
Paul Cullen Building Structures 1979  
The Engine Room May 24 – June 13 2018  
Curated by Marcus Moore 

You know that feeling when you see a great artwork, or hear a piece of music and you can tell 
that it knows something. It has some kind of underlying logic or structure you are sure exists. 
You feel a kind of buzz like yes, this is doing something and I like it, but you cannot put your 
finger on what it is. It’s the most satisfying kind of art, the kind that you think about for years 
after you’ve seen it, and is summed up much better in this quote from the late artist Paul 
Cullen: 

“It seems to me there is running through everything structure and meaning, a balance of 
energy intuitively graspable yet outside of objective definition. One senses this ordering in 
human’s physical and social structures, in plants and animals; in all beings and through art 
attempts are made to reconstitute it in a form mediated by personal experience” — Paul 
Cullen, 1975 

This quote is on the wall of Building Structures’ 1979—the current show at Massey 
University’s The Engine Room. Curator Marcus Moore has reengineered a project which saw 
Cullen construct and situate 30, geometric, balsa-wood models throughout Barry Lett 
Galleries in Auckland.  
 
Small and carefully crafted, the structures don’t seem to be models for buildings but for parts, 
a roof space, something like a seating terrace or balcony or tower, maybe an emergency exit 
staircase to be slapped on the side of a historic building to bring it up to code. The pieces, 
each maybe only 15 cm tall, are spread across the large carpet square which sits in the middle 
of the floor, and are found hiding in unusual spots, up in the ceiling beams and tucked on the 
ledge of a high window. The models echo the kinds of spaces within The Engine Room, the 
safety glass ceiling vaults and big concrete beams that go nowhere, the funny corners and trap 
doors. The longer I spend in the gallery, the more details that are revealed. I wonder what the 
models might be models for, why they are the shapes that they are, and how The Engine 
Room ended up the shape it is.  

Accompanying the models, drawings produced between 1975 and 1977 are spread across the 
walls and tucked away into the funny little spaces offered by the gallery. Made with black ink 
on now aged and discoloured paper, the drawings are scientific-looking and diagrammatic; 
they have arrows and numerals and symbols, bizarre organic shapes and textures, but no 
words except for one that only says, “suspended”. Careful and measured, they have the same 



mystery as the structures. They seem to belong to something and to have been made with 
purpose, but we are again left to wonder.  

Pataphysics is a concept often described as the science of imaginary solutions, a concept well 
known to Cullen and apt for describing his work. In fact, he describes it himself in the video 
in the gallery, which documents the last work he produced before sadly passing in March of 
2017 following a diagnosis of motor neuron disease. ‘Things from the Geology (Underworld)’ 
is a video that, like his drawings and all the work made in-between, is curious, funny, but 
mostly deeply concerned with the physical world—with materials, structures and ecology. 
The platform erected in the video, populated by cacti and large boulders, has an undefined 
purpose, and is meant to “suggest different possible uses”.  It’s a solution for a problem we 
don’t know about yet.  

Given the scientific quality of Cullen’s work, it is unsurprising that he graduated from 
Auckland University with a BSc in 1971 before going on to study art . I think this decision 1

shows that he knew that sometimes things are better left unsolved, and that the best artworks 
are those that keep you guessing. Almost 40 years after Building Structures was first shown, 
Moore has brought together a touching tribute to an impressive and thoughtful artist.  
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