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I N T R O D UC T I O N
A NEW HOME
FOR SCULPTURE AT
THE LARGEST
LISTED STRUCTURE
IN EUROPE

Envisioned like few other post-war housing
estates, Park Hill was one of the UK’s
largest slum housing clearance projects
outside of London. Central to its utopian
vision was maintaining a strong sense of
community and its ‘streets in the sky’ were
considered revolutionary at the time.
Stretching over 32 acres, Park Hill’s
distinctive interior landscapes, including
ornamental gardens, a community centre,
shops, schools and numerous playgrounds,
were integral to its successful community
vision. Fifty years on, after several decades
of decline, this vision was reimagined for a
new generation by property regenerator
Urban Splash, which was awarded the
development contract for Park Hill in 2004.
Well known for the integration of arts in
their development projects, Urban Splash
began a conversation with British artist Keith
Wilson about commissioning permanent
sculpture for the site. As an artist with a
longstanding interest in the cultural status of
sculpture and the extent to which sculpture
can play a part in social transformation,
Wilson proposed an alternative vision.
In collaboration with landscape architect
Tim Osborne Studio, Wilson reconfigured
the 3.5-acre landscape by Phase 1 of
Park Hill to accommodate a series of five

concrete discs – Park Hill Plinths – across
the multipurpose site. The design of each
plinth directly references a core aspect of
Park Hill’s characteristic topography: the
3.18 m diameter is equal to the building’s
modular grid, the concrete was made
using the same mix, and the various heights
reference the estate’s incremental plateaus.

Park Hill Plinths can be seen as both a
generous act to provide the physical
support structure for future sculptural
works, and when viewed from above,
as a ‘footprint’ marking the landscape’s
intended future purpose.
As with all public spaces this landscape
serves many purposes – a resident’s
garden, a car park, a thoroughfare to
other parts of the city and now, a new
site for public sculpture. How will these
functions sit alongside each other and
what will it mean to place sculpture on an
estate that is undergoing major change?
Our vision to is to make Sculpture Park
Hill home to an ambitious programme
of temporary modern and contemporary
sculpture exhibitions, where we hope
to address some of these questions
at this distinctive and multifunctional
site in the city of Sheffield.
Louise Hutchinson
Director, S1 Artspace
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A B R I EF HI S T O R Y
One of the most spectacular examples
of a new approach to communal living in
post-war Britain, the iconic Park Hill estate
opened in 1961, housing over 3,500
people, spanning 32 acres. The landscape
from which Park Hill rose was considered
an integral part of the estate since its
construction in the late 1950s. Formerly
known as ‘Park’, the area has changed
drastically over time through a process of
decay and restoration.
During the Victorian era, it was an area
occupied by unsanitary slum housing, which
facilitated the spread of cholera from 1832
until 1866. Regardless, the dense housing
remained in place until after the First World
War when the Housing and Town Planning
Act 1919 stated that local authorities
needed to establish housing schemes.
Clearance of the area began in the 1930s.
The Second World War halted plans, and
afterwards it was decided that a radical
scheme needed to be introduced.
The vision for hundreds of new modern
flats led to a complete reconfiguration
of the area. Designed by young Sheffield
City Council architects Ivor Smith and
Jack Lynn, under the supervision of John
Lewis Womersley (Sheffield Council’s City
Architect), Historic England declared Park
Hill as Britain’s first completed scheme
of post-war slum clearance and the most
ambitious inner-city development of its
time.

Park Hill was based on the principal that the
flats and their surroundings should facilitate
almost every need of its inhabitants.
Recognising a strong sense of community,
Smith and Lynn tried to preserve this spirit
in its design. Neighbours were re-housed
alongside each other, old street names were
retained and each flat opened out onto
the revolutionary ‘streets in the sky’, which
allowed for easy socialising.
Bringing hot running water and indoor
toilets to many for the first time, it boasted
31 shops, four public houses, several
playgrounds, a community centre, social
clubs, dentists, doctors, a nursery and a
school. However, whilst these new flats
began to dominate the city’s skyline, the
last remaining building from the site’s
previous incarnation - the Victorian school
- remained in place until it was demolished
in 1967 to make way for a new modern
primary school.
The collapse of the steel industry in the
1980s brought the utopian ideals of Park
Hill to an end, and it became a site
notorious for crime. However, its fortunes
changed in 1997 when it was granted a
Grade II* listing and, in 2004, Urban Splash
embarked on a major overhaul of the
estate. By 2013, Phase 1 was short listed
for the RIBA Stirling Prize and the first new
residents began to move in. Over 600
people now live and work at Park Hill and
Phase 2 is due to commence in 2018.
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PARK HILL WAS THE FIRST ESTATE TO BE
DESIGNED TO RETAIN THIS ‘COMMUNAL
SPACE’ AND THE RELATED ‘SOCIAL
CONTROLS’ OF THE WORKING CLASS
NEIGHBOURHOOD.
CHRISTOPHER W. BACON, UNIVERSITY OF SHEFFIELD, 1985
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P A R K HI LL P LI N T HS
THE INAUGURAL SCULPTURE PARK HILL COMMISSION:
A PERMANENT WORK BY ARTIST KEITH WILSON

Park Hill Plinths by artist Keith Wilson
consists of five concrete disc-shaped
plinths positioned at various intervals across
a 3.5 acre landscape at Park Hill. The
design of each plinth directly references
a core aspect of Park Hill’s characteristic
topography: the 3.18 m diameter is equal
to the building’s modular grid, the concrete
is made using the same mix, and the various
heights reference the estate’s incremental
plateaus.
Wilson has described the work as
‘materialising an unscripted future’. His
decision to lay these five plinths like a
‘footprint’ over the landscape could be
viewed as a territorial gesture - claiming
the future use of the landscape for artistic
purposes, but it can also be seen as a
generous gesture - giving a
platform for what is yet to come.
Either way, the work marks the beginning
of a different function for this public
space at Park Hill. The plinths form the
basis for a programme of temporary
sculpture exhibitions on a dedicated, but
multifunctional site in the city of Sheffield.

Keith Wilson is an artist with a longstanding
interest in the cultural status of sculpture
and the extent to which sculpture can play a
part in social transformation.
Interested in exploring the power relations
inherent to everyday human interactions, his
exhibitions are often dramatised by having
to navigate your way around authoritative
pieces of highly ordered sculptural material.
In recent years, he has made large-scale
galvanised steel sculptures appropriating
the language of railings, street furniture,
market stalls and cattle runs. These works
are often ‘performative’, engaging the
viewer and inviting them to interact
physically with the work - leaning on it,
sitting on it, or even playing around it.
With Park Hill Plinths, Wilson prompts a
similar response; the works are to become
part of people’s everyday life and can be
used accordingly in the process.
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I FIND THE LACK OF INSTITUTIONAL
FRAMING OF ART WHEN IT’S OUT IN
ORDINARY SPACE A RELIEF. EVEN
THE NA MING OF WORK BRINGS UP
IMAGINATIVE POSSIBILITIES, GAMES
AROUND MEANING AND OWNERSHIP.
KEITH WILSON, ARTIST
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A PL A CE F OR S C ULP T UR E
TIM MACHIN
In March 2017, The Guardian reported that
‘Old Flo is returning home’. Henry Moore’s
Draped Seated Woman was one of many
sculptures across the country purchased or
commissioned in the 1950s and 60s for the
new housing rising out of cleared slum areas.
The sculpture had been the subject of legal
action over ownership, attempted sale by a
cash-strapped local authority and removed
for safety against bronze metal theft, but
it originally graced the Stifford Estate in
Stepney Green. Built in 1963, these three
17-storey brutalist towers housed some
1,700 people in a fitting answer (according
to Christopher Marshall) to ‘a deep-seated
postwar need for an epic, modern, civic art
that might help rebuild a shattered Europe
through the reinforcement of universal
humanist values that reconnected the
individual to the landscape, both urban and
natural’. Placing ‘Old Flo’ at Stifford was the
manifestation of this desire to fundamentally
improve the lives of the people who lived
there.
That sculpture can give identity to place has
been long understood, from the contrasting
symbolic settings of statues and fountains
in the private, aristocratic Boboli Gardens
and public, civic Piazza del Signoria of
Renaissance Florence , through to the way
in which sculpture manipulates vistas and
perspective in an 18th century English
estate like that of Studley Royal.

A NEW FOOTPRINT FOR
SCULPTURE IN SHEFFIELD

The history of the sculpture garden is one in
which it both represents and acts as an agent
to project the values of its commissioners.
In the decades following the Second
World War, the installation of important
Modernist works on urban public housing
projects and in the new towns, was explicitly
planned to develop and enhance the feeling
of place and the development of new
idealised communities. In Harlow, architect
and master-planner Frederick Gibberd,
intended the ‘Civic Centre [to] be home
to the finest works of art, as it is in Florence
and other splendid cities’ and the town was
explicitly planned to develop and enhance
the feeling of place and the development
of new idealised communities. Even at Park
Hill, the original children’s playgrounds
featured ‘furniture’ by abstract artist John
Forrester (who also designed the coloured
brick infill panels on the building).
In recent times, the sculpture garden has
become a useful tool in the armoury of
local leaders looking to bring new life to
underused urban areas. In Seattle, the
Olympic Sculpture Park has been the
catalyst for the redevelopment of a vast area
of previously derelict waterfront. Closer to
home, agencies like Artangel and Situations
have seen how artists acting in urban settings
can act directly as ‘charismatic agents
of change’, embracing the possibilities
‘extraordinary art in unexpected places’.
This process isn’t without its critiques; the
best-intentioned schemes can be victims of

their own success. As such, New York’s much
lauded High Line park has been criticised
for unleashing uncontrolled gentrification
and in East London, Bow Arts Trust and
Poplar HARCA’s temporary creative live /
work scheme (short-term creative use of
empty property) at Balfron Tower has seen
artists themselves accused of ‘artwashing’.
Other projects have been able to sidestep
the imperatives of regeneration, like the
decennial temporary citywide Skulptur
Projekte Münster where (if only once a
decade) important art works intrude in the
city’s public spaces. Conceived deliberately
as an attempt to ‘create a community not
just with art but for art’, we find perhaps
a clear expression of the desire to use
sculpture to not only fill spaces, but to create
spaces.
There is something tremendously generous
about using sculpture like this – taking
the risks for granted. In an outdoor space,
we encounter sculpture in a way that
is impossible within the confines of an
indoor gallery - space and scale impact our
experience and we feel (more so in a garden
or park) the ‘need to discover’. The rules
are different too, we (or our children) can
touch, climb and explore. In Münster, some
36 artworks from previous iterations of the
project remain in the city, accepted despite
the need to look after them, as important
contributors to the constantly changing
urban fabric of a growing city.

Yet, at the same time it takes on the role of
being the not-entirely-public backyard for
thousands of city dwellers, somewhere to
walk the dog or for the kids to play where
even the recently commissioned artist Keith
Wilson hopes residents will have barbecues
on his plinths. This is, as it should be, idealist,
a wish to create a new kind of public space
through sculpture.

IMAGE COURTESY OF HISTORIC ENGLAN D

Today, we are at the beginning of Sculpture
Park Hill. It will be an internationally
important destination for visitors, set within
Sheffield’s ‘mid-century modern’ quarter,
itself an astonishing urban landscape.

Unlike ‘Old Flo’ at Stifford, at Park Hill these
plinths take on the complex, damaged
histories and expectations of a half century
of urban regeneration, place-making and
community building.
Tim Machin is an artist and curator who has been
awarded a PhD scholarship at Sheffield Hallam
University to research Sculpture Park Hill from 2017.

Henry Moore, Draped Seated Woman (known as “Old Flo”), 1957–58, at the Stifford Estate, East London
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I N T ER V I EW
KEITH WILSON IS A BRITISH ARTIST
COMMISSIONED TO PRODUCE THE
INAUGURAL AND ONLY PERMANENT
WORK FOR SCULPTURE PARK HILL.
MARK WILSHER IS AN ARTIST, CRITIC
AND CURATOR WITH A PARTICULAR
EXPERTISE IN RELATIONAL ART AND THE
POLITICS OF SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT.

Mark Wilsher
You have always been interested in public
spaces, and have made what might be
called ‘public art’ since the beginning
of your career. How have your thoughts
about it altered since those very early
interventions?
Keith Wilson
Compared to my younger self, I now take
more of an interest in what the world might
ask of things in public space. For example,
I recently visited the Twin Towers memorial
and the High Line in New York. They were
both really well done. I’m not sure whether
they were art or not, and whether that
matters at all.
I find the lack of institutional framing of
art when it’s out in ordinary space a relief.
Even the naming of the work brings up
imaginative possibilities, games around
meaning and ownership. Being ignored or
resisted gives public work an antagonistic
push-pull that isn’t always there in the
gallery. It can raise the stakes.
MW
It sounds as if you are looking for an
audience with no preconceptions. A naive
or perhaps an innocent audience? Was
your Olympic Park installation influential
in making you more conscious of a general
‘non art world’ public that wouldn’t be
bringing that sort of baggage to the work?

KW
Perhaps a general audience is what I’m
after. The Olympics were an occasion when
everyone was up for anything, whatever
might happen. People were there looking
to enjoy themselves, to be a part of
something happening right there and then.
Those events are unusual and of course
make a great situation for sculpture to do
its thing.
MW
Are the Park Hill Plinths a way of creating
a moment like that? The title suggests that
people might want to use them or interact
with them in some way.
KW
It’s more the overall assertion that this
landscape is now a sculpture park that I
hope brings the place imaginatively to
life. Pushing Sculpture Park and Park Hill
together allows each to lay its claim on
the meaning of just where you are. The
plinths are a way of grounding that claim,
amplifying it.
Of course, they served a practical function
in the redesigning of the landscape plan
in light of that thought. The considerations
of ground bearing, lorry access and hi-ab
reach, as well as grassed area loading, are
all given a reality that people are of course
free to resist.
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MW
So the size and placement of the concrete
discs maps out the physical limitations of the
area - where it’s actually possible to drive a
truck, which paths need to be kept clear?
KW
Well, at our first meeting, Tim Osborne
(landscape architect for Park Hill) had a
very different plan for the redevelopment,
into which Urban Splash were looking
to incorporate some artworks. In our
discussion, I talked about how the landscape
would be arranged very differently if you
started by putting artworks across the site
and built the landscaping to suit both the
installation and the visiting of such imagined
works. Park Hill Plinths is like a big paw print
drawn over those original plans, five works
that lead you up to the new S1 Artspace
building, the new cultural heart of the
redeveloped site.
MW
The plinths sit in some quite different
situations across the park, don’t they? Some
are meant to catch your eye and draw you
in from a distance. Others are more hidden
among the planting. One of them is even
exposed in a field. Each context will affect
how people approach them and what they
potentially do with them. I can definitely see
people using them as meeting places and
seating.
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KW
Exactly so. For a lot of people, this is their
back garden, a thoroughfare to work, or
where they grew up, so I hope they will
absolutely use them to have a barbecue
or whatever. It rains a fair bit in Sheffield,
so they offer pools of firm ground for any
purpose.
MW
That must have had an effect on the scale
you were considering. As well as needing
to be visible from above or at ground level,
did you think about things like how many
people could fit around a barbecue?
KW
Sort of… in fact, I took the final diameter
(3.18m) from the basic unitary grid plan
of the flats themselves, so considerably
larger than any of the internal spaces, but
with a strong visual correspondence to the
outside of the building.
I also had in mind the base of a big
sculpture that came to Birmingham when
I was growing up (King Kong by Nicholas
Monroe for the City Sculpture Project,
1972). I never knew it was a sculpture at
the time - we all thought it was promoting
a film or something. But I remember that it
had a big concrete disc base that was a little
raised, so you could perch uncomfortably
alongside the big ape.

KW
The social history here at Park Hill is perhaps
more compelling. This is a site that worked,
but then didn’t work any longer, and is now
trying to work again. The idea of sculpture in
this kind of place inevitably brings to mind
those post-war ‘reparative’ sculptures, where
meaning and form were interwoven with
world history and perhaps inhibited by it.
MW
How did this specific iteration take shape?
Were there other ideas and alternatives that
you thought about before settling on the
plinths?
KW
As we exchanged drawings for the
landscaping of the sculpture park, it was
useful to have positions for imaginary works
in order to address ground loading, vehicle
and pedestrian access. They also helped in
establishing the levels of the landscaped
terraces in relation to the buildings.
At one point, I thought that they could go in
as sunken groundworks, below topsoil level,
so they would have been invisible. Yet, that
sort of invisibility seemed rather precious.
By lifting them a little and making them
more overt, and by calling them plinths, they
would become the first works displayed in
the new sculpture park, and immediately
available to people: evidently, they are there
to do a job, whatever job that might turn out
to be.
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MW
So, in a sense they really are plinths
waiting to be filled with something; they
represent the idea of a sculpture park, they
point towards the future with the gallery
and studio development in the pipeline.
This is art-as-infrastructure, or perhaps,
infrastructure-as-art. What about the very
real risk that people see them as just that:
as empty plinths waiting for a big gorilla or
abstract sculpture to be put on top?
KW
It is a risk of invisibility, of literalness. It is
important that they are what they seem
to be, and that they have the ability to
take on the role of something else. So,
the calculations are done and they are full
of rebar and groundwork strength. If a
future sculptor finds them, they will do the
job. Otherwise, I would be insisting on a
preferred interpretation, which would be
somehow judgemental.
MW
So the absence of a big noisy ‘something’ on
top of the plinths is also a kind of resistance
to the idea that an artist has to make a
big statement? It almost feels like you are
creating a big void and waiting to see what
rushes in to fill it.
KW
All of that, and also about materialising
an unscripted future. The wider Park Hill

development is going ahead and our
suggestion of culture to be part of that
new use hopefully encourages others to
imaginatively engage with it, whether
as something they want, and as what it
might be. And of course, the future begins
happening right away.
MW
Can I return to the form that the plinths
take? It’s an extremely minimal disc, which
might be industrial or functional, but it
also recalls certain modes of historical
art making, like the grey geometries of
American Minimalism, or perhaps even
the physicality of the Japanese Mono Ha
movement. You’ve worked with the classical
form of the stele for a long time. Are the
plinths also representations of what a
contemporary sculpture ‘ought’ to look like?
KW
The disc is a known form of decorative
groundwork. It is available as a form of
current art, presumably referencing the past
in one way or another; the kind of thing a
contemporary artist might do.
I prefer to hold back from revealing
those sorts of intentions. For me, it is
important that my works cut against
themselves, making it difficult for a singular
interpretation to hold up. The works are
sceptical even about themselves.
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P ED ES T A LLI Z A T I O N
PENELOPE CURTIS
The word socle came into English usage
from France in the early 18th century. It
denotes the block (or plinth) which serves as
the pedestal to a statue, column or vase,
Pedestal is a word that has been used in
the English language for longer. It also
means the base supporting a column, pillar,
statue or vase. Its use goes back to the 16th
century, and it too comes via the French
from Italian: pied or piede (foot) and stallo
(stall).
Socle can also simply denote the plain
plinth which forms the foundation to a
wall. Traditionally, or at least since the 17th
century, a plinth was the lower, square part
(like a tile or brick) at the base of a column
or pedestal. A plinth does not require a
sculpture, but it does need something
on top of it. It also came to denote the
projecting part at the base of a wall, rather
like the skirting board. By the 19th century
‘plinth-stone’ and ‘plinth-like base’ came
into usage, but plinth was above all an
architectural term, describing -- depending
on your point of view -- the way in which a
structure begins or ends.
Socle comes from the diminutive version
of soccus, ie socculus, the Latin for sock.
So we are definitely down at the bottom
of the body, at the feet end, but there is
a measure of propriety, in that the feet
are covered. And this is pretty accurate in

A NEW FOOTPRINT FOR
SCULPTURE IN SHEFFIELD

terms of describing the way in which all the
foundations of any structure are tidied and
covered up, made to look presentable.
During the 20th century, the plinth, or
pedestal, or socle, was much discussed.
Sometimes it was discussed more than the
sculpure itself. It became a bit of a fetish,
which perhaps made it all too easy to pay
rather less attention to the sculpture. For
a time the sense that decent sculpture did
not need a plinth became a kind of sine qua
non. There was indeed a kind of morality
about this debate, as if plinths were hiding
something that either did not need hiding,
or something that should not be there. As if
this ‘covering up’ was a kind of prudery, or a
prop, for something insufficently robust.
In the last ten or twenty years there have
been quite a number of sculptures which
take the form of plinths. They may go under
the guise of plinths, but they are sufficiently
worked and attended to that, even if they
look more or less like plinths, they are
clearly more than plinths. Keith Wilson’s
Park Hill Plinths are unusual in being no
more than plinths. They are what they say
they are.
I like the fact that we have here, in the
various but related etymologies pertaining
to the plinth, some strands which tie
together nicely with regard to the work of
Keith Wilson. The pedestal derives from the
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farmyard building, and the socle from the
sock which covers, but which also denotes
some kind of comic action on the part of
the actors who wore them on the ancient
stage. A little tom-foolery, resulting in some
rustication.
Rural occupations underlie much of
Wilson’s work, and the idea of being sent
into the country is less of a punishment
than a reward for him. He thrives on the
give and take between rurs and urbis, and
will never let go of one in favour of the
other. If much of his work is rooted in the
farmyard, uncommonly close to the shed
or stall, it is also alive to current behaviours,
and the loss of rural pursuits. I see this new
work as knowing, in its relation to debates
about sculpture in the public realm, but as
innocent in its sincerity. I believe the artist
when he makes over these socles, plinths or
bases to the feet of others.
Dr Penelope Curtis is Director of Calouste Gulbenkian
Museum, Lisbon. Curtis was Director of Tate Britain from
2010 to 2015 and Curator at The Henry Moore Institute
from 1999.
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