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Para rubber tree:large tree (Hevea brasiliensis) of the family

Euphorbiaceae (spurge family),native to tropical South

America and the source of the greatest amount and finest

quality of natural rubber.

-Encyclopaedia definition

“Para Rubber is a franchised network of stores across 

New Zealand selling a diverse range of much sought af ter

products at very good prices. In a Para Rubber store you 

will find everything imaginable that can be made from 

Foam and Rubber.”

- Para Rubber Company website (www.pararubber.co.nz)

Richard Wearn’s installation is a cuddly homage to the two

main forms of late formalesque modernism:minimalism and

the revival of the Duchampian readymade from the 1970s to

the 1990s, both of which are normally lumped together under

the convenient title of “Neo-Geo”. In the early 1960s, minimalist

sculptor par excellence Donald Judd began to introduce three

dimensional elements onto the surface of his works , at first

c re ating re l i e fs, and then moving towa rds ent i rely fre e - s t a n d i n g

structures which he called ‘specific objects’. By 1963 he had

established an essential vocabulary of forms — ‘stacks’, ‘boxes’

and ‘progressions’ — which preoccupied him for the ne xt

thirty years. This is a techné Wearn parodies mercilessly with

inflatable PVC pool toys and lilo beds instead of modular

Perspex blocks. Being factory machined items this eliminates

any sign of the artist ’s hand – an anathema too much of the

Neo-Geo movement. Robert Gober and Jeff K oons are both

Neo-Geo affiliates who use ‘readymades’ in this way.

Postmodernism seeks to undermine the myths and haut

seriousness of modernism. Wearn takes the modernist cliché 

of the artwork as "a problem resolved" and has fun with it by

forcing the viewer to see the installation in relation to other

everyday objects – an inversion of Duchamp’s original

protest/joke at the expense of the bourgeois art galleries of 

his time. The plastic components are easily transportable,

re-programmable, inflatable, deflatable and reinflatable,

reflecting Wearn’s suggestion of the “potential for the art

object to re-programme our thinking and action by inviting

the viewers’ associative memories to inform response.”

What might those ‘associative memories’ include? 

Being by the pool during the long hot summers of yore? 

Such nostalgia isn’t such a stretch – Wearn is a New Zealander,

and has lived a long time in Southern California,the land of

beaches and swimming pools. There is a certain irresistible

logic there. It is, perhaps, also possible to detect in this a fain t

swipe at hermetic suburban angst, or even a speedy drive-by

glance at a David Hockney swimming pool. The other thing

about Southern California is for many of the major artists

working there (John Baldessari, Allen Ruppersberg,

Edward Ruscha, Eleanor Antin etc.) creativity exists more

in the popular domain than the fine arts. In So Cal from 

the late 1960s onward, many artists came to see art as par t

of leisure culture.

Essentially an exhibition like this draws our attention to

a simple fact – generally in installation ar t, the objects are

frivolous entities of no intrinsic value that only acquire value

through an incredibly complex process of socialisation and

implied context, and that, kids, is art.

Andrew Paul Wood
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M.R.James (1862 - 1936),the British master of the ghost story,

offered his successful formula for horror in his introduction to

Sheridan Le Fanu’s Madame Crowl’s Ghost (1923):

Let us, then, be introduced to the actors in a placid way; let us see

them going about their ordinary business, undisturbed by their

forebodings, pleased with their surroundings, and into this calm

environment let the ominous thing put out its head , unobtrusively

at first, and then more insistently, until it holds the stage.

To an extent, this rather theatrical description can be applied

to Nathan Thompson’s twilight. Thompson made the work

while Artist-in-residence at the Otago Polytechnic School 

of Art (‘Olam’ to its friends). Previously in his career he made

props and sets for television – something e voked in this 

work by the elaborate cut-outs that seem to reference the

proscenium and wings of a macabre-yet-camp theatre for a

puppet show or 1950s children’s TV show Halloween special.

In themselves, they are featureless silhouettes that hint at

Wildwood creatures from the crepuscular margins.

The sinister shadows cast on the walls are the real meat of the

work. They are ambiguous Rorschach tests hinting at bat wing,

tree branch and ghoulish claw, yet ultimately too ‘pretend’ and

sanitised to actually prod at our unconscious terrors. It reminds

us that while the modern reader might find the fairytales of

the Brothers Grimm morbid and violent, the original German

folktales were infinitely moreso. Electric lighting has long sinc e

distanced us from the fear of the unseen lur king in the dark

dream of nature.

Co n ce p t u a l l y, tw i l i g h t is a Po s t - pop installationist desce n d a nt of

the paintings of Sw i s s - bo rn artist He n ry Fuseli (Johann He i n ri c h

F ü s s l i ,1 7 4 1 - 1 8 2 5 ) . Fuseli also played with the safe monsters of

n i g ht m a re by combining the supe rn at u ral with the theat ri ca l .

Also, there is an element of Sigmund F reud’s Unheimlich.

The rough English equivalent, "uncanny," itself is difficult to

define. Literally, it means "un-homely," when that which had

been familiar becomes suddenly and inexplicably alien:

The situation is altered as soon as the writer pretends to move

in the world of common reality. In this case he accepts as well all

the conditions operating to produce uncanny feelings in real life;

and everything that would ha ve an uncanny effect in reality has 

it in his story. But in this case he can even increase his effect and

multiply it far beyond what could happen in reality,by bringing

about events which never or very rarely happen in fac t. In doing

this he is in a sense betr aying us to the superstitiousness which 

we have ostensibly surmounted;he deceives us by promising to

give us the sober truth,and then after all overstepping it.We react

to his inventions as we would have reacted to real experiences;

by the time we have seen through his trick it is already t oo late

and the author has achieved his object. But it must be added that

his success is not unalloyed. We retain a feeling of dissatisfaction,

a kind of grudge against the attempted deceit . 1

In Todd Browning’s 1931 cinematic adaptation of Dracula,

the count comments on the nocturnal howling of wolves:

"Listen to them! Children of the Night. What beautiful music

they make!" Thompson provides a more abstract version in 

the form of an unnerving sound loop. And then,like a lo-fi

arcade game, the viewer triggers a ghostly shaped space-

invader back and forth on a wall-moun ted track – the simplest

of interactions. Ultimately this could be read as a metaphor 

for the installation: kitsch,but effective.

Andrew Paul Wood

1  Sigmund Freud, "The Uncanny," in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological

Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. & trs. James Strachey, vol. XVII (London: Hogarth, 1953), p.252.
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