











http://www.laweekly.com/ink/printme.php?eid=29650 01/07/2006 04:30 PM

NOVEMBER 2 - 8, 2001

Boy-Oh-Boy
A burgeoning art movement or something
by Nathan lhara

NICK LOWE, 21 AND A HALF, IS IN HIS STUDIO explaining boy-
oh-boy art:

"'Boy-oh-boy' was the title of one of Ry Rocklen's shows, and since

then we've decided we both have a boy-oh-boy aesthetic. On one

level, we're just using art to flesh out adolescent fantasies. But we

think that adolescent boys' fantasies are important to the rest of

the world. Our work is infused with youthful luster. We're not trying

to critigue any art movement. That takes too much time. Still, it's

eloquent and formally complex. The art isn't trying to be dumb-ass.

| think Ry and | are trying to make something perfectly imperfect. ]

We take something ugly and make it look good. We take Ry Rocklen, left, Sleeping
) ) ) . . Giant, Nick Lowe

something dumb and make it smart. Stupid things are important. (Photo by Debra DiPaolo)

Stupidity is probably more important than intelligence; there's more

of it."

Nick's rambling manifesto is interrupted periodically by the whir of his electric pencil sharpener.
He's working on a 9-foot drawing of a snowcapped mountain. The icy crevices are littered with the
frozen bodies of climbers. Goats scamper on the rocks. He's doing the entire drawing in graphite.

“I've been doing it for almost four months now," he says, "and I'm still not done. | don't know if I'm
going to be done in time for the show."

The show is "Big Trouble in Little China," a three-person exhibition at Chinatown's Black Dragon
Society. The mid-October opening is a few days away.

"Big Trouble," Nick says. "That's an adolescent-boy fantasy for sure. They always want to be the
troublemaker. They want to be respected for making trouble. Boys get a lot of respect for throwing
rocks, breaking things, blowing things up."

Nick's cell phone rings. It's Nick's fellow conspirator, Ry Rocklen. When he hears that Nick's talking
about boy-oh-boy, he demands that Nick hand the phone over to me. And Ry starts talking:

"The job of the artist is to make something people can get into but without leaving their troubles
behind. You don't leave your troubles behind when you look at our work. My sculpture is called
Sleeping Giant. There's a sleeping giant holding a mountain filled with dark caves on his lap. The
caves might fucking signify Afghanistanis hiding in caves. That's just a stupid coincidence, but I'm
into coincidences."
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A FRIEND OF RY ROCKLEN'S ONCE ACCUSED THE ARTIST OF RUNNING A CONVALESCENT HOME
for objects, and it's easy to see what the wag meant. Patients during a recent visit to Rocklens
South Los Angeles studio included the pale jade pieces of a mah-jong game and a batterea
red die, an old wire mattress topped by a screen and punctured by coloured pins, 2 stranger's
discarded giant Valentine's card and other interesting flotsam Through Rocklen's sculpture,
these items, abandoned on streets and in city dumps in a consumer society seemingly at the
peak of wastefulness, will be preserved in a newly meaningful combination of forms and ideas.

Most of the above is material for Rocklen’ first solo show, at LAs Black Dragon Society
this month, the follow-up to his inclusion in the Rubell's Red Eye exhibition at last years Art
Basel Miami Beach. Rocklen was among the youngest artists to be included in that show,
alongside LA godfathers like Mike Kelley, Paul McCarthy and Rocklen's former tutor Charles
Ray, and his sensitivity to materials, form and theme has marked him out from his own
generation of emerging LA- based artists,

Of the works then seen, 10,000 Year Wait (2005). which positions a white chair (actually
made of Styrofoarn) atop wine glasses, is notable for the artists witty play with gravity, and the
way in which he challenges the viewers expectations of form. Eighty Ape (2005), in which a
gorilla suit is pulled out between curved metal prongs, resonates double entendre: it could be a
Christ-figure stretched agonisingly on a cross, or Superman free-falling through space. Made
when the scandals of Abu Ghraib were hitting the headlines, the work also speaks of darker
social and political concerns. This combination of lightness and weight is typical of Rocklen’s
work, both formally and thematically. For example, a new piece, to be shown this month, could
be read as a tragicomic statement on the flip side of California dreams. The work is made from
an old wrought-metal sunchair, the rusty frame of which he has encased in a new skin of tan
paint. At the end of each of the chair's arms a set of awbrushed fake nails delicately protrude
establishing a tensior between the solidity of the chair and the fragility of the tarnished nails.
Completing the anthropomorphic process, the lopsided form of a badly taxidermied dog -
soreones first stuffing? — watches over its hoochie-mama-cum-Norma Desmond mistress.

The work can seem superficially unassuming, It's grubby, blackened with the traces of
human use: what Rocklen refers to as ‘soul residue’. But spend some time with these battered
détournements and they provide moments of biting clarity amidst the chaos of modern Iife.

Hideaway, 2008, sunchair. Colluclay, paint, fake nails, wheels.
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RY ROCKLEN AND NICK LOWE
Black Dragon Society

FOR FANS OF THE BUSHES, the rapper duo of
Ry Rocklen and Nick Lowe, it's no surprise the
gallery gave over their two spaces to each of
them at the same time.

Pieces of junk rarely have such great second
lives than in Rocklen works. What looks like
minimal intervention is often gained via hours
of combining. In one his many “Untitled” pieces,
he balances a clown head on bare umbrella
ribs, mimicking a long neck “ruffle” In another,
he balances water-filled thrift store drinking
glasses on the upper face of a long 4 x 4, the ends
of which go through crude cement (thankfully,
braced) wheels. In Refuge, Rocklen has dropped
thousands of small nails, points down, through
the tiny holes of a screen covering the wire
skeleton of a box spring; the heads shimmer
when you move your hand along the nail tips.
Asmall, partly painted medallion hangs down
into the space’s back doorway. When you look
up at the string on which it is strung, you see
that Rocklen has made a “necklace” for the
entire room: the string is threaded through
eye hooks along the room's perimeter. Rocklen
always surprises with his whimsical approach.
His pieces are the charming residue of creative
acts. Watching him combine and recombine
items in his thrift store/dumpster stash is always
completely absorbing, as with his live art. He
chooses his elements for their poignancy, and
the intensity of their impact increases with the
combinations,

What is Nick Lowe doing in his new
set of paintings? That's not immediately
obvious. These works seem to be a kind of
new Impressionism. However, Lowe uses the
familiar Impressionist stubby brushstrokes
only sparingly. Rather, his color strokes are
shaped like glass shards. Perhaps this is because
he first drew the images using a computer
tablet, printed the results onto clear acetate,
traced their projection onto the canvases, and
painted from there. His surfaces are a riot of
squiggles, outlines, and meshes, crisscrossed
with diagonals delineating a subverted grid. He
leaves some of the traced lines unpainted, and
the resulting white canvas adds to the surface
glitter. Sometimes he uses varying shades and
intensities of a given color to define an area, but
more often, there seems no rhyme nor reason
to the choice of colors or even light-dark values.
His underlying figures are solid: broadly drawn,
flattened and stretched into caricature or

Nick Lowe, Yelfow Face (2007},

naive rendition; they are never obscured by the
shimmering surface beneath which they hover.
The result is a strange but rich, painterliness
that sucks you beneath the surface. Never
content to sit still, Lowe is constantly trying out
new approaches to art making. He’s known for
his intricate drawings, and he's just done some
over-the-top wall-sized tape works, but his foray
into painting makes this writer hope he does
some again, so we can see something new added
to painting’s lineage.

If Rocklen and Lowe are huge influences on
each other, it's only obvious when they work
in the same medium. Here, they are growing
masters of their own separate universes.

Hargreaves
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