Y

WALLIS, CLARRIE; ABSTRACT MACHINES, ABSRACT MACHINES, TATE ST.IVES CATALOGUE
ESSAY, OCTOBER 2006

Abstract Machines
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Nick Evans’ sculptures have a ghost-like quality that haunts and disrupts their modemist
forms. Revelling in an excess of historical and cultural refecents, there are, in Evans, two
competing artists; a latter-day modemist and a knowing postmodernist. The first often
appears to take his cue from Modernism’s liberating mission, a belief in spontaneity
and the creative spirit, while the second has no faith in notions of authenticity and
unmediated expression. His roughly modelled polychromatic sculptures lay claim to

a kind of i that rejects of ition 1o plumb
the depths of the unconscious. Yet Evans is without a doubt a sampler as much as a
maker. The unabashed postmodernist in Evans adopts imagery, concepts and ways of
making art to his own interests. Thus the sculptures occupy a field in which contrasting
aspirations coexist. Evans’ curiosity bes in revisiting and recasting languages, taking
historical forms, mixing them with other inflences in order to come up with a synthesis
that indicates, or points towards, a new reality or set of conditions."

One constant theme that underpins Evans’ career has been the desire to question the
capacity of art to serve as a centre for political discourse and cultural enquiry. This
Interest has, in part, been shaped by his experience of studying on the Emvironmental
Art Course at Glasgow School of Art. The course, set up in the mid 1980s, promotes the

y nature of art practice - methods and raising issves
traditionally associated with politics, sociology, ethnography or anthropology in an
attempt to renegotiate the limits of art. This discursive approach continues to influence
his practice. Evans is interested in questioning the limits of visual art as a structure
through which to engage with social debate. To this end the artist seeks out naeratives
from a wide variety of sources. Through a process of simplification and deconstruction,
he fiters a framework of literary depictions and political and social ideclogies into
works that encompass the humanistic and personal elements of such circumstances
and idealisms. Works become totem-like, standing in for a larger action or experience
= monuments to a universal ideal !

into existence ~ something the cultural theorist Kodwo Eshun has described as ‘past,
potential futures’ - which allows for different perspectives on the present.’ By the same
token, critical theory has a belief in

and debates around post-colonialism have made us aware of the variety of different
wversions of modernity created by different political realities around the globe. It has
become clear that there isn't one Modernity but many, each of them representing a
particular place and experience. Thus, for Evans, such a concern is more than a retum
1o previously accepted forms of Modernity, rather it impies a revisionist definition of
modernity and the ways in which art today might attempt to deal with history.

In a recent essay' the critic Jan Verwoert proposes that a major strand of contemporary
practice is devoted to the re-casting of cultural material; artists today are finding new
ways of incorporating references within their practice. He argues that the parameters
that define the concept and practice of appropriation as it was proposed in the 1980s
have changed. This is a consequence of, or rather an element in, an ongoing and

igr of the in which history is understood. Verwoert
goes on to describe how the original concept of appropriation was intrinsically knked to
a post-modern discourse that the end of mod and suggs that

history could only be encountered in the commodified form of dead artefacts. However,
with the experience of global upheavals in the 1990s, it became evident that history
refused to remain sheived, Verwoert suggests that history today is experienced as an
open continuum and that the ghosts of the past are still among us. Art that references.
ongoing historical processes therefore tends to operate within the framework of
“invoking the ghosts of unclosed histories in a way that allows them to appear as
ghosts and reveal the nature of their ambiguous practice.” In this light Evans invokes
diverse spurits such as such as George Grosz (1893-1959), Henry Moore (1898-1986)
and Asger Jorn (1914-73), not as art historical ‘tropes’ or nostalgic references but rather
as a form of appropriation that retains the historical depth of the distinction between
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In his early sculptures Evans explored the link between the aesthetics of Modernism and
the politics of colonialism, which he describes as ‘a form of conceptual art, whereby
the materials and the forms used serve to make visible a theoretical position or
thematic concern.” This can be seen in Untitled (Kayak) 2004, a life-size replica of a
Ww&mwm&mlromamdmmﬁmwb’aDanshmhnog;aphet.
who lived with the Inuit community and initiated a renaissance in boat building. Using
traditional materials and techniques - including taking all the measurements for the
boat from his own body - Evans' kayak Is a faithful rendition. The work explores the
decbnolﬂdﬂsvmhmlhehﬁuwwnﬁy,msmm:mdlﬁeuwum
to the modernising influences of Denmark's colonial power. While the process of
construction evoked issues i with sculy practice, for
example, ideas around mass and volume, the relationship between the interior and
exterior of the object, the formal logic of the pure form was subverted through the
cutting and rejoining of the kayak's frame in five sections to form a twisted whole

As the artist explains, ‘| have taken this inverted colonial logic and adopted its text as
@ kand of sculptural formalism.“ These flinks are further developed in works such as
Portrait of Amilcar Cabral (Could it be a Bantustan?), 2002 3 semi-abstract relief of
the face of the Leader of the National Liberation Movement of Guinea who was
assassinated i 1973, on the eve of National Independence and lumumba is Dead
{tong tive Lumumba) 2002, an installation in response 1o the martyrdom of the African
leader Patrice Lumumba (1925-61). The history of the African continent is, as Evans
highlights, a story ly by the (self-] d focces of
Industrialisation, colonisation and social unrest

If Evans’ practice reflects new perspectives on the debates surrounding Modernism, he
5 in rather than these issues. In this way we can
see his practice as signifying both a re-engagement with its more radical aspects and,
in part, a critique of its fallings. Evans is intrigued by social alternatives that didn't come

original and copy. This opens up a new form of historical consciousness; sensitive to its
uwnconstmcﬁonmlsmer&mlwmamsoﬁaionb«mmp&andpresmllums

For example Pieces of the Dialectical Terror Machine 2005 — its title poking fun at
the language of art criticism — consists of two monumental, brutalist forms, poised
©on open rusty metal plinths. Fashioned from polystyrene casually coated with plaster
and coloured resin, these craggy forms retain figurative associations, of a toppling
figure within the shadows of a giant g device. It is of Aristide
Maillol's (1861-1944) sculpture The River 1938-43, of a woman who seems to be
falling off her plinth, or on in its visceral physicality, Franz West's (b 1947) lumpen
forms such as Sisyphus V1 2002. if the sculpture seems to speak a slurred jumble
of century languages, the dialectic indicated in the title is an
opened one, referring to ways of thinking about art as a producer of effects and
. Not ly ings.* iges are mixed to create a

stew of different formal and conceptual positions, with the artist revelling in their
impurity. Here Evans draws from the philosopher Gilles Deleuze 1925-95) and the
psychoanalyst Felix Guattarr's 1930-92) concept of the rhizome, which rejects

i in favour of a growth. This term
therefore describes a methodology that allows for multiple nodes that point towards
a mapping rather than a tracing. What distinguishes the map from a tracing Is its
openness, presenting muitiple options, as opposed to the tracing, which being
directive always comes back 'to the same’. According to Deleuze 'the map fosters
connections between fields and is open and connectable in all its dimensions; it is
d to constant It can be torn, reversed,
adapted to any kind of byan group or social
formation. It can be drawn on a wall, conceived of as a work of art, constructed as
a political action or as a meditation.” In this light, Pieces of the Dialectical Terror
Machine 2005 is suggestive of some sort of mechanism. The quasi-figurative forms
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and gestural surfaces knowingly combine visual stereotypes into contradictory,
non-hierarchical elements, open to interpretation.

Evans’ interest in Asger Jorn ~ co-founder of both CoBrA and the Stuationist International
lies in his alleglance to a kind of borderline abstraction based in a materialist conception
of practice. Striving for spontaneity and experimentation Jorn's career encompassed
primitivist figuration, explorations in ceramics and collaborations with various political
aesthetic groups. As Edward Lucle-Smith wrote in Studio International, October 1966,
Jorn ‘bases himself on the medium: he tries to collaborate with the actual materials he
s using, in order to give substance to visions which are as much the propesty of the
paint on the canvases as of his own imagination.™ Figure X and Figure Y 2006 mark a
transition for Evans that can be characterised as a move away from explicitly social
themes towards an exploration of materials and the more radical aspects of formalism.*
As Evans explains | want to make a kind of abstract art which ke Asger Jorn's doesn’t
affirm abstractions grandiose claims. | think It is possible to exercise formal rigour as a
critical weapon.™ The works are the result of a process of randomly cutting and reforming
basic elements to create new entities. While clearly based on organic forms, abstract and
figurative elements are held in balance. For example, Figure X 2006 was made from

a modular form, cut up and reconfigured into a work that recalls the cubist sculptor
Alexandro Archipenko’s (1887-1964) geometrically styfised forms. Likewise the small
ceramic pieces such as Models X.Y,Z 2005 or Models 8-J 2006 are intuitively made by
finger pinching and breaking clay into forms that, in their raw vitality have something in
common with Auguste Rodin's (1840-1917) fragments of body parts. They are glazed in
even more vibrant colours ~ undiluted primaries, with black, whites and greens.

White Creature Forms 2006 and its companion plece Black Creature Forms 2006 are
again concerned with the process of making ‘as an event which coalesces out a
process of seemingly random acts or occurrences.™ They are constructed from basic

elements whose form is the result of the aluminium encountering ‘conditions of flux’ —
in this case being melted and then poured onto the floor. These shapes were fitted
together until Evans feit that there was a sense of formal resolution. In this way
structure and form are a direct consequences of the process of making and assembly
and the basic properties of the material. However, fvans spraying the sculpture with
neo-expressionist graffiti or some sort of [ fag: the
finished form, in turn disrupting any coherent reading of the surface. A series of three
other works collectively titled Memorials fo the Closed System Schematic 2006
extend ideas behind the Untitied wall works of 2005 into epic abstract gestures of
rhythms, or mannerist parodies of abstract expressionist mark-making. Conceived for
the roof terrace at Tate St ves the viewer is able to consider the surrounding landscape
by literally looking through these open waveforms. In so doing, Evans hints at the
history of St Ives as ‘a metropolitan colony entrenched in an often ahistorical
relationship with landscape, authenticity and primitivism ™

All Evans sculptures carry an of the between form
and meaning. In juxtaposing a generic imodernist] sculptural language with attempts
to subvert the aesthetics of formalism, the artist seems to be offering an examination
of the process of interpretation and the limits of visual art as a means through which to
engage with social debate " This is enriched, as Laurence Figgis has described, by the
artist’s critical absorption in problems of the “other” and the self authenticating ruses of
art, resulting in an unsentimental primitivist aesthetic.™ Figure X 2006 encapsulates the
contest that is at the heart of Evans’ work. As he explains, the formalism | am Interested
Inis one in which the working practice, the material facts, the inconsistencies,
accidents and coincidences that occur in studio practice keep the work alive.

Ultimately the works’ formal qualities are used as a quasi-linguistic device rather than
an end In its own right ” While cautious of the potential for art to engage in critical
discourse, it is also, you sense, the ideal that drives his work on
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