


From dissected Eames chairs, to orchards made
from neon tubes, Martin Boyce explores the
dreamworld of Modernism by Martin Herbert
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In 1925 four trees appeared in the Paris gar-
den of Robert Mallet-Stevens. The brainchil-
dren of brothers from Nantes, Jofl and Jan
Martel, they were five metres high, made of
cement, executed ina Cubist style of jutting
schematic planes, and destroved some time
after the clogure of the International Exhibi-
tion of Decorative and Industrial Arts, for
which they had been commissioned. Gone,
they clung on a while as an eroding memory,
a weak signal whose firmest physical form
was a grainy black and white photograph.
This was chanced upan, a few vears ago,

in an academic study of French Modernist
gardens by the Scottish artist Martin Boyee,
Here the trees saw a conduit, a way back.

It was to be a messy and profracted
return; from the trees” point of view, it is still
far from ideal. At first Boyce merely thought
about them, at one point fashioning an icy
orchard from neon tubes instead. Presently
he remade in steel the quadrilateral planes
that the Martels had used to imply branches
and foliage, and suspended these discrete
fragments in the form of a mobile. Objects
are often metaphorical in Boyee's work, and

he has used this form before to suggest his-
torical mobility. In making Mobile (Hold Me Up
and Stofr Me from Falling} (2003), for instance,
he dismembered some battered Charles and
Ray Eames chairs, stringing them up (o re-
semble an Alexander Calder: classic Modern-
ist design violently reconfigured, something
to be displayed but not used. A copy of the
original photograph of the Martels’ trees

sat beside this newest mobile in the gallery,
measuring a gulf,

And then wholeness of sorts, and even a
suggestion of agency, The Cubist trees were
remade, approximately life-size, via grey-
painted wood panels attached to fixed pillars,
for Boyee's 2006 exhibition “Electric Trees
and Telephone Booth Conversations' (in the
Frac des Pays de Loire at Carquefou, near
Mamtes). This still felt like limbo, but now the
trees used their unitary form (o possess ofber
forms. As folded sheets of steel, the Martels'
signature quadrilaterals shielded a hand-
ful of white fluorescent fubes which dimly
illuminated the darkened, cavernous space
{and were suspended from cables strung
between the trees, which turned the latter,

Wounded and cornered these objects are
weirdly undead; a spark of what they were
mingles with an air of inhuman threat.
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vaguely humiliatingly. into telegraph poles).
Four-sided figures also formed the hoods of
a trio of ersatz phone booths wherein more
cold light nestled. Black and white graffiti

on these current public landmarks asserted
that they, too, are unwanted and teeter on
obzolescence, The most badly attacked was
freestanding and faced away from the viewer
on entry, as if hanging its head in shame,

Finally, the roving quadrilateral infested
the black-painted metal grid of a freestanding
room-divider with an inset door. Mareoned
in the centre of the gallery, the structure
was too small to have any function beyond
signalling its own inconsequence. 1t was a
symbolic filter, suggesting passage from one
state to another, To the trees it suggested an
outlef. Recently, Bovee made a similar-look-
ing piece (though brightly coloured and more
closely resembling a kids' climbing feame) in
which the quads are turning themselves into
an inchoate calligraphy, one whose interpen-
etration of language and design is weirdly
reminiscent of Art Deco, These detached
limhs are trying to speak.

If Boyee were ventriloguizing with them
{and let’s drop the gothic shtick at this point;
obviously he is), he probably wouldn't have
them mouwrn the loss of Modernism, His
work is acceptingly transformative. In it
things constantly turn into other things,
propelled by dream logic, in an evocation of
a middernity - and, beyvond that, an earth-
hound reality - where nothing lasts, Objects
may remain as holdovers, but stripped of the
ideologies that powered them. When they
pop up in the twilit hinterland of Boyee's art,
that lozs of a necessary soul makes them look
different (oo, and strangely changeahle,

In the late 19905, for example, Boyvee began
working with the modular, steel-framed
storage units designed by Charles and Ray
Eames in 1950, Unpopular on their unveil-
ing with both homeowners and businesses,
these of course enjoyed an exclusive after-life
among design aficionados. On one level
Bovee's brutal attentions to them bespeak a
subjective conflict about both their current
state and what an artist might do with such
a freighted artefact, First he began removy-
ing panels and replaced them with ill-fitting
plywond, Onto New 've Got Worry (Storage
Limit), a 1997 work inspired by a desceription
in Douglas Coupland's essav ‘Brentwood
MNotebook: A Day in the Life’, which observes
the actions of 0.]. Simpson’s neighbours at
the time of hiz murder trial, he hammered
signs reading ‘PRIVATE PROPERTY" and
‘GO HOME THERE 1S NOTHING TO SEE'.
Later he assaulted their zippy Mondrian-
coloured surfaces with white and black
spray-paint, turning them dustily mono-
chrome, These units are compounds of
present and past; the hopefulness that gave
hirth to them is still discernible, but they
have stepped, or been pushed, into a phan-
tasmal realm of connoisseurship.

The absence of a capacity to be of use
shows on the physiognomy of other con-
temporaneocus works. Wounded, cornered,
they're weirdly undead (a characterization
that the artist likes to use about them); a
guttering spark of what they were mingling
with an air of inhuman threat. The balance
is linhle to shift from glanece to glance, In
19498 Bovee took an Eames plywood splint
(designed for the US navy in the early 1940s),
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snapped off part of its length and mounted beckons one. "OVER YOUR SHOULDER', warns of skyscrapers - overlooked a few picces of
it on the wall as New 've Got Real Worry another. hybrid Modernist furniture made variously
(Muask). It resembles, by turns, African tribal When these backdrops combined wi non-functional by Bo
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urning white on black, and character- hack, loc g 2 st feeling - slightly
ally destabilized, The City iz of Night (1998)  different. Increasingly. he seems to suggest o nature, neces:
form inexorably into a spider® that this instahility might be recon in the coercive architecture, He
n 1999°s Wien New Is Night (Wallpaper) services of something more multivalent and from the ground, were it
hed pattern of grey li sehind rewarding than lamentation or fearfulness, saplings Boyee had produ
disorienting effect. The phrases Historical awareness, for inst n . ing that photograph of the M: -I ;
Boyee suspended ¢ them, meanwhile, 0 made For 1950 C .:;ul.n’ dvenue, in whic h arbour, Here, in a murky I]1l|l'H [
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- another svmbolic prism that didn’t so
mech block the view as pointedly modify
it. Against the fence leant a powder-blue
metal daybed frame reminiscent of Mies
van de Rohe's Barcelona model; the two
diagonal grids perfectly matched. Park
benches were scattered around; some had
lost their slatted seats and thus appeared
consigned to a function-free existence,
Rectangular park bins were warped into
isometric perspective, matching that of the
Bass-based projected text that buill up and
dissolved, block by block, on the wall, First
impression: urban blight.

generators of urban atmospheries but
models of bittersweet recollections.
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The text, however, read "THIS PLACE 15
DREAMING' - meaning, apparently. both
that it is desirous of fulfilling the ambits of
Modernism that underpin its forms and that
those forms are in a fugitive, shifting state.
Ome might say the same of the New Order
song from whose lyric the exhibition's title
sprang, and which mixes electronic hard-
ness with a yearning, deeply human vocal.
In glimpses it was possible to apprehend a
quiet magic in Boyee's environment. [t could
appear, fleetingly, that public pace had
bent, its objects warped and intermingling,
into an almost romantic Auidity. Different
registers and references arose and fMlickered

from one angle you could have been on a
film set; another view might have suggested
some place vou passed fleetingly in a car and
barely saw, That it didn't quite hold together
gave it the guality not only of dreams but
also of a fuzzy conscious remembrance: the
parts dangled apart, like objects on a mohile,
What is apparent here, as in the later exhily-
tion ‘Electric Trees and Telephone Booth
Conversations’ is that while the location is
positioned by Boyee as transfigured, it is also
designed to work on the viewer's subjectivity
and to open some long-closed, dusty boxes
within it.

In a 2003 interview with Douglas Coup-
land, Boyee suggested that Modernist designs
such as the ones that populate this model
of public space were never meant to deliver
Utopia; the latter, he guessed, was a formoof
inbuilt shsolescence, [t may well be that a
collective perfecting is impossible and thal
it is only in memories and dreams, for all
their structural gaps and transience, thai
human happiness can really be accessed. In
his sublime essay on Marcel Proust, Walter
Benjamin quotes the French novelist as say-
ing that his sadness, for which his endless
reanimation of the past was a palliative,
stemmed from the incurable imperfection
in the very essence of the present moment’.
Analogously, Boyee's installations definitively
shift one's attention from the seamless now
to a fractured space where, as in Owr Love ...,
past, present and future intermingle, and ere-
vasses open up between its formal aspeets.
In 50 doing, they reveal an ambition and
generosity that go way beyvond beachecombing
the shores of Lake Modern.

The spaces that Bovee is configuring with
such careful sketchiness are the stage-sets
where we urban subjects play out our lives,
the most powerful moments of which pass
into our memories and light up our insenti-
ent nights. Compounding collective and
personal nostalgiag, Boyee's most ambitious
productions are not - or not only - open-
ended generators of urhan atmospherics.
They are models of (and enabling engines
for) bittersweet recollection, Other than the
wintry consolation that in life everything
must change, what more do we have? When
we lose our loved ones, they come hack to us
hriefly in dreams. When we lose our collec-
tive ideals, they come back to us imperfectly
as ghosts. And - if someone else works hard
on our behalf, and we are quick and lucky
- when we lose particles of our pasts, they
come back to us in art. They are huge and
sweet and weightless, and impossible to
Erasp.

Martin Herbert is a writer and eritic based in
Tunbridee Wells.



