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An Uncomfortoble
Sense Of Beouty

From their first major collaborotive works, New Zeolonders Jim Dennison and Leanne Willioms (the

Crystol Choin Gong) have fueled excitement about their proctice os gloss ortists. They moke intimote

orking lrorr their srudio in the sr-nall

torrn oi \Iertinborottgh. northeast
ot \\ellington. ror the past 1+ r-ears.

the Crr-stal Chein Gang made their
internationel debr-rt in a surver- erhi-

bition of \err Zealand gless. Soltrl.rertt E.tpostrre; 25
Glass -lrtistsJi'otn \eu Zealarrrl at the Ebeltoft Glass

lluseum in Denmark in lOir L Ther har-e sustainecl
the enthusiastic reception this s ork receir ed br-
persisting in taking glass to places it ner-er imaginecl
it could go to more than a decade ago. in n'orks
like their most recent glass chandelier. Iigbt at the

end of the Tunnel-an installation branded ri'ith tl.re

opulence and excess of the best of their s-e1l-1s-
cently at the Dowse Art Museum in Los'er Hutt.

The exhibition of Slaugbterbottse,IIEl2 in
Denmark in 2004, of a reconfiguration of a sheep s

carcass skinned and hung for processing. \\'as con-
structed lrom almost a thousand glass roses po-
sitioned and held to a metal skeleton flame. The
work was acquirecl by the Danish Museum for its
colle ction.

SlaugbterbouseME42 spoke to both
European audiences and New Zealanclers, drau.'
ing historical connections between the Northern
continent and the Pacific that wete confronting ancl

uncomfortable. As a primary source of income lor
New Zealand, farming and the sheep rndustry sym
bolize the excesses and successes of 1lth-century
colonization and the clearing of native flora and
fauna for economic develop and trade with Europe.

SlaughterhouseME42 wes a perverse bouquet, wlth
its glass roses representing the return of a native
European plant that had been transported around
the world to the Pacific nearly 200 hundred ye ars ago.

In the flrst decade of the 21st century, this
uneasy reminder from the Crystal Chain Gang,
about the shared histories of cultures on oppo-
site sides of the wor1d, was timely. In 2003, New
Zealand's representative er rhe Venice Biennale,
Michael Stevenson, had installed This is tbe Trekka,

an artwork that featured a 'locally' assembled i970s'

car in the New Zealand pavilion in Venice. In real-
ity, the 'Neu,' Zealand'Trekka had been constructed
from motor parts imported from Czechoslovakia.
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domestic objects and immersive gallery installotions.

By'Warren Feeney

Christal Chain Gang, Walter Dear Walterr 2012, glass, brass, steel, 70 x 66 cm diamete

Private collection.
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This is the Trekka revealed and conlronted
tl-re irony of Nelv Zealand's ambitions to
compete on the international econornic
stage ancl its liaison rvith a European com-
munist colrntry in the closing decacies of
the Cold War. Politically, both Stevenson
lnd the Crystal Chain Gang considerecl
rire internatlonal reacl-r of \festern clll-
tlrre. globallzation, and capitalism, con-
fionting associattons betn-een Europe
ancl the economies of the Pacific in works
that were simultaneously humoror-Ls and
prickly in tl-rcir messages.

Fol the Crystal Chain Gang, thls
opcn-endecl approach to the allegecl le-
alities of \Wcstern history has been com-
plemented b). a democratic attitllde as to
s-here their arts are positioned: clecora-
tive and applied :rrts, clesign, sculpture,
rrr-rc1 political/conceptual art, a1l of these
traclrtional categories and clefinitions of
the arts arc impot'tant to theil'practice. If
there has been a constant in their wofk
over the past decade, it is in theil- obser-
Yations about the distant and clysfunction-
al nature of humanity's relationsl-rip vr'ith

tl-re natural rvor'ld.

uratecl and tourecl 1ry the
Sari\'Jnl C:rlltrr. Wrngantti
in 2011, t1-re exhrbition Fancy
Fctol's Flight revealed some-
thing of this cunous disconnec-

tion in u'orks that looked likc a beletecl
heir to Hieronynus Bosch's Ship of Fools
(1lr!0-1500). Or-rtu,'ard1y. the n'orks in
Fancy Fool's F-llgbf possessed the sumptu-
oLlsness of 1Sth-century European dcco-
rative arts, blrt the translucent bear-rty of
their fbrms ancl naterizrls, and their n-re-

ticulously crafied hnish. rl,'as underminecl
by the enigmatic nature of these in'rages

confronting the gallery visltor.
At the center of this exhibitlon

\\ras an install.rtion of 15 casrglass ves-
scls. Fancy Fools (.2011) occupying a

pristinc-n'hite table. Like lrutent rhiskey
decanters fortlecl in animel and l-tuman
lorm these vessels flr-tctr-rated somen'here
between high art's faith in the bear-rty of
skillfully macle objects and a haunting
vision of hun-rankind's engagcment rvith
nature that can be tracecl bach to popular
science fiction nor.els sucl-r as H. G. Well's
The Is/a,nd of Dr. Mc.trectu (1896).

The Clystal Chain Gang ec-

knon'ledges thrt there has been a de-
liberate move a\vay fl'om thc more
direct n'.lrrativcs in earlier u,-orks like
Slcttt.qbterhouseME42. "Over our making
history rve have prodr-rcec1 u,-olk that is

conceptnal ancl *,ork that is emotive. \(e
see the creatlon of w-ork that is viscefal
jr-rst as Valid as rvork that speaks to the
heecl. \i/e have not rvantccl it to become
clidactlc, so by climinisl-rir-rg the narratlvc
ri,-e can ellov'- the u,ork to speak in I morc
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oper-r-enclecl fashiot-l ancl not constrict us

to becoming c1:icl-r6c1 or contrived.
"Therc is a lltore rntuitive approach

rnd this 1-ras taken experience and confi
dcnr:e to achieve. It is son-rct1-ring tli:rt n'e
have grown lnto. \X/e ah'ays like to stilrt
r.vith the rationale and the theory to give
the nolk 1a,vels, and to engage the brain.
IIoner.er, vve eqr-ra1ly see the imPortance
of a visceral and ethcre:rl engagement,

"Our collaborative practice has also
cvolvecl to shape outcolnes. W'c use each
other's.strengths to determine r.hat clirec
tion \\'e are going to pllrsue. Projects neecl

to be strong on concept ancl ideas befbre
\\re colnfirence rnaking. Then once w-e

have sortecl the'heacl'oltt. \\.e rnake ancl lct
processes infbn't'r and clevelop the u'ork.'

\tt. this is not to slrllllest the
Cr)stal Chain Ciangs rl-ork is no longer
political. Exhibitecl at t1-le Dowse Museun.t

christal chain Gang, slaughterhouseME42r 2003, glass, steel, silicone, 124x53x34 cm. Collection
of Glasmuseet Ebeltoft. Photograph: Leigh Mitchell-Anyon.

in 2012, Wdlter Dect.r Walterwas en oplr-
lent, trademark glass chandeliels, con-
sisting of numerous glass-rnolded l:rriri
f'eathers (from a native bircl specics nos'
extinct) that pointedlv commentecl on the
19th-centurl' Ner- Zealancl olnitl-rologist
\il,/alter Buller' (1838-1906) \f\rlter Dear
Vctlter wn explcrt in its mcssage sssllnl
ing the gnise of a luminolts cl-ranclelier.

it levealed thc gap betn'een the proruisc
ancl rea1it1,. "Chancle Lels arc all about
c-\LL'ss. Lel r nt:tkc lhtrlll t\ q'11s-si11 -1t

sre can. Wc r-res' ch:rndcliels as obiects
loacled u'ith historr'-the hrstorr of glass.

ancl just as rmportantlr'. social historr-
and. rn particular'. color-rial l-tistorr- '.rncl its

mr-rrky past. \(re sti1l har-e I need ancl r-rrge

to continue to explore the cl-rrndclier. It is
a grext vehiclc to l'ork ri ith.

"Thror-rghout all our n'ork s'e har e

lookecl at notions of excess ancl greed.
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Humans' obsessivc ability to ph,rndcr tl-re

lvorld in se:rrch of exotic beauty never
ceases to amaze Lls. This pcrplexing trait
leeds us conceptually and has done so

from early u'orks to the present (R.L1',

Hung, Draurt, ancl Slaughtered, Lc.tc.tt,

Fancy l:c.tols, and even our humble br-rdgie

works). \{/e like to secluce the vieurer
with grandeul whilst sultversivcly belng
political. Birds have playecl a ma,or part
in New Zealand historically and u'e have
lound ourselves naturally drawn to using
them in oul work. \(/e view thetn as Nes'
Ze al ancl's crown j en-els. otll' cxotic ob j ec ts

of desire, and our rolralty. So r-e r-tse them
reccr-rrring throughor-rt our practicc as sig

nifiers. They are also important in hori-
they speak ol out' place and hos ther-
have been affected historicallr'.'

If this notion of ercess and gland-
ness is essentiel to the chandelier rs the
no-.t rrelanifi cent of l-ristolicel clecoratir e

Iurnishirrqs. it is not just thc stories end
:rgenclas thet it entlroclies thet rlre soLlrce

rneicrial tbr tlte Cn stll Chein G'.rn51. but
also the erperience oi il-ris object s trilns-
perenc\- and ephertterllitr ol ligl-rt and

ccrlor. In \f alter Dear ll'Zrlte| thi: encolln-
ter n-ith the sut-t-tptttous ancl seclttctir e

beautl. of the rr'ork mav initialh seelll 1lt

odds with thc politics of the riork. br-rt it
plays an important role in ettractin!{ and

sr-rstaining the interest of the r-rnsuspect-

ing gallery visitor.
"rJfle expkrit tl-re clualities of all

rnaterials we work with. 'We try to bling
ethereal qualities to our work and the use

of light is a way we find this works suc-

cessfuily. \X/ith glass as a primary meclittt-t-t

we like to be considerate in how it inter
acts with light. We are also pnrposefr-rl
in how we Llse color; to evoke memort-.
play with the form, and evoke an emo-
tive response. -we use lllass to play u'ith
light in a way Llnique to the .,.;,.::,:.:'.'

medlum. \fe treat surlaces to il::;:.;;..' :

allow- glass to penetr?lte or
not clepencling on how' we

christal chain Gang, Light at the end of the Tunnel, 2016, glass, steel, wood, LED, 230 x 120 cm

diameter. Courtesy: The National and Crystal Chain Gang.

that s'ele anything but clear in the im- king-pin on a mountain of toothpeste-

pcnetrable blachness of theil surfaces and squeezed plaster', plouclly inlent on delir-

their h1-brid forms ancl storylines. Pop cring its best visual pun.

Roc,& took on the life of an evolving cross- Ligbt at lha t'ttul of Ihe Ttrntt,'1. .rrt

breecl of rect'cled glass that hacl bccome extruvagant chancleliel inslallation that

2016: Six Wellingtc,tn Artists.
, revealed that theil intercst

in the macabre ancl Gothic
(evident as earlY as 2003 in
SlaughterhctttseME42) alscr

renrainecl important to thelr
work, but now with a great-
cr emphasis upon fbrmlhst
concerns that exPlore ancl

furlher highlight thc qr-ra1i-

ties of glass. "'We have basccl

this ctlrrent chandelier on
cut crYstals, so have ltsccl

both pless molcled cut crystal
drops and hancl-molcled crYs-

tal fblms. \fle have striPPed
all avian ref'crences out ancl

hrve looked at the llrst 'rock
crystal' chandeliers as oLlr

cm diameter. starting point. The hand
crafied crystal clroPs '.tnd

want the r'vork to be respond- :,..a,'

ecl to. \(/e don't set out to ex- ,,:::

ploit rhe mctlium lo 5('Llttce

the vierver. However, we do ::::

like the medium's ability to ' ,'
seduce the viewer with its
jewel-1ike qualities, whilst en-
abling us to have subversivc
clcment\ in tltt'work lhitl :lr('
hitlden hencrth the .ttrflcr.'

I :,J::"[*T,,T; li:
l.1.,, lreuun lo cxDloil tlle
I no.sibliitics tri r'he dark
Lpr.iry ol glrtss. At The

National in Christchurch in
2015, the exhibition Clear CUI

inclucled a numbel of works
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Christal Chain Gang, Pop Rock,2015, glass, plasler'25x32x21
Courtesy: The National.
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oversize diamoncls relate ob-
viousll' to the histor'-v o1'the
cl-ranclelier but thcse har.'e

all been gir.'en a purPoscfr'rl
sense of r,tn refinetnent. Vre

har-e usecl clcal ancl black
throughor-rt the cl-ranclelicr to
evoke :L sense of an ominous
presence ancl usecl a singlc
interior ligl-rt to project ligl-rt

ancl shaclow to the floor and
bc-voncl. The ttse of :r hexag-
onal-shapcd, red carPet re-

infbrcecl the cr-vstal folrn ancl

creatccl e palatial scnse t0
the rl.ork. allol.ing tl-re light
projcction to plal' against it.

(( e afc coll-
tinuing tc)

r eselrclr
for chan-
delrcrs

:rnd are trying to plan e triP
to IJr-rrope ancl inclia to visit
Baccarat chandelier n'orks
itnd itniltcl\C otlliLl\(5 in

\onrr sisnifi\ Jnl \'llJll\l( li('tr.
We ale interestcd in cxPlor-
ing the ilnmedi.rte cnvirot-t-
ments of the ch:Lndeliet's

and rvould like to exPlot'e
int orpurating illl\'t pl L'ltli{ )n\

Above from teft: Christal Ghain Gang, Mine tick tick
(h) x 28 cm diameter. Christal Chain Gang, Prodigy' 2015,
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of these s'ith tf ie chanclelier
u'olks. cfexting enr iion-
ments fbr t1-rc' chrnclcLiers
tlt:tt (ulllllli'( tl'. i" l11

anci are not soieh rbolLt ihc
chandclier.

''-l1r. ;.q'1|1q1r,'' I

bealttr- is iutpot t:Lnt to I'ts:

hos-er eL. n'e '.tlso ltlr c llt"l

inflr-rence ol the Gothic. lcrr-
cass l-ork. ctrt I ot'k. lncl
chandclier s'ork). Thcse

n.orks are not casil]- regrrcl-
ecl as beautiful but are q'orks

th:rt have sltbstance ancl

presence. \Iie use opaque
glass tct aclcl w-eig1-rt to r-ork
ancl to provide illusron ancl e

sense of surprise ancl ambi-
guity. T'here is an ltncomfort-
able sense of bear-rt,v about
r,r'hat rve clo.' A

Dr. Vcu'ren lieenef is dn drt
h istori att a t t cl u' r ite r. Acli tt n d
Fellott; irr tJte Scbttol ,n
Ilt.unctttilies (lt tJt e L-|t i rc rsit.J'

oJ' Cct t t t e rb tt r,).' ct r t d cr 1'a',gt t I tt t'

contribLttor to tteu'sPdPet's

antl ntctgazirtes ctttd r,sttlitte

.fbnuns.fbr fbe arts.

"13.
'€

tick, 2015, glass, 37 (h) x 18 cm diameter. christal chain Gang, Heist, 2015, glass, plaster,4S

48 (h) x 28 cm diameter. Courtesy: The National

Christal Chain Gang, installation view of Fancy Fools Flight
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