Get Around Town Getts Around Town

Let us spoon-feed your renascence. As is plain, Young Athenians were not ‘young Turks’. A cast of characters, they’d been around, some longer than others. Young Athenians were not the artists featured in this exhibition; rather they are the slinky vagabond that takes you through the frame. They were the skelly-eyed haverers against menstealers, liars, Popery, advouterie, perjured persons and men who are themselves with mankind. They are the composers of parables to share the adventures of the dramatised present. Was any of this era, which seemed as much driven by changes in mortgage rates and hair styles as by any sense of its contribution to the present, really new? Yes, we would say, at the level of effect, much of it is very new. It’s also clear that while it was technologically primitive, such culture did at least demonstrate a commitment to living permanently in the then and now. 
OLD TOWN

Old news was good news for locally based artisans, inspired by an ardent love of Auld Reekie’s magnificent Baudelairean decay and united by an Epicurean sense of purpose plotted at last orders. Motivated by the shelter of like-minded neighbours ruled by friendship, their work was loosely connected by a utopian neo-romantic sensibility and a common interest in ritual, myth and heraldry.
Secret Societies: “I seem to be getting less and less change from a pound by the day. Lothian Buses’ latest fare increases leave me with fewer coins in my pocket than ever. While this is good news for my trousers, it can’t be good for the economy. I can only wonder that if we join the Euro, with its low spending power, that change may become a thing of the past. It’s time for a change.”
 

Agitation: ‘What time does the One O’Clock Gun fire?’ is a question oft asked by shit-witted tourists. Illustrated by Lucy McKenzie, three thousand free copies of The Gun appear quarterly in celebration of the Festival of Darkness, the Festival of Hope, the Festival of Light and the Festival of Harvest. Sited in old drinking dens, the first ads section had a situation vacant for “Leader of the Edinburgh Mob”. Clutching at the last vestiges of Empire, the Gun’s editor Craig Gibson (nee Lockhart Falkland, Master without Honour) regards himself “the legitimate heir of Blackwood’s Magazine and scandal sheet”, a Tory periodical launched in 1817 by William Blackwood as riposte to the Whig Edinburgh Review. Despite its political conservatism, Blackwood’s supported the radical Romantic movement and vehemently opposed ‘Cockney’ inclinations. So strong was Blackwood’s belief in the Edinburgh literati that writer J.H. Christie fatally wounded John Scott, the editor of the London Magazine, in a swordfight when he accused the Scottish periodical of libel.
Edinburgh seems to be perpetually in waiting to rise to the heroics and skulduggery of the past. Since the days of the mob, it has tended to agitate more in form rather than in content. Craig Coulthard’s folk songs have as much in common with The Proclaimers and Johnny Cash as they do with the problem pages of Scottish red tops. A similarly self-deprecating homosocial metrosexuality underscores Darker, Stronger, Hairier by Mullen & Lee, a video which records Mullen in sporting a vest like a young Julian Schnabel flexing his ego. The video might well be a re-enactment of Lee O’Connor’s Radio Costcutter which represents Freddy Mercury endorsing the supermarket station in his trademark ‘wife-beater’ vest fashioned from a poly bag. Much in this line of thought, the dynamic duo use Young Athenians to premiere a film of a young man driving through Edinburgh while partaking in an aggressive psychogeography from behind the safety net of the windscreen.
Heraldry: Gibson has, on different occasions, collaborated with Keith Farquhar and Robin Scott on installations which are smoking with the spirit of The Gun. Scott draws upon the pre-war Imperialism that wasn’t quite panelled over by the clean Formica of the Contemporary Style and the social optimism of 1950s. The mottled blues, pinks and turquoise Marimekko fabrics, are redeployed in Scott’s designs taken from the lion and unicorn heraldry found in throughout the 1951 Festival of Britain. Parallels emerge between the failed attempt to re-establish the British state as a consumerist ‘modern’ monarchy and late attempts by New Labour to gerrymander a New Britain.
Coulthard’s work includes hand sewn felt flags and banners containing symbols of religious and heraldic origins including defunct mediaeval heraldic shields used to represent the old Scottish regions before they opted for dreary corporate identities. The work mixes the mythopeoetic with the profane, creating new readings of places broken by time by leaving behind memento mori. Coulthard has made banners for all the ruined churches in Fife, reconfiguring historical constructions of power in the context of contemporary disenchantment. The Source of Eden (2006) is a film in which Coulthard and six friends canoe the length of the river Eden in Fife in an attempt to find its source. Documented in the film are Couthard’s folk songs which he performs along the way whilst also lodging handcrafted banners as milestones. All the while this choragus’s vesper chanting blends with the torrents. David MacLean is equally drawn to a modern mix of myth and heraldry as can be witnessed in his three-dimensional collages of imaginary landscapes and his DJ sets as Badger Hopkins. The imagery he uses is collected from a broad range of influences – ranging from gothic architecture to comic book characters - juxtaposed into elaborate fantasy scenes. His work also includes wall mosaics, detailed pencil drawings and embroideries.
Paganism: Home to a knowingly parochial sophistry, Old Edinburgh has more than its fair share of Pagans. These polytheists meet at the liminal points of the calendar to oppose the Scottish Puritanism associated with Morningside and New Town with their reconstituted processions and celebratory re-enactments. Using plastic beads and glue, MacLean has helped their cause by conjuring intricate images of Christ playing dice, a blasphemous emblem of the triumph of chance over divination. Catherine Stafford is a jeweller by trade. She creates objects, images and baubles informed by the decorative arts and extravagant decoration. Within her work prevails a fascination for embellishment used simply for visual titillation and dramatic effect. Past works refer to imagery from eighteenth century tile-work, architectural ornamentation from the Roman Empire as well as decorative motifs from Clip-Art of the Occult. All are made from basic recycled cardboard or wood with felt-tip pen or paint. By reproducing these monumental pillars in low status cardboard and children's felt tip pens they become inexpensive disposable souvenirs of this grandiose statement of superfluous ornament.

Revelry: Edinburgh is a city that respects the pathological ability to drink vast quantities of alcohol. It has long been a late night drinking city targeted by throngs of hens and stags, as well as a Festivals and Hogmanay destination. While the city can display a shabbiness that makes you feel overdressed, we should remember that such destruction is a form of creation, not a cause for moral panic. It’s not surprising that drink features prominently both as subject matter and media in the work of a number of Edinburgh artists. Tommy Grace has made bacchanalian paintings of Corinthian capitals using red wine on blotting paper (‘Carry Me Out’ The Four, Collins Gallery, Glasgow, August 2006) while Kate Owens has stacked up bottles of fizzy drinks in wine racks to create homespun stained glass (Gate of Ades Collective Gallery Offsite, Edinburgh Art Festival, 2005). Together they have constructed an installation that combines classically inspired garden furniture with Lambrini, the different colours of wine acting as a filter to create a 3D lighting effect. The Ill Tempered Waters (Cooper Gallery, DJCAD, Dundee 2006) was a similarly thrilling display reminiscent of cheap holiday resort entertainment. Loaded bottles of fizzy drink were shaken and opened, ejaculating their explosive cargo in a kaleidoscopic amphitheatre of colour. The spectacle weighed in at a premature two minutes. As the music faded out so the entertainment value faded and shifted queasily toward revulsion as the fumes of the ginger reached the audience.

Jenny Hogarth and Kim Coleman’s partnership is illustrative of the complex allegiances which have been formed and of a breed of artists who flit between media and between personal and collaborative works. They have worked together on a series of performances, installations, sculptures and collages often collaborating with musicians, choreographers, photographers, film makers and writers. Some of their works represent the spectacular nature of cultural ritual, mass ornamentation, consumerism and pageantry. The archaeology of an exhibition opening in Edinburgh’s Magnifitat, The Toga Party (2006) draws comparisons between contemporary Scottish drinking culture and its classical precedents. At their debauched toga party; with its antecedents in the Greek campus culture, the fraternity’s apparel is a semblance of toga; they revel in exaltation, intoxicated, causing scandal in their sandals. Exploring the toga's cultural references aside from its origins in Ancient Greece and Rome, this reanimates boozy 1970s theme parties, conflating house party aesthetics with the grandeur of Olympic ceremony.

Katie Orton’s zine Zug (which translates from German as a drag of a fag, a boozy swig or a move in a game) is launched in Diane’s Pool Hall, a pantheon for Edinburgh drinkers who wish to escape from tourists and get drunk on their own terms. A tableau of idleness, it is dealt across the baize. Fuelled by covetousness and ennui, Zug offers welcome companionship. Orton’s drawings sharply observe the dry wit in the world of graft hidden from party goers. Puffs of cultural fin-de-siecle refinement (art-deco, time-wasting games of solitaire; Cocteau smoking opium) are deflated as the stubbed out cig punctures Orton’s amateur hour trompe l’oeil fablon obelisk fountain For the Foyer (2005). Recalling Lysicrates’s urn, this is a monumental work to a now proscribed public pursuit. 

Like Orton, O’Connor uses what comes to hand, developing his Scottish imaginary in the playschool media of tissue paper, coloured crayons and sugar paper. When collaborating with John Mullen, their work resonates Doric satirist Alexander Scott’s ode to Scotch Optimism: “Through a gless Darkly.” If Mullen & Lee often appear to be drunk in their videos and performances it’s because they are. Economically produced and drunkenly orchestrated, these are forestalled attempts to improve their working practices through dialogue. The romantic bravado of their dialogues comes to little, restrained as they are by the walls of atelier. The euphoria of heroicised adolescent experience moodswings to a juvenile melancholy as “mean and graceless as a broken crayon”, (as O’Connor puts it). Typically, as the effects begin to diminish a hangover ensues, mostly a result of not having drunk enough. Art works and props are summarily buried in slag heaps or sold off on eBay. The video works are often exhibited alongside their own individual practices which shift from foregrounding the videos and performances to providing a backdrop or set of props for their seemingly more authentic actions.
Darius Jones’s film is the consequence of clandestine recording from the voyeuristic vantage point of his tenement window. It depicts a couple having spilled out from the drinking repository of their tumult onto the subterranean esplanade. In the shadow of the grand fortress of the Salisbury Crags all domestic bliss is shattered. The moon lights up these noble wrecks. The atmosphere should have been one glowing with sweetness and fragrant, instead their pernicious contest breaches the peace of daybreak as the odiferous brewing impends over the city. Surely mother’s ruin is responsible? Tequila? Antisocial skulduggery and disorder abound. In a twisted glance the observer becomes the observed, embroiled in the rabble rousing incendiary’s quarrel. Ultimately maternal intrusion halts the scene and the cast perambulates into the mirk. 
NEW TOWN

The other emphasis is on moderation. The elegant poise, the rigid and regimented, contrasts sharply with the sense of liberty and chaos that prevails over there. This town is noble and decorous; the future perfect. Here the Moderns Athenians were motivated by fine proportions, formal symmetry, peace, order and harmony. Their work was breathtakingly rich yet carefully balanced.
Bonded: Edinburgh College of Art is said to own a collection of paintings featuring a life model with an Adonis physique named Connery. More elegant and less offensively casual than most, he is every inch the young Modern Athenian. 
Enlightened: The RSA sits on a contested division of labour. Its fenestration now consists of unfashionable reformed potato snacks such as Mini Chips, Monster Munch, Space Raiders and Discos designed by Owens. Its doors are portals to modern pampering, its steps the first steps towards sophistication. Through the gateway beckons Grace’s beautifully distressed Paulus Group (2003), a quasi-Masonic checkerboard of Renaissance tiles disappearing infinitely into the painterly horizon. Farquhar’s prophetic council of proto-clones Atomised (2005) squat upon the tiles. By 2010, there were no longer any international legislatures that could prevent somatic cell nuclear transfer being applied to fully realise the potential of the human body. Soon the flesh on the male upper torso was replaced by a thin, porous fluoropolymer membrane, bonded to nylon or polyester. The new flesh only had about nine billion pores per square inch, yet this was enough to make it impenetrable for liquid water while allowing the water vapour through. The result was a modern skin that was waterproof and breathable. The legs and sexual organs were trickier to emulate. Farquhar pioneered a unique solution involving the use of a rugged cotton and twill textile, in which the weft was passed under two or more warp fibres, producing the familiar diagonal ribbing identifiable on many of today’s disorganicised males.
Classic: Were Farquhar’s new white barbarians the first humanoids without bodies, the first infinitely reproducible ἀlpha male surfaces? An accident-free world of the genetic constant and abstract sexual stimulus may be proffered but can the classical exist without the rustic? Lee O’Connor’s Supporting Scotland (2003) features an image of the tall Highlander attempting to break dance at the Snatch Club on Victoria Street. O’Connor previously starred as the red-faced bucolic caller in Alexander Carse’s Visit of the Country Relations. O’Connor, a contented native among the Capital’s connoisseurs, interlopes on the classical predilections of Georgian and Regency Edinburgh. Similarly Ellen Munro’s installations, introducing placid craft-and-design techniques into sculpture’s expanded technological field, exploit the social significance of the nouvelle ville’s classiques nouveaux. Grecian 2000 (2003-05) - an installation for identical sections of plaster relief in Edinburgh College of Art’s Sculpture Court and Glasgow School of Art’s East Corridor (both original casts of the Elgin Marbles) - used disco-light gels to bring colour back to the pale faces. Munro’s wall paintings depicting Joys (2006) antique shop on Candlemaker Row reveal that pastiche is central to the desire to reanimate the past. The ‘Modern Athenian’ neoclassicism, with its ersatz Ionic columns, recalls the prominent supports and ornaments of colossal edifices behind which sombre conclaves meet to deliberate. Somehow it looks out of place amidst the old medieval street, its signage making it easily misread as a Canongate massage parlour.
Owens and Grace’s work takes its cues from the mongrel styles of the East coast of Scotland, a regional architecture which they filter through everyday experiences and materials (binging on Lambrini in the park), and tacky power-how-to (Peter York’s Dictator’s Homes is a primer). Their interests and approaches dovetail around aspirational interiors and dusty architectural follies incorporating traditional concerns of process and materials, the personal work of Owens invests time in inexpensive mass produce to create illusions of ornamental value and magnificence. The work’s visual appearance is borrowed from a rich heritage of decorative arts, using cheap materials to reproduce these historic feats of artistry, often crafted from junk food.

Despite its frugality and its provisional form, there is care and affection in the work of Sophie Rogers. Previous works include a life-size painted silhouette of a horse cantering down her tenement close (2004) as part of Wuthering Heights, an informal cycle of apt-art exhibitions co-ordinated by Rogers. More recently another communal stairwell was commandeered for a mural of a life size silhouette of a young woman squatting. Young Athenians sees the advancement of a band of shrivelled crisp packet Amazonians. Her miniature warrior women are cast in incongruent roles. Dressed in their potato snack bags, Hula Hoop and Walkers women wait pensively to alight a rainbow escalator which will raise them to lofty splendour. Hula Hoop woman is glimpsed, in another scene, in gyratory rapture performing for the masturbatory pleasure of her first class prepaid companion, clad in his obligatory ‘wife-beater’ vest. Stiff-cocked he’s ready to (dis)charge. This sexual fantasy is played out behind the self-imposed confines of their secret garden. Rogers’ dressing screen recalls an earlier work, a window lambrequin of a woman hanging curtains. Sometimes I feel like a Housewife Waiting to Happen (2006) laments an unappealing premonition.
When the RSA was being built on the Mound, the Greeks were taking up arms against the Ottoman Empire. Some Greeks formed the Philiki Eteria, literally meaning ‘Friendly Society’, to raise support for the Greek cause. Scott’s Philiki Eteria a solid bust of a proud Athenian revolutionary stands in contradistinction to another head entitled Guild Association Society Club, a hollow and delicate pastiche of the genuine Greek article. It represents nouveau Edinburgh.
Auld Reekie is unabashedly a meticulously authentic set. Notice that the topography of the city is varied, taking in a number of summits which command sweeping views over the capital. The Medieval Old Town draws blood from its main artery, the Royal Mile. A scar cuts across the vista, the glen between the Old and New Towns where once was the Nor Loch. The New Town was built on knowledge, patronage of Edinburgh’s wealthy academic institutions reflected in its rigid, ordered grid, which echoes Enlightenment ideas of rationality. The neoclassical heritage of the city has left its mark on much of Young Athenians. The Athens of the North gained her sobriquet after renouncing her political worth following the Union of 1707 when the intellectually fermented aspired for Edinburgh to secure a comparable civilising influence on London as Athens had on Rome. Stationed on her summits, Edinburgh’s Disgraces loom large over her terra firma. 
Tam A is recognizable around town for his screen-printed posters for club nights and parties that adorn the walls. His paintings have an obtuse logic, a bludgeon of colour that illuminates spirograph voids. Leave the Capital is a depiction of the vacant monument on Carlton Hill that was conceived during the enlightenment as Edinburgh’s modern Parthenon, yet abandoned due to a lack of funding. Standing sentinel over the New Town, the monument is a very visible testament to the point at which the bubble of optimism and growth during the eighteenth century burst.
Born of a struggle by the artists to control their own affairs and fuelled by their scunneration, these luddites have penetrated what remains of the vestiges of a once sublime and ineffable refuge to an exclusive self-elected congregation. This is the record of their deeds, of all that remains to invest the site where they stand to address themselves, mustering the intensity and determination that actuated those erstwhile representatives. This is the consummation for which they were called together, they will ameliorate this conurbation. These coevals are resolutely not complicitous
; they question the authority, prestige and status of being in the Academy, standing upon the artificially raised elevation of The Mound which connects Edinburgh’s New and Old Towns. 

Neil Mulholland and Deborah Jackson
� Mr David Cross, “Letter”, Evening News, 30th October 2002, p12.


� Their antecedents also lie in the Modern remonstrations against the cloying anecdotage of the Academicians of the RSA. Erstwhile unsanctioned, outdoor exhibitions were staged on the railings of the RSA, protesting against the ‘moribund, washed up’ Academy, which at that time was the (unappealing) pinnacle of artistic standing in Scotland. 








