EY&A beat
Kirtley Jarvis

con-text-ually speaking

|t’s been misconstrued that | did it as a tribute. | did it because |

was fascinated with the visitors’ books,” says Kirtley Jarvis in

reference to her work No Comment, a striking textile piece that
incorporates excerpts from the six books of visitors’ reactions to
Life & Stuff, Greg Curnoe’s retrospective at the Art Gallery of
?gtario. “I only knew him in a peripheral kind of way,” Jarvis con-
ides.

When Jarvis, a London artist whose work is text based, attended
the Curnoe exhibit in the summer of 2001 she was understandably
drawn to the visitors’ comment book.

Comment books are common components of many exhibitions.
- he boek’s blank pages invite a variety of marks. Such books allow
ffor public response to the artist and to other visitors.

In Curnoe’s case the response was strong. Jarvis found the books
contained “lots of hostility” toward Curnoe and his work. “I believe
people tend to underestimate his skill and technique, they dismiss
him as someone who pastes together bus transfers and beer
mats,” she says.

“The comments were not overwhelmingly negative, but the nega-
tive comments themselves were overwhelming,” Jarvis recalls.
“Most people wrote without any sense that anyone would ever take
notice. This was fascinating. More thought goes into the writing in
washroom cubicles.”

Deciding that she wanted to do something with the visitors’ com-
ment books Jarvis approached Sheila Curnoe and was given the
go ahead. Over the course of a year, she enlarged selected entries
from the books and painstakingly embroidered them onto a 45-foot
long band of fabric. She chose entries for their visual impact, but
took care to include a fair representation of the entire spectrum of
comments.

Although not intended as part of the current Greg Curnoe: Life &
Stuff exhibit at Museum London, curator Robin Metcalfe’s enthusi-
asm resulted in it being displayed concurrently. In this writer’s
opinion it certainly enhances the exhibit goers’ experience.

Jarvis found hanging the piece exciting. Prior to its installation, she
had only seen portions of it. “| was really working in the dark,” she
admits. She wondered “Did it flow, was the colour balanced?”

Cleverly suspended from bicycle spokes, which for Jarvis is “part
of the puzzle, discovering good ways of hanging things,” the fin-
ished piece sums up the visitors’ books. The applique process par-
allels Curnoe’s collage work and the piece echoes his fascination
with text. Although it recalls the horizontal form of the Dorval mural
Jarvis says, “The dimensions were completely unconscious...!
hadn’t even seen the mural. [prior to it coming to London] It was
not a part of the AGO exhibit.” The fact that it fits perfectly on the
approximately 46-foot wall was serendipitous.

Jarvis says her work is often described as laborious. Thié she

denies, “There is a lot of work, but it's meditative.” And the reaction

Brom Curnoe’s family? “They thought that Greg would like it,” says
arvis.

Kirtley Jarvis: No Comment is on exhibit at Museum London (421
Ridout St. N.) until June 22. Call 661-0333. — Beth Stewart
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