










The View: Darryl Corner
Jan 8 2010 by Our Correspondent, Western Mail
Alan Phelan @ Chapter Arts Centre, Cardiff, until January 17

WITH much of Alan Phelan’s new work, trying too hard to identify a logical
narrative between the pieces on show – or indeed within each piece
individually – is going to prove fruitless.

He’s often deliberately contradictory. A lot of the work shown as part of Fragile
Absolutes has multiple cultural references and meanings, almost to the
point of defying description.

While this can be frustrating for some, for others it’s the vagueness and
spread of these connections that is going to prove engaging.

Equally diverse are the topics covered; modern obsessions like boy racers,
and global economics rub shoulders with recent history, particularly that of
Phelan’s native Ireland.

For instance, a pair of clubbed seals are created from papier-mâché. Phelan
often uses photographs as starting points for three dimensional work and in
this case it’s a reference to a press picture of the famous Canada House
protests against the seal culls of Newfoundland. But the paper these tragic –
and childlike – seals have been made from is taken from the Wall Street
Journal and contains the names of many of the now defunct companies who
came to public attention as “victims” of the recent recession.

More papier-mâché is used in the creation of a bust of Irish revolutionary
Éamon de Valera. A one time co-owner of the Irish Press, de Valera – again
rendered in newspaper – became notorious for his support for religious and
social conservatism. Phelan’s sculpture depicts him with a curious, long
snake-like tongue.

In one room, neat rows of cabbages are arranged in a curious pathway.
Cabbages are a humble vegetable and a staple in many parts of Eastern
Europe but Phelan’s cabbages are made – once again – from newspapers,
created during a workshop held here at Chapter. But, of course, these aren’t
random newspapers but reprints of pages from Dublin papers dating from
the early days of the Irish uprising.

Once again, the references – often driven by convoluted titles – are multi-
layered but the harder you try to pin down the logic the further it twists away,
just out of reach.

Another room is filled with large images grabbed from the TV series World
War 1 in Colour. Each has a subtitle taken from the original programme.
These images detail the events that led to the outbreak of the war. We’re so
used to seeing this period in history in emotionally-distancing black and
white that its presentation in colour, and arranged like banks of television
monitors in a newsroom, suddenly brings it forward in time and prompts
parallels with contemporary conflicts.

Anyone looking for neat solutions to Phelan’s enigmatic riddles will be
disappointed.

These are not crossword puzzles to be deciphered but jumping off points for
sometimes complex, sometimes subtle, connections.

What’s really refreshing about Phelan’s diverse work is his refusal to get
bogged down in any artistic tradition. Like many artists today he’s almost
self-consciously working to avoid classification, working across a broad
range of styles and materials. The result is some genuinely engaging and
original work.

http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/columnists/2010/01/08/the-view-darryl-
corner-91466-25549644/


