Short Answers to Long, Complicated Questions

Mark McGreevy, Matthew Northridge and John J. O’Connor

Rather than attempt a dry and predominantly descriptive overview of what seems to be going on in this exhibition, I thought I might take the opportunity respond to some of the answers that it poses (which, of course, are really only questions in disguise). Certain themes seem to recur between the paintings, drawings and sculptures that have been gathered by the artists; but, what’s more, certain possibilities offer themselves in the spaces between the works, spaces which are more than usually active, as the works connect themselves promiscuously, one with another, across and around the Lab’s galleries. 

There are many strange symbols assembled here. I have an affection for symbols whose meaning is extinct, whose direct communicative usefulness is no more. Whilst the varied symbol-systems deployed by these three artists can seem at first to be similarly inoperative, to dwell somewhere alongside those peculiar allegorical images from many centuries, whose codes have been mislaid or forgotten, it’s perhaps more helpful to imagine that, collectively, these are signs that are yet to arrive at ‘meaningfulness’. (Perhaps it’s also a little unsettling, since the worlds in which these systems would be genuinely ‘meaningful’ are going to be somewhat different from our own; but then, could that really be such a bad thing?) O’Connor’s drawings swarm with numbers and phrases and colours, drawn from countless disparate contexts, and corralled into swirling, unwieldy flows and disorderly patterns. McGreevy’s paintings and drawings can initially appear to be uniformly chaotic: libidinous, excessive inner hells; but what actually gives them their uneasy power is that their distortions, their unsettling recombination of things we almost recognise, are often only very slight exaggerations. And Northridge’s objects, composed of elements that have been united after being quite unaware that they were ever searching for one another, seem to refer to utility rather than actually to possess it, and thus unsettle our simplest notions of how to interact with (to ‘use’) things in the world. 

The idea of potentially communicable symbols comes up against this issue of ‘value’ and utility fairly immediately then, through one of two insistently instrumentalising questions: ‘what does it mean?’ or ‘how does it work?’ Of course this is the usual point at which to try and introduce an alternative notion of ‘cultural’ value, some supposedly non-instrumental measure, inherent not in the actual artwork (as would be the case in an ‘art for art’s sake’ argument) but in the social relations, the social space, that is envisaged and constructed by the art object: in the way in which one relates to the art object, and to other people through the art object. 

That’s quite a dense and presumptious paragraph. What I suppose I mean is this: here are a number of artworks which all speak of language, or visual representation, or scientific system – that is, of the rational and useful communication of ideas – but which all wilfully refuse to be limited to actual ‘reference’ or ‘use’. Rather, what they do, in totality, presented together, is encourage or allow us to think in generality (and drawing no conclusions – no necessity to show our working-out) about ‘meaning’ and purpose, and deliberateness and intention (and therefore chance also, although not in a rigidly schematised manner whereby ‘chance’ is the opposite of ‘intention’: we’ll come back to that shortly). Each of these artists brings their personal symbologies into the exhibition, then, but as I’ve hinted, the really interesting part is that these individual experiments with meaningfulness cross immediately into one another’s frame of reference, so that not just similar visual motifs, but whole systems of composition seem to leap between one piece and another, and the works as a whole become a kind of exploded, associative, hypertextual ‘mind’, something with a movement and logic and force entirely of its own.
Northridge’s sculptures are crucial in bringing that dynamic out from the walls and into the various interconnected spaces of the gallery: his tower of cotton reels is first viewed from the entrance to the building but then reappears in an interior window upstairs, now brightly coloured; in the mezzanine gallery, his suspended map, beyond the balcony rail, brings one down into the space below, in which the piece Twelve Ladders, or, How I Planned My Escape appears to offer exactly that – an escape upwards (an ascension?) – only for one to find oneself back in the loop again, bouncing between the different works. 

Along the walls these relationships continue and multiply: one of O’Connor’s drawings contains the word FORGETFULNESS at its left, from which coloured lines stream out in an involuted web, turning back on themselves and seemingly disappearing into sphincter-like wormholes in the paper; on the other side of a door, a single coloured line re-emerges in paper tape that traces a line around Northridge’s Return to Fort Apache fixed in the wall below. 

Upstairs, a thin blue line, careering like bad plumbing back and forth across the surface of one of McGreevy’s abstract compositions, is echoed in the multicoloured zigzags-on-black in a diptych by O’Connor. Looking over the balcony again, one sees, from another angle, Northridge’s two-sided vinyl panel, hung perpendicular with the wall, and its thin slivers of colour lead one back to O’Connor’s drawings derived from Lottery numbers in the corner, whose vivid overlaid grids draw us back to the isometric pipes and brickwork in McGreevy’s pencil drawing, hung below the vinyl ‘sign’… and so on and on. In amongst all this internal cross-referencing, meanwhile, McGreevy’s small surrealistic works offer the show’s only truly ‘recessive’ or representational spaces, drawing one back out from the room into their troubling landscapes. They are inviting, compelling even, demanding to be inhabitated, in the viewer’s imagination, but after a while their intensity, perhaps even their intimacy, repels the viewer, who finds themselves bounced back into the room, and strung out on another spatial association.

In teasing out the relationship between abstraction and meaning, chance becomes important, most obviously in O’Connor’s large drawings, made by following instructions and subtracting numbers and, most simply, abstracting ‘meaning’ from its contexts (patterns of scientific data, or linguistic constructs, or gambling systems). This isn’t the ‘chance’ of the I Ching, where sometimes it seems that chance is simply another set of laboriously-observed rules through which finally to arrive, yet again, at ‘meaning’. Chance is a tactic here, sometimes with a level of joking attached to it, but with serious intent also. What all these works present is neither extinct nor indefinitely-deferred meaning, but meaning that is simply not yet complete, meaning whose ‘value’ is to be constructed by the active viewer.

I realise I’ve taken something of a chance too, that I’ve gambled on a whole catalogue of flimsy assertions being able to hold together and to withstand the reader’s – your – scrutiny before being dismissed as entirely fatuous or pretentious. In my defence, what I’m trying to offer is an engagement with the terms of these works, the terms of this show, rather than a cool, detached, theoretical ‘explanation’, which seems just about the most inappropriate response (answer) I could make to the long, complicated questions and answers presented here. 
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