

































































Air Art

“Air is of all classical elements the one that is the least
explored by artists (yet it) offers more new possibilities
thanthe other elements” (Otto Piene, More Sky [Cam-
bridge: M.I.T. Press, 19731, p. 2). Air is such a com-
monplace part of life that we are seldom aware of its
existence except perhaps to complain that it is dirty
andto contemplate ways to clean it up. We have taken
the air for granted in the past, and even today give little
or no thought to it in terms of art. We have thought of
sculpture for a long time as surrounded by air, by
space, and interacting with it, but until very recently we
have stopped short of acknowledging the fact that air
itself can be an integral part of sculpture.

Air art is brand-new — new not only technologically
but as an attitude that symbolizes a new movement. To
borrow Otto Piene’s words, it moves away from “the art
world” toward a “world of art.” Most air art is transient:
a delicate smoke sculpture, subject to the whims of
wind and weather, is experienced only once. Even a
more permanent air structure like a balloon is usually
seen only for a short period, then deflated, packed up,
and stored away for a future event. In a way it resem-
bles its contemporary counterpart, the electronic im-
age, which is screened, then stored to await future
viewing. In contrast to statuary and painting, air art is
not the stuff that museums are made of; it is more at
home as sky art, environmental art, atmospheric ar; it
gives us the same momentary pleasure as a sunset or
acloud. Air art, too, is often the product of many minds
and hands and is associated with participation and ac-
tivity, so it is at the same time people art, social art,
public art.

Balloons, air whips, air tunnels, air cushions, air rib-
bons, kites, bubbles, wind sculptures, flags, banners,
skywriting, and smoke sculptures are forms of air ar;
some are new, some traditional. All are current forms
of artistic expression, but as yet they play little or no
role in the classroom, although each has much to offer
in terms of the creative development of children. The
fact is that air forms have been neglected in the cur-
riculum, not so much because they are difficult to plan
and execute, for, in fact, they pose few problems for
the teacher, but because they do not easily fit the tradi-
tional static, permanent, object-oriented concept of an
art activity.

There must be a constant interchange between art
itself and school art if art education is to be vital and
alive and if education as a whole is to fit the child for the
age in which he lives. Working with air-art materials
and forms not only opens up new avenues of expres-
sion to the child but helps us as teachers to understand
the elements of such contemporary art forms as the
event, conceptual art, objectless art, and transient art,
which are foreign to many art rooms and which appear
almost as antiart to the uninitiated. Once the child and
teacher become involved in the excitement and exhil-
aration of space play or in the construction and con-
templation of an undeniably beautiful piece of air
sculpture, however, there is a good possibility that we
will become more relaxed in our attitude toward what
art is and less apprehensive about an art activity that
swings outside the accepted norm based on traditional
values.

Otto Piene, A Field of Hot-air Sculptures Over Fire in the Snow,
1969. Thirty differently shaped transparent polyethylene balloons,
controlled by strings and raised repeatedly by heated air emitted
from the nozzles of ten propane-gas tanks spaced around the field.
Diameter: 3-30 feet; length: 10-100 feet. lllumination: two 20-
kilowatt arc lights.
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Air Tunnels

An air tunnel is sculpture. An air tunnel is environment.
An air tunnel is experience. Because of these am-
biguities, an air tunnel can be a rich art resource for the
teacher.

From the outside, an air tunnel, with the sun glinting
off its glistening contours and the surroundings mir-
rored in its rounded surfaces, is an impressive and
compelling sculptural form. Inside it is a magical world,
always refreshingly clean and more than often cool;
what is outside, even in the meanest neighborhood, is
experienced as pleasantly distorted color shapes so
that reality seems a million miles away. This magical
feeling of unreality is heightened by the fact that ex-
terior sounds are muffled and that light is softer, milky,
diffuse, different from what we ordinarily experience.

Looking out, the child is only vaguely conscious of
people. Are they real? Can they see him? Many chil-

dren believe that, once in the tunnel, they are invisible
and behave accordingly. “It's like floating on air,” one
child says. “lIt’s like being inside a snake,” exclaimg
another. Such reactions are unique and true.

A tunnel provides a different architectural experience
from what we are used to. There are no right angles; a
tunnel may be so long and the light so diminished that
we do not see its end. The walls give when touched: up
close they are transparent; step back and they appeat
translucent and insubstantial — yet at the same time
the inside experience causes us to feel as if we were,
cloistered and in complete privacy.

Because the space within the tunnel is so equivocal
and so dramatically different from what he normally
experiences, the child reacts to it and copes with it in
an inventive, exuberant, physical way. He uses the
space as an art element with which to express himself.







Although large and seemingly complex, air tunnels
require only easy-to-obtain materials and are surpris-
ingly simple to construct. With a standard 100-foot-by-
14-foot roll of .004-MIL-thick polyethylene, 2-inch clear,
adhesive plastic tape, and an ordinary window fan, pre-
ferably 22 inches by 22 inches or larger, you can con-
struct a tunnel that will be 5 to 6 feet high when fully
inflated.

To make an air tunnel of this type:

Unroll the plastic on a level surface. It is packaged
so the two outside edges are next to each other. Tape
these two edges together to form a tube, tape one end
closed, and tape the open end to the outside frame of
the fan, pleating it to get the best closure. Turn on the
fan and let it inflate the tube to its maximum fullness.

Cut a vertical slit in the wall of the tunnel approxi-
mately 3 feet from the fan; it should be just long enough
from top to bottom to serve as the entrance and exit.
Smooth on a 6-inch length of tape crosswise at the
bottom of the slit and another at the top to keep the wall
of the tunnel from splitting. If a student stands at the
entrance to let participants in and out, it is usually un-
necessary to construct an air lock. An effective one can
be made, however, by taping a broad polyethylene
strip 5 to 6 inches longer than the slit just above the slit

inside the tunnel so the air is blowing against it.

Since polyethylene is a fairly tough plastic, an
tunnel can be deflated, rolled up, stored, and used ovel
and over again. Rips or tears can be easily and effgg
tively patched with the same clear adhesive tape thi
was used to assemble the original structure. A tunnd
can be almost fully inflated even if there are extensie
holes and tears in its walls, because the rigidity of the
structure depends on a steady stream of air passing
through it, unlike a balloon, which is filled with static aif

There is no need to be apprehensive about the
safety of an air tunnel, because, even if the fan werefy
fail, enough residual air would remain to support thg
walls for a considerable time. The polyethylene is n
threat either, as it is on the one hand too heavy to cling
to a child’s face like a plastic laundry bag, and on the
other hand it is light enough for a youngster to put his
finger through it easily.

Tunnels can be moved around to form shapes thaf
differ radically from a basic, straight-line design. Tun:
nels can also be joined to form mazelike configurations
or extremely large sculptural forms such as the eight
story inflated tower shown here, which was built by
students at New York City’s Collegiate School.













Air Whips

Most air-sculpture projects involve the child not only in
making an art object but in the physical activity con-
nected with it. An air whip combines making and doing
into a simultaneous experience.

An air whip is a form of kinetic sculpture that is most
intriguing to students, and its construction is quite
within their capabilities. It is exciting because of
its unpredictable, erratic, darting movements, which,
although harmless, are quick and snappy enough to
enliven its surroundings. Children react to an air whip
with the same frenetic delight that they exhibit when
dodging the stream from a garden spray or playing
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crack-the-whip.

The excitement generated by an air whip is
heightened by the fact that the air rushing through its
plastic tube creates loud, cracking, popping sounds.
Because the sound, regardless of the intricacies of its
rhythm, is generated by brisk movement of the
sculpture itself, there is a perfect orchestration of
sound and movement, which is largely responsible for
the effectiveness of an air whip as kinetic expression.

Flashing in the sun or scintillating at night in the glare
of floodlights, air whips, particularly if there are more
than one and if they are quite long (they can run as
much as 100 feet), can be fantastically beautiful.
























































































































































































































