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Elspeth Pratt is a young Vancouver
sculptor whose recent show at the Or
Gatltery consisted of four works, con-
structed primarily from drywail
cornerbead {a light sheetmetal angle
iron, predrilled and galvanized} com-
bined with pieces of wire mesh, thin
aluminum louvering, reflective tape,
masonite, spraypaint and copper
wire. The eight foot modular strips of
beading, slightly stiffened by the
lengthwise right angle fold, were bent.
buckled, cut and poprivited together
in a loose and linear schema of casual
anguiations and splayed paralleis,
propped or lightly nailed against the
wall. The work had a kind of stagger-
ing tenacity, like a derelict still stand-
ing in the face of a pressing engage-
ment with gravity.

Through the medium of builder’s
hardware, here serving as both model
and measure, the work’s substantial
reference 1o architectiure and the built
environment was established. lts ten-
uous and ironic reliance on these
malterials in these “constructed” works

. drew attention to their departure from

conventionality and expectation,
through a visual paraphrase of the
vocabulary of construction. The
work’s other reference, to an art his-
tory of constructivism, coilage and
formalism was pictorally and com-
positionally demonstrated through a
series of figure-ground relations,
colour juxtapositions and relief
practices.

This cross referencing between an
and architecture, through the simulta-
neous use of images and materials
linked to those practices, instiited the
work with a desultory ambivalence.
This fluctuation embodied attitudes
toward both these practices, and
directed attention toward the function
of the work, which succeded insofar
as it was able to sustain this ambi-
guity.

On the one hand, the work’s at-
titude toward building, indicated by
its parodic and insubstantial framing
technigues, its irregular trusses, its
generally equivocal structure, com-
bined with s gestural images and
drawn equivalences to inbalance and
collapse. indicated a sense of the
material impoverishment of the c¢ity
itself.

This degenerated image at odds
with the expressed purpose of an

acted in substructural opposition 1o }
the perfect image of the city's renewal |
and self-reflective generation out of |
itself; the demonsiration of its .
ahistorical stasis-in-flux. Rather than |
showing a destitution of intentions,
the work turned the material sys- |
temization of its environment back on \
itself in lanky mimesis.

On the other hand, the work’s
accomodation of modernist art prac-
tices, while attempting to link up with
these architectural concerns, instead
appeared as the salient feature of the
waork, acting as a description of inten-
tion through this process of reduction.
There was a tendency for the work’s
reliance on a pictorial vocabulary in-
debted 10 modernism to return it to |
within the limits of a formalist dis- |
course, thereby obscuring its more
functional equivocation between art
and architecture, While this vacilia-
tion remained, it was as a further for-
mal internalization rather than a cen-
trifugal expansion of the work beyond |
the gallery. The work’s internal dem-
onstration of care and sensibility, with
its discretely inflected colour and con- |
sidered armangements, served to col-
lapse the work's subject back into the
familiarity of insular formalism. re-
confirming the work's status as inde- |
pendent and discrete object. !

The work's ability to detlect {18
audience away from itsell, w divert
such attention back through the win-
dow of the gallery, remains the indica-
tion of the work's success, given ils
Jdemonstrated intentions. (The win- |
dow of the gallery, facing onto its |
light-industrial neighborhood, is a
tunctional disruption between the re-
ceived hermeticism of much modern- |
ist work and the built eavironment
that contains it.) By this reflection,
the work revives the sense of 2 work

working, a retrieval of functional pur- I
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but tied through its authorship to a
larger, more socially spirited in-
tention.
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Pratt’s work makes this reference !

through its embodied ambivalence:
less secure is the precarious position it
occupies in supporting itself against a

reductive misrepresentation. Atten-

tion to pictorial compositional analy-
sis. to the the exclusion of the broader

function of a work, is a myopic feature |

of formalist criticism. {n Pratt’s work,
the demonstration of those subject
choices superimposed on a rationalist
framework together form the larger
social experience of the work. To
view the work as a series of subjeclive
decisions referring to colour and form
alone is to miss the set of objective
relations which support and are nec-
essary for a broader reading of the
work. While Pratt has begun with cer-
tain subjects, she has finished with
work as much about the experience of
incompletion and reconstititution as
about the illusory finality of objects in
this cuiture.

Greg Saider
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