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"How can you love the living world if you can no longer hear bird​song through the noise of the traffic, or smell the sweetness of fresh air? How can we won​der about God and the Universe if we never see the stars because of the city lights? If you think that to be an exaggeration, think back to when you last lay in a meadow in the sunshine and smelt the fragrant thyme and heard and saw the larks soaring and singing. Think back to the last night you looked up into the deep blue-black of a sky clear enough to see the Milky Way, the congregation of stars, our galaxy"

(James E. Lovelock, 1988) 

BACKGROUND TO THE EXHIBITION

Presented by The Arts Council of England in association with the Arts Councils of Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.

THE VOLCANO is one of the great symbols of the Earth and its ori​gins, and remains one of the forces of nature which man has no power to control. The eruption of Ruapehu in New Zealand earlier this year, for example, served as a reminder of the potential vio​lence of our environment, and our essential frailty as human beings. Conversely, recent events in the Pacific have suggested that human interference may act as a trigger for natural disasters, leaving us apparently unable to deal with the consequences.

The volcano is also a symbol of Edinburgh, a city wedged between the volcanic outcrops of the Castle Rock and Arthur's Seat, and protect​ed by an outer ring of igneous extrusions: the Bass Rock, North Berwick Law and the Eildon Hills. Moreover, the whole of Scotland has a dramatic history of volcanic activity - the landscape of the West Coast, in particular, bears testament to ancient eruptions, Dumbarton Rock and Ailsa Craig being two of the more famous examples.

The artists in this exhibition are very much aware of the earth, its sen​sitive being, and the powerful forces of nature, and use this as an inspiration for their work. Patricia Macdonald, for example, juxtapos​es her work with references to myth, history, science, mathematics and present-day human land use - all means by which humankind has sought to create an order within the apparently chaotic forces of nature. She is inspired particularly by the writings of James E. Lovelock and Lynn Margulis whose "Gaia Theory" provides an interpretation in the language of modern science of the very ancient ideas which are central to her work. Lovelock's hypothesis envisages the earth as a living organism able to regulate its climate and chemical composition - comparable to the self-sustaining life cycle of a tree.

The artists selected for VOLCANO, though using very different mate​rial approaches, are united in that they take the landscape as their starting point, progressing to record and reflect upon aspects of their surroundings scientifically, environmentally, socially and/or ironically.

Carol Rhodes has always painted emphatically and on the edge. Her recent landscapes are small (18 x 20" approx.) yet vast in their power to affect the view​er. They are tight paintings with the colour minimised and the clutter removed, and have been stripped of those details which make our environment so famil​iar and reassuring. We are faced, in these paintings, with architecture and town planning - a cultural framework on which every​thing else seems suspended or has to cling on to for survival.

As the viewers, we have been cast as alien outsiders. Isolated and alone, we are archaeologists discovering the past in the future. Rhodes paints landscapes of the modern world, ironically using time and culture as her metaphors. Places where hardly anything grows, cars are conspicuous by their absence, no people, nothing moving. We are disturbed amidst the calm and there is a strong sense that something has happened - perhaps a long time ago. Deconstructing history to talk history - treating like with like are all parts of her process; here we are on exciting new territory which quietly refuses to be what it appears to be.' 

Patricia Macdonald's recent composite aerial works made in Europe and North Africa use the land as their starting point.

"Some of these works explore", she says, "the underlying processes of 'wild' nature. They question historical concepts of 'order' and 'chaos' in the light of present-day ideas." She outlines these ideas as, firstly, the theories of chaos and complexity, which involve, among other things, new geometries: The shapes of classical geometry represent a powerful abstraction of reality... But for understanding complexity, they turn out to be the wrong kind of abstraction... Clouds are not spheres, mountains are not cones ...


(James Gleick)

Secondly, she refers to the emergence of a biological as opposed to a mechanistic paradigm, expressed in, for example, the Gaia Theory of Lovelock and Margulis, which sees the Earth as a "self-sustaining system".

Other pieces deal with "human relationships with the land; with mental analogies to earthly physical processes, such as the 'change of state': melting ice, solidifying lava; with mythic journeys; or with approaches by a living creature to the idea of the 'other' in various forms such as, for instance, the desiccation of the desert:

'To remain dissolved is both the obligation and the privilege of all substances that are destined. to change. '


(Primo Levi)"

Bryndis Snaebjornsdottir works as an installation sculptor, where site location is a promi​nent issue and materials are as important as ideas. Her materials can range from large glass sheets to photographs, hand-built pIaster objects to salt, snow, text and other materials with properties of translucency, transparency or opacity. Weight as mass is always alluded to, but visually, not in terms of real density. There is often an apparent brittleness to the materials which seems to parallel an important condition of fragility. Bryndis's work speaks of the expectations of layers of generations, of the curiosity and surprise of the familiar, of routine and drudgery. The domestic resonances and references within the work reside poignantly within an accumulated tradition. This tradition, in part, is anchored in archaic responses to land and to shared family memory. An abiding welling-up of historical and providential experience flows into the work with geological inexitability – like ice, like fire, like glacier melt or geyser spray. Bryndis builds into the work her own personnel history. It is  a history of very human experience. It is almost starting to recognize that history is a female history.  It is a history of sound and of resonance, of calling and of echoing expectation.

TOM O'SULLIVAN uses a variety of techniques - photography, found images, painting and collage - to create pictures which are, in his own words, "concemed with fantasy or, to put it another way, with our desires for something more than what is." The three bodies of work which are showing in VOLCANO were done over a period of two years, but are united by the fact that they all, in some way, use repre​sentations of nature or land​scapes. This is because, he says, -nature seems so often to be one of those spaces where we project our desires - a space to escape to, not necessarily literally, but in our imagination."

His Photoworks are made using found images that have been blown up with metallic gold paint poured over them. "I was interested", he says, "in making forms that could not really be categorised. I wanted to make a sort of fusion, an in-between space (both sensual and simulated, profound and superficial, image and physical event) within a picture." The Presences photographs are completely constructed in the studio, but it is important to the artist that they retain a sense of ambiguity. "I was interested", he says, "in offering images that play with the viewer's desire for the other-worldly or supernatural." The last set of works are small paintings made on cuttings from magazines. "These paintings seem to have narratives", he says, "the marks made perhaps symbolic. The activity of making them (finding the cutting, making a gesture) is as important as the finished picture."

JOANNE TATHAM describes her two" Untitled Video Projections in the following words: "Ongoing actions; repetitive, sensual, bor​ing, monotonous. You quickly despair of any narrative. There is a beginning and an end, not that it makes any difference, as the end is no different from the beginning. So maybe you walked off, or maybe you stayed to watch anyway. As you watch you are drawn in, reassured even. But it's difficult, you still have doubts (am I missing the point?) and so eventually you leave, and you move to some​thing else."

O'SULLIVAN and TATHAM are showing two collaborative works in VOLCANO, the first of which consists of two large portraits entitled I speak to the sea and the sea speaks back to me; I speak to the river and the river speaks back to me. The portraits are photographs of the artists, each taken by the other, set against fantastic landscapes, which are actually just posters highlighted by simple lighting devices. The photographs seem somehow ridiculous, obviously a set-up using stereotypical, popular imagery. But Tatham emphasises that within them there is "an attempt to recapture some​thing from within such represen​tations, to reclaim some authen​tic transcendental moment." She describes the work as "somehow vaguely embarrass​ing. This unashamedly romantic vision, the apparent, but uncertain sincerity of our expressions. Then remembering that it is also us, the artists, who made the work, and worse, the suspicion that there is also a real relationship behind the work."

EVENTS DURING VOLCANO

THE PROJECTS ROOM
Nonnonstop 1895-1995

Nonnonstop is a project in the form of a chronologically arran​ged display of selected books, texts, objects and works on paper made by COLIN SACKETT and JOHN BEVIS, shown with rel​evant background and source material from 1895 onwards.

Two historical sources in particu​lar provide a basis for the display. During the last decade of the nineteenth century an education​al museum was founded at Haslemere, Surrey, by Jonathan Hutchison. His "space-for​time" method of demonstrating the chronological relationship of exhibits has been adapted for the structure of this project. Contemporary with Hutchison, the pioneering natural history photographers Richard and Cherry Kearton made a number of key works which illuminated the essentially time-based nature of their practice.

The dates 1895-1995 are included in the title as a reminder of both the time-basis of the struc​ture, and the frame of reference of the sources. The date of 1895 is convenient, rather than a land​mark, though it did see both the publication of the first Kearton book and the opening of the Haslemere museum.

The structure of the display will admit the essential quality of source and work, photograph and caption, text and index, book and page. Thus it will reveal the complexity of source​to-source, source-to-work, and work-to-work relationships, as a free play of attachment, deriva​tion and transcription.

VIDEO PROJECT

Meet the Artists/Meet the Audience

During this exhibition THE FRUIT​MARKET GALLERY Education Programme will be launching a pilot video project which aims to relate the public directly to the exhibiting artists through video and to assess audience reaction to the exhibition,


Exhibiting artists will be interviewed on camera, and at the same time members of the public will be interviewed in the gallery, in front of the work and on the street to assess their reactions to the work, their experience of the gallery and their views of con​temporary art. 
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