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MANTA'S SURFACE FOLD

was important, however, that we followed a biologically accurate tem­
plate, and finding source material was more difficult than I had antici­
pated. Manta rays can't survive in captivity, so 1wasn't able to produce
my own documentation without getting a scuba licence and heading
to warmer waters (which was impossible at the time). The Australian
Museum has a specimen in its collection that was caught in Sydney
Harbour in r868, but it is in appalling condition, barely recognisable,
and will remain in storage indefinitely. A friend found some under­
water footage of a swimming manta ray and this became an ideal tool
for understanding how the fins undulate through the water, following
what appears to be a sine wave. Marine biologists refer to this kind of

motion as rajiform. We selected a moment that captures
the graceful, downward thrust of the fins. Working from
magazine articles, drawings and maquettes I had made,
we created a virtual description of the fish, tracing the
various lines of its body with geometry to create a surface
that was symmetrical and seamless.

YOU WANDER AROUND IT
This information was passed on to a prototyping com-

pany, who used a computer-controlled milling machine
TO CHANG E CONTI N UALLY. to carve the manta ray from solid blocks offoam and

actualise a form in real space that corresponded exactly
to the shape described by the software we were using. The first version
of the manta ray was eventually cast in plaster. I'd been to the Imperial
Science Museum in London a few years ago and was fascinated by a
series of nineteenth-century plaster mathematical models with
smooth, undulating, curvilinear surfaces intended to illustrate calcu­
lus. Sometimes I like to think of Manta ray, 2002, in a similar way-
as an algorithmic version of the creature that inspired its shape. I also
felt that a light-absorptive surface would make the form easier to read,
and would somehow refer to neo-classical academies where plaster
casts were often used as teaching aids and visualisations of more per­
manent iterations in bronze or marble.

What remains is a digitally produced sculpture, caught attempting
to swim back into an analogue universe. It's a curious object to be
around. Absolutely three-dimensional, the compound curves that
describe the manta's surface fold into one another as you wander
around it and the shape appears to change continually. I like to think
of it as a distant relative of the sweeping roof above Le Corbusier's
chapel at Ronchamp. A number of my friends have commented that
it looks like an evolved surfboard. Either way, we mostly agree that it
appears to be acutely modern, but suspiciously odd.

Midway through 2001 I began planning a new body of work. 1
wasn't exactly sure what I wanted to make but I knew I wanted it

to be beautiful. At the same time, the architectural projects I'd been
working on were becoming a useful lens for understanding how I might
make an object that was also genuinely sculptural. So I decided to repro­
duce a phenomenon from the natural world in real space, something
that could be made life-size and perfect enough to become almost dis­
turbing. I began searching for something that needed to be made actual.

Using current industrial design technology, I wanted to capture an
aspect of natural history in a state of suspended animation. I was hop­
ing it might be beautiful, but also sad, as if the computer software had
inadvertently caused its demise. It would be simulta-
neously alive and deathly. Of course, sculpture has
always contended with this problem. And I think that
as much as I wanted to reify the very object-hood and
kinaesthesia which sculpture tends to engage in one
way or another, I also wanted to cast a shadow of doubt
across the current tide of digital effects and media.
While three-dimensional design software has played a
role in a number of things I've made recently, I have
always been reluctant to use these tools overtly.

Having fixed on this premise, it then became a case of finding the
right thing to model. After scrolling through numerous options, I
decided that a manta ray would be suitably complicated. Manta rays
seem to drift between post-millennial spookiness and weird evolution.
They are obscure but familiar, gentle by nature but large enough to be
intimidating. They are often referred to as devil rays.

I began to realise that the manta ray is a natural phenomenon that is
already coloured by the way we understand modem design. People are
always comparing its appearance to a B2 stealth bomber or similar
supersonic aircraft. Its massive pectoral fins are often colloquially
described as 'wings', despite underwater locomotion corresponding to
a completely different set of rules. For me, this is a particularly interest­
ing misapprehension. The relationship between vision and how we intuit
physics is necessarily messy, and it may be that the seamless, computer­
generated distortions which are now standard fare in television, cinema
and advertising are making this relationship even more complicated.

So I started working with an industrial designer to produce the
sculpture, using software that would normally assist with developing
the streamlined, ergonomic surfaces of products such as mobile-phone
handsets. I wanted to use geometry to do most of the work for us - in
other words, to make a manta ray in the same way that one might use
compound curves to design the body of a sports car. We wanted the
geometry to describe a surface in a way that was almost too perfect. It
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JAMES ANGUS, Manta ray, 2002,

polyurethane foam (studio prototype),
55 x 310 x 280 cm, courtesy Roslyn
OxleY9 Gallery, Sydney.
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