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Born in Palmerston North in 1940, John Panting completed his 
early training in sculpture at the School of Fine Arts at the University of 
Canterbury before emigrating with his young family to Britain in 1963, 
eventually settling in south London. During the next eleven years he 
established himself as a sculptor. He held solo exhibitions in Amsterdam, 
Bristol, Rome, and at the Felicity Samuel Gallery in Savile Row, and 
participated in group exhibitions across Europe. A host of part-time 
teaching posts (at as many as six institutions in one week) were followed 
in 1973 by his appointment as head of sculpture at the Central School of 
Art. Panting returned to New Zealand on only one occasion, teaching at 
Elam School of Fine Arts at the University of Auckland for six months 
during 1969 and holding an exhibition at Barry Lett Galleries. He 
died in a motorcycle accident near his studio in Tabernacle Street, east 
London, in the early hours of the 31st of July 1974.  

The path to London was then one well worn by ambitious New 
Zealand artists. For a nascent sculptor in the early 1960s the allure of the 
metropolis would have been amplified by the current stature of British 
sculpture: during the 1950s Henry Moore and Barbara Hepworth were 
heavily promoted and had risen to international prominence. In their 
wake was a younger group of sculptors, unhelpfully gathered under 
the rubric of ‘The Geometry of Fear’. Garnering less coverage were the 
various British adherents of constructivism—in the post-war years the 
most consistently abstract artists in Britain.

From the early 1960s a new approach to abstraction gathered pace. 
The sculptors of the 1960s variously believed in the advancement or 
exploration of ‘Sculpture’ as a goal in itself, as a high art, as at once a 
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continuation and rejection of the figurative sculptural tradition, as an 
equivalent to lived experience, as a means for individual expression.  
The immediate predecessors they looked to were Brancusi, Arp, 
González, Smith, the Cubist Picasso, and Matisse. Their work 
was shorn of the explicit ideological or social programmes which 
accompanied constructivism. They discarded constructivism’s pre-given 
structures, its use of proportional schemes such as the golden section, 
mathematical sequences or basic geometric forms. Constructivism’s 
order was internally focused and remote, implying an independence 
from both maker and viewer and unaffected by the particular viewpoint 
from which it was understood. In contrast 1960s’ sculpture stressed a 
rightness stemming from improvisation and justified by feeling, whilst 
its structures, often evoking or establishing an equivalence to the body’s 
physicality, impinged on the viewer’s space and demanded a response 
that was at least in part instinctive or emotive. 

The most important exponent of the new sculpture was Anthony Caro, 
who taught at St Martin’s School of Art. Yet while Caro was undoubtedly 
dominant, his example has eclipsed a fuller understanding of important 
contributions by sculptors such as William Tucker or Tim Scott; or 
indeed the contribution made by less well-known figures such as Panting.

It is likely Panting saw the Caro retrospective that opened at 
the Whitechapel Gallery at the end of 1963, though it is perhaps 
indicative of the lag with which the most advanced ideas then reached 
New Zealand that one of his early moves was to ask Moore for an 
apprenticeship. Moore said no, believing Panting had too many ideas 
of his own to be content working on someone else’s, and pointed him 
in the direction of Bernard Meadows, head of sculpture at the Royal 
College of Art, and one of the ‘Geometry of Fear’ sculptors whose work 
was reasonably well defined by the phrase. Panting later suggested 
that there was a greater emphasis on technical proficiency in New 
Zealand art schools, and that, despite less sophisticated ideas, this gave 
students a slight advantage when they came to the RCA. Whether or 
not this was always the case, he certainly seems to have thrived under 
Meadows’ distinctly hands-off pedagogy, where one of the few directly 
communicated requirements was that a sculpture be well-made. It also 
seems likely that Panting, though considered by some sculptors at St 
Martin’s as ‘one of us’, benefitted from the relative distance from Caro 
that the RCA provided. 

Already recognised at Canterbury as a ‘dynamo’, from the beginning 
of his time at the RCA, Panting’s sculpture developed as if on fast-
forward. First came biomorphic, surrealistic sculptures in fibreglass, 



recalling Arp and Brancusi, but with a Pop-bright gloss. These were 
proficient, if somewhat generic. The way they combined allusiveness or 
ambiguity with a hard, ‘what you see is what you see’ literality is typical 
of a certain strand of 1960s’ ‘New Generation’ sculpture. 

The more ‘objective’, non-allusive aspects of this language soon 
won out and between 1967 and 1969 there was a period of occasionally 
exciting but mainly unresolved experimentation—here we should 
remember that Panting was still a student in his late twenties. We can 
see him beginning to take on board the spreading lateral arrangements 
that were the crucial element of Caro’s art, though other affinities can 
also be discerned: the inert ‘objecthood’ found in minimalism, but also 
in the 1960s’ sculpture of an artist such as Tucker; the casual, unfixed 
arrangements now mainly associated with post-minimalism, but which 
inflected diverse aspects of modernist sculpture. 

A fifth strand within the work Panting produced between 1967 and 
1969 was the use of materials visibly under strain. This took its cue from 
engineering, and was employed by many young sculptors in Britain at 
the end of the 1960s and in the first years of the 1970s. Material under 
literal physical tension became central to the resolved, elegant and open 
sculptures he made between 1969 and 1972. They are Panting’s first 
statements as a mature sculptor rather than a precocious student. In 
them a steel frame in the shape of a basic geometric figure (a triangle 
or a square) was warped away from ‘true’ geometry and into three-
dimensional space. The work of constructivist Naum Gabo—a Russian 
resident in Britain in the 1930s and 1940s, whose work was delicate, 
illusionistic and probed the divide between the visible and the invisible—
was likely an important reference point. These three years were the most 
consistent of Panting’s work, though they could well have provided a less 
restless personality with the basis for a whole career’s worth of variations. 

John Panting: Spatial Constructions is concerned with the next few 
years of Panting’s work. 5.07 (Untitled III) was the largest sculpture 
shown at Felicity Samuel in February 1973, whilst 5.12 (Untitled V) 
was likely included in a solo exhibition at Primo Piano in Rome that 
immediately followed the London exhibition. As a whole the 1972–73 
sculptures moved closer to what one reviewer called ‘the Caro-initiated 
revolution in sculpture’, though this judgment needs to be nuanced if 
the sculptures and the subsequent development of Panting’s work are to 
be adequately described. 6.08 (Untitled VIII) was probably made in the 
months following the Felicity Samuel and Primo Piano exhibitions—in 
a letter dated 7 May 1973 Panting noted that his work had ‘changed 
radically’. 6.08 (Untitled VIII) is the only survivor of the group of four 



sculptures named ‘bird’s nests’ by a BBC critic, that both extend and 
discard aspects of the 1972–73 sculptures. They were almost certainly 
not exhibited publicly until the memorial exhibition at the Serpentine 
Gallery in 1975, which toured New Zealand during 1976 and 1977. 

The central feature of the sculptures of 1972–73, more pronounced 
in those which were made earlier in the group, is their concern 
with defining volume, with open and illusionistic demarcations of 
space. This can be seen in 5.07 (Untitled III) and more prominently 
in 5.08 (Untitled IV) and 5.10, neither of which are in this exhibition. 
Openly defined volume is also a key quality of many of the small 
sculptures Panting produced at the same time—as far as I know only 
one of these has a direct relation to a larger sculpture. They are not 
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maquettes but independent works, explorations of how sculpture could 
function spatially, could hold itself together and draw the viewer into 
its structures. More prosaically their size meant they were commercially 
viable. In this they can be placed alongside the editions of small Perspex 
sculptures Panting produced between 1970 and 1972, that were part of 
the short-lived popularity of ‘multiples’ at the turn of the 1970s. 

At the root of the sculptures’ demarcations is the right-angle, and 
cuboids constructed from right angles; often there is the suggestion of a 
barrier or a boundary—the sparest of the small sculptures are almost all 
boundary, just a line dividing inside from outside. Across the sculptures, 
volume, cut off from the viewer, is poised between ‘the real and 
imaginary’ as one critic put it, evoked by playing upon our expectations 
of geometry, architectural structures and the conventions of perspective. 
Engaging with them entails filling in what is only hinted at; because so 
much is left unsaid Panting is able to achieve remarkable complexity with 
only limited means. Often volumes are twisted away from foursquare 
or a number are overlaid so they seem to interpenetrate each other. The 
sculptures’ excitements begin in the way they can exploit the viewer’s 
assumptions, in the subtle shifts as volumes appear and disappear as the 
sculptures are circled; the sculptures build beyond this by breaking with 
these conventions.

The interiority, ascetic intellectualism, pre-given geometric order 
and preference for space over mass of constructivism come up against 
the bodily-scale, overt physicality and improvisation that characterised 
1960s’ sculpture. The linked series of linear sculptures William Tucker 
made between 1970 and 1973—Shuttlers, Cat’s Cradles and Portes—
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worked with a similar opposition, and it is likely that Panting took his 
cue from these. Tucker resolves the contradictions more fully, with each 
series neatly describing a different aspect of the problem—perhaps this 
was because Tucker was a more mature artist or perhaps because he 
was more naturally given to approaching sculpture as an intellectual 
challenge. For whatever reason, Panting moved away from Tucker’s 
certainty and resolution with complication, even caprice. Panting places 
more stress on a rigid cuboid volume, but is also more willing to disrupt 
its purity, something visible in 5.07 (Untitled III). The strain this put 
upon the attainment of carefully balanced, meticulous arrangements 
seems to naturally lead to 5.12 (Untitled V), the structure of which and 
the manner in which it occupies space seems to stem from a collapse.  
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6.08 (Untitled VIII) and the ‘bird’s nests’ in general began as welding 
exercises Panting set for his students at Central. Attracted to the 
unexpected results of the exercises, he employed students as assistants 
to weld irregular configurations from scrap, from which he would 
angle-grind sections for incorporation into sculpture. The material of 
the 1972–73 sculptures was box-section steel painted a matt grey, most 
likely bought off the shelf; for Panting of utmost importance was seeing 
this earlier group of sculptures’ structure ‘in visual terms and to this end 
the physical means of realising it have been kept as discreet as possible’. 
In 6.08 and ‘bird’s nests’ as a group the opposite is true, the material 
intrudes and the particular complexities of the individual parts build 
into the complexities of the total arrangements. The sculptures retain a 
sense of the volume from the earlier works of 1972–73, but this volume 
does not rely on any pre-given structures, whether of architecture or 
geometry; it becomes active rather than passive, broken up into section 
and subsection. Attention is drawn more forcefully to the material itself, 
to its progress as it twists and turns across space. Each part exists within 
a complex of different relations, cumulatively held in a tension that 
provides a spiky, shifting alternative to the measured intervals of Caro’s 
‘syntax’. Though Panting would go on to produce a number of other 
ambitious sculptures, 6.08 (Untitled VIII) is the most poignant proof of 
the loss modernist sculpture suffered from his early death. 

Sam Cornish
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5.07 (Untitled III), 1972–73
Steel
290 x 455 x 244cm
Collection of Auckland Art Gallery  
Toi o Tāmaki, purchased 1976

5.12 (Untitled V), 1972–73
Steel
183 x 305 x 152cm
Collection of Christchurch Art Gallery  
Te Puna o Waiwhetu

6.08 (Untitled VIII), 1973–74
Steel
244 x 366 x 244cm
Collection of Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa, 1977-0006-1

Untitled, circa 1972
Mild steel and aluminium paint
29 x 39 x 42cm
Collection of Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa, 1977-0008-3

Untitled, circa 1972
Mild steel and aluminium paint
26 x 30 x 37cm
Collection of Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa, 1977-0008-4

Untitled, circa 1972
Mild steel and aluminium paint
17 x 17 x 19cm
Collection of Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa, 1977-0008-6

Untitled, circa 1972
Mild steel and aluminium paint
26 x 40 x 15cm
Collection of Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa, 1977-0008-7

Untitled, circa 1972
Mild steel and aluminium paint
24 x 40 x 25cm
Collection of Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa, 1977-0008-8

Untitled, circa 1972
Mild steel and aluminium paint
32 x 40 x 40cm
Collection of Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa, 1977-0008-9

Untitled, circa 1972
Mild steel and aluminium paint
15 x 28 x 35cm
Collection of Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa, 1977-0008-10

Works*
All measurements are height by length by width

* John Panting did not title his 
works. The use of ‘Untitled’ is a 
curatorial attribution. Roman 
numerals were assigned when the 
works were shown in the 1976–77 
memorial touring exhibition. The 
other numbers have been assigned 
during the cataloguing process 
accompanying the production of 
Sam Cornish’s monograph.
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