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Small hands from ancient clocks, each unique, prick like lances a white void which resembles an egg.  They surround a still untouched space of possibility, a space as vulnerable as any soft object. This was the idea of time painted by Tim Hawkinson in 1988.  An abstract idea touching a space of experience that the mechanical clock is not able to know, the human measure of time. Fully inside the edge of the void, there isn't a central point. The pivot of human stories shaped by time is the oval bubble in the middle of the painting that will become an enormous bubble of latex swollen with air, covering a wall of the Ace Gallery in Los Angeles in the month of August, 1993 (Reservoir, 1993).  The same kind of bubble that is blown from a child's mouth, but much bigger: 15 feet high, 19 feet wide and more than 6 feet deep.





An artist who was born in 1960, what can he create? Our age is obsessed by afterisms: post Duchamp, post Cage, post Fluxus, post Modernism. Meanwhile, the middle space between regret for the past and a lost confidence in the future, seems to have lost its value and dimension. But this is only true if art history is regarded as merely the realm of appearance. John Yau has revealed the poetry of the meanwhile in Jasper Johns. Tired of academic blindness, Mike Kelley asserts that art isn't culture, art is a sort of ritual parallel to culture. Not to mention Marcel Duchamp who, far from theory, in " Etant donnes ou le gaz d'eclairage" sentenced to death the point of view : had our experience been reduced to the vision, our mind oriented to see in only one way, everything might be remade. "Facts instead of ideas!" John Cage's voice. Persistent.





One of the first important events in Timothy Hawkinson's life has been his destruction of the painted sculptures that were his first works in the art field.  He was born in Northern California, surrounded by two contradictory realities in art: on one side, very slowly plowing through layers of technology, stuck in an obstinate imitation of natural shapes, the artists of the computer; and on the other side, artists attempting to rejoin creation with our actual life. Esthetics was not the problem anymore, meaning was, for the artist and his work.





 Hawkinson was in the center of a broken hourglass. No matter how we turn it upside down, a few grains get by. Not only does he not belong to any group, past or present, he cannot even recognize himself in the American tendency to cut the links with European culture, the classical models for painting and sculpture, so important at least until Edward Hopper. Tim Hawkinson says: "it would be wonderful if something could really be new, but we are condemned to discover again things we had forgotten". Automatons for instance. They date back to the seventeenth century. IBM is doing research on computers able to distinguish the natural sound of the human voice, in order to take dictation, and Hawkinson,  a thirty years old artist from California,  builds a black box that writes, unpretentiously, "Tim Hawkinson" on a piece of paper, a tremulous writing thrown on the floor. Manual obstinancy. At the moment Hawkinson is putting together plastic bottles which are supposed to become a talking machine. Really, he is not unlike a real or hypothetical eighteenth century savage: rediscovering his technical abilities, he can rebuild the feeling of human natural resources and power. 





Often the kindness of his works recalls the compositions of Joseph Cornell,  the American artists who gave a poetic life, in small, clear boxes, to used objects and images. So Hawkinson  brings forth an angel and a virgin by Simone Martini, sketched in sepia on an envelope, (Envelope, 1987); the round postmarks become halos, a few green pale triangles, below, recall the color of the ground, gentle companion of the mystical little story. Hawkinson isn't a painter, a sculptor or a performer. "I try to put a very specific thought in each ...how to call it? ..embodiment. To give a smaller, but more precise voice, to various things. Each voice, having its own identity, becomes more quiet. I work as if I was using a magnifying glass. The starting point is on a reduced scale, it's still an idea. The real dimension is the tangible entity".





Each work, as well, becomes one of the many letters in the uncodified language of the artist. "Language is a virus coming from outer space" , wrote William S. Burroughs. The first alien to whom Hawkinson turned was his other self. An odd other person we are aware of only after time and nature have shaped it, after many signs have been  marked upon and under the skin. 





Though he was taken by Chris Burden, Bruce Naumann, Joseph Beuys and Charles Ray, Hawkinson feels basically without roots. Simone Martini, just as Pop Art and performance art, are things that have been, it does not matter how long ago. They are past. Hawkinson's unique way of feeling our present time, in the narrowing of the hourglass, is the structure of his art, at the moment. 





The power of time has a very long story in our art history: duration has inspired monuments, frescos, paintings, sculptures, for centuries; the dynamic has vivified our century, from futurism to fluxus. But, for a less fleeting idea of time, someone has to keep loving objects, like Joseph Beuys, listening to their voices, like John Cage, paying attention to them, like Bruce Naumann, making them real objects of desire,  like Hawkinson. 





Levinas, philosopher, asserts that even the idea of time can only be accomplished through the relationship between human beings. The same happens to works of art, living or not, always for someone.





For himself, and for us, Hawkinson has progressively disassembled the clock. He has first dilated the center, making it a flexible belly, moving the hands away (Conception of Time, 1988). The same year, he transformed an old pendulum clock hung on the wall with its back  parallel to the floor and an abnormal pivot rising  vertically, 7 1/2 feet up from the clock case. The hands are far from the mechanical structure which has lost its numbers. Numbers carefully distributed on the side walls of the room, counted time becomes space, and breathes (Detail of Westminster, Clock, 1988).





Then, in a 1993 installation, (but the piece recalls, Clock, 1988) the hands widen on the wall, free from numbers and clock cases. Red arrows in white field, they bend incessantly, pushed by a motor. Something loosening the veins of time, which are "the silly world of  history", memory and imagination of William Carlos Williams', much more than the world of the sun, coming up each morning and sinking again. 





Objects that Hawkinson wishes for are very often made with left over pieces that aren't supposed to be interesting or functional anymore: candy wrappers, drips of old dry paints scraped from the floor, replacing the fresh color from the tube, these become the matter of his paintings, already used matter, faded or rubbed thin.  A thermos becomes the rolling body of a music box (Time in a Bottle, 1994 ) a Christmas tree the framework of a spaceship (Tannenboot, 1994) the most fragile and vibrating that can be imagined. In both these pieces the artist gives a feeling a voice: the surprise of a new life, temporary, for objects certainly less durable than a marble bloc, but more friendly, as if they  could know what does it mean to be forgotten, and die. 





Once the silly world of history has been embodied by each piece, in a sense, the artist can be free to represent the impersonal reality of his existence,  emptying his own image, going back to a more physical and general awareness of his existence. The self portrait dispersed along at least seven rooms of the Ace Gallery, during the summer 1993, can be deciphered considering the imaginary disconnection between the invisible identity of the artist and the objects holding his personal vision as a secret. 





Different pieces were connected from one room to another by electric cables  plugged into the wall, or pneumatic hoses transferring air, ambiguous translators of energy. Taking things as they were, in the theatrical space of this installation, the energy seemed transferred  from the scattered fragments created by Hawkinson to his own simulacrum which was always faceless, an anonymous rubber dummy without features: flying as naked as a balloon (Balloon Self-Portrait, 1993), slipped vertically  into a sleeping bag (Insomniac, 1993), impaled like a scarecrow (Fat Head, 1993). 





A feeling of blindness was given off by the many versions of his entire body, an odd feeling of distance from the most banal and evident physical appearance, whose 'identity' is not allowed, unless the artist weaves the web of his actual experience. He can make electrical underwear with an orange extension cord plugged into the wall (Shorts, 1993); or engrave by hand 4 foot diameter records, wanting to leave a mark of his mind in sympathetic vibration with music (Record Drawings, 1992). Hawkinson's dreams wear, in this way, a physical dress. Mind and body, no longer separated, sculpt his feelings. Besides, he can hang on the wall a map of parts of his skin (Blind Spots, 1993), those parts visible to everyone else, but a foreign country to himself. 





The self portrait is held together by a continuous chimera: Tim Hawkinson's identity is more developed in his dog's portrait, in Caligula (pretended), in the false X-ray of  his skeleton, and also in the doll's eyes stuck on a big collage (Garbage Heads, 1993). 





He likes to hide his secret imaginary visits into the world of our fears, or obsessions. That's why one can hardly grasp by oneself the primary inspiration that squeezed from Hawkinson's hands a series of yellow things that seem to recall either abstract or pop art. They all derive from the double arch of the McDonald's M, for a time an obsession of the artist. They are yellow, the color of danger, the middle color between green and red, the color of passage. Maybe the entire installation is a trace of a transition, for an artist wondering if his shoes can be eaten by the plaster, from which emerges only the double arch of the heels (Shoes, 1993), the same of the famous M, and if a yellow spot of enamel on a piece of cloth can be transformed into a yellow island without feature, a landscape where an M is a bridge joining two destinations in the same desert. Nothing else than an Altered Spill (1992).





It had been produced by an accident, a small event affecting the artist. What was impersonal, the fall of the liquid matter, was taken on, given a long duration as a piece of soil on which an idea can grow, and become a sensation again but shaped by an artist who preserves like a relic the real moment of something happening.  Time is expanded in   space.  Hawkinson doesn't seem stirred by any matter supposed to be significant; he prefers naked objects, stripped of any symbolic dress. Symbols themselves, like the M brought back to its structure of double arch, are hard to recognize. Essentially, Tim Hawkinson is not a voyeur, nor can he like the cynicism of pop artists putting on the stage the comedy of waste things. 





Like a tree enlarging its body and aging in circular growth, or a liquid surface opening circular wrinkles every time something drops in, the artist let the fragments from real or pretended stories to expand in his hands. He has to work, to accomplish its web before that past and future prevail, canceling the standpoint of the present thing. Broken knifes strike the nails of time, but the voice from the music box isn't broken at all.
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