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Abstract 
This essay examines Gordon Matta-Clark’s Splitting (1974) and Rachel Whiteread’s House (1993) in relation to Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (2014) and Mark Fisher’s The Weird and the Eerie (2016). Both works explored here were interventions upon houses that were set for demolition. Through practical interventions on spaces that were fated to oblivion, each of the artists created architectural forms outside of conventional thinking, their images imprinting on the minds of their viewers for decades to follow due to their strange and remarkable forms.

[bookmark: _Int_gxwhU4YB]Bachelard’s work provides a foundation for understanding what a home is and how one can experience its space. A house can become a home through experience and connectedness, in which it holds several positive qualities for its inhabitant. A home, Bachelard claims, is a place of belonging; a place of rest and refuge that frames how one experiences the outside world. While the home is seen as integral to one’s being, social and economic factors can impact upon the feeling of connectedness with home. In both works of art explored in this essay, the home has been lost and reverted to a house, set to be destroyed. The home then no longer exists as a physical place, but as a collection of memories and feelings. Matta-Clark and Whiteread’s engagement with the houses they used provoked the general public to reflect and consider what a home is and what feelings and memories the notion of home evokes. The notions of home, it appears evident, is something that is universal and deeply personal.





Introduction 
This essay seeks to explore the notions surrounding the concept of the home, as well as how these notions can be challenged through internal and external factors. It will examine specific works created by two artists, Gordon Matta-Clark’s Splitting (1974) and Rachel Whiteread’s House (1993), aiming to contemplate how each work relates to the concept of home through consideration of their contexts and methodologies. To help define what a home is, The Poetics of Space by Gaston Bachelard (year) will be used to build a theoretical basis which can be used to compare and contrast Matta-Clark and Whiteread’s work and how they relate to the notions of home. Tim Cresswell’s Place: An Introduction (2014) will also play a part in understanding the meaning and significance of home as a place.

[bookmark: _Int_1o7KL5R0]Home, whilst often considered as a physical place, seems to be more phenomenological than anything else. It is an idea, a feeling, or a series of both, that is possessed by its inhabitants. A house is the physical vessel in which a home can be made through lived experience which grants it a personal and meaningful significance. Each person holds their own associations of what home is, with the general consensus that it is a foundational place of warmth and refuge. If home is something that is typically held dearly to oneself, then what are the consequences if a house is no longer allowed to be a home? The artists featured in this essay both engage with the home that is no more, houses that once hosted families, or several generations of families, suddenly emptied and soon set for demolition. The houses hold spaces in which its inhabitants would have valued deeply. At the time of the artists’ interventions, the houses had been stripped of their ability to be a home, awkwardly and silently awaiting the day where they cease to exist, soon to be forgotten in time by practically everyone except those who once lived there. Matta-Clark’s Splitting and Whiteread’s House can be seen as radical approaches to what architecture can be outside of its prescribed form and function. Ultimately, if a house is no longer a home, what does, or should it become?

Notions of home
What is a home? Looking for the definition of ‘home’ in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, it is clear that home cannot be easily defined as one thing. In a literal sense, home can be described as “one’s place of residence” (2025). i.e. the place where a person lives. However, it can be argued that this definition does not truly encompass what a home is; anyone can live in a house which can be defined as “a building that serves as living quarters” (2025) but the notion of home presents itself as somewhere that requires a deeper emotional connection. This is evident in another definition of home: “a familiar or usual setting” (2025), which implies that home is a place of comfort and intimacy. Essentially, a house is a place where a person can reside, but a home is the place transformed through experience and connectedness (Bachelard, 2014). 

To further understand what differentiates these similar concepts, there are a few idioms that feel appropriate to refer to. Firstly, when someone says, ‘there’s no place like home’ (The Wizard of Oz, 1939), it is an expression of the strong feelings of connection and attachment to a place that is unrivalled i.e. there is no place one would rather be than at home. In the metaphor ‘home is where the heart is’, home is not a physical place, but a sense or a feeling (Word Histories, 2021). Home is therefore not restricted to being concrete but can be seen as an abstract notion that transcends physicality. To ‘make a house a home’ is to transform a place into a space for living, where personal connection can be formed, and a sense of belonging can be established (The Free Dictionary, 2024). In his acclaimed book The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard writes: “A house that has been experienced is not an inert box. Inhabited space transcends geometrical space” (2014, p.47). Each of these examples speak of home with positivity and warmth; the home is unrivalled as a place of belonging.

The Poetics of Space explores the personal connection with the home, expressing its importance for the individual. Bachelard sees the home as a deeply personal place: “For our house is our corner of the world…it is our first universe, a real cosmos in every sense of the word” (2014, p.26). The home is a place where someone can feel grounded, where they are offered a sense of comfort and security that can be difficult (or perhaps impossible) to find elsewhere. To further support this notion of home, Tim Cresswell, in his book Place: An Introduction, defines home as an “exemplary kind of place where people feel a sense of attachment and rootedness. Home, more than anywhere else, is seen as a centre of meaning and a field of care” (2014, p.39). Bachelard claims that without a home “man would be a dispersed being. […] It is body and soul. It is the human being’s first world” (2014, p.29). It is evident that Bachelard firmly believes home to be integral to the foundation for a person’s existence and intrinsic to the experience of being. The concept of home thereby forms a phenomenological enquiry as its very essence lies at the heart of a person’s lived experience: “the home is both an exhibit of the soul and the embodiment of it. It has a life of its own, a persona” (Bachelard, 2014, p.26). The home thereby is an amalgamation of both a person’s conscious experience of it and their understanding of what it means. Cresswell writes that Bachelard “considers the house/home as a primal space that acts as a first world or first universe that then frames our understanding of all spaces outside” (Creswell, 2014, p.39). Whatever is learnt and experienced within the home provides the grounds for how one understands and experiences the world outside of the home.

For Bachelard, it is essential to first familiarise oneself with the home before trying to make sense of the outside world. It is this connection to the home that is vital to the notion of being; that without the home one would be lost or ‘dispersed’ (2014, p.29). When Bachelard describes the home as being ‘body and soul’ (p.29), he evokes imagery of one being entwined with or inseparable from the home; no matter where one goes, home will always follow, as the fondness and memories evoked by thinking of home are part of what makes someone who they are. When one physically goes outside of their ‘first world’ (p.29) into a world which may feel vastly unfamiliar in comparison, there is comfort in knowing that they can find solace when they return home. If a person is missing home but is unable to return home, it is possible that the thought of home and its associated memories can at least provide some sense of comfort. Cresswell writes of David Seamon’s understanding of home as being “an intimate place of rest where a person can withdraw from the hustle of the world outside and have some degree of control over what happens in a limited space” (Creswell, 2014, p.39). Not only is home seen as a place for rest and refuge, but the outside world can often be unpredictable and uncontrollable for the individual, whereas the home is a familiar and contained space which allows one to reclaim a sense of autonomy over their surroundings.










Gordon Matta Clark’s Splitting
Gordon Matta-Clark was a site-specific artist trained in architecture. His ‘building-cuts’ were large-scale interventions upon buildings that were destined for demolition. Matta-Clark used a range of media, including photography, film, sculpture and mixed-media collage, to document and capture architectural forms that would soon cease to exist. Through his methods of cutting directly into the make-up of buildings, he played a key role in founding a new and radical form of architecture, dubbed ‘anarchitecture’, that challenged typical relationships with space, questioning ownership and intention through hands-on engagement with the urban environment and its communities. Whitney Museum of American Art state that his work reflects “his belief in the power of transformation—that the world around us is not fixed or concrete, but brimming with untapped potential” (2025). Matta-Clark’s abstract approach to thinking about what a building could be, saw him transform a range of structures in ways the world had previously never seen.
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Fig.1: Splitting (Gordon Matta-Clark, 1974).
One of Matta-Clark’s most well-known works is his project Splitting (1974), in which he created a vertical split through the middle of an emptied suburban house in New Jersey set to be demolished (see figure 1). The split runs perpendicular from the roof to the ground, with the house tilting to either side; Matta-Clark creates a visual division of the domestic home. Perhaps one of the most common readings of the work is that it “comments upon the ‘split’ of American life in the seventies, as if the ‘house divided’ spoke to the nation’s collective woes” (Lee, 2001, p.21). For the U.S., the 1970s was a time of economic upheaval as the post-World War II economic boom ended due to recession, causing high inflation and a stagnation in economic growth. Government-funded urban development during the boom saw an increase in public housing being built, however the 1960s saw rent cap increases which began forcing people out of affordable public sector housing (Geismer, 2024). In the 1970s, the government were constructing and maintaining less rented accommodation in favour of introducing systems of private ownership (Geismer, 2024), which would effectively worsen living standards and cause issues such as displacement for those in poorer communities. Therefore, Matta-Clark’s ‘split’ can be interpreted as a breaking down of the public housing systems that were supposed to offer stable places of residence as well as a sense of security.

These issues surrounding housing can be seen as impacting upon the ‘American Dream’, an idealised notion that anyone can achieve success in the U.S. through hard work, regardless of class or circumstance (Britannica, 2025). The privatisation of housing, in time has violated this, as it meant that an increasing number of tenants are at the mercy of landlords who could decide to sell or redevelop at any time they so wish, or alternately, increase the cost of a property’s rent, which could force tenants to move out through no choice of their own. This practice leaves the occupants of a house lacking the security of knowing how long they would be living in a set place, which impedes on whether a house can become a home, and if so, for how long (Lawson, 2013). Bachelard’s (2014) thinking of home is no-doubt secure from such an issue occurring, which perhaps makes his work alienating to those facing social and economic struggle, or more widely, renters in general.

The house which Matta-Clark used for Splitting, like many of the buildings used in his projects, was chosen due to it becoming uninhabited and set for demolition. Judith Russi Kirshner writes that “his strategic choice of abandoned buildings led him directly to sites of crucial disjunctions, revealing the historic significance of structures that urban renewal consigned to oblivion” (Crow and Kirshner, 2006, p.153). While Matta-Clark expressed that working on buildings set for demolition was “purely a pragmatic thing” (Crow and Kirshner, 2006, p.167), the necessity to use buildings that had been neglected or fated to non-existence raises concerns of why these buildings were seen by the government, and increasingly, private management, as ‘necessary’ to be written off. Matta-Clark’s work is infatuated with “the ‘holes’ in the urban strata that he determined to cut open […] reimagined as ‘non-uments’ to forgotten communities and neglected histories” (Crow and Kirshner, 2006, p.153). The term ‘non-ument’ plays with the notion of what a monument is: a memorial to remember and bring attention to something significant, which once was but is no more. The use of ‘non’ is analogous to Marc Auge’s concept of ‘non-place’: somewhere that exists but is generally overlooked or disregarded as insignificant or unworthy of attention (Auge, 2009). Matta-Clark’s work draws attention to these disregarded spaces, affording them a new value in place of the value that they have been stripped of.

The structure of Splitting was once a brand-new house, and once it became inhabited it could transform into a home. But when a home becomes emptied and consigned to demolition, what status does it take on? It becomes placed in a metaphorical void, lifeless but with traces of a life-past, permeated into its walls and floorboards. For Matta-Clark, such empty vessels as this house allowed him the chance to explore what a building could be outside of conventional thinking. Transformed through material interaction, the house is encouraged to tell a story that it has not previously been able to, as only now it holds the eyes of outsiders. In the introduction of the anthology book Ruins, Brian Dillon writes “[…] the ruin is a site not of melancholy or mourning but of radical potential – its fragmentary, unfinished nature is an invitation to fulfil the as yet unexplored temporality that it contains” (2011, p.18). While the Splitting house isn’t a ‘ruin’ in the most commonly associated sense, for example a historical ruin like those of Pompeii, it can still be considered a ruin – something that once was but is no more. Splitting acted as a kind of memorial to the house itself, much like Rachel Whiteread’s House nineteen years later...
Rachel Whiteread’s House
Rachel Whiteread is an artist who works predominantly with sculpture through the form of casting. One of her most well-known works is 1993’s House (see figure 2), which saw her cast the entirety of a three-story east London house in concrete so that when its exterior walls were removed, all that remained were the traces of its outmost interior. Whiteread’s previous works at this point had included casting notable domestic objects such as the inside of a wardrobe (Closet, 1988) and the underside of a bed (Shallow Breath, 1988), before taking the next logical step of casting an entire room for Ghost (1990). Similarly to House, Ghost worked with a Victorian house in London that was set for demolition. The most notable difference between the two pieces is that Ghost was displayed in a gallery space, whereas House remained rooted in its original location. This may in part have been due to logistical reasons – the cast of the room could be moved without too much difficulty, whereas the idea of moving House must have seemed impossible due to its size, scale, and weight. Both of these works hold a haunting and eerie quality regardless of the context they were placed in, but the site-specificity of House is perhaps what made it so striking and allowed it to resonate with the general public. “House was literally rooted to its spot,” James Lingwood writes, “but the meaning of Whiteread's work was inherently unstable […] It did not seek to predetermine the ways in which people could respond to it” (1995, p.8). Seeing a house in this strange and unprecedented way managed to trigger a contemplation on what a home is and what memories and meaning are associated with it. Each response to House is personable as practically everyone has their own unique relationship to where they live.
 [image: A large white cubes stacked on top of a pile of concrete
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The concrete cast of a house, isolated from the row of terraced houses that it was once a part of, is particularly striking due to how strange and out of place it appears. The house has taken a new form, one of complete solidity; a cold and unemotional block that could no longer be entered or lived in. The house, which had existed and been the home of several families since Victorian times, was now devoid of everything that would have once made it a home.

Of her previous work Ghost, Whiteread wrote of “her intent to ‘mummify the air in the room,’” (National Gallery of Art, 2025) which is relevant to her process for creating House also. Upon the cementing process, every room became dense and unbreathing. The space became inverted as did the notions linked to what a home is. Iwona Blazwick calls House an “architectural death mask of a domestic space and a century of its inhabitants” (2019); the making of House quite literally cemented its fate, transforming it from a living and breathing home into an unfeeling monotonous mass. In his book The Weird and the Eerie (2016), Mark Fisher conceptualised two notions that can be aptly applied when considering the feelings that House evokes. Fisher defines the ‘weird’ as being “that which does not belong” (p.10) and the ‘eerie’ as being “constituted by a failure of absence or by a failure of presence” (p.61). Fisher considers these two modes as being closely related yet distinctive, holding in common with each other a fascination for “that which lies beyond standard perception, cognition and experience” (p.8) as well as a “sensation of wrongness” (p.15). Applied to Whiteread’s work, it is evident that House is ‘weird’ because it ‘does not belong’ within its setting. If it were not for the intervention to use 193 Grove Road to create House, the space it occupies in figure 2 would be bare and empty like its surroundings, unworthy of any particular note; just another site soon to be forgotten in time and memory. However, House does exist, and because of its uncanny, almost alien appearance it has been able to transfix itself in the memory of all those who have laid eyes upon it.

House holds an eeriness in its existence through both the ‘failure of absence’ and the ‘failure of presence’ (Fisher, 2016). The failure of absence comes from there being a 1:1 replica of the house that stood in its spot before it. Once the house was demolished, there should have been nothing immediately there but rubble and residue. But instead stood this strange cast which resembled said house but lacked the features and functionality that a house should possess. It evokes an unsettling feeling, as if a doppelganger has appeared in its place. The failure of presence comes from the collective understanding that what should be on the street is an actual, liveable house, but instead exists this strange, cold block pretending to be a house. A house, or in fact a row of houses should be present; if there were no houses remaining, it would be more compatible for the human mind to comprehend, but there being just one, house-like copy being all that remains is both strange and unsettling. Fisher comments on this collective understanding and perception that the human consciousness holds: “[…] yet if the entity or object is here, then the categories which we have up until now used to make sense of the world cannot be valid. The weird thing is not wrong, after all: it is our conceptions that must be inadequate” (2016, p.15). His argument is that these modes, the weird and the eerie, exist because of the limitations of human understanding and processing of what they encounter; if something seems or feels ‘wrong’, then one convinces themself that it must in fact be wrong. Regarding art and architecture, Fisher states that modernist and experimental work are prone to being regarded as weird, at least upon when they are first encountered: “the sense of wrongness associated with the weird – the conviction that this does not belong – is often a sign that we are in the presence of the new” (2016, p.13). The responses of the public can thereby be attributed to this being ‘in the presence of the new’; House elicited a wide range of emotions and feelings; its discomforting and unusual presence meant that those who encountered it, in person or otherwise, did not know how to respond.









Conclusion 
Matta-Clark’ Splitting and Whiteread’s House share similarities in several areas, namely their subject matter, context, engagement and outcome. Each of the works engage with a pre-existing house that had recently become unoccupied and consigned to demolition. Through exploring the possibilities of the houses’ form and structure through calculated interceptions, each house was given a new lease of life, even if only temporarily whilst they awaited their ultimate fate.

Matta-Clark’s building-cut in Splitting allowed for the space to be penetrated by natural light in a way that perhaps no other house ever has or will be. It literally and figuratively shone a light on the house interior, providing a new perspective on a space that is so familiar and integral to people across the world. Whiteread’s House, in contrast, essentially inverted the space which it was dealing with. Once airy rooms were transformed into a dense, unliveable block, no longer able to be entered.

Each of these works explore the challenges that a home is faced with if it becomes unoccupied. In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard speaks fondly of what a home is (or what a home should be), highlighting the importance of the home as a place of rootedness and of refuge. For Bachelard, how the home is experienced is integral to one’s existence. The two artist examples here however display homes that have ceased to be. The home only exists through human experience and interaction. Once a home is no longer inhabited, it can still exist in its previous inhabitants’ mind through memories and the feeling of rootedness and connectedness it once provided. For Splitting and House, the buildings themselves no longer exist, but their feeling and meaning live on.

[bookmark: _Int_nyqhONJq]Each of the works speak to the challenges that a home, a homeowner or a tenant can face if its demolition is considered ‘necessary’ by powers above their control, in Splitting’s case a private owner, for House the local council. This lack of security directly challenges Bachelard’s notions of home, of which rootedness and security are vital values. If these values are disrupted and the foundation of being is disturbed, how can one be content and grounded? How can one experience life without an integral place of refuge and familiarity? Bachelard would argue that one cannot. The works of Matta-Clark and Whiteread provide memorable visuals that challenge the viewer to contemplate their own relationship and experience of home. Their bold, hands-on engagement with their subject matter each sparked inquiry into what an architectural space can be outside of its predetermined context. For a house that is no longer designated to be a home, the possibilities of what it can become relies on the imagination of whoever owns the building. Often fated to demolition, rare interceptions from the likes of Matta-Clark and Whiteread in the brief window between existence-as-home to non-existence allow our minds to be invigorated at the thoughts of what was, what is, and what could be.
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