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Project Report

As | did not want to put anyone's nose out of
joint, | decided, at an early stage of the project, that
‘curator’ was too strong a word and on this occasion
another would have to take its place. The concept
behind the show was in place: artist Jim Cooper had
already worked on this. My role could be seen as
administrator, personal assistant, artist liaison officen,
agent, consultant or concept development manager;
titles most are familiar with in the corporate world.
Project or projects manager seemed the best fit as
there were multiple small projects within the overall
exhibition. Nevertheless, at this later stage | realise
that | did also curate the show even if this was only
one of my roles. Looking back on the project so far; it
seems to me that it has expanded my interpretation
of the function of a curator, and at this point | would
like to claim that role for myself. Maybe this has to do
with the greater confidence | have gained.

I met Jim Cooper at the School of Art, Otago
Polytechnic. | saw his figurative ceramic sculptures.
These expressive figures with cool hair-dos, cheeky
grins and eyes glancing at me were works in progress.
Jim was attempting to illustrate sculpturally the lyrics of
the well-known Beatle's album Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely
Hearts Club Band and to make direct reference to this
iconic album cover. | asked Jim what he was going to
do with them — at this stage there were about twelve.
He said he would like to find an empty shop in South
Dunedin and show them.

| suggested a venue outside Dunedin and a
nationwide tour. Jim was excited about the idea, but
cautioned me: “Do you know how much work is
involved in preparing and touring a show?”” Undaunted,
| accepted the challenge and together we came to the
agreement: Jim would focus on creating the work and
| would look after everything else.
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On ‘Curating’ Sergeant P
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First it was a case of the squeaky axle gets the
grease, so after only eight or nine phone calls | had
made an appointment with a Senior Curator and Tim
Walker; the Director of TheNewDowse, a regional
art gallery and museum in Lower Hutt. | took along
a disk of images of Jim's work in their unfired state.
We discussed the concept, scale of the show and
the tour. Jim was thinking of 80-100 ceramic figures,
each around one metre tall. Two days later | received
an email: the idea had been presented to the board
and their decision was unanimous — they wanted the
show.

Jimwas delighted and set about making the remaining
figures. | applied for funding to help with production
costs and also to compile an exhibition catalogue.
We were on a roll and momentum was flowing.
Small challenges constantly arose along the way and it
was just a matter of dealing with these challenges in
a prompt manner. For example, the show was initially
scheduled for July, but this timing was brought forward
two months. This put a lot of extra pressure on Jim
and kilns were operating around the clock. Also, only
a few weeks before going to print with the catalogue,
our printer closed their Dunedin operation and sold
their press to an Australian firm. This meant that | had
to find another printer who could do the job to our
specifications, within our timeframe and our budget.

Creating and touring a show of this scale is a massive
undertaking and this became apparent when it was
time to arrange freight for the works. Even professional
art handlers who looked at the job said “there is a box
over there and this fits into it — the too hard box".
Given the fragile nature inherent in ceramics most
people suggested individual crates for each work, but
this was not an option given the quantity. Together
with Jim and Mark Roach from Exhibition Services we
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Figure 2: Jim Cooper demonstration, Wellington, 2007
(photograph by Brian Wood).

Figure 3 & 4: Loading the truck with Jim Cooper’s work, 2007
(photograph by Brian Wood).

Figure 5: Jim Cooper, studio mock-up, The Beatles, 2007 (photograph by Brian Wood).
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brainstormed the idea and came up with a system of
foam-lining a truck, building corrals and an internal
mezzanine floor, then placing six figures on each side
of the corrals tied in with fibreglass filament tape.
We treated the interior of the truck as though it was
one big box.

This was ground-breaking stuff in the history
of ceramics in New Zealand, but still quite a risk
considering that no one else here had ever toured a
ceramics show of this scale by a single artist over such
a distance by truck from Dunedin to the North Island.
The internal fit-out for the truck has to be kept so that
it can be re-used on each leg of the tour It is interesting
to note that with over 130 ceramic objects only three
breakages occurred, all at the hands of people who are
unfamiliar with the nature of ceramics.

For people unfamiliar with ceramics, the figures at
first appear to be made of papier maché. It is only
when they pick up the sculptures that they realise
their weight. It is therefore crucial when handling these
works to hold them from the base: protrusions such
as hands, hair; epaulets or elbows can easily break off.
One must be aware of this at all times and treat them
as you would fragile glass.

A month prior to the works being collected for
Sergeant P TheNewDowse decided it would be a
good idea for Jim to extend the show beyond a single
gallery; their visit to Jim's studio generated wonder,
amazement and excitement and they wanted to
recreate this studio environment in a gallery context.
Thus this became a major show by a major artist: the
Sergeant P assemblage is flanked by two side galleries
filled with shrines, dioramas and a wall of drawings
showing people how Jim develops an idea and explores
it before committing it to clay. These additions to the
show are very informative and viewers can get up
close to the figures and see details which may be lost
at a distance.

Sergeant P is not purely a ceramic show. Even though
there are over 130 ceramic objects, including ceramic
roses which together spell ‘Beatles’, there is also a large
element of found objects, collage and MDF cut-outs,
which directly reference the original cover made up of
cut-out figures. Jim Cooper is a multi-disciplinary artist
and he uses ceramics as a transformative process,

taking a material that has traditionally been used in
craft and using it for fine arts purposes. He is also
a writer and a painter and Jim explores a concept
through these practices and then extends his ideas
further by manipulating clay to its absolute limits.
If we were to peel the glazes off his sculptures, lay
them out flat and hang them on the wall they would
be up there with the best abstract expressionist work
such as Willem de Kooning's figurative paintings.

Sergeant P was one year in the making, and the
timing, although coincidental, is superb considering that
the fortieth anniversary of the original album release
has just occurred. It is interesting to look at what the
cover meant to society then and what it means now.
[t is also interesting to look at how people respond to
the current exhibition. Children are ecstatic and big
smiles can be seen on the faces of young and old. This
is a direct response to the show as there is always an
element of extreme happiness in Jim's work.

Accompanying the exhibition is a catalogue in the
style of an album. It includes a mask so you can dress
up like one of the figures, a colouring-in page with a
pack of six crayons, a psychedelic poster true to the
period, a page showing studio workings with quotes
from people who know and understand Jim's practice,
a catalogue essay and a selection of postcards, all for
$10! The catalogues are aimed at children and adults
in touch with their inner child; they appeal to a broad
audience, art lovers and Beatles’ fans alike. Limited
to 1000 copies, all are signed and numbered, making
them potential collector's items as well as hours of
fun.

Even though the show is now up and running
my role is not yet over Catalogues need to be
compiled, distributed and communications maintained.
Recently a couple planning their wedding asked
permission to have their wedding photos taken in
front of Sergeant P.Workshops need to be arranged,
as well as international press coverage. In September
the show was dismantled, repacked and freighted
to Rotorua where it went on display at the Rotorua
Museum of Art and History.

With each new exhibition space the show will take
on a new experience as lighting and the dynamics
of shape and size of room all play a vital role in the
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theatrical setting. At TheNewDowse, with sufficient
space around the work, it appears as if the figures
are shuffling, about to have their photo taken at that
precise moment just before the click of the camera.
The work is very animated and in a smaller space it
could appear a lot noisier as they nudge and elbow
for the front row positions.

So where does an emerging curator fit when dealing
with an established artist and a selection of public art
galleries around New Zealand? | certainly have seen
them with fresh eyes and an enthusiastic approach.
What | have learnt from working on Sergeant P is
so enormous it is unquantifiable and could not have
been obtained from reading a book or attending a
lecture. This experience is hands-on and part of ‘the
real world'. | have learnt that being a project manager
(including the role of curator) means it is crucial to
have the right people on board for each project —
photographers, designers, printers, packers, freighters
etc. | have also learnt that one can never make the
assumption that other people know the obvious or
understand the medium.

What makes a good curator? | believe it is someone
who does not have their own personal agenda.
A good curator is someone who is willing to go out on
a limb, believe in an artist's work and help convey the
messages that artist is trying to get across; someone
who has the artist's best interests at heart and not

their own self promotion or financial rewards. Being
a curator is not a nine-to-five job: it requires 100%
dedication, passion, commitment and willingness to do
what is required whenever that may be. In this sense,
the role of curator and that of project manager are
closely aligned and one could say, even ‘symbiotic’.

Having passion and dedication for my curatorial
practice also feeds into my own studio work
and vice versa. Having a knowledge base and
understanding of clay — a very responsive medium
with a multitude of different applications — provides
me with the opportunity for a better dialogue with
other practitioners and helps me understand the
challenges faced when they are dealing with ceramics
in contemporary environments.

On a final note, | am very fortunate to have
worked closely with Jim Cooper on the Sergeant P
project. Jim once said “without you there would be
no exhibition”. But the reverse is also obviously true.
| consider Jim Cooper to be dazzlingly skilled with
extraordinary intellectual power that is manifested
in creative activity. He is original and unique, a man
with visionary qualities who is committed to making
art everyday.

Sergeant P at TheNewDowse May — September
2007; Rotorua Museum of Art & History, September
— December 2007; Whitespace in Auckland, March
2008.

Brian Wood moved to Dunedin in 2005 to complete a BFA majoring in Ceramics and Curatorial Studies at the

School of Art, Otago Polytechnic. He is now a third-year student and Sergeant P is his first major touring exhibition

and curatorial project.
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