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The narratives of the world are numberless.  Narrative is present in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy, drama, comedy, mime, painting, stained-glass windows, cinema, comics, news item, conversation… Narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it begins with the very history of mankind and there nowhere is nor has been a people without narrative…… Narrative is international, transhistorical, transcultural: it is simply there, like life itself.

Roland Barthes, Image, Music, Text.

‘For Once, Then, Something…’ ,taken from a poem by Robert Frost, suggests the beginnings of a story, a sense of expectancy.  It sums up an exhibition about the power that narrative continues to hold for visual artists.  The ways in which the four artists make use of story-telling - through drawing, painting, video, word patterns, metaphor - are very different, yet they are linked by their common fascination with the structures and patterns of narrative, and by their near-obsessive connection with their subject matter.  Each compiles histories: personal, domestic, social, natural - and since all history is made by the teller, these are also fictions, subject to their own internal logic.

Alexander Braun (Germany) combines different narrative forms - mime, song, poetry, allegory and anecdotal histories in an exploration of eternal themes: love, hate, death, and melancholy.

Patricia Ellis (Canada) is a narrator of autobiographical, confessional stories.  Her style in writing and painting is colloquial and chatty, yet the paintings themselves are emblematic and structured - an idiosyncratic updating of decorative emblems. 

John Chilver (England) creates ambiguous motifs and images, set in schematic, brightly coloured paintings.  The picture-book clarity is deceptive, and the images suggest a dark sense of humour.  

Hans Waanders (Netherlands) uses and subverts ‘scientific’ techniques: etymology, classification, archiving, comparison of specimens.  Yet the obsessive, controlling impulse is the product of a sense of loss: a beautiful moment, remembered and sought after, opening out a lyrical narrative about memory and yearning.

The exhibition starts downstairs in Gallery One with three works by Patricia Ellis.  Painted in a naïve, folk style they seem to represent decorative shrines to personal heroes.  Her images are constructed like heraldic emblems - a decorative, embellished framework setting off ‘cartouches’ with portraits and landscape scenes, all arranged in ordered symmetry.  The choice of hero and the decorative symbols are entirely personal.  In Wheatkings of All Treasures Buried a stereotypical High School hunk is framed with stags, disposable razors, bird-houses, fruit and electric fans, while a male and female singers in Divorce are elaborately framed with blue-birds, Indian nik-naks and snowy Canadian landscapes.

She does not attempt to explain the symbolism - there is little need as the clutter of consumer durables is familiar and the stereotypes are instantly recognisable from TV and film.  Instead she tells parallel stories about her life: ‘I was born on a fiercely cold and stormy winter night in a remote town in Canada, and on a very important night at that as it was the eve of the final Olympic Hockey Game of 72 where Canada kicked Russia’s ass all over the ice, achieving our one and only historically relevant task in the Cold War effort.  Which to Canadians is the heroic equivalent of the Moon Landing.  Just as Bobby Orr scored the winning goal, my mum went into labour.’  It has all the makings of a modern-day myth.

In the side galleries Alexander Braun exhibits his Endymion series - a work in progress - and You Rascal You, a new video projection.  Each features a felt-masked figure - an equivalent of the fetishes or lay-figures used in religious rituals as a human substitute.  The point for Braun is that his individuality is masked, and his silent performances are characterised by an ‘everyman’ figure.  The choice of material was important (think fuzzy felt, rather than Beuys): it is sculptural, easily moulded, it speaks of handicrafts, and its surface texture suggests the softness of skin.

The idea for the Endymion series was simple: Braun frequently travels to install exhibitions of his work internationally, and in each location he videos and photographs himself, wearing the mask and gloves, apparently asleep in his hotel bedroom.  The resulting video footage is edited and then speeded up so the normal motion of breathing appears to be panting.

Endymion was the beautiful youth who chose eternal life in a state of sleep over the possibility of selecting his time and manner of death.  As Braun notes the story throws up the classic moral dilemma: ‘Would you swap the treadmill, uncertainty and fluidity of your life for the passivity of eternal sleep?  Would that be a fair price to pay?’.  The conundrum deepens with the forced passivity of Endymion’s choice - he sleeps, but with open eyes, still able to watch the passage of time, but unable to participate in his own life.

You Rascal You juxtaposes two blues songs recorded in the 1930s by Tampa Red. The first is a straightforward love song, the second might be called a hate song ‘I’ll be glad when you’re dead and gone you rascal you.’  Braun’s interest in these early blues songs was in their folk roots - the tradition of passing on stories and wisdom through songs.  Significantly, the lyrics of You Rascal You changed after this early version - ‘cleaned up’ in a later recording by Louis Armstrong.  Here they are ambiguous and suggestive - matched by the distortion of the imagery.

An apple (Adam and Eve, the Fall, Original Sin) spins on a record turntable, while a felt-masked figure moves back and forth, licking the camera lens.  The ‘hate’ song keeps up the rotating movement, but this time the camera circles the felt face and tongue, merging into a silent scrutiny of the blank face under white sheets, and then reversing perspectives to look out from inside the mask.  The contrasting emotions are linked by close-up footage of white felt, suggesting folds of snow, or skin.

Upstairs in Gently Rest, My Fairest Life the sleeping felt-figure lies in an elaborately carved wooden bed, part of the extraordinary Junkerhaus, created by Karl Junker at the turn of the 19th century.  The video tape is slowed slightly and reversed to create magical effects.  The vapour of the figure’s breath in the cold room mysteriously appears and then disappears inwards instead of being exhaled, and the play of light on dust creates an illusion of a shower of magic dust at the end of the scene.

The scene seems to be set for a perfect fairy tale, but the magic is undercut by the setting and the music.  Karl Junker created his fantasy home for the wife and children he imagined he would eventually have.  The bed and cradle were to remain empty, and the house stands as a symbol of a failed dream and passion unrewarded.  The song is taken from Mozart’s unfinished opera Zaide: ‘Gently rest, my fairest love, Sleep till thy good fortune waketh…Lull him to sleep thou gentle dream, and may his lustfully dreamt imaginings at long last become reality.’

Hans Waanders work is prefaced by a moment in real life, elevated to the status of a legend: ‘On October the 4th 1982 Hans Waanders saw for the first time the kingfisher along the river Maas.  From that moment collecting and working out information about this bird started….   The tangible result of the longing to see the kingfisher again.’

This desire was played out during seven years of work, obsessively documenting the kingfisher.  Like the best detective stories, Waanders allowed himself to become obsessed with the idea of getting under the skin of his ‘prey’.  The more perfect his knowledge, and the closer his identification, the closer he believes he will get.

Downstairs two series of stamped prints are displayed, one showing the conventional international airmail symbol of the kingfisher (plane), the other a series of printed kingfisher eyes.  Both document Waanders’ obsession with his subject, from different perspectives.  Waanders stamped one eye per day for each day which passed from his first sighting of the kingfisher.  Like all tallys this series speaks of time deferred, and the expectancy of some significant event in the future - though for Waanders there was no definite time-frame to measure his waiting.  The other series is a type of catalogue, a typological comparison of one symbol associated with his subject.

Upstairs eighteen photographs line one wall, all showing riverside landscapes with a single branch or twig overhanging the water.  Each is a perch, placed by Waanders to lure the kingfisher back: each remains stubbornly empty.  The absence of the intended subject throws us back to what is present and visible, the running water, and the possible associations and metaphors which it could suggest.

Further into the room is a series of 30 watercolours, each showing the artist, arms outstretched as if flying, in front of a variety of riversides and pools.  He wears a ‘T’ shirt printed ALCEDO ATTHIS, the Latin for kingfisher.  The repetition of near-identical images is the visual equivalent of a ritual chant, invoking the kingfisher’s name and identifying with its ability to fly - although the stance is ambiguous, echoing the Crucifixion.

John Chilver’s relationship with his subject matter seems more detached.  Earlier paintings borrowed motifs, and their graphic style, from found images, and the tree-trunk in Clearance is an example of a recycled drawing.  For his recent work, however, he worked from his own drawings, creating hundreds of sketches, and editing them down for the pared-down effect of the paintings.

His concern is with visual languages and idioms, and the ease with which the eye accepts two dimensional illusions.  A bird ‘painted’ in piped silicone swoops down on a collaged paper football, set against a ‘landscape’ of tracksuit fabric.  The contrast stripe becomes a shorthand for the ground or horizon, while the printed football allows us to read scale and distance.  The absurdity of this gap between reality and the painted world is made clear in Ball and Easel - a deadpan echoing of an illusion created by Magritte where the painted landscape on its easel is confused with the view it was based on outside a window.  Here the landscape makes no pretension to illusionism: instead the three-dimensional physicality of the paint insists on its own reality.

The tactile, physical reality of the paint is essential for his paintings, yet the choice of technique also causes him problems as he tries to achieve subtle differences in the quality of the drawn line for distinct effects.  Chilver’s description of Pre-prequel is ‘Disney-meets-bio-morphism’.  The initial impression you get is that the subject should be obvious, but the ambiguity of the forms and the fact that they seem incomplete undermines the clarity of the colour and the solidity of the black lines.  That feeling of unease increases in A Man in the Early Evening where simple decisions - the atmospheric background, the suggestion of perspective, and the fine internal lines within the ‘figure’ - create a more menacing mood: less Disney and more Robert Crumb.
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