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Bill Woodrow – Sculpture

Bill Woodrow’s sculptural inventions have become a familiar sight internationally in the past few years. As an artist who travels widely and makes work from whatever materials are available locally, much of his time is spent working on projects abroad (including a month in 1984 spent at the Renault factory in Le Harve). This exhibition, Woodrow’s first major show in a British gallery for three years, will present an outline of his development during this period. It will also provide a rare opportunity of seeing recent works alongside other important large-scale pieces.

The most immediately striking common feature of the works is the combination of images from the industrial environment with those from the natural world. From the reclaimed debris of a consumer society plants begin to sprout and wild animals spring forth. Images of the world itself recur as reminders of the global scale of the threat which mankind poses to all species. As Woodrow himself describes it: ‘I use images of nature as a symbol of a system which is self-regulating; if it is not interfered with it just gets on with it and has built-in ways of controlling itself. Western industrial society appears to get the balance completely out of proportion.’ (From a conversation with Lynne Cooke, author of the catalogue text). In a work such as Achtung! (1986), the dislocated head and neck of a giraffe appear threaded through the remains of the car bonnets from which they were constructed. An instant and startling contrast is set up between the appealing image of the animal and the impersonal chunks of the industrial wreckage which surround it. Likewise the head of the Elephant (1984) hangs like a hunting trophy and fishes a machine gun from an arid watering hole made from car doors.

Woodrow’s original materials are gathered from skips and junkyards. They are instantly familiar as the obsolete artefacts of everyday life. By dissecting and reworking these remains he brings them under a new scrutiny and poses awkward questions about the society which made and used them. Woodrow works at great speed with simple tools. The original identity of the object is important to him and is always retained in the finished piece. It is not submerged but rather joined in a strange symbiotic relationship to its new found form; indeed a physical link, resembling an umbilical cord often remains between the two. Composite images are formed: delightful and humorous such as the Green Snake (1984) or bizarre and disturbing like Ship of Fools, Belly of the Beast (1986). The final effect of works such as Self-Portrait in the Nuclear Age (1986) is a complex one, simultaneously playful and dramatic.

Bill Woodrow was born in 1948 and now lives and works in London. Hi sculpture has been shown in one-man exhibitions at the Kunsthalle, Basel and in several venues in America. Woodrow has in numerous mixed exhibitions such as the Paris Biennale and the Carnegie International, Pittsburgh. He has recently been short listed for the Turner Prize, which will be announced at the Tate Gallery in November. 
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