














Hittite bronzes, praying figures from Ur, medieval figures carved in bone.
But no sooner do such connections rise into view than they subside again
into the material, as if whatever precedent Upritchard was reaching for had
just slipped from her fingers.

There are plenty of painters who set up this kind of conversation between
materials and memory; I think again of how Saskia Leek's hesitant
brushstrokes bring all-but-forgotten images back into view. But, perhaps
simply because it costs so much more to improvise in three dimensions than
on a small square of canvas, it is much rarer to encounter this impressionistic
quality in sculpture. The most compelling recent figurative sculpture in New
Zealand has tended towards the armoured and impervious, as in Michael
Parekowhai's gleaming mannequins, or the forensically gruesome, as in
Ronnie van Hout's pores-and-all self-portraits. But Upritchard's figures - so
small they're really figurines - are much less sure of themselves. And this
physical uncertainty, more than the hippy trappings or acid-dream colours,
gives 'rainwob i' its pathos and comedy. The figures waver and wander. They
gesture outwards, yet seem too reedy and vulnerable to respond to any
contact if it comes. They have soft froggy fingers and inadequate legs, as if
caught out of their element. Their large heads suggest the mushrooming
inslghts and oh-wow brainswells of full-time stoners, so mesmerised by their
own thought patterns that other people become unreal to them. And this
tension between togetherness and solipsism carries through to their
placement on the colossal white plinth, not quite close enough to resemble a
community but not dispersed enough to suggest total solitude.

This alone, however, doesn't explain the size of the plinth, which really is
excessive. I realise I'm in danger of making too much sense of an artist who
often likes to make none at all, but for me the key to the plinth is the
Reacher, 2008, we encountered earlier. Obviously the plinth recalls the
displays found in antiquities museums, those pristine structures designed to
support a few time-worn fragments. But. with this figure stationed at one
end with three solemn-faced lamps for company, the plinth also becomes a
vessel moving through the gallery - part lifeboat, part escape craft, part
ship of fools. And it's here, for me, that 'rainwob i' starts to line up tellingly
with Upritchard's earlier works. Made not long after the artist had moved
from New Zealand to 'the mother country', Upritchard's sculptures of the
early 2000s, among them Save yourself. evoked the fag-ends of colonial
adventure. With her stuffed exotic creatures, shrivelled souvenirs and the
shrunken heads of European colonists, she offered comically glum and
moth-eaten evidence of the nineteenth-century desire to strike out and
civilise the 'New World'. Five years on, with 'rainwob i', she evokes the
attempts made a century later to escape that very civilisation - the counter­
cultural desire to cast away from the cities in search of less 'unnatural' ways
of living. Between the two bodies of work, a rough genealogy emerges.
What are her shrunken nineteenth-century colonists, if not the ancestors of
the hippy seekers on the good ship Rainwob ...
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One can't mention the plinth without mentioning the seat bolted to the
front of it. Made of unpainted timber and draped with grey blankets and
sheepskin rugs, it suggested two things to me straight away when I saw
it in New Plymouth: a bench seat in a pick-up truck, and a couch on the
verandah of a retirement home. With the first possibility comes a
suggestion of movement, of heading out west with the 'windshield
wipers slappin' time'. And with the second comes a suggestion of sunset
stillness. of sitting resignedly as the light subsides. Of course the seat
also offers kids the chance to kneel and look back at the sculptures at
their own height - a family-friendly sort of gesture. But Upritchard offsets
the friendliness by inviting grown-up gallery-goers to do the rudest thing
possible - turn our backs on the art. And paradoxically, it's only when you
do so that Upritchard's comedy of the past comes into full focus. As
we've seen, Upritchard's figures have a half-remembered quality even
when seen directly. But by turning us away from the art, she pushes the
rainwobbers even farther into that indistinct realm. They become strange
and persistent ghosts, literally milling at the back of your mind.

In the end the most charged space is not on the sculpture but ahead
of it. It's the space you stare at from the seat, and the space Reacher
points out into. This gesture is almost a Upritchard trademark, a long­
armed reaching that's especially eloquent in the figures she made from
natural rubber during a Brazilian residency in 2004. Robed like desert
prophets, they lift their long arms sideways in gestures of doomy
conviction. As in so many ancient sculptures, there's a poignant tension
between the absolute certainty of their pointing and our absolute
uncertainty about what they're pointing to. There they stand, striving to
direct our attention offstage to some impending disaster. And there we
stand, staring at them.

So while her companions mull their obsessions farther back on the
raft, Upritchard's Reacher lifts one thin arm and points towards a space
and time beyond this exhibition. To hear the bleakest commentators talk,
the extent of the human future is rapidly shrinking. I suspect the late
1960s and early 1970s loom in the imaginations of many artists right now
because people then appear to have had a less cautious and embarrassed
sense of the future and its possibilities. There's a wonderfully withdrawn
and inward quality to most of the 'rainwob' sculptures, each one tuned to
their own psychic frequency. But I like this Reacher - or perhaps she is an
overreacher - for at least pointing towards that unnamed future space.
And by turning us away from the art to face the same space, Upritchard
makes sure we too have our chance to puzzle over what is coming.
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