Mike Dawson’s ‘AT THE END OF THE DAY…’ 

The Cornerhouse Manchester May 23 to August 16

This May’s issue of British Vogue identified a new (for the fashionista at least) social type: the ‘Art Guy’. Art Guys, the magazine claimed, aren’t so much artists as hybrid artist-critic-curators; hipper, more highbrow versions of the flip nineties figure of model-actress-singer-whatever. Art Guys, it appears, hang out in Hoxton or Hackney where they paint, DJ, put on bijou little group shows and generally subsist on a shoestring, despite their suspiciously private school hair. Art Guys mean it (man). Art Guys do it for love. 

The Vogue piece was pretty trashy, but it pointed - belatedly - to the trend amongst contemporary artist towards multi-tasking. Although not mentioned in the magazine (Vogue writers, I guess, doesn’t get to Manchester much), Mike Dawson, currently showing at the Cornerhouse, is an Art Guy par excellence. An artist, a curator, a gallery consultant and the Visual Arts Editor of Flux magazine, he is almost a whole art world in himself. His polymath practice is further complicated by the fact that Dawson makes art under a number of pseudonyms, or, to be more precise, what the Portuguese writer Fernando Pessoa called heteronyms: author-functions that are of, but are also other to, oneself. These are ‘The Someone Agent 1’, a polo-necked operative of a Norwegian curatorial collective, ‘The Gallery Guard’, a dreamy modernist standard-bearer and ‘Robin Nature-Bold’, a fuck-it-or-fight-it fare-dodger on the yBa gravy train. Heteronyms have a long art-historical pedigree as a form of polymorphously perverse self-portraiture (think, for example, of Marcel Duchamp’s ‘Rrose Selavy’ or Jean-Michel Basquiat’s ‘Samo’) but Dawson employs his trio of characters to a different purpose, namely to explore the dialogue between the established art world and the mass media. Perhaps it’s appropriate, then, that Dawson’s Cornerhouse show (entitled ‘At the End of the Day’) kicks off with a work that references the Tower of Babel, the hubristic skyscraper whose destruction at the hands of a pissed-off deity went hand in hand with the Biblical ‘confusion of tongues’, wherein a common human language was replaced by a babble of competing lingoes, each with their own, jingoistic, agendas. 

Dawson’s show begins outside the Cornerhouse, where he has covered two columns at the building’s front entrance with brick-effect wallpaper, as though they support not only bricks and mortar but (Babel-like) some sky-high heavenly edifice. Both of the columns bear legends in vinyl lettering: one reads ‘WAKE ME’, the other ‘SHAKE ME’. Perhaps they are meaningless sound bites, perhaps Dawson is a poet and he just don’t know it, or perhaps they refer, in their facile, hobbled way, to the promise of the gallery’s portal: the transformative experience of viewing art. But these columns, it seems, have been vandalised by Dawson’s heteronyms (these ‘incidental performances’, are memorialised on the artist’s website). The Gallery Guard has delicately applied passages of gold leaf to the faux-brickwork, while Robin Nature-Bold has defaced it with lavatorial hieroglyphics.  There is a play here between the simulated bricks and the auratic gold ‘n’ graffiti (the value of both being in their ‘authenticity’); between the ‘avant-garde’ and it’s almost molecular assimilation into the establishment (embodied by both The Gallery Guard’s hopeful, high-minded practice and Nature-Bold’s shabby posturing); between, ultimately, the echt and the ersatz. Trying to unravel this matrix of meanings and values is unhelpful, and perhaps it’s best to view it as fuzzy white noise, a confusion of tongues wet with the saliva of theory.

Inside the Cornerhouse, various ‘documentary’ works refer – in the manner of a feedback loop – to the columns on the gallery’s exterior. There are big photographic banners showing Dawson’s heteronyms applying the vinyl lettering to the columns, a curious mixture of ‘real’ and staged shots. There are also snippets from what appear to be reviews of the show from various well-known art and style magazines (including Art Monthly) and, importantly, the magazine pieces from which these snippets are taken. Dawson has commissioned a number of art critics including Paul Anthony Black, David Gledhill, Len Horsey, Jane Griffiths and Tom Morton to review his work in the style of these publications, creating a critical reaction to the show that predates it’s installation. This is achieved with various levels of success, and although the faked articles attest to the fact that the lazily-assumed temporal model of production > display > reception isn’t always true in practice (just think of Clement Greenberg bossing the Abstract Expressionists about), it is also arguable that, by short-circuiting this model by means of an in-built, pre-existing critique, Dawson proscribes the possibility of any ‘outside’ reading of his work. But then again perhaps this is OK. These voices are, after all, just part of the parlous art world babble. 
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