Drawing for Pharos project, 1991, a 70-foot-high observation tower intended for the southern shore

of Lake Ontario. Collection Sithe Energies Inc.

From certain angles it can also fleetingly resem-
ble a vast orchid. Morrel himself has compared it
to a Venus's flytrap that lures you in “not to trap
you but to give you something.” The three forms
are, respectively, an oval, a cursive “C” and a
form somewhat reminiscent of a painter’s pal-
ette. The surfaces of the first two are brushed
and painted a pale aquamarine so that they have
the iridescence of watered silk. The third is a
mirror of polished steel, and at its center is an
articulated oval segment that is also a mirror. If
you move toward the sculpture you can tilt the
central oval an inch or two and then step back, so
that the whole constellation of forms changes. It
becomes difficult to distinguish between the
“real” and the reflected: Gnomon seems to
envelop you and to reorder the dimensions of
whatever space it is displayed in. One sees the
changing interrelation of Grnomon’s three forms
rather as one hears the interplay of the orches-
tras in Elliott Carter’s “Symphony for Three
Orchestras.”

Iso included in the show were two large
(64-by-108-inch) charcoal sketches for an
as yet unrealized monument called Ozone. These
drawings depict an enormous zigzag- or light-
ning-bolt-shaped staircase (complete with rail-
ings for nervous climbers) passing through two
diagonally interlocking, roughly oval forms.
Zigzag staircases and spiral forms recur in
many of the smaller sculptures and maquettes
included in this show. Even when a Morrel piece
is 50 inches rather than 50 feet high it still seems
somehow monumental. (The sloping, railed-in
deck in the form of an arrow that bisects Ankor
seems particularly to invite full-scale treatment.)
Seeing so many staircases to nowhere, I was
powerfully reminded of the bizarre observatory
erected in the 18th century at Jaipur by the
Maharajah Jai Singh. This series of gigantic
staircases and geometric forms appears meaning-
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less until one realizes the principle on which it
was built. As Bernard Rudofsky puts it: “Desirous
to obtain precise tools for examining the motions
of celestial bodies, [Jai Singh] had the fragile
brass instruments of his day transformed into
masonry.” And many of Morrel's smaller pieces
do indeed resemble the instruments of early
astronomers and geographers, as reimagined by a
constructivist radical. This is especially true of
the drawing and sculpture that both bear the
title Atlas, a work that in its three-dimensional
form is only 36 inches high but nevertheless
suggests a bronze model of a new constellation
set down upon a granite boulder.

wviorrel races, in nis own
way, the same problems as
an artist like Christo:

to complete his most
ambitious schemes would
require the resources and
freedom of action of an
absolute monarch.

Morrel regards the 6!2-foot-high sculpture
called Lighthouse (1991) as a “predecessor” to a
still-to-be-realized publicly scaled piece called
Pharos, represented in the Staib show by a 1989
charcoal drawing and a small bronze from the
preceding year. Ultimately, Morrel hopes to see
Pharos, which has gone through changes even
since the show, take monumental form on the
southern shore of Lake Ontario, close to Oswego
and next to a power plant. Everything in this
show seemed to be building toward this large
piece. It will be a tower some 70 feet high, will
feature staircases and spirals, and the waters of
the lake will be illuminated by a beacon at the
piece’s summit. Morrel thinks of this work as a
lighthouse, but he is also studying photographs
of the great Al-Malwiyah minaret, built in the
9th century by the Abbasid caliphs at Samarra,
in what is now Iraq. That spiral ziggurat is one of
the world’s most extraordinary exercises in pure
geometric form, and it will be fascinating to
discover how it will affect Morrel’s distinctively
late 20th-century imagination. O

Author: John Ash is a poet and critic currently at
work on a book about Turkey.

Installation view of Lighthouse, 1991, steel and aluminum, 78 by 67
by 139 inches; at the Philippe Staib Gallery. Photo René Grayre.




