
Why Past Modern Madonna? 

This may be a very illogical explanation. In Europe at the end of the 19th and beginning of 
the 20th Century art from other cultures was being brought into museums. Apart from 
Japanese prints African sculpture was to have an influence on many artists. Picasso 
painted African masks on two of his demoiselles in Demoiselles D’Avignon. When he was 
asked about the importance of African sculpture on his art he said that he did not 
particularly like the sculpture but envied the artists because their sculpture had a definite 
role or purpose in their culture. 

Religions in whatever form have been the greatest source of inspiration for and suppliers of 
a function for art. Secularism has found other justifications but never as powerful as making 
a container for a God or spirit. Some religions banning of icons makes this even more 
interesting. 

Madonna for me is the most ubiquitous symbol for religious sculpture. In a bizarre leap of 
un-logic I wondered if automobiles were the secular replacement for Madonnas in 
churches and temples. Although vehicles are not sculptures themselves there is a sculptural 
element in the variation and detail in their forms.  

Vehicles have been a subject for art over millennia. Bugattis were meant to be works of art 
but they were not the only manufacturer to carry that pretension. There are many ‘art’ cars 
that have been made with various modifications and exhibited. There are also the 
expensive cars given to artists to paint artistically. 

In Cambodia I saw the home-made trucks made from cobbling bits from different vehicles 
and machines together. These were not beautiful but did seem to me to have much more 
integrity than commercially built vehicles. They had an honesty which all commercial 
vehicles lack. For me the appearance of a vehicle disguises its actual functioning. The 
body form is an aesthetic disguise. 

In the basement of the Hermitage they have the objects recovered from a 5th Century BC 
burial mound. Among the objects is the burial vehicle. This is a four-wheeled carriage made 
from birch wood. It is the basic elements necessary for a cart. Four large diameter wheels 
and a platform with a framed canopy. Presumably its only use was to carry the deceased 
20 or 30 metres into the space where they would then spend eternity. The structure was 
basically transparent. This vehicle was both totally functional and spiritually charged and to 
my surprise I did think that this thing was actually beautiful.  

For unknown reasons this inspired me to make a vehicle that fulfilled the essential functions 
of a contemporary vehicle but was as transparent as possible – exposed its function. It was 
also to be visually engaging. There are a number of ways people experience vehicles. They 
can be like a mask, something you can get into and be another person. I have this feeling 
about vehicles that is like being in a child’s pram. A thing that carries me across the 
landscape. Analyse that. 

Past Modern Madonna as a title was word play. Past Modern punning on Post Modern but 
also referring to the historical vehicle and the deception of the modern incarnation. 
Madonna because of the mad idea that somehow we have transferred our adulation of 
the icon onto the vehicle we drive or aspire to drive. 
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