


Ruin and rebirth:
Most of us are familiar
with the sight of a
derelict building, or
the rubble of a recently
demolished site
waiting for the struts
of a new structure to
emerge along with
the scaffolding that
will suddenly leap up
around it.

This cycle is a continual process,
particularly in ex-industrial zones

and cities. Ringbinder at the NGCA
Sunderland — a major solo exhibition of
the paintings of Jeffrey Dennis — offers
insights into the cyclical nature of our
built environment, and into painting’s
potential as a model for understanding
these changes in new ways. Dennis’s
paintings act as structural forms of
‘suspension’, and through intense shifts
in micro- and macro-focus, they examine
how we experience location and aspects
of the external and internal. Like the
early stages of a new building, they are
heavy with material and process, the
scaffolding and sinews often exposed.
Historically, painting itself seems locked
into a similar cycle to that of our cities

— a cycle of continual renewal, moving
between states of supposed death and
resurrection. Sunderland is a city in
transition, and Ringbinder (both the show
and the painting of the same name)
presents a framework for that experience
of the city. The title painting is the
outcome of Dennis’s personal research
into the area — the city revealed as

an example of this cycle of reuse and
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regeneration. It includes depictions of
redundant docklands, now parcelled up
into units producing a random range

of goods and services, and of a disused
shop, reconfigured as an improvised
cultural hub and a base for a local band.
Throughout the exhibition, the ‘internal’
of an artist’s painting practice and the
‘external’ of the city are entwined.

“Along the Passaic River banks
were many minor monuments such as concrete
abuiments that supported the shoulders of a new
Iaghway in the process of being built. Riwer Drwve
was in part bulldozed and in part intact. It was
hard to tell the new highway from the old road;
they were both confounded into a unitary chaos™.
—Robert Smithson

Dennis explored Sunderland by
walking, looking, and photographing —
a research practice surprisingly aligned
with that of Robert Smithson in his
exploration of Passaic, New Jersey.
Both artists share a habit of zooming
in on certain elements and moments,
creating idiosyncratic visual archives.
Smithson adopted the tight square format
of the cheap Instamatic camera. In
Monuments of Passaic, he writes of
Anti-Ruins, the dereliction of New Jersey
as potential, growing into the
new architecture,

The NGCA gallery hosting
Dennis’s exhibition — itself part of a
former department store — features
a large window looking out over
Sunderland (revealed for Dennis’s show
after having been boarded up for ten
years), offering up the perfect vantage-
point from which to view the tableau
vivant version of his works; counterparts
going about their business in the streets
below as analogues to the small figures
scurrying around in his paintings.

The window also frames a collection of
the jumbled architecture that Dennis
draws attention to: the grand old library;
Brutalist shopping arcades; and the
distant landscape, all simultaneously in

ISSUE ETGHTEEN



















	65542_Turps_Issue18_Cover_White_v2_proof1

