
Ally Standing!
Cader Idris  !
2015 in Birmingham: an important 
moment in the city’s recent history, the 
demolition of John Madin’s Central 
Library, built from 1969-74, which is 
scheduled to begin this year  marking a 1

step forward in the drive to shake off the 
‘ c o n c r e t e j u n g l e ’ t a g i t g a i n e d 
architecturally during the post-war years. 
The extensive redevelopment of Kenneth 
Davies’ 1964 New Street station, which is 
due to finish this year, is also reflective of 
this shift in the city’s aesthetic ideals.!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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With this demolition in mind, I have felt 
compelled over the recent months to 
extensively explore and document the 
library from the outside of the building, 
each time finding more areas closed off 
from public access. Shown here is a 
photograph I took the last time I was able 
to access the water garden area outside 
of the library building. We see a concrete 
pillar, onto which is painted:!!
! UNLEARN + RETHINK!!
A statement which, having previously 
referred to the building’s use, now seems 
to encapsulate its own fate. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The next time I returned to the library I 
found the area behind the building where 
I took the photograph on the previous 
page was completely fenced off. As I 
approached the fence, I saw on the floor 
at my feet this small chunk of concrete. I 
looked above at the link bridge section of 
the building and saw directly above me a 
corner of one of the precast concrete 
exterior panels was missing. One side of 
the piece is moulded flat and bears the 
green lichen stains of having been 
exposed to the elements for the past 40 
years. The other side of the piece shows 
a dark brown rust stain from where the 
supporting metal was and revealing how 
it broke away. I quickly picked up the 
piece and wrapped it in tissue paper, 
guarding it as carefully as if I had found a 
precious gem. I knew I wanted to use it in 
my work some way, and planned to take 
some preliminary photographs of it.!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Something I came across close to where 
I found the concrete, and which despite 
having passed many times had never 
noticed before, was this plaque, which 
forms part of a piece of public art, Cader 
Idris, Wales by David Patten. The other 
part of the piece is a relief of abstract 
coloured shapes of steel, designed to 
evoke the mountainous landscape of 
Cader Idris. !!
The inscription on the plaque, a quote 
from historian William Hutton, speaks of 
subjectivity in relation to perception, and 
though it describes a location far 
removed from the building upon which it 
sits, it seems to now have a greater 
significance in relation to the library itself, 
and opinions surrounding it:!!
! Descending a hill of eminence, I had 
! a full view, under a bright sun, of 
! Cader Idris. !!
! If I was asked what !length would be 
! a line drawn from the eye to the 
! summit? I should answer, ‘To the 
! best of my judgement one mile.’ !!
! I believe the space is more than five; 
! so fallacious is the vision when it 
! takes in only one object, and that 
! elevated.!!
! ! - William Hutton 1803 !2!!!!!!!
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With Hutton’s quote on the plaque in 
mind, I felt compelled to visit Cader 
Idris in order to see what I could find 
to help me bring the work together. 
As I walked up the mountain - which 
was more challenging than I had 
expected - I found myself reflecting 
upon how my urban exploration 
could have the potential to provoke 
a pilgrimage of sorts to a mountain 
in Wales. !!!!!!!!!!
As I climbed, I kept thinking I saw 
the summit ahead, but as I reached 
the crest, another accent would 
appear, and I could hear other 
walkers around me remarking on 
the ‘false summits’ the mountain is 
known for - which seemed in fact 
quite apt in relation to the inscription 
on the plaque. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!

!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Something else I saw a lot of while 
climbing Cader Idris were piles of rocks 
called cairns all the way up, placed there 
by walkers to mark out the route. Using 
the rock in this way was interesting to me 
i n r e l a t i o n t o m y i d e a s , a n d I 
photographed the cairns as well as 
bringing enough small rocks back with 
me to create my own mini cairn in the 
studio. I couldn’t help thinking of John 
Latham’s Five Sisters work and the way a 
mountain (or man made heap) can be an 
artwork.!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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This image shows the mini cairn I made 
with the rocks from Cader Idris, sitting on 
a carpet tile from Central Library and a 
concrete plinth I cast last year, a 
development within the work which 
brought to mind for me the work of Robert 
Smithson. Though I found this somewhat 
pleasing to make and to look at, I wasn’t 
sure if or how it would work with the other 
elements I wanted to bring in. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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!
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This image shows German stamps from 
the  same year the library was built which 
I bought  on eBay some time after 
re tu rn ing f rom Cader Id r i s , and 
considered perhaps using them within the 
work . I experimented with the use of 
coloured backgrounds, and wondered if 
they might, when used in conjunction with 
an image of the piece of concrete, 
emphasise the idea of, like stamp 
collecting, carefully preserving and 
cataloguing something. However, the fact 
that the stamps were German and bore in 
that respect little or no relation to the 
library or the mountain made them 
somewhat anomalous and difficult.!
!!!!!!!!!!!!

!!!!!!
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The image of the concrete I decided to use speaks directly 
to the inscription on the plaque, in that shot from this 
angle, it definitely has the appearance of a mountain. In 
fact I think it looks uncannily like the Matterhorn.!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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!!
This image shows the final images I chose to use, in 
simple black frames, installed side by side. The piece of 
concrete may not be recognised by the viewer as such: 
having read the plaque, they may come to the conclusion 
that it is a piece of rock from Cader Idris - this is an 
ambiguity which I intended to set up within the work, and 
one which I think is appropriate in relation to the inscription 
on the plaque. The differing scales of the images also has 
the effect of making the viewer question what it is they are 
looking at. Considering a mountain alongside a piece of 
concrete 70s architecture raises thoughts about 
permanence and monumentality. The black surface upon 
which the concrete sits evokes a still black lake of sorts, 
bringing about thoughts of the picturesque, which is 
interesting in conjunction with an image of a building which 
is considered, by some, to be far from that.!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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