Rose Nolan: Dressing Up and Sizing Down

Rose Nolan's practice encompasses the restless production of banners,
constructed work, painting, photography, handmade rugs, text work and
artist-made books. That Nolan's output is prolific is not surprising given that
processes of production are paramount to her work.

At stake in Nolan’s diverse and productive oeuvre is a drama of proximity and
distance in relation to historical sources and points of origin. This is achieved
through a dynamic of expansion and contraction — of self, scale, form and
ambition. The act of dressing up, sizing down and acting in disguise is central
to Nolan's work, which seeks — in a material as well as conceptual sense —
to elaborate an improvised scaffold between the high and the low, the heroic
and the humble, the public and the private, the social and the historical.

Clothed in the histories of abstraction and constructivism, Nolan's work is
experimental and imaginative, asserting a contemporary subjectivity within a
venerable genealogy. In a serious yet playful masquerade, Nolan assumes
the role of the engagé with an almost revolutionary fervour. Artistic innovation
is directed towards the production and transformation of all aspects of
contemporary life — from the private domain of the studio to the public
spaces of architecture, from modes of artistic production, to the production
of public life itself.

Nolan's work is notable for playing big against little, for dressing up forms
which dress down tradition, and for the deployment of minor languages
which match up against architecture and orthodoxy. In this sense, Nolan's
practice is one of emulation, embellishment and projection, of sizing up the
past and matching up to history. As frequently, Nolan's work adopts a
modest, even abject presence, by way of a humble materiality which flaunts
its bare and fragile anatomy. Nonchalant and stripped of pretension, Nolan's
work is defiantly anti-heroic, presented with a matter-of-factness and clarity
of expression which is disarming and devoid of rhetorical and
representational excess.

Nolan’s resort to a shifting and diminutive scale also accounts for the low-
down demeanour of the work, which, if it was not so exacting and critical —
deflating of pomp — might be taken for an almost pathetic reticence. Adopting
the role of the minor in a roomful of ego, Nolan’s practice is one of subtle
remonstration — allied to humour and irreverence — where excessive claims
get a good dressing down, and false consciousness is quickly diminished.

This dynamic of expansion and contraction also operates internally, in the sense
of latent energy which derives from the physical and material manufacture of her
work and its jack-in-the-box potentiality. A white word work 2000 is but one
example which encapsulates the recurrent forms and motifs in Nolan's work: a
predilection for handmade and serial production, an emphasis upon the
procedural and material aspects of making art, and the projection into public
space of private and domestic forms. Essential to Nolan's practice is its
dialectical capacity — the radical transformation of value (from quantity to
quality); the assimilation of contradiction (the critical and spectacular, homage
and irreverence, humility and heroicism); and the construction of monuments
and memory based on a fragile, improvised materiality.
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From the outset Nolan's work has been neitherlp.)ainting nor sculpture,
although it has encompassed spatial and compositional properties related
to both. Influenced by an architectonic conception of painting and a
material realism related to the readymade, Nolan's work can be seen to
have charted a course from the wall to the world and back again. In Nolan's
first individual exhibition, of 1984," a series of paintings/banners were
presented on the walls and the floor in relation to architectural features
such as columns, doorways and architraves. Indebted to the iconography,
experimental forms and spirit of the heroic years of the Russian avant-
garde, each was comprised of a monochrome field bearing iconic,
ideogrammatic structures which made reference to the Cyrillic alphabet
and to abstract forms derived from suprematism. Painted in variations of
red, white and black, they employed the exemplary colours associated with
revolutionary aesthetics and modernity.

The colours red and white have maintained uppermost value in the chromatic
economy of Nolan's work ever since. As running mates on the campaign trail
of twentieth century modernism, the two colours are unrivalled. In Nolan's
ceuvre white and red stand as emblematic figures of pure/radicality and
silence/noise, and their counterpoint exemplifies the push-me-pull-you play of
expansion and contraction which generates the politic and poetic of her work.
As a sparkling emblem of modernity, white bestows a specific morality and
integrity upon the work, returning it to the original coup of the suprematist
monachrome, the foundation of her discipline. In contrast red is invoked as
noise, projection and amplification — as a sign of the vanguard, of

revolutionary and radical practice, it connotes the idea of brashness and flag-
waving commitment.?

Asa rgcurrent motif in the historical and cultural positioning of constructivism
— radical at the turn of the last century — red has now, just as surely, been
appropriated by the advertising industry to become a sign of late-twentieth
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Where. at times, Nolan has retreated from her commitment to red and white
— taking refuge in high key colours like orange, yellow and green — itis usually
to revel in the delirious excesses of television, entertainment and popular
culture. The incorporation of pop and sub-cultural reference in the early 1990s,
along with biographical and religious content, appeared as a corrupting
influence, casting her work into the domain of the local, eccentric, playful and
transgressive. Even her well-known resourcefulness and material restraint —
qualities usually associated with constructivism and arte povera — are as
much inspired by the domestic economies and pragmatic waste-not-want-not
ethos of suburban housewives as they are by art historical allusion.* Nolan’s
irreverent ‘dressing of the cross', and her mischievous collapsing of catholic
and modernist assumptions, are the consequence of ‘immodest gestures' and
‘impure thoughts' ... of actions which overstep the threshold of the standard.

What is compelling about Nolan's work is the sense of drama and energy in the
objects themselves. The mess and struggle of making and thinking the work
into being is manifest in the material resolution of the work. Sharing a similar
mode of cut and paste production, the banners and constructions turn the
process of the work itself — the trying to work it out — into monumental form.
Sticky globular bits of glue are put to the test, forced to constrain the energy
of folded cardboard or weighty hessian. Then, suddenly, form comes together,
in a moment of insight and material resolution. In this way, the constructions
and banners attest to a struggle with materials and a drama of mastery and
control. Here lies the dynamic and speculative potential inherent in Nolan's
ceuvre, in the condensation of the poetic and the concrete.

Nolan's banners and constructions activate the production of space, just as
they claim territory and demarcate a social space in relation to bodies and
architecture. Recalling the heroic and propagandist traditions of constructivism
and political postering, the banners also make implicit reference to the
vernacular antics and subjective expression of cheer squads, crowds and
fans. Both of these contexts are invoked through anachronistic and everyday
production values, and a poverty-stricken, ‘revolutionary’ materiality. In this
sense, Nolan's banners work back-and-forth, trucking with history and
revelling in a sense of the moment, appealing to public memory while ‘flying the
flag for abstraction’.” In keeping with fanatical expression, the banners often
bear faint graphic inscriptions and slogans — RTPN / Mighty Me / Hero / Walk
Tall / Loser / Flop / Dill — which broadcast private sentiments and seemingly
ego-driven declarations into public places to an extreme and uncomfortable,
almost absurd degree.”

Moving from a consideration of exhibitionism to the nature of the exhibition
itself, Nolan'’s art is articulated in relation to architecture, and the related issues
of authority and spectacle, context and historicism. In response to the opening
exhibition of a new public gallery — one much anticipated for its radical break
with the conventions of the white cube of the modernist gallery space’ —
Nolan selected a cavernous antechamber as the site for her work, one notable
for an oversized feature window of irregular form and ‘mysterious’, non-
recursive geometry. A tiny white paper constructed work was placed on a run
of white carpet at the foot of the feature window. Conical/spherical/spiral in
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White trash special guard exemplifies the way in which Nolan’s wo‘rk claims
‘.‘”, ‘\,“.J‘s space in a public sense, whilst performing 'an analysis Qf the
t‘;w‘-;JT'OﬂS of exhibition and spectacle. Indeed, Nolan's own work 18 hot
:m.';ume from these critical operations, as ma.nllest "T a number of limited
edition book sets produced since 1997. Nolan's interest in the form_of the book
allows the artist to claim a different kind of spacg. an historical space,
encountered in a more private sense. The photocopied book, ME 1999, is
such an enterprise, encompassing images which document the artist in her
studio, making work, installing exhibitions and travelling to destinations of
personal and historical interest. Subtitied ME Working, it presents 66 images,
collected since 1981, as accumulated fragments and documentary residue of
Nolan'’s production. A book without words, ME might be considered a mute
manifesto attesting to the necessity of art practice being connected to the
quotidian materiality of everyday life. ME is nostalgic (emphasised by the
‘historic’ character of the gritty second generation, photocopied images). It is
also historiographic and hagiographic, although, as with all of Nolan’s work,
one senses an ambivalence or irony in the artist's appearance at centre stage.
Rather, Nolan appears on each page as though in the third person — a self
without portraiture — presented as graphic evidence of past activity and as
subject of future productions and identifications.

A sense of circularity, retrospectivity and replenishment prevails in Nolan's
practice, with her work repeatedly subject to re-examination and re-
contextualisation. For an exhibition entitled Revolution,® four coffee mugs were
hung from hooks on a shelf, each bearing the photographic image of Nolan's
flag I was here 1997, as it flew from a flagpole in front of the local town hall.
The work appropriated her once heroic, public, gesture and reduced it to the
scale of a souvenir — summoning a death implied by memento mori. As a
situationist staging of the documentation of an event, the work can be read as
a teling analysis of the spectacle. Shifting the work from outdoor to indoor,
from public to private, the coffee mugs and image reframed our experience of
the work, repositioning it as an already mediated and historical fantasy, value
added by fact of its reproduction. In revisiting and rephrasing specific aspects

gf h,er practice, Nolan seeks to make her work anew, to elaborate its
significance and frame of reference.

Further. recycling occurs in the photographic series Quality photographs,
begun in 1997, and Another set of qQuality photographs 2000. Both series
present as their ostensible subject the relationship between documentation
and ltg sgbjecl. the past and the present, presence and absence, objects and
:rc;:;cahly. Whilst serving to reiterate the retrospective character of Nolan's
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k of the uncanny and the unexpected. Throughout the artist's work,
whether at the level of scale, material reference or allegiance to rules and
~onventions, one detects an impulse to upset the balance of things, and,
ndeed, Nolan has confessed her inability to order straight from the menu.” Her

translation and wilful misrecognition of sources is mischievous, a faithful yet

playful engagement with historical forms, which are subject to repeated
alteration and renovation

With a devoted attention to issues of materiality and process, memory and
subjectivity, Nolan's work brings together history (of abstraction,
constructivism), architecture (public and private) and the everyday to explore
the relationship of art practice to contemporary life and popular culture. The
spirit of the work is contradictory. It can be considered monumental in the way Ancitier sk ofl UGNV HOIDREPNE BBk
that it pays homage to memory, yet the handmade and provisional status of 2000

the work is anti-monumental, and against stasis and orthodoxy. Whilst Nolan

proposes an art practice which is pragmatic, process-oriented and anti-

illusionistic, a certain romance and idealism pervades the fabric of the work,

and in this sense her practice remains unashamedly utopian.

Max Delany, 2001
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