Review of Vacancy by Micheál O’Connell 9th Dec 07:

I was one of the three who pulled together Vacancy, currently showing at Grey Area in Brighton.  In other words no claim is being made here of objectivity but isn’t that a contrived form of subjectivity anyway?  It is highly unfashionable for artists to want to be seen as ‘the conduit’, or privileged channel for some outside force.  On the other hand it is reasonable for a person to grapple with their own output in the hope of being, say, surprised.
Daniel Pryde-Jarman curates, creates art and struggles to make sense of the crossover or differences between these two histories.  Appropriately then one of his pieces here, Non Denial, contains as subject matter footage of him rammed to the wall of his own gallery.  This is achieved by means of an horizontal acroprop forced between the opposing wall and his chest diaphragm.  He is initially suspended, feet off the ground, apparently in genuine distress until a means of release is discovered.  Then he falls to the ground suddenly, followed by a genuine and loud sigh of relief.  The video (duration 48 seconds) is played through a TV which itself is pressed to the wall by means of another acroprop.  Potentially the observer has to deal with the irritatingly macho tone inferred in this and the obvious application of a Matthew Barney formula for making already pointless tasks incredibly difficult.  Both these pitfalls are dampened, more accurately completely avoided, by the fact that that the video is displayed so that the wall he is pressed against is horizontal on screen, better still, not quite parallel with the floor but at an angle to it.  The curator appears to fall from left to right and up a slight incline.  On the small screen the heroic act is rendered pathetic which must have been the intention.

And in terms of aspects of the rest of the exhibition which appear to make no bones about facing themes related to the condition of the male, Non Denial works too.  The audio track (which in addition is carried down the acroprop pipe and resonates within the space) mixes with the rest of the soundscape, filling Grey Area to create an overall impact which might be experienced as an assault on the senses or music depending on your disposition.

Jayne Eagle makes, collects and combines materials and objects setting them up in dangerous liaison with each other.  The results are full or meaning, multi-dimensional for the viewer regardless of what hidden conceits were intended during the labour-intensive production process.  One wonders whether she really wants to communicate crisply at all or is inventing irresolvable questions.  In fact her statement for this exhibition refers to the existence of ‘unanswerable questions’.  Requiem for a Day in Vegas includes an almost antique baby incubator containing a convincing stuffed hare form, about 60cm long, in a skin of bandage-like cream white material.  This is all positioned on a plinth, laying on it’s side, wrapped completely, then tightly covered in purple, what could be, priest-robe cloth.

Wrapping up is something Jayne Eagle does a lot of.  A second piece I Can’t See the Light has 26 aluminium rods sealed in material, covered in black velvet pushed into the walls of a small room or cell.  Apart from interpretations for Requiem for a Day in Vegas relating to the problem of containment of the free spirit or the potentially destructive consequences of control, the idea of wrapping in layers and packaging to either a) create form or b) disguise it is unsettling.  Would we not want to know what is deep inside?  Why cover wounds or hide truth?  Or maybe this is about fear of emptiness.   US political thinker Gore Vidal once stated that “people are what they seem”: an amusing thought and for some shocking or terribly pessimistic.  The same is not necessarily true for dead things or sculptural creations but here the objects, as well as attempting to create questions, presumably are intended as allegorical models.
I present three pieces in the show.  At the opening a professional clown stood with a chain around his neck which passed up through a pulley and down to a ceramic handle held by him.  On the wall nearby hangs a famous image which was printed recently in a national newspaper as part of the obituary for photographer Ernest Withers.  The picture shows striking sanitation workers at a demonstration in the 1960s which was the last that Martin Luther King attended before being assassinated.  My intention was that the clown’s proximity to this image did not act to trivialise a serious and important historical political movement.  Related to this another task was to direct the character so that he did not overact or add too much in terms of entertainment or diversion during the two hour performance.  His job primarily was to stare at the image mentioned above and act dead.  For the most part during the two-week exhibition the noose made of chain will hang empty but it, titled An Attempt at an Autobiography, is intended as an interactive piece for any passer through to use: the sensation of  being part of this work is an option.

Another piece of mine called Now Man comprises of video footage from two passes of a game in which a video camera swings from the ceiling (in Grey Area) and where the clown’s task is to do everything possible to remain within the frame.  His struggle lasts one or two minutes as the camera stabilises though even the slight movements towards the end of a cycle require significant effort on his part.  An important facet of the footage is the sound from the stamping motion which begins chaotically, is rhythmic, and gradually slows to a quiet standstill.
Three other exhibits are not mentioned above, the decision to build this show was taken only three weeks before the opening, most of the work was created in-situ and all of it is new.  If the approach succeeded here it is perhaps because creative activity is not necessarily easy to distil out from ordinary everyday life for those who see themselves as artists.  Being an artist is not a job, it does not have to align itself with industry, entertainment, media.  Unsophisticated or superstitious thinking possibly but I suspect that there comes a point where the work simply must be made, is bursting out.
It could be argued that this is a ruse,  most of the world’s population don’t have the luxury to dabble with art because of the pressures of poverty and work, but I’m guessing that a number of the striking sanitation workers in the image referred to above played the role.  The perfect and poetic slogan on the placards held by each, ‘I AM A MAN’, didn’t come from nowhere. Oddly that image, if it’s a sample of ‘Committed Art’, is the one thing I am not sure belongs in Vacancy.


