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INTRODUCTION

JOHN KINDNESS is a Belfast barn Artist whose work, as one may

exped, reflects his origins. It is understandable that he may be considered
a'Northern Irish Artist', yet I can regard the wide variety of works he has
produced and daim to benefit more from the experience of them, than
from the work of any other of his contempaoraries who have emerged from
a similar background in the last decade.

[ donot intend to be dismissive, yet certain elements present in Kindness's
wark seem to confront directly a range of issues that often tend to the
marginalised, to a certain extent, in the work of his contempaoraries.

In other words his background does not necessarily pre-occupy him but
serves as a base for issues which concern all of us, whether welivein
Belfast, Dublin or New York.

The postmaodern erea is upon us and John Kindness is very much aware of
this. He refuses to submerge his concerns in the locality pertaining to
Narthern Ireland only. He alsoresists the temptation to succumbto the
internal concerns of the Art-world as the presence of a global vision i his
work demands also the presence of an all-indusive social vision that
entails more than just the consideration of those whoinhabit the Art
Warld.

Yet his awareness embodies still more than that. It embodies the
consideration of the very nature of this eraitself. It is the awareness of
this, which I see present in his work, combined with the actual physical
nature of the work itself , that has resulted in my decision to write this
thesis.



Hence, I shall examine particular aspects of the Artists's background in
order toreveal the origins to theideclogies that permeate his work. This
will culminate eventually in the consideration of his work as it functions
for someone like me within my own environs.

The environment of the city where [ live as well as the many other cities
constantly evolving on this planet, is something which naturally concerns
me, and the issues which Kindness's work highlight are those particular
issues whichl often find myself thinking about.

[ shall, therefare, commence the discussion by considering the very
physical nature of Kindness's work itself.



CHAPTER 1: Art and work, how Kindness challenges the Gallery

Marx's Theory of Art

The human essence is defind by "the ability and potential tc act
consciously and with the use of abstract thought and imagination, to
change the nature of its surrcundings” -

This provides the basis of Karl Marx's theory of Art and enabled him to
argue that "Creative practical activity, engaged in transforming the
material environment, is one of the major features distinguishing humans
from animals".

Our creativity, that is the labour that arises out of this unique ability,
serves our human needs and intentions and, as we exercise it upon the
object, we consider it a constructive and transformative process.

Inclusive to this theory is the concept of Artistic Creativity, itself bearing a
similarity tolabour. As A 5. Vasquez's argument, expanding on the
Marxist Theary states, this similarity represents a shared rel ationship to
the human essence.

Therefare, both Artistic Creativity and labour represent the means by
which man produces objects that express him and speak for and about
him {17 P.15)

In effect, the Marxist Theory of Art and Vasquezs' subsequent reflections
on its content indicate no essential opposition between art and labour.
However, at therisk of tarring all with one brush, a visit to any Art
Gallery in Dublin City would do little to justify this argument to the
layperson.

Toenter one of these art-sacnctuaries is, for most people, on a par with a
visit to a church, or, within the context of this country, a Jewish
synagogue, a Hindu shrine or any other of the many religious minority
centres in Dublin city.



Brian O'Doherty in his book "Inside the White Cube" describes the
modern gallery space as "constructed along lines as rigorous as those for
building a medieval church”, and itis from this source that my analogy
ariginates (11, P. 15). He maintains that in the modern gallery space the
outside world must not come in so the art can be free "to take on its own
life - untouched by time and its vidssitudes".

After all, if one, on entering the gallery space, must leave the cutside
waorld at the door in order to experience the art-object, how is ane then
expected to consider this testimony to the work of the Artist before their
eyes, as much part of the human essence as the work of asite labourer, a
social warker or computer programmer, for example?

For such reasons [ would have a certain reluctance to visit a gallery on a
frequent basis. For art, within such a context, can prove intimidating,
Therefore, on discovering the work of John Kindness [ found myself mare
than usually interested as I perceived his work to address these very
issues, among other things.

His one-man show at the Douglas Hyde Gallery in January 1990 was a
representative crass-section of work completed up to that paint in time. [
was immediately attracted to the colour and variety of materials, media
imagery and format the work reflected. However, the common
denominator to all of this was an undeniable sense of craft and
understanding for the materials embodied in the work on show.

For example in 'Big Ornament’ (Fig. 1) broken arnamental crockery is
carefully reconstituted and grouped together to form a 'superornament’,
the 'Syybreaker' (Fig. 2) praject is a series of durable images worthy of any
signwriter, executed appropriately in acrylic on Fascal Vinyl;, and

‘Night Canvas' (Fig. 3) embaodies all the finest techniques of mural and
stage painting, while everyday advertising formats such as billboards,
newsboards and advertising space on train carriages (Fig. 4) are expertly
and subtly manipulated within their graphic form, and all to the intention
of the artist.



1 'Big Ornament' - John Kindness (fragmented ceramic ornaments) 1989

2 'Skybreaker' Series - John Kindness (acrylicon Fascal Vinyl) 1987






3 'Night Canvas' - John Kindness (Acrylic on Canvas) 1987

4 'Art on the Dart' series - John Kindness ( chalk on paper) 1988






In other words, what was maost definitely in evidence here was as much
labour as it was artistic creativity and the artist, whether consdously or
otherwise, was making no attempt to hide this fact. By using processes
and materials that signified in their particular ways, labour and work in a
wider sodal sense, Kindness was defiling the chapel, toreturn to the
analogy, and the work refused to allow the viewer toleave the outside
waorld at the doaor.

Processes were in evidence here. Processes which, in the normal run of
things, serve very definite means to an end, 'ends' which waould net, within
their narmal context, be considered art. In other words Kindness was
displaying the necessary interaction that must oocur between his work

and sodety. His work can be termed a product of society, and that which
Janet Woalf refers to as 'a complex product of economic, social and
ideological factors owing its existence to the particular practice of the
located individual' (17, P. 13).

In "The Social Production of Art' Woolf goes to great lengths to
demonstrate the mutual interdependence of practical activity and
creativity with social structures. One example she presents in the course
of her argument is the poet Vladimir Mayakowsky.

She cites the writings of Mayakowsky in his discourse 'How Verses are
Made', and, I found, emerging from this a variety of agreeable metaphors
parallelling the work processes of the artist with those which we engage
in every day. Wark is, more often than not, along and laborious process
of production, the very word suggests something which requires effort
over time. Also, it mast likely entails the use of tools, and it is this, the
idea of the toal, that Mayakowsky considers in his pt

The tools for writing verse, according to Mayakowsky, not only include
language techniques and material equipment but also, he maintains,
alongside pen and paper, one must alsoindude 'a bicycle far trips to the
publishers' and 'an umbrella for writing in the rain'.



In more practical terms [ wish to consider momentarily the price of an
artwork that may be viewed at a typical commercial Dublin Gallery. Ta
the layperson, quite often such a price may appear to be unacceptably
high. However, in real terms, considering all the economic factors, the
average price of an artwork in a Dublin Gallery is generally quite
reasonable. Notwithstanding this, thelayperson would consider the price
to be somewhat representative of the proverbial 'work of art' as it appears
before them, and would ultimately therefore, fail to recognise the
extraneous costs such as framing, hanging fees, and a host of other
financial contingencies that effectively represent the bulk of that price and
also therefare, the 'tools' which Mayakowsky refers to. (see Fig, 5)

This is an often lamented issue within art-circles in places such as Dublin
and brings me to the point I aim to make, for effectively, among other
things, this is an example of that which engenders a certain opposition
between art and work. Because of the ‘unfathomable’ nature of its pricing
the art-work remains ‘free’ from reality, if such a term may be used.

Returning to Kindness at this point, it would appear that his work
capitalizes on these considerations by eliminating such “limbs and
outward flourishes” 1 and incorporating them into the physical piece itself.
His ‘Night Canvas’ (Fig.3) for example, is not graced with a gilded frame
nor does ‘Big Ornament’ (Fig.1) stand on an elaborate plinth.

By incarporating the tools, devices and Fe~. . generally accepted as
essential to an art waork, to the paint that they cease to exist in any
independent sense, Kindness could concentrate instead on pefecting {11<
various techniques he used in these separate pieces, without endangering
the artisticintegrity of the wark. This allowed him toremove that which
the viewer rarely notices anyway (how often have you considered the
framing of a picture?) and replace it with processes and modes of
representation more akin tolife outside the gallery. Essentialy he applies
as much care and attention tohis work as any good crafts-person would.
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This does lend some degree of insight into Kindness's artistic intentions
for ultimately his intent lies in yet another factor which Mayak owsky
considers vital to the wark of the artist, this factor represented by
response to an external stimulus such as “ The presence of a praoblem in

society”.

Combined with the nature of the work itself, such a consideration ensures
the prevention of the manufacturing and technical processes inherent to
the work becoming ends in themselves, something which Mayakowsky
warns against. Ultimately, the combination of these factors indicated on
the whaole, a much mare active function for the work of John Kindness,
beyond the limits of the gallery.

This function and theissues it embodies involve a doser examination of
Kindness and the drcumstances from which he emereged to produce the
wark that has resulted.

Notes to Chapter One
1 See Shakespeare, Hamlet




CHAPTER TWO: Art and Life, Why Kindness challenges the Gallery

Kindness's work may compromise and almost negate the ‘sanctity” of the
gallery. Yet this does not make him a pioneer in this field as, in amare
international sense, many have in the past taken on board the issues
which his approach may also embody. Since “ The White Cube” first
surfaced within the pages of Artforum Magazine in the mid 1970'S, much
progress has been made in these terms and this progress is exemplified by
such examples as Martha Roslers ‘If you lived here’ project, underaken
between 1987 and 1989 to highlight issues such as homelessness as existed
in New York and other urban centres of the U.S A (12).

In more local terms specific to Ireland however, Kindness does represent a
challenge to the art-world particular  tothis country. Again, he does not
stand alone in this respect, yet his efforts do appear to have gained more
mature and parament standing than many of his contemporaries. In
simple terms, one may only need to consider the numerous public
commissions he has gained in recent years, the very nature of at least one
of these being a permanent, installed public sculpture in the truest
tradition of a public commission. In Ireland the attainment of a public
commission is, in itself, often taken toimply success in the eyes of the art
world. However, an examination of this particular commissicn, his
‘Waterfall of Souvenirs’ (Fig.6) at the Ulsterbus Depot in Belfast], reveals a
sense of personal success for Kindness, as he has managed to preserve his
own intentions intact, functioning and firmly grouted together, within
what would otherwise be considered a very traditional context.

The ‘Waterfall’

When [ first saw this work it appeared to me to be a big ridiculous joke. It
looked like a multicoloured helping of molded jelly and I found it hard to
come to terms with, as a public sculpture. It was a joke which, at the time,
[ did not really ‘get’, but as a joke it had a punchline in relation to the full
picture which fitted its location in Belfast where it was soon to be
installed. [forgot that viewing this work in a warehouse in Dublin was
viewing it out of context and removed from its functioning environment.



6 'Waterfall' - John Kindness (crnament mosaic) 1991






The warehouse, incidentally, was the old site of a foundryz, afoundry
which I'had visited previously, when it was in operation producing works
which represented, ironically, public sculpture in its most typical
traditional sense. Works in various forms, quite often figurative and cast
in bronze that fitted very much into the concept of public sculpture and all
it demanded from such art-forms.

The limitations of this concept are similar to those of the gallery, and
again, Kindness's wark was challenging these. However, he was
challenging much mare by implication, than the definition of public
sculpture.

We are all by now quite familiar with those wonderful urban paradises
that praoliferate across the centres of the Western World and are
represented in Ireland by such consumer utopias as the Stephens Green
Shopping Centre3 (Fig.7) in Dublin or Castlecourt in Belfast?. It is for
such locations that much ‘public’ sculpture may be commissioned these
days. For the mast part, however, much of this is easily interchangeable
with other ‘architectural fdllies” such as the ‘Waterfall’, for example, and it
is this that is the Pun=-line of Kindness's joke. Ishall now explain why
thisis so

The ‘Waterfall of Souvenirs’ is nat, in actuality, a waterfall. Itisa
sculpture located in a shopping mall. In this context it may be viewed {0
serveits sculptural function as a parody of a waterfall, it represents the
waterfall that should really be there in place of this excuse for one. The
very fact that it is there forces the viewer to consider why it is not a real
waterfall and why, for instance, it : made up of a lot of smashed up, cheap
ceramic souvenirs from various parts of Ireland.

These souvenirs represent the arnaments that were and still are part of the
househalds which people like John Kindness grew upin. They generally
consisted of “cheap tokens of other dimes or romanticized visions of the
homeland” (1). The fact that these very ‘household’ objects werere-
invented to form this publicwork of art demands that the viewers
recognise themselves or more impaortantly, recognise the reflection of their
homes in this artistic effort.

()



7 View of Stephens Green Shopping Centre
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Public Art?

Kindness's identification with the viewer in this piece, is a plea tothe
viewer to consider the urban environment. He asks that the city is
regarded on the same basis as a personal living space such as a front-
room, so that public spaces can be reconsidered as superstructures which
are so carefully accentuated by ‘alluring’ features such as waterfalls and
exuberant bronze castings, abscuring the very real problems existent
within any typical developed ar even ‘revitalized’ late twentieth century
urban centre.

In her essay ‘ Alternative Space’ Rosalyn Deutsche cites the
neoconservative critic Eric Gibson on his views concerning this issue.
Gibson applauds sculpture “that accommodates itself to” as cpposed to
that which “takes over its site”, in his writing on public art. (12. P.45).

This view seems reasonable in its apparent acknowledgement of the needs
and desires of city residents. However, in actuality it sets up a false
alternative that embodies a strategy enabling him to avoid a consideration
of the character and function of the urban site itself. He sees public art
indeed, not as function of art, but as a function of urbanism, thereby
attempting toidentiy public art in relation to rather than autonomous
with, the numerous other functions, activities and imperatives that
condition the fabric of city life.

Ultimately this suggests what may be termed a ‘technocratic’ viewpoint, a
viewpoint which regards the deployment of technical expertise as the
answer to the objective needs that determine the character of a city. In
these terms, artists too, are perceived as among the ranks of the cities
technocrats.
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‘Biscuit Head”

This, in theory, places John Kindness among the designers and planners
of such superstructures including a phenomenon such as the shopping
mall which may be regarded as representative. A phenomenon which is,
in itself rapidly becoming a centre of social life, a center which effectively
embodies space emphatically removed from the public sphere and
ultimately quite remaved from its physical locale. (12. P.19).

[ frequent shopping malls as seldom as [ would galleries and the reasons
far this, in general terms, are not dissimilar. The shopping mall can
generate the same sense of unease as a visit to a gallery. It is as physically
remaved from its locale as the art gallery and the character of city,
wherever that city may be becomes ultimately submerged in the multi-
national chainstores, each with their distinctive marks and merchandise
vying for the lucrative trade their ‘identities” engender.

Combined with my not very flexible budget, my cynicism once again,
effectively keeps me from thelures of such ‘paradises’ and rarely do [
venture into the realms of Stephens Green Shopping centre, for example.
This time however, [ am the victim of such stubborn resolve. For right
therein that very location, as I discovered in the papers after the event,
John Kindness constructed, before the eyes of passing shoppers, a giant
image based on the classical profile one may find reproduced on every
American Express Card out of none other than various assartments of
biscuits. (Fig.8)

This time my conscientiousness denied me the opportunity towitness this
intriguing person actually create a work in view of all. However, this
event, in thelight of the discussion, does raise some interesting questions,
namely - what is the precise function of Kindness's work if he insists on
such terms within which he constructed ‘Biscuit Head’? What intentions
does such work aim to serve and what, ultimately, might it suggest, tc

refer back to Mayakowsky, as “the presence of a problem in society”?
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8 'Biscuit Head'- John Kindness (Biscuit mosaic) 1980
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In short, just what is it that incites Kindness to situate and construct his
work in locations as theoretically disparagent as the Stephens Green
Shopping cente and the Douglas Hyde Art Gallery?

As with ‘Waterfall’ some interesting points may go towards satisfying
such questions by considering this particular event and the resultant
product.

Food for Thought

By taking the widely recognised symbol of American Express as it appears
on the credit card itself being one of those keys to consumer paradise,
Kindness, in constructing this image from biscuits, was perhaps, aiming a
line of criticism at certain values people may aspire to.

By constructing this image in full view of the ‘consumer’ public he aimed
to exemplify the human process in the making of this piece. This sets up
an oppaosition to the thoroughly automated mass production which
narmally brings such an image to us on the face of a credit card.

Alongside this emphasis on human process, the use of biscuits alsc
emphasises a certain suggestion of transcrence, not so much relying on the
perishable nature of biscuits but more so on their appearance. No matter
how hard the manufacturers of this particular foodstuff strive toimpart a
sense of “home baked by the hearth” on such a product, biscuits still bear
a closer resemblance to the foodstuffs one may find on an astronaut’s
‘dinner plate’, or, mare to the paint the foodstuffs depicted in visions of
dystop?an science fiction such as ‘Soylent Green’ or ‘THX 11386

Basically they imply that this great “biscuit cake’ was there for the taking,
something for everyone, But take away the parts and the whale
disintegrates to nothing, the seemingly permanent symbol of comfort and
stability we all so strive to aspire to vanishes without a trace. Never mind
thre ever-so-tasteful classical roman profile, not even crumbs remain.
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I'dont’ think anyone actually ‘tock the biscuit’ if you excuse the phrase,
when the piece was constructed, however, the implication was there,
What Kindness was implying through such an event, as a whole, again
involved a calling for return to a more human regard of things, a regard
that might just allow for the reality of life today.

In certain terms this reality is a reality that no longer guarantees the
comfort of class, for example You no longer are guaranteed to remain
within the class bracket you were born into as your stability depends
effectively on financial terms, terms which perpetually fluctuate upon the
shaky foundations of superstructural systems such as the International
Stock Exchange, and terms which can confiscate your mortgage, your car,
and indeed, your American Express card, not leaving you somuch as a
crumb tonibble. Thisis, perhaps, the warning embaodied in ‘biscuit head’
and it is such a warning that forms part of Kindness's call for a re-
assessment of our circumstances and aspirations in the lives that we lead.

His call for a reconsideration of our sense of ‘human essence’ sets him
apart, therefare, from the technocraticperspective and the dehumanizing
processes of technocracy. This of course, presents an opposition to Eric
Gibson's views, views which embody a perspective which seeks
ultimately a removal of human activity from the sphere of social practice,

It is not the first time Kindness has taken this particular approach to these
issues when one considers other works such as ‘Big Shoe Dog’ for
example (Fig 9). Such works, and the very nature of their execution by the
artist, imply an emergent sense of ideology behind Kindness's work. But
where does such a sense of ideology ariginate?

Returning to the Marxist Theory of Art, I will indicate, in the following
chapter, the relevant factors that may formulate an answer to this
Question. It takes me to specific elements inherent in the artist’s past,
elements which, for the most part, were accentuated by the predicament
which existed in his home town of Belfast.

16
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9 'Big Shoe Dog' - John Kindness (shoe leather mosaic) 1989
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Notes to Chapter Two

1 The Ulster Bus Depat, Queen Street, Belfast, was redesigned and
reopened in 1991,

2 This foundry, since relocated to the liberties in Dublin, was ori ginally
located at the site of the warehouse used for the construction of
‘Waterfall’, on Church Street in the Bridewell area of Dublin.

3 The Stephens Green Shopping Centre, located on the corner of South
King Street and St. Stephens Green, Dublin was completed and opened
to the publicin 1988.

4 The castlecourt Centre on Rayal Avenue in Belfast opened to the public
around the same time, along with a proliferation of others in the city.

5 John Kindnes constructed ‘Biscuit Head’ an the 27.1.1990 at the
Stephens Green Shopping Centre during opening hours.

6 ‘Soylent Green’, directed by R Fleischer, in 1973
“THX1138’, directed by G. Lucas in 1971
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CHAPTER THREE: Kindness at the Belfast Cdlege of Art - ‘“The
Conceptual Condousness’

‘False Conciousness’

There is essentially no opposition between art and labour, as John
Kindness's work, at this goinf: in the discussion, may be asscertained to
exemplify. The ideas and beliefs people have are systematically related to
their actual material existence.

However, that with which we may distinguish ourselves from the animal
kingdom, in other words our unique capacity to communicate
linguistically and interact socially, has in reality, resulted in some degree
of trouble. For this, in giving rise to our ability to abstract from the
immediate, has ultimately resulted in the division of 1abour and the ability
of one section of the population tofeed and sustain the rest.

Now, while certain sections of the population are busy feeding and
sustaining the rest, the rest are busy becoming intellectuals wha
constantly appear to strive towards the emancipation of concionsiiess
from the world. This can be referredto as the ‘Separated Theory” and the
trouble begins here. It has been the tendency, in the past, of the striving
intellectul element in a societyto formulate a dominat ideology and such
an ideology is allowed to take hold thanks to the “Separated Theory’.

Aslogical as this may sound it becomes worrying when one considers the
‘systems of thought’ that result from ideologies that develop in this way.
Very often, as the past has illustrated in various examples, these ‘systems
of thought’ can, in manyways, be considered inappropriate. However,
they remain to become the uniform mode of thought and ideology in a
society as those who formulate them include the ruling classes, and
represent their interests, interests which for the ensurance of self-
preservation, maintain the nature of the ‘Separated Theory’.

These systems soon represent a successfulclaim to universality. In truth,
however, this ‘universality’ represents only a partial perspective namely



that of a group in power and its intellectuals and ideologies. Effectively
they represent a ‘false consciousness’ as this consciousness is developed
from beyond the process of material production. This consequently
results in the super-impaosition of distorted ideas by the economicaly and
politically dominant sections of society as a whale (17, P51, 52, 33)

It is this that worries John Kindness and has determined much of the
underlying agenda in his wark since his time as a student at the Belfast
College of Art and Design. This ‘consdousness’ was indeed, in mare
ways than not, very removed, almost literally emancipated from reality,
and the reality of Belfast city at the time demanded more than such a
consciousness could offer and very little of what it had already
superimposed on the city and its people.

Adtivities at the College itself during the early seventies serve as glaring
example to this effect. The Callege building, a shabby perspex and steel
affair reproducing with mercenary insensitivity the purist canons of
architects such as Mies Van der Rohel, so typical of the ‘International’
style at the time, reflected so manyother examples of ‘lego-brick’
architecture praliferating around Belfast and indeed all other major urban
centres of the globe (7).

From within this building on the upper levels one could observe such
examples quite easily with the view such a vantage point offered.
However, such views often afforded a rather more urgent spectade that
tended to distract one from the finer paoints of modern architecture.

Kindness likes to describe how he and hiscolleagues would often look out
beyond the windows and attempt to predict where the next column of
black smoke would rise from, itself serving as marker to the latest bomb-
site. Then, with the excitement over for the day, they would return to
their assorted strivings and struggles in the studio (7).

He also speaks of regular interruptions resulting from bomb alerts within
the college building, and, as disturbing as this situation may sound, it
beoomes all the more disturbing when one considers, on another level,
what the students were struggling with and the nature of the activities
that were constantly disrupted by such incidents as described above.



It is here perhaps, that the root of Kindness concerns may be traced. For
he began at this stage torealise that the concerns his fellow students were
struggling with actually, after considering that indicated above, bore little
relevance to the very real struggles the people of Belfast were and still
very much are, caught upin.

Abstraction was considered to be the ultimate in
sophistication, representational work was shunned and
international art magazines were regarded as a more
legitimate reference than what was happening right outside
the college walls (1).

For Kindness, himself very much a native of Belfast, this internal /external
contrast of worlds was a problem he perceived and could not ignore. By
embracing the principles of modern art so tharoughly, his fellow students,
encauraged by the tutars, were learning thelanguage of Modernism?Z.

The complex test this language embodied was what they strove to
illustrate in their paintings and other works, while, at the same time
aiming to keep up with the latest progressions in this text as dictated from
‘Cultureburg’ across the Atlantic For it was truly the word as laid down
from within the realms of ‘the’ Art world in such centres as New York,
and drawn from within the exegesis of theoreticians such as Greenberg,
Rosenberg and Steinberg, that his fellow students were concerned with,
and not what they saw happening around them in the immediate
environs of Belfast. (16, P.71)

The Science of Art

In effect, most of Kindness's fellow students were studying the science of
art, for modern had become truly scientific,(8, P4) as “the paintings and
other works existed only toillustrate the text” (16, P6). Its text was as
specialized as modern science and this placed it comfortably within that
technocratic perspective so favoured by Eric Gibson, a perspective 52
much in evidence not only in the galleries but alsoin the many
unavoidable examples of architecture in the Modernist style, asT have
previously indicated were abundant in Belfast.
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As anative of Dublin city [ need not be reminded of the insensitivity
maodernist architecture represents to the nature of cities such as Dublin or
Belfast. Iam sure this too was the case with John Kindness’s colleagues.
For surely, like any good student of the arts and humanities, they were
busy challenging the very forms and laws engendered by Modernism,
which, as a dominant ideclogy, was so prevalent in their society at the
time.

This may be the case however, this time around it was not Greenberg,
Rosenberg or Steinberg who provided a textualbasis, for they were taken
overby the revisions,innavations and challenges presented by figures such
as Smithson, de Mariz and Andre3, the emerging engineers of
conceptualism.

The ra of the Avant-Garde

Basically the inward retreating specialized dialogue of the avant-garde(3)
remained very much intact with the ‘progression” conceptualism
represented to Modernism, and the students in the Fine Art Department
at the Belfast Callegof Art were yet very much pre-occupied with the
scientific terms of Art.

These terms represented that which concerned John Kindness and, in
terms of his predicament they lay at the root of the problem which led to
the contrast he perceived between activities at the college and activities in
thecity. For effectively, the ‘systems of thought’ existent at the college
ensured a predominant sense of Myopia when it came to a consideration
of theimmediate environment within which the college was located and
the very human essence which characterized it.



This ‘Myopta’ is outlined more accurately in Richard Cork’s essay “The
Art Obsessed Myopra of the Avant Garde’ which he wraote as part of a
series far an English newspaper in 1974. At this time much of the
controversy surrounding modern art was focussed on works such as Carl
Andres “ Equivalent VIII”. The Tate Gallery’s acquisition of this work for
the sum of £4,000 engendered energetic public reaction and much of it
negative, as the extreme nature of this piece ensured its bauyancy as a
newswarthy subject with the press literally poundng onit. (Fig.10)

(15, P.65).

Corks’ remarks, though severe, were justified and served ta highlight the
potential problems the ambiguity in modern Art could present to those
unfamiliar with the scientific terms, terms which were carried by
conceptualism, as Andres piece proves.

In the case of Belfast the myopi a generated by such pre-occupation with
these things was to John Kindness the equivalent to the manifestation of a
‘false conciousness’. Modernism was effectively the root of this and
conceptualism a mere descendent. It was still very much part of that
‘spedialized dialogue’ which Cark maintained artists preferred to conduct
with each other “commenting nat on their attitude toreality but to art
itself” (3).

Recognizing this Kindness understood that an attempt to recancile the
external reality of Belfast Callegeof Art would have to be based on terms
other than that of Art, as his intentions would not be resolved merely by
struggling with the finer paints of conceptualism, which represented such
terms at the time.

Willie Doherty and Phototext

As a casein paoint to the discussion a contemporary of John Kindness, that
is Willie Doherty, serves as an interesting example. Willie Doherty’s work
may be considered on onelevel as a challenge to conceptualism itself. The
format which persists through his portfaliois phototext, a format
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favoured by English conceptualist artists such as Hamish Fulton and
Richard Long (Figs. 11,12)

His particular manipulation of phototext, however, often embodies
specifically palitical implications with regard tolandscape., for example,
whereas the work of Fulton and Long is mare concerned with a sense of
spirituality and ‘great wilderness’. Hence Doherty regards his approach
as an “Ironicuse of their form” (2, P 16) serving his intention which he
considers an attempt to “try and reflect how terrain creates an
understanding of place”. (Fig.13)

So effectively Doherty feels the need to address the very process of artistic
production to communicate his intent in his approach to phototext. There
is an echo, again of Moyakowsky’s remarks here as he warns that “You
must not make the manufacturing, the so-called technical process, an end
initself” (17, P.13), as despite his intention, Doherty is effectively
participating in a ‘specialized Dialogue’.

[ cite him as a case in point as his approach to the subject matter embodies
similar concerns to those of Kindness. This is unsurprising as both artists
originate from the two major urban centes of Northern Ireland, Doherty
being from Derry. Despite the abvious contrast that exists betwen their
very separate styles, they each comment on the human element in an
urban centre.

However, Doherty’s works show ultimately bleak, faceless and
unpopulated landscapes which depend on this very aspect so we may
consider the human presence in such a centre by its very absence in his
wark. He toohighlights a sense of ‘false conciousness’ within such
situations yet it is my opinian that the ironic strength of his intentions
may ultimately fail to communicate due to the intimidating nature of the
specialized dialogue implicit in his work.

Kindness’'s wark, however, intimidates few as he refused to be submerged
by such ‘falsh conciousness’ that may be found in the art warld. He
outwits such traps by resorting instead to dialogues we are familiar with
in the everyday lives we inhabit. Leafing through the catalogue to the
show at the Douglas Hyde for example, one receives fair impression of
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this as he explaits anything from billboards to postage stamps, from mural
scale paintings to bus advertisements, from large-scale public sculpture to
near mantelpiece-scale constructions in his call for alertness to that which
may superimpose itself soinsensitively on the humanity of our living
spaces.

Perhaps resulted from that which he experienced at College he hs gained
an awareness of its existence in society as a whole, and so such works
embody the very sense of ‘false conciousness’ he perceives alsoin society.
Again, his intent