dimensions | Arts Council Collection, Southbank 
Centre, London

• The poetic title evokes natural abundance and sensory richness. White forms 
suggest purity, sand, bone. Red forms pulse with life. The title references things 
you can touch, smell, taste. Kapoor was moving away from purely abstract 
forms towards works that triggered associative thinking. The installation creates 
a landscape within gallery space. Each element exists independently yet forms 
part of a larger ecosystem. The pigments—white, red, traces of yellow—interact 
optically, creating subtle colour shifts depending on lighting.

• Critics noted the title's deliberate ambiguity. The Times' art reviewer called it 
'poetry made solid, an invitation to meditation rather than interpretation.' Some 
saw connections to Zen gardens, others to harvest rituals. The Arts Council's 
acquisition was seen as validation of Kapoor's approach during a period when 
many British institutions favoured neo-expressionist painting. Collector Charles 
Saatchi tried to purchase it but was outbid. The work was praised for its 'quiet 
authority.'

• The piece was created during Kapoor's first major solo exhibition at the Lisson 
Gallery. He was 28 years old, still relatively unknown. The exhibition sold out 
completely—unprecedented for a sculptor of his generation. Galleries across 
Europe began requesting shows. This period marked the emergence of 'New 
British Sculpture,' though Kapoor resisted being categorised. He was reading 
Sufi poetry, particularly Rumi, whose influence appears in the lyrical titles. 

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)

White Sand, Red Millet, Many 
Flowers
1982
Mixed media and pigment
Variable dimensions
Arts Council Collection, 
Southbank Centre, London



• Britain's Arts Council was fighting funding cuts under Thatcher.
• The title came to Kapoor whilst visiting a market in Brixton, South London. 

He saw bags of rice, millet, and dried flowers piled high, the colours 
creating an unintentional composition. He bought samples, took them to 
his studio, but never used them directly in the work. Instead, the memory 
influenced his colour choices. When the Arts Council collected the piece, 
they photographed the installation, but Kapoor insists each reinstallation 
should vary slightly. No two exhibitions are identical. He once said the work 
should 'breathe differently in different spaces.'

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Rumi (ROO-mee): 13th-century Persian poet
Lisson (LIS-sun)
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Void Field (1989) | Northumbrian/Cumbrian sandstone 
and pigment | 16 blocks, each approx. 125 x 125 x 125 cm | Various collections

• Sixteen massive sandstone blocks arranged in a grid dominate the space. Each 
block contains a cavity filled with deep blue-black pigment, appearing to 
descend infinitely. The voids read as solid black circles from certain angles, as 
bottomless pits from others. This optical uncertainty is central to the work's 
power. The stone is rough, ancient-feeling. The pigment is the same ultramarine 
used in Indian religious ceremonies. The installation smelled of earth and 
pigment—one critic described it as 'the sour-sweet damp of the earth.' The 
blocks were so heavy the Venice Biennale Pavilion floor required reinforcement.

• The work won the Premio Duemila at the 1990 Venice Biennale, establishing 
Kapoor internationally. Critics called it 'mystical,' 'primitive,' and likened it to 
'holy Jerusalem.' The Guardian wrote that Kapoor had created 'the most 
powerful British contribution to Venice in decades.' One prominent New York 
gallerist, viewing it on opening day, immediately offered Kapoor a show. The 
Italian Prime Minister Giulio Andreotti famously put his finger into one of the 
voids, captured in a photograph that circulated widely. Reviews emphasised the 
work's phenomenological qualities.

• Kapoor created this work during his first major solo show at Lisson Gallery in 
1989, after critics had feared he'd reached an 'impasse' with his pigment works. 
This marked his turn to stone. He sourced the sandstone from quarries in 
Northumberland and Cumbria, northern England—the same stone used in 
medieval churches. Venice 1990 was politically charged: the Berlin Wall had just 

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)

Void Field
1989
Northumbrian/Cumbrian 
sandstone and pigment 
(16 blocks)
Each block approximately 
125 x 125 x 125 cm
Various collections (Art 
Gallery of NSW owns 
version)



• fallen, multiculturalism debates raged. Kapoor, still an Indian citizen, 
represented Britain, raising questions about national identity and 
belonging.

• The blue pigment was inspired by Yves Klein's International Klein Blue, but 
Kapoor used traditional Indian pigments instead of synthetic versions. 
During installation in Venice, one block cracked. Kapoor insisted on keeping 
it, saying the flaw added 'truth.' The British Council initially resisted funding 
the Venice show, deeming it 'too ethnic,' before reversing course. Kapoor 
hand-selected each stone block, spending weeks at quarries. The work 
cannot be permanently installed anywhere because the pigment requires 
regular maintenance—it absorbs moisture and loses intensity.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Premio Duemila (PREH-mee-oh doo-eh-MEE-lah): Prize for artists under 35
Giulio Andreotti (JOO-lee-oh an-dreh-OH-tee): Italian Prime Minister 1989-
1992
Yves Klein (eev KLINE): French artist (1928-1962)
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Void (1989) | Fibreglass, sand, and pigment | 200 x 200 x 
152.5 cm | Various collections (National Gallery, Singapore)

• A seemingly simple form becomes perceptually unstable. The sculpture appears 
to shift between concave and convex depending on viewing angle. Coated in 
ultramarine pigment, the surface absorbs light. What first reads as a bulging 
sphere suddenly inverts into a deep cavity. Viewers report vertigo, confusion, 
fascination. The void seems infinite, though it's merely fibreglass shaped into a 
bowl. Kapoor was exploring how pigment can dematerialise form, how colour 
can create space that isn't physically there. Walking around the piece, the 
optical shift happens suddenly, forcing a double-take.

• Art Monthly's review called it 'a masterpiece of perceptual manipulation.' Critics 
noted viewers would approach cautiously, unsure whether to trust their eyes. 
Gallery attendants reported people reaching out to touch it, unable to reconcile 
what they saw. The work was described as creating 'a new sublime that's 
forward of the picture plane'—Kapoor's phrase. It challenged sculpture's 
traditional relationship with space and viewer. Some critics compared it to 
Renaissance experiments with perspective, others to Indian concepts of maya 
(illusion).

• 1989 was a transitional year for Kapoor. He'd moved from pure pigment works 
to exploring voids and cavities. He was reading about black holes, quantum 
physics, trying to understand how nothingness could have presence. The work 
was created alongside Void Field, both exploring similar territory through 
different materials. Thatcher was still Prime Minister; Britain was becoming more 

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)

Void
1989
Fibreglass, sand, and 
pigment
200 x 200 x 152.5 cm
Various collections (shown 
at National Gallery, 
Singapore)



• divided economically. Kapoor's studio in London was expanding; he hired 
his first full-time assistant. The Gulf War would begin the following year.

• Kapoor tested dozens of blue pigments before selecting this particular 
ultramarine. He needed a colour that would 'swallow light' rather than 
reflect it. The fibreglass base was built using boat-building techniques—
Kapoor consulted with yacht manufacturers. Early versions cracked during 
pigment application; the fibreglass wasn't rigid enough. The final piece 
required a special internal support structure. When first exhibited, a viewer 
fainted whilst staring into the void. Gallery staff now position benches at a 
safe distance. Kapoor refuses to explain the optical effect, saying 'mystery is 
essential.'

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Maya (MY-ah): Hindu concept of illusion
Fibreglass (FY-ber-glass)
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), When I am Pregnant (1992) | Fibreglass, wood, and paint | 180.5 
x 180.5 x 43 cm | Nasjonalmuseet, Oslo, Norway

• A white wall bulges outward, barely perceptible at first. The protrusion is oval, not 
round—carefully calculated. The form suggests pregnancy without depicting it literally. 
Viewers must move around to understand the three-dimensional reality. Light catches 
the curvature, creating subtle shadows that shift throughout the day. The work is 
architecturally integrated; it doesn't sit on the wall, it emerges from it. Kapoor visited 
Uluru in Australia in the late 1980s. The massive rock's relationship to earth—neither 
separate nor fully part of it—inspired this piece. The pregnancy metaphor extends 
beyond human biology to artistic creation itself.

• Critics described it as 'surprisingly elegant' despite its provocative title. One reviewer 
noted that viewers would approach cautiously, unsure if they were seeing correctly. 
The Royal Academy review called it 'more effective' than the pigment works in the 
same room. Commentators suggested the work alluded to how creating art mirrors 
pregnancy—conceiving an idea, nurturing it, then the difficult process of letting go. The 
Norwegian museum's acquisition signalled Nordic interest in British sculpture. The 
work's white-on-white subtlety contrasted sharply with Kapoor's earlier colour-
saturated pieces.

• Created during Kapoor's mature period, after winning the Turner Prize in 1991. He was 
moving from pigment and stone towards architectural interventions. The 1990s saw 
British art explode internationally—the Young British Artists dominated headlines, but 
Kapoor represented a different, more contemplative tradition. He'd married German art 
historian Susanne Spicale in 1990. His first child was born around this period. The 
work's title takes on biographical resonance. Britain was entering recession; John Major 
was Prime Minister. Kapoor's work offered escape from political turbulence.

• The form had to be precisely oval. Kapoor made dozens of models, adjusting the ratio. 

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)
When I am Pregnant
1992
Fibreglass, wood, and paint
180.5 x 180.5 x 43 cm
Nasjonalmuseet, Oslo, Norway



• Too round and it read as a sphere; too flat and it disappeared. The exact ratio 
remains proprietary. During fabrication, technicians struggled to achieve the 
seamless join between wall and protrusion. The Oslo installation required wall 
reinforcement—the structure weighs more than it appears. A gallery attendant 
once found a visitor touching the bulge, unable to resist. Now barriers are 
positioned at respectful distance. Kapoor refuses to explain whether the 'I' in the 
title refers to the wall, the viewer, the artist, or the work itself. 'Ambiguity is 
essential,' he insists.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Nasjonalmuseet (nah-SHOO-nahl-moo-SAY-et)
Uluru (OO-loo-roo): Aboriginal name for Ayers Rock
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Sky Mirror (2001) | Polished stainless steel | Diameter 575 cm | 
Nottingham Playhouse, UK (permanent)

• A six-metre concave disc of polished stainless steel tilts upward, reflecting the sky in 
distorted magnificence. The concave surface inverts the reflection—clouds appear 
upside down, buildings warp. Walk around it and the reflection shifts constantly. The 
mirror weighs ten tonnes. Its polish is so perfect that welds between 168 separate 
plates are invisible. One side reflects heaven, the other shows earth and passersby. The 
sculpture creates a portal between realms. Kapoor wanted viewers to see their city 
anew, to notice the sky they usually ignore. The work democratises contemporary art—
no gallery ticket required.

• Upon unveiling, critics praised it as transformative public art. It was called 'a triumph' 
when installed at Rockefeller Centre in 2006. The Guardian noted it possessed 
'mesmerising impact on urban environments.' In 2007, Nottingham residents voted it 
their favourite landmark in a landslide. One New York critic wrote it created 'a stunning 
dual perspective—bustling Fifth Avenue from one angle, inverted serene sky from 
another.' Comparisons to land art emphasised how it recontextualised nature within 
cities. The Public Art Fund called it 'one of the foremost artists of our time' creating 
'dazzling experiences of light and architecture.'

• Commissioned for Nottingham Playhouse's 2001 redevelopment. The £900,000 cost—
National Lottery funded—made it Britain's most expensive civic art at the time, sparking 
debate. Was abstract sculpture worth more than tangible public services? Kapoor was 
now internationally established. Cloud Gate in Chicago was being planned. The post-
9/11 world was emerging; Sky Mirror offered contemplative escape. Britain under Tony 
Blair was investing heavily in culture. The Millennium Dome fiasco was fresh memory. 
Public art was contentious. Kapoor's work succeeded where others failed because it 
genuinely engaged people.

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)
Sky Mirror
2001
Polished stainless steel
Diameter 575 cm 
(original Nottingham 
version)
Nottingham Playhouse, 
UK (permanent)



• Fabrication took over a year. A Finnish steel firm formed the concave structure; 
final polishing happened in Wellingborough, England. Achieving flawless polish 
across such curvature required new techniques. Early versions showed visible 
distortions. Engineers spent months programming computers to model reflections. 
The structure needed to withstand wind loads without warping. When first 
installed, concerns arose about focused sunlight potentially harming birds—dubbed 
'death ray' fears. Protective screens were added. No pigeons have been harmed. 
The 2006 Rockefeller version measured 11 metres diameter, weighed 23 tonnes. 
Kapoor collaborates closely with engineers; the technical challenges fascinate him.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Wellingborough (WEL-ing-bur-uh)
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Marsyas (2002) | Three steel rings and PVC membrane | 150 m 
long x 35 m high | Tate Modern, London (temporary installation)

• Three massive steel rings—two vertical, one horizontal—joined by a single span of 
blood-red PVC membrane. The form shifts from vertical to horizontal and back. The 
membrane, only 2mm thick, has a fleshy quality. Kapoor described it as 'rather like 
flayed skin.' The sculpture filled Tate Modern's entire Turbine Hall—ten storeys high, 
150 metres long. Viewers could never see it completely from any single position. You 
experienced it as fragments, constructing the whole mentally. The red suggested body, 
earth, viscera. Walking beneath it felt like being inside an organism. The title references 
the Greek satyr flayed alive by Apollo for musical hubris.

• The Guardian called it 'the biggest sculpture at Tate Modern and probably the biggest in 
any art gallery in the world.' Critics emphasised its unprecedented scale and ambition. 
One review noted it 'confounds spatial perception, immersing the viewer in a 
monochromatic field of colour.' The impossibility of viewing it completely was praised 
as metaphor for life itself. Estonian composer Arvo Pärt was so moved he composed 
'Lamentate' (2003) as homage, premiered beneath the sculpture. Pärt said it made him 
confront mortality. The work succeeded in Kapoor's goal of maintaining mystery, never 
revealing its complete form.

• The third Unilever Series commission, and first to use the hall's entire length. Kapoor 
began in January 2002, realising the only way to challenge the hall's daunting height 
was to use its length. He collaborated with engineer Cecil Balmond of Arup, who 
reprogrammed software to find non-linear forms. The membrane's extreme curvatures 
exceeded conventional engineering. Fabrication took eight weeks; 40 people erected it 
over six weeks. The surface area measured 3,500 square metres, fabricated as one 
piece. The project cost was substantial but undisclosed. Post-9/11 anxieties permeated 
2002; Marsyas offered a space for processing trauma and mortality.

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)
Marsyas
2002
Three steel rings and PVC 
membrane
150 m long x 35 m high 
(spanning Turbine Hall)
Tate Modern, London (2002-
2003, temporary)



• The PVC membrane was custom-manufactured; no existing material met Kapoor's 
requirements. It had to be strong enough to span 150 metres yet thin enough to 
appear skin-like. Wind from visitors walking beneath caused it to vibrate almost 
imperceptibly. Some visitors reported feeling nauseated—the scale overwhelmed 
vestibular systems. Tate received complaints and compliments in equal measure. 
One man proposed to his girlfriend beneath it. A child asked if they were inside a 
whale. Kapoor visited during installation, making minute adjustments to tension. 
The work was so large that removing it took nearly as long as installing it. Pieces 
are now in storage; reinstallation elsewhere is theoretically possible but 
prohibitively complex.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Marsyas (mar-SEE-us): Greek satyr
Arup (AH-rup): Engineering firm
Arvo Pärt (AR-vo PAIRT): Estonian composer
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), My Red Homeland (2003) | Wax and oil-based paint, steel arm 
and motor | Diameter 1,200 cm, approx. 20 tonnes | Various exhibitions (Guggenheim, 
Bilbao)

• A twelve-metre circle of deep red wax dominates the gallery floor. Twenty tonnes of 
material, viscous and alive. A motorised steel blade mounted on a rotating arm 
continuously reshapes the surface. The arm takes one hour to complete each rotation. 
It carves through the wax, creating ridges, valleys, mountains. The wax's surface records 
every movement—a palimpsest of marks. As hours pass, earlier marks are obliterated, 
new ones appear. The sculpture is never the same twice. Viewers watch hypnotised. 
The red is blood, earth, meat. The smell—slightly sweet, slightly chemical—fills the 
gallery. It's sculptural performance: the work generates itself.

• Critics praised it as groundbreaking in Kapoor's oeuvre. One reviewer called it 'auto-
generated form,' emphasising how the work creates itself rather than being created. 
The mechanised element introduced temporality previously absent from Kapoor's 
practice. Galleries reported viewers returning multiple times to see how the surface 
changed. The MCA Sydney noted 'visitors became unexpectedly emotional, some 
reporting memories of childhood, others of birth or death.' The work's scale was 
intimidating; several reviewers mentioned feeling small before it. The Jewish Museum 
Moscow's exhibition drew connections to ritual and remembrance.

• First shown at Kunsthaus Bregenz in Austria, 2003. This was Kapoor's first major kinetic 
work. He'd been experimenting with wax since the late 1990s but never at this scale. 
The Iraq War began in March 2003; the work's red resonated differently in that context. 
Kapoor denied political intent but acknowledged art exists in its moment. He was 
reading about Tibetan sand mandalas—temporary artworks destroyed after 
completion. The Jewish Museum Moscow showing in 2015 occurred during Russian-
Ukrainian tensions. Red homeland—whose homeland? The title's ambiguity allowed 
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• multiple readings. Britain was debating immigration, identity, belonging.
• The wax is industrial-grade, mixed with red oil paint for colour and malleability. 

Kapoor's studio developed the recipe through extensive testing. Too soft and it 
wouldn't hold form; too hard and the blade couldn't cut it. Temperature control is 
critical—galleries must maintain precise conditions. In Sydney, air conditioning 
failed overnight. By morning, the wax had partially melted, flowing outward. 
Kapoor flew in, studied it, declared it 'better.' The accident stayed. The steel blade 
requires monthly sharpening. Wax builds up on it, must be cleaned. Gallery 
technicians wear protective gear—the wax stains everything. Visitors are not 
allowed within three metres. One gallery reported a child threw something at it. 
The object sank into the wax, was slowly consumed. Kapoor chose not to retrieve 
it.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Kunsthouse Bregenz (KOONST-house BREG-ents)

REFERENCES:
https://www.kunsthaus-bregenz.at
https://www.mca.com.au
https://www.jewish-museum.ru
https://anishkapoor.com
https://www.lissongallery.com/artists/anish-kapoor
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Svayambh (2007) | Wax and oil-based paint, wood, steel, track 
system | Block: 700 x 300 x 450 cm; Track: 45-60 m | Various museums

• A massive block of dark red wax sits on a motorised flatcar. Railway tracks run through 
multiple gallery rooms. Every few minutes, the flatcar begins moving. Slowly, 
inexorably. The wax block is slightly larger than the doorways it must pass through. As it 
enters each doorway, wax scrapes off. The block is reshaped by architecture. Wax 
accumulates on doorframes, floors, walls. The work leaves traces—evidence of its 
passage. It moves through the entire museum, then returns, moving in reverse. The 
cycle repeats for the exhibition's duration. Each journey takes approximately 30 
minutes. The Sanskrit title means 'self-generated'—the sculpture creates its own form 
through movement.

• Critics called it 'an allegory of memory and history.' The architectural reshaping was 
seen as metaphor for how individuals are shaped by circumstances. The Guardian wrote 
that it 'transforms the museum into an active participant.' The wax's accumulation on 
walls created 'archaeological layers of meaning.' German critics at Haus der Kunst drew 
connections to Holocaust memory—the work passes through rooms that once hosted 
Nazi exhibitions. French critics at Nantes emphasised the work's meditation on time 
and entropy. The Royal Academy showing sparked debate: was the mess on walls 
intentional or negligent? Kapoor insisted the traces were integral.

• Premiered at Musée des Beaux-Arts, Nantes, 2007. Shown subsequently at Haus der 
Kunst, Munich (2007-2008), and Royal Academy, London (2009). Each installation 
required custom track systems, fitted to specific architectural layouts. The 2007-2008 
financial crisis was beginning; museums faced funding cuts. Kapoor's monumental 
ambition seemed defiant. He was reading about train transport during wartime—how 
railways enabled both destruction and survival. Haus der Kunst's Nazi-era history gave 
the work additional resonance. The building had been Führerbau—Hitler's gallery. 

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)
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Wax and oil-based paint, wood, 
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Block: 700 x 300 x 450 cm; Track: 
45-60 m (varies)
Originally: Musée Beaux-Arts, 
Nantes; Haus der Kunst



• Svayambh's slow movement through these rooms became performative reckoning 
with history.

• The wax block weighs approximately 1,500 kilogrammes. It required custom 
fabrication—poured in sections, built up over weeks. The motorised flatcar runs on 
specially installed tracks. Maximum speed: 0.1 metres per second—glacial pace. 
Engineers calculated doorway tolerances precisely: too tight and the block jams; 
too loose and insufficient wax scrapes off. In Munich, a mechanical failure stopped 
the block mid-doorway for three hours. Visitors thought it was intentional. When 
repaired, no explanation was given. The wax scraped from doorframes is swept up 
nightly, stored. At exhibition's end, some museums requested keeping the door 
traces. Others insisted on complete removal. Cleaning takes weeks; solvent 
damages paint, so technicians work by hand. At the Royal Academy, the block got 
stuck permanently in one doorway. It became part of the work.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Svayambh (svah-YAHM-buh): Sanskrit, 'self-generated'
Nantes (NAWNTS): French city

REFERENCES:
https://www.museedesbeauxarts.nantes.fr
https://www.hausderkunst.de
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk
https://anishkapoor.com
https://www.lissongallery.com/artists/anish-kapoor
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Shooting into the Corner (2008-2009) | Cannon, wax, air 
compressor, steel | Cannon: 210 x 150 x 100 cm | Various exhibitions

• A nine-foot-long pneumatic cannon fires 11-kilogramme balls of blood-red wax into a 
gallery corner every 20 minutes. The wax pellets travel at 50 kilometres per hour. Each 
impact creates violent splatter. Over the exhibition's duration, approximately 20 to 30 
tonnes of wax accumulate against walls and floor. The corner becomes carnage. The 
wax resembles a gunshot wound, flesh torn open. Spectators wait anxiously for each 
firing. Gallery attendants in black boiler suits load the cannon. The anticipation builds. 
Then—explosion. The room startles. Viewers describe the experience as visceral, 
disturbing, thrilling. Kapoor called it 'very violent and deeply phallic.' The accumulation 
is both destructive and creative. The work makes itself.

• Critics described it as 'psycho drama.' The Royal Academy called it 'extraordinary 
complexity and drama.' One reviewer noted waiting for the cannon created unbearable 
tension. Another compared the result to 'a giant gunshot wound.' The work sold out the 
MAK Vienna exhibition. At the Royal Academy, it became the most talked-about piece 
in Kapoor's career survey—more discussed than the pigment works or mirrors. Vito 
Acconci wrote that it transformed passive viewing into active participation through 
anticipation. The violence disturbed some visitors; others found it cathartic. Post-
financial crisis 2009, the aggression felt timely.

• First shown at MAK Vienna in early 2009, during the depths of the global financial crisis. 
Banks were collapsing; rage was everywhere. The work premiered in Austria, not 
Britain—Kapoor was already thinking internationally. The Royal Academy showing 
opened September 2009, making Kapoor the first living artist to have a solo exhibition 
there. The exhibition attracted 275,000 visitors, the most successful show by a living 
artist in London at that time. Britain was in recession. The Coalition Government would 
form in 2010. The cannon's violence mirrored societal anger. Kapoor was reading about 

Anish Kapoor (b. 1954)
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variable
Various exhibitions (MAK Vienna; Royal Academy 
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• warfare, about how weapons create form.
• The cannon was custom-engineered. Kapoor worked with a team for over a year 

developing it. Early prototypes misfired or fired inconsistently. Achieving 50 
kilometres per hour required precise pneumatic pressure. The wax had to be hard 
enough to maintain shape during flight but soft enough to splatter on impact. 
Temperature-controlled storage was essential. At the Royal Academy, the Small 
Weston Room's historic walls required protective barriers—invisible to viewers. 
Insurance was complex. One firing damaged a light fixture; the gallery absorbed 
costs. Cleaning after exhibitions takes weeks. Technicians use heat guns and 
solvents. Some wax is irremovable—the work leaves permanent traces. At MAK, a 
visitor tried to touch wet wax, burned their hand. Barriers were adjusted. Kapoor 
attends openings but never stays for firings—says he cannot watch his own 
violence.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
MAK (MAHK): Museum of Applied Arts, Vienna
Vito Acconci (VEE-toh ah-CONE-chee): American artist and writer (1940-2017)

REFERENCES:
https://www.e-flux.com/announcements/38308/anish-kapoor-shooting-into-the-
corner
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/exhibition/anish-kapoor
https://www.johiggins.com/latest/2018/12/29/review-anish-kapoor-royal-academy-
of-arts-2009
https://www.artbook.com/9783775723824.html
https://anishkapoor.com
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Cloud Gate (2004-2006) | Stainless steel (168 welded plates) | 
1,000 x 2,000 x 1,280 cm | Millennium Park, Chicago (permanent)

• A 110-tonne bean-shaped mirror dominates AT&T Plaza in Chicago's Millennium Park. 
The surface is so polished that 168 welded steel plates become invisible—one seamless 
form. Chicago's skyline reflects and distorts across its surface. Walk beneath the 12-
foot-high arch and you enter a chamber of infinite reflections. The underside's concave 
navel multiplies images endlessly. Visitors see themselves fragmented, inverted, 
multiplied. The sculpture changes with weather—clouds drift across its surface, giving it 
its name. Winter snow blankets it; summer sun blazes. It's become Chicago's most 
photographed landmark, surpassing even the Willis Tower. An icon of civic pride. Locals 
call it 'The Bean.' Kapoor initially resisted the nickname but eventually embraced it.

• Upon dedication in 2006, the Chicago Tribune called it 'a civic magnet.' Critics praised 
its democratic accessibility—no admission, no barriers. The New York Times wrote it 
possessed 'a populist, carnival aspect.' Art critic Jerry Saltz described it as 'one of the 
most successful public sculptures of the century.' Over 12,000 people attended the 
unveiling. The sculpture cost $23 million, 50% over budget and three years late. Critics 
lambasted the delays and costs. But public love overwhelmed criticism. Within a year, 
five million people visited annually. It's now estimated at 12 million annual visitors. The 
work transformed public art's role in America.

• Commissioned in 1999 as part of Millennium Park's development. Chicago wanted a 
signature piece. Kapoor's proposal won unanimously. Fabrication began in 2004 at a 
California factory. The bean-shape required entirely new welding techniques. 
Traditional methods would have left visible seams. Oakland's Performance Structures 
Inc. developed proprietary processes. Polishing took months—workers hand-finished 
every square inch. Installation happened in 2004, but Kapoor delayed the unveiling for 
two years, dissatisfied with seam visibility. Workers returned repeatedly. The park 
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Stainless steel (168 welded plates)
1,000 x 2,000 x 1,280 cm (33 x 66 x 42 feet)
Millennium Park, Chicago, USA 
(permanent)



• opened without it officially complete. Tourists photographed it anyway. By 
dedication day 2006, it was already beloved.

• The design evolved from water droplets on Kapoor's studio table. He photographed 
mercury beads, fascinated by how they reflected. The sculpture's underbelly 
became the project's greatest challenge. Creating that concave chamber required 
computer modelling unavailable when initially proposed. The steel came from 
Germany—American steel couldn't meet tolerances. Each of 168 plates was 
precision-cut, transported to Chicago, welded on-site. Welders wore special 
masks—the reflection was blinding. The first attempted polish revealed every 
seam. Kapoor demanded perfection. The team ground down welds, re-polished. 
Three attempts. The final surface reflects with 80% accuracy—higher than any 
previous large sculpture. Winter maintenance is complex. Ice forms in the 
chamber; staff use special heaters. Bird strikes are frequent but leave no 
permanent damage. One teenager tried to climb it in 2019; security upgraded. 
During COVID lockdown 2020, when fenced off, Chicagoans protested. The city 
relented. The Bean is now insured for $500 million.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Millennium Park (mil-LEN-ee-um)
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), ArcelorMittal Orbit (2012) | Steel (2,000 tonnes, 60% recycled) | 
Height 114.5 m | Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, Stratford, London

• Britain's largest piece of public art spirals 114.5 metres above London's Olympic Park. A 
twisted lattice of red tubular steel loops and tangles, defying conventional tower 
design. Two observation platforms offer 20-mile views. Visitors ascend via lift, descend 
the 455-step spiral staircase. The structure contains 35,000 bolts and enough steel for 
265 double-decker buses. Sixty percent is recycled—washing machines, used cars, 
transformed. Designed with engineer Cecil Balmond, Kapoor wanted to challenge 
verticality. Rather than going straight up, it orbits—a continuous loop that curves back 
on itself. Boris Johnson called it perfect iconic legacy. Critics called it 'helter-skelter,' 
'giant shisha pipe,' 'mutant trombone.' The public calls it 'The Orbit.' In 2016, Carsten 
Höller added a 178-metre tunnel slide. Art became adventure park.

• Upon unveiling, reactions split dramatically. The Guardian called it 'the perfect symbol 
of a money-no-object Olympics.' Detractors deemed it 'an eyesore,' 'a folly.' Supporters 
praised its audacity. During the 2012 Olympics, 130,000 visitors climbed it. After the 
park reopened in 2014, attendance disappointed initially. The slide addition in 2016 
tripled visitors. Architectural critics debated whether it succeeded as sculpture or failed 
as architecture. Rowan Moore wrote it represented 'the collision between art and 
engineering.' The debate continues. What's undeniable: it's unforgettable. You either 
love it or loathe it. Middle ground doesn't exist.

• The commission originated from a 2009 chance conversation. At the World Economic 
Forum in Davos, Mayor Boris Johnson mentioned needing an Olympic landmark. 
Lakshmi Mittal, CEO of steelmaker ArcelorMittal, immediately offered to fund it. £19.1 
million total cost—ArcelorMittal paid £16 million. The project was announced March 
2010. Kapoor called it 'the commission of a lifetime.' Balmond and Kapoor had 
collaborated since Marsyas. Construction took 18 months. Fabrication happened in 
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• Bolton, Lancashire—100 workers created 600 precision star-shaped nodes. Four 
men and a crane assembled it on-site. The 2012 Olympics needed spectacle. East 
London needed regeneration. The sculpture aimed to achieve both.

• The Tower of Babel inspired the looping design. Kapoor and Balmond wanted 
something that questioned rather than affirmed. Traditional observation towers 
are phallic—thrusting upward. The Orbit refuses that logic. It tangles, contradicts 
itself. Computer modelling was essential—the asymmetry defied conventional 
structural engineering. Wind loading was critical. The design required flexibility. 
Steel was the only viable material. The red colour signifies luck in Eastern cultures. 
Nineteen thousand litres of RAL 3003 paint coat it. Maintenance is constant—the 
steel weathers, requires repainting every decade. The slide addition was 
controversial. Kapoor initially resisted but ultimately approved. The slide is 
transparent in sections, offering vertiginous views. Riders reach 15 miles per hour. 
Some find it exhilarating; others nauseating. During the Queen's Diamond Jubilee, 
it was illuminated with special lighting. Brexit debates raged around it—a symbol 
either of British ambition or folly, depending on perspective.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Lakshmi Mittal (LUCK-shmee MIT-tal): Indian steel magnate
Carsten Höller (CAR-sten HER-ler): Belgian artist

REFERENCES:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ArcelorMittal_Orbit
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Descension (2014) | Water vortex (mechanical system) | 
Diameter 800 cm | Various installations

• An eight-metre circle of continuously swirling water dominates outdoor space. The 
water spins relentlessly, converging in a central vortex. The centre appears to descend 
infinitely into the earth. No bottom is visible. Water rushes downward with a steady 
roar. The sound is hypnotic, unnerving. Safety railings surround it—the pull feels 
dangerous. The vortex never stops, never slows. Originally, Kapoor dyed the water 
black with all-natural dye, creating an apparent black hole. For Brooklyn's 2017 
installation, he left water clear, responding to the East River's proximity. Transparency 
revealed the mechanical illusion whilst maintaining mystery. Viewers report vertigo. 
Children ask where the water goes. The answer: nowhere and everywhere. It 
recirculates endlessly.

• Public Art Fund Director Nicholas Baume called it an 'active object that resonates with 
changes in our understanding of the world.' Critics emphasized its visceral impact. One 
reviewer described feeling 'vibration through your whole body' when standing at the 
perimeter. The work's association with political 'descension' was noted during its 2017 
New York showing—Trump's inauguration was fresh. Kapoor acknowledged the timing. 
In India at the 2014 Kochi-Muziris Biennale premiere, it was read through different 
lenses—religious purification, monsoon seasons, cyclical time. At Versailles in 2015, it 
became part of Kapoor's controversial show. The work adapts to context whilst 
maintaining its essential mystery.

• First realized for the Kochi-Muziris Biennale in India, 2014. That version was smaller, 
installed indoors. Kapoor then reimagined it for Versailles in 2015, expanding scale and 
moving outdoors. The Versailles showing attracted vandalism—anti-Semitic graffiti 
appeared multiple times. Kapoor, of Jewish and Hindu heritage, was targeted. The work 
continued despite threats. Brooklyn Bridge Park's 2017 installation marked its North 
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• American debut. The Public Art Fund's 40th anniversary celebration chose it as a 
centrepiece. The work ran May to September 2017. Climate change, political 
instability, refugee crises—the vortex's ominous pull felt timely. One visitor 
compared it to the 9/11 Memorial's reflecting pools, where water disappears into 
voids.

• The engineering is complex. A mechanical system creates the vortex using 
submerged jets and precise water flow control. The angle of water entry is 
critical—too steep and the vortex collapses; too shallow and it won't form. 
Computer modelling determined exact specifications. The system runs 
continuously during exhibition hours. Water temperature must be controlled—too 
cold and the vortex becomes unstable. The installation requires constant 
monitoring. At Versailles, leaves and debris clogged the system repeatedly. 
Maintenance staff worked overnight clearing it. In Brooklyn, gulls attempted to 
land on it. The vortex destabilized them; they quickly learned to avoid it. During the 
Versailles showing, vandals threw paint into it. The entire system had to be 
drained, cleaned, restarted. Kapoor chose to continue. At Brooklyn, one child asked 
if it was a portal to another dimension. The parent couldn't answer. Neither could 
Kapoor when asked the same question. 'Maybe,' he said. 'That's the point.'

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Kochi-Muziris (KOH-chee moo-ZEE-ris): Biennale in Kerala, India
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Anish Kapoor (b. 1954), Void pavilion V, 2018, Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice
Works using Vantablack (2016-present) | Vantablack coating on sculptural forms | 
Variable dimensions | Various exhibitions

• Vantablack absorbs 99.965% of visible light. It's one of the blackest substances known. 
Looking at it, three-dimensional forms appear completely flat. Depth disappears. The 
eye cannot process what it sees. Kapoor acquired exclusive artistic rights in 2016. The 
art world erupted. Other artists protested—how could one person monopolise a 
colour? Stuart Semple created 'the world's pinkest pink' in retaliation, banning Kapoor 
from purchasing it. The controversy overshadowed the works themselves. But the 
works are extraordinary. Sculptural forms coated in Vantablack become voids. A sphere 
looks like a black circle. A cavity becomes absolute nothingness. Viewers report 
disorientation, even nausea. The brain rebels against the absence of visual information.

• The 2016 announcement provoked immediate backlash. Artists worldwide condemned 
Kapoor's exclusivity deal with Surrey NanoSystems, Vantablack's creator. Christian Furr 
said it was 'like someone owning a colour during the Renaissance.' The hashtag 
#ShareTheBlack trended. Stuart Semple's 'Black 3.0'—'the blackest paint in the world' 
available to everyone except Kapoor—sold thousands of units. The controversy became 
international news. Some defended Kapoor, noting exclusivity deals are common in 
luxury goods. Others argued art materials should be democratic. The debate continues. 
Meanwhile, Kapoor's Vantablack works command premium prices. At Venice's Gallerie 
dell'Accademia in 2022, his Vantablack pieces were highlights. Critics who saw past the 
controversy praised them as Kapoor's most radical exploration of the void.

• Surrey NanoSystems developed Vantablack for military and aerospace applications. The 
substance is not technically a paint—it's a coating of vertically aligned carbon nanotube 
forests. Applying it requires specialised equipment and controlled environments. Only 
Surrey NanoSystems can apply it. Kapoor cannot do it himself. He sends sculptures to 
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• their facility. The process is proprietary. The coating is fragile—touching it destroys 
the nanotubes. The works require special handling. Museums install protective 
barriers. The substance's origins in military technology add unsettling subtext. 
Stealth bombers use similar coatings. Kapoor's acquisition occurred in 2016, during 
Brexit chaos. Britain was turning inward. Kapoor, still an outsider despite decades 
in London, secured cutting-edge British technology for his art. The irony was noted.

• The substance fascinates and terrifies in equal measure. One curator described 
unpacking a Vantablack work: 'I thought there was nothing in the crate.' Only when 
lighting changed did form emerge slightly. Photography struggles to capture it—
cameras cannot register the blackness accurately. Images always look less extreme 
than reality. Viewers must experience it in person. At Venice 2022, viewers spent 
unusual amounts of time staring. Security reported people waving hands in front of 
works, testing if eyes were malfunctioning. One woman cried, overwhelmed. 
Another laughed nervously. The works trigger primal responses. Stuart Semple's 
vendetta continues—he's created multiple 'blackest paints,' each banned to 
Kapoor. In 2019, Semple created a pigment called 'Black 3.0' and crowdfunded its 
development. Buyers must confirm they're not Anish Kapoor nor purchasing on his 
behalf. The feud has become art world legend. Kapoor rarely comments. When 
asked, he simply says: 'The work speaks for itself.' It does. But what it says is 
unsettling.

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:
Vantablack (VAN-tah-black): Vertically Aligned Nanotube Array
Stuart Semple (STEW-art SEM-pull): British artist
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