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FOR lucy Orta architecture is one of the extemal reference points by which the
individual self connects wilh the social sell. Her medium, however, is nof buildings
but clothes, albelt garments that conlain many of the atiributes of buill suctures
and which also funclion, cruciolly, as rudimentary shelters. Oria's mobile habitats
do more than simply fulfil the wilitarian role of covering the body and providing it,
when necessary, with an elementary form of dwelling. As an artist initially irained
as o fashion designer, Orta is acutely conscious of the role of clothes nof just in
delining the self, but in articulating the sociol codes thot bind communities
While Retuge Wear', the mulli-purpose protective clothing series of the early
19905 inspired by the first Gull War and the growing phenomenon of refugees,
which included Habitent [1992) and oiher wearable stuctures highlighted the
;}Iuchl of homelessness and b\.r exlension, social exclusion, ‘Body Archileciure’ [c
1995} focused mare directly an the interdependency that underpins communities
ugh designs that could be worn both individually and reconfigured o form
communal habitations. With ‘Nexus Architeciure’, exhibiled at the Venice and
lohannesburg Biennales in 1995 and ‘97, emaiional and social ties between
were explored symbolically by means of wbedike appendages thal
altached one person 1o ancther, often in o long chain, in o literal expression of
sclidarity and group identity. Other projects, such as ‘Modular Architecture” flom
1996), hove comprised sets of componenis — domes, zips, panels, pouches,
=nsions and so on that can be assembled inlo mulliple formats including tents
vons, backpacks, furniture or e whose function
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only becomes fully revealed when integrated into a larger and more complex
whole

It is in these mare elaborate constructions that Orta’s designs are af their
most palifical, particulary when covered with slogans, texs, images and other
cultural signifiers that allude to contemporary political, social or ethical issues. But
the various ‘solutions' that Orla’s stuctures propose (though she would emphatically
reject the finality of such a term| rarely reflect her individual response 16 o
perceived issue or need. In most cases her projects are the product of workshops
with selected sociol groups who underioke the design and production under her
guidance. When the team has arrived at a successhul protalype, the process
frequently culminates in o public performance. Since so many of the communities
with which she collaborates have been rendered invisible by circumstance, visibility
is one of Orla's key concerns, and bedily parlicipation is central 1o activaling o
design’s expressive characleristics and attracling public and medio aftention

Oria's work defies easy categorisation, louching on design, installation
performance, social and environmental intervention and political and ideclogical
activism, ta name the most obvious. Of all arfists engaged with what is freguenly
described s ‘public art’, her work is among those that most comprehensively
interrogate the lerm. And os her strategies have evolved, her concems have
so changed from those of clothing, habitation and social exclusion, 1o food,
sustainability, fhe environment and consumerism. In recent years food waste
has emerged as a mojor theme, resulling in several prajects in which discarded
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