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Dispatches from a world of her own

A landmark Ellen
Gallagher show
intrigues Rachel

Campbell-Johnston
R

AxMe
llen Gallagher, who Tate MOdEI'Il
emerged in the Statesin L 8 8 & 87
Esgi?gizstfersltoa‘jrvta;gh ! becomes thisimportant way of taking
igni in upspacein thecity.”
o 60 It’s easy tobe confused: even thetitle

fast—some mightsay
meteoric—rise to
international fame. In
Britain, she hasshown at such venues as
the South London Gallery and Tate
Liverpool. Butnow, with AxME, her first
major solo exhibition in this country,
Tate Modern offers the British art lover
alandmark opportunity to assess her
2l-year career more deeply.
Don'texpectittobe easy. Gallagheris
acomplex thinkerand to try to explain
herpracticeis todrainit of much ofits
oddly mesmerisingpower. She may
come from mixed parentage—her
fatherwasa professional wrestler whose
family originated from Cape Verde, her
motherwas Irish—but herwork is
aboutmuch morethanissues of race.
Wandering through this intriguing
exhibition you gradually come to terms
withthe mind behind it. Ifyou have ever
beenscuba diving you will probably
recognise the mood. The visitor sinks
slowly deeper through the gradually
accumulatinglayers of Gallagher’s
visioninto a world where ideas startto
unspool and drift, carried outwards by
elusive subconscious currents.
Asyoumove through the creations
of astrikingly varied practice that
encompasses watercolour painting
and Plasticine moulding; the most
restrained abstraction or meandering
line-drawing; minimalist austerity and
allbut psychedelicfilms, you

increasingly sense the density of the
references gathering. Hereis an artist
whohasbeen informed by influences as
diverse asthe minstrel shows or her
experiences asan oceanographer
studying the habits of a microscopic

pteropod: awing-footed water snail that

flutters through the water at night. The
many resonances gather as Gallagher
revisits themes, echoing and revising,
adding and deepening, shifting and
transforming,

Ifyou think this sounds perplexing,
you are undoubtedly right. What should
youmake of her seminal yellow
paintings? They begin their artistic
existencelife asimages clipped from the
advertising pagesin black lifestyle
magazines. Arranging theminvast
grids, Gallagher makes precise changes,
whiting ouf eyes and sticking on
Plasticine wigs. But when she tries
to explain why, it doesn't seem
illuminating. “The wigs admitan
anxiety aboutidentity andloss; they
map integration; the civil rights
movementright through to Vietnam
and womensrights,” Gallaghersays,
“and they chart an emerging Afro-
urban aestheticwherethe Afro

ofthisshow AxMEneeds explanation. It
1s,apparently, a play on black vernacular
language, onthe way the artisttakesa
metaphorical axeto archival materials,
ontheway that weasthe viewer should
cutthroughthesurface, and onthe
Yoruba word for the world’s life-force.
Butwhatwillhold the visitoris the
sheer fascination of the works. Brought
togetherthey seem almostto conjure ax.-
atmosphere. Theyare possessed of an
intriguing force. You certainly won't
haveseen an artistwho seesthe world in
thisway before. Gallagher’s work holds
you. Bvenasitdiscombobulates you, it
makesits demands; enticingthe
spectatortostand beforeit, tolet
himselfsink through dense sediments
of meaningsinto aninscrutable but, at
thesametime, alluring otherland.
Tttakesalotoftime. Forallthat Tate
Modernisadmirably fulfillingits
purposeby introducing the publicto this
most enigmatic of contemporaries witl:
asurveyshow thatincludes most ofher
key pieces, I can't help suspecting that
these arethesort of imagesthatwork
best when you actually own them, when
you can peruse them at peace for month
uponmonth.
Ellen Gallagher: AxME is at Tate
Modern, London SEI (020-7887 8888)
from May 1 to September 1



Above, Untitled (2013);
right, Wiglette from
Deluxe (2004)
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