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LLURRTING THE EXHIBITION
3am: wonder, paranoia and the restless night

Angela Kingston

The exhibition 3am: wonder, paranoia and the resiless night focuses on
works by artists who push into night's farthest reaches, who grapple with
a darker and more distant nocturnal reality. Their drawings, paintings,
photographs, sculptures, fims and videos are about states of mind that are
folded into darkness, with many angles, shapes and textures in the folds.

I've come across writers who have, likewise, conjectured the far night
as something extraordinary. For the philosopher Maurice Blanchot it is
a paradox that he expresses in riddles, here in terms of life and death:
‘In the night one can die; we reach oblivion. But this other night is the
death no one dies, the forgetfulness which gets forgotten. In the heart
of oblivion it is memory without rest’.' For him, night’s far reaches are
‘an alterity located outside and beyond the succession of day and night
that structures our everyday reality’ 2

Breathtaking though Blanchot's writingis, it does not require a philosopher
to describe this other kind of night. Researching the exhibition, a short
phrase kept recurring, found in day-to-day conversation, on radio
and TV, in newspapers, and in the writings of novelists, poets and
songwtiters. We refer, everywhere, to 3 a.m. —and by this hour we tend
o mean, in shorthand, at some level however subtle, something quite
strange and yet specific.

‘The mudslide suddenly came at 3 a.m. It was so unfair, coming at that
time, when people are at their most defenceless' (a Brazilian interviewed
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on the World Service, January 2011); the scandal of the unpaid London
Olympics stewards who were turfed off thelr bus at 3 a.m. and told to
shelter under a bridge, reported widely in the media, July 2012; ‘3 a.m.
is the best time for skipping, when squatters raid supermarket bins'
(Richard Madeley on This Morning, ITV, 68 December 2012); ‘3a.m. isa
known time for suicides’ (talking with & social worker); ‘I was wide awake
at 3 am.' (friends/colleagues/self). In each case, the simple mention of
3 a.m. tips us further towards sympathy, or outrage, or dread.

It's also true that 3 a.m. exists as a mundane reality. We cross through
its timeline once every twenty four hours, usually in deep slumber; *As
we sleep we whistle through the darkness, dreaming on the surface of
an immense spinning top’.? Indeed our biclogy entreats us {o sleep at
this hour. The focus of this exhibition, on the other hand, is wakefulness
and restlessness. At its outer limits it fouches on semi-sleep and
somnambulism. But there is no ‘ordinary’ sleep or dreaming. I's about
a distinct reality as touched upon by artists.

In this essay, | suggest what we might learn about this 'other night’
through a discussion of artworks by the twenty two artists selected for
the 3am exhibition, each of whom immediately identified with the theme,
| also refer to writings, fictional and factual, that probe this hour of the
night. But it is a psychic site and remains in many ways unknowable.

As much of the art attests, the night s significantly & time that belongs to
the young. In Anthony Goicolea’s video, Sleepers, a camera is trained
on a lamp-lit cul-de-sac, into which figures in colourful sleeping bags roll
and wriggle, before disappearing just as inexplicably. In another video,
Code, set inawood, torch-beams pierce the darkness, casting excitedly
around, and suggesting an exuberant, shared adventure. The artworks
conjure with the uncommon excitement of the sleepless sleepovers and
camps of late childhood and early adolescence, in which new ways of
being can be tried out, unsupearvisad.

In Michael Palm and Willi Dorner’s video Body Trail, young pecple
run in packs through city streets at night. Intermittently, we see them

aftaching themselves at angles to lampposts with gravity-defying poise,
or piled up, one on top of the cther, in phone boxes and at street
corners, sometimes lke corpses, at other times in elegant heaps.
They have taken ownership of the city: running silent, mocking danger,
sharing menace.

Scciologist Murray Melbin writes, ‘The stillness of late hours appeals
especially to young people, who come to feel that they possess the
streets ... [Teenagers] will keep late hours away with friends to avoid
dominating or guestioning parents. They try to dodge disputes and
being nagged ..." To feel their imprint on the world, albeit within the
ancnymity of the crowd, the young go out of phase. To aveid the
strictures of the daylight hours, they are drawn into the night. They have
much to do, at every level; they must experiment, have their freedoms,

Tom Wood's photographs of nightlife in 1980s New Brighton, across
the river from Liverpool, depict young people in a club, in the final
stretches of their night out. The women are mostly dressed to the nines,
with their hair extravagantly preened. But the night has been long, and
the poise of both the men and the women is starting to slip; evelids are
heavy, and faces are vacant and trance-like. It is a primal moment, time
to clinch the deal, to see who vou can get off with. Some are sidelined
while others are deep in embrace.

Sophy Rickett's series of photographs, Pissing Women, depicts young
women urinating in dark city streets — while standing up. This gesture
signals release from prohibition, heady freedom: they are pissing on
patriarchy. This artwork has its fun, too, with tut-tuttings in the media
about young women clubbers’ behaviour, the scandal that they can
behave as badly as men. But as a strange inflection on this, the women
in the photographs appear perfectly sober, and wear smart, uncrumpled
clothes.

When tiredness encroaches, when the imagination flags, drugs come
to the rescus. The 3 a.m. moment, that particular state of mind,
is caught and held to wonder, and stretched and magnified. Fred
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Tomaselli's Porirait of Jim is a night sky in which stars have been
named after over-the-counter drugs and illegal stimulants taken by
his subject, Jim. Caffeine, Novocaine, LSD - here’s a personality,
a cosmos, conjectured in terms of chemical input, headaches and
highs. The stars are luminous, space is infinite, every comfort and
emotion possible.

On the other hand, there are those who work at night, unseen ameng
the revellers and part of the industry that sustains the whole delusion.
In Paul Rooney’s sound work Lights Go On, a nightclub cloakroom
attendant expresses the tedium of dealing with clubbers’ stuck zips,
lost property, queue-jumping, and emotional demands. Her words have
been set to music, a catchy but deadpan, sung liturgy. The artwork
builds towards the moment, at 8 a.m. — 'the very end of the night' -
when the music stops and the lights go on, and crushing ordinariness
re-establishes itseff.

Equally, the nignt is for loners. Hirsch Perlman spent many nights in
secret, up on the roof of his apartment building in Las Angeles, railing
against the world and its warmongers during the war with Irag, and
building makeshift rockets and other gizmos as a gesture of defiance.
He then took photographs of the rooftop that feature him with his
inventions, quite alone and unseen.

Two paintings by Anj Smith are of night wildernesses in which humans
and other creatures have taken refuge. In Nachtraglichkeit, a bat, a
badger and other animals are safely hibernating together, suspendsd
within a gossamer-thin fabric that is tethered to the sky. In Post-Pastoral
Secrefs, a weathered wayfarer's marker hung with talismans points to
repeated journeys, on faot, into the darkness; the need for escape has
become a state of baing.

Here is Melbin again, this time on the night as refuge, somewhere we
can ‘colonise’, the day being now so overcrowded: '... conquest of
the darkness opens a new zone capable of meeting people’s needs for
escape and opportunity ... Persons who are disparaged or oppressed

retreat 1o its tolerant atmosphere .., Night's hush and solitude attract
people looking for a haven from stress’.$

But look again and 3 a.m. contains its very opposite. It's a world
in extremnis, with pressures untold. Dorothy Cross's diptych of
photographs, Searchiight, depicts a helicopter search for someone lost
in the ocean. Quite utterly lost, in the infinite darkness, in the vast waters
of the sea. Heedless, or suicidal, or abjectly unlucky, quite possibly
already dead: who can say if he or she can be brought back to the day?
Hope consists of a beam of light, trained on the sea by another human
being, only just perceptible in the darkness.

In the night’s far reaches, we witness the extremities of humanity: utter
helplessness and the untold tenderness of a person intent on rescue.
Something of this commingling of need and generosity, borme of the
very dead of night, is found in an incident described by F. A, Worsley in
Shackleton's Boat Journey. Having not slept for days, the author has
been steering a tiny, leaking boat, with only an awning for cover, in a
relentless Antarctic storm:

Between 3 and 4 AM. [the first officer] found that | was
cramped by wet and cold. | had been steering in 2 constrained
position, sitting on the storas, for twenty hours. As he seized
the liller, | said, ‘Let me know when you close the land.' As
Mackiin and McLeod put me under the dripping folds of the
tent, | asked them to straighten me out and rub my thighs
and groins. While they did this — straightening me out like
opening a jackknife — | fell fast asleep in their hands. After
they had vigorously massaged my stomach and legs they
lay, cne on each side, under the tent to keep some of the
breaking seas off me.®

Jordan Baseman's video A Nasty Piece of Stuff introduces still other
extremes of human behaviour, as a man tells the story of how once,
working into the small hours, he went out into the streets of London for
some air, and was raped. The horror continues with the discovery that
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he has contracted gonorrhoea, and with the scorn of the medic who
treats him. As a visual counterpoint to the incredulous, and remarkably
steady, tones of the narrator, are rapid, staccato seguences of the night
— the camera swaying wildly, the screen streaked with neon. These
visuals — the sense of them breaking down — serve on the one hand to
express the distress that the man remains numb to, and on the other,
the violence of the perpetrator.

The writings of Charles Dickens are strongly associated with the night,
particularly its far depths: ‘that time which ... may be truly called the
dead of night, when the streets are silent and deserted, when even
sound appears to slumber and profligacy and riot have staggered home
to dream.’ In Oliver Twist the action pivots around an attempted house-
burglary at a time approaching 3 a.m. Under the cover of darkness Fagin's
criminal gang is in its element, while poor Oliver, forced to take part, is ‘well
nigh mad with grief and terror’.” We hear also of the panic of the servants
of the house, but to comic effect this time. Here, again, different facets of
humanity converge around a single event in the dead of night.

[f the night can make us feel all-powerful, then sometimas this has
negative consequences (as with Fagin's gang). As reported by the Daily
Mail, night nurse Anne Grigg-Booth ‘belisved she was in control of the
rules after dark’, allegedly administering lethal doses of painkiling drugs
to up to twenty patients. The article continues: ‘at night on the quiet
wards, the matron — “utterly convinced of her own clinical prowess” —
believed she carried ultimate authority’ ©

Something of this megalomania infuses Nathan Mabry's sculpture £at
Your Heart Out, of a clean-cut boy with a hideous, grimacing, maonster riding
on his shoulders. Rendered in blackened metal, this impassible pairing is
a shadow, a dark appariticn, a child who has turned his worst fears to his
advantage, a monster made more monstrous. Each dons one of a palr of
boxing gloves and boxing boots, and they are ready for anything.

Danny Treacy seeks out the occupants of the urban night via the soiled
clothes he finds in side streets, alleys and graveyards, and by lock-up

jinces, To him, these places are ‘fertile grounds, where the human
il reveals itself.” Against all instinct, he dresses up in those clothes
1l creates life-size self-portrait photographs that confront us with
ightmarish personas: a man-pig in malevolent velveteen; a hospital
ool survivalist; a night-worker automaton. In each photograph in
(11 saries, titled Them, he becomes the bogeyman, a shape-shifting
vinbodiment of dread.

[iawings by Mare Hulson conjure with what the dark corners of our
Wi homes concedl. It's much as William Herbert, seventeenth-century
wiiler of religious tracts, put it: ‘The night is more quiet, then the day:
and yet we feare in it what we doe not regard by day. A Mouse running,
i1 Board cracking, a dog howling, an Owle scritching put us often in a
volil sweat’.? Hulson sets the scene with dramatis personae that could
I laken for a family. But he also brings to the stage a clawed monster in
human clothing, a grotesque, reptilian eye, and another eye that weeps
qnd dissolves. And there is a drawing of a staircase — that oftentimes
most frightening of places, with inexplicable shadows and creakings.
| am reminded of other nocturnal invasions of domestic spaces, as
onvisaged by eighteenth century artists: Fuseli's The Nightmare, a
demonic figure squatting on a deeply slumbering wornan, and Goya's
Ihe Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters, a sleeping man mobbed by
owls, bats and cats (pages 02:10 and 02:06).

In contrast to these percepfions of a 3 a.m. ‘dread zone’, there are
artworks that engage with how the distant night is also wholesale
cessation, quietness and inactivity, the lifting of the pressures of the day.
As the globe turns and darkness falls, the nocturnal hours bring respite
and repose, as night cleanses day.

Bettina von Zwehl wrested people from their beds in the middle of the
night, at the deepest point of sleep. She made them face her camera,
indivicually, to have their portraits taken. Mentally, her subjects seem entirely
elsswhere; physically, they appear barely able to hold themselves, The fact
that they wear white against a white background renders them almost
ethereal: night inundates them, flushing out the day’s dirt and debris.
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| was surprised when a whole section of the exhibition turned out to be
brignt and white. But then | heard about a French phrase nust bianche,
or ‘white night', meaning a night without sleep. lts criging are in the
middle ages, when knights prayed all night, dressed in white, purifying
themselves before battle.

Tonico Lemos Auad’s sculpture Sleepwalkers is comprised of
curiously shaped white lace orbs hanging from the ceiling, lit internally,
They are part 1960s lampshade, part flesting-glimpse-of-nightie, part
floating dream-bubble (the nocturnal equivalent of a thought-bubble).
The delicate humour of this artwork connects with the weightlessness
that night can bring. The day is purged and all is whiteness.

Ed Pien's Spectral Drawings are drawn with white ink on black paper,
The surfaces teem with half-human figures that grin or grimace or stare.
Fleating in the darkness, many have coagulated into groups. Some seem
to perform ritualistic gestures; they appear to be flaling, waving, turning.
The white marks are in many places broken and smudged, the figures
sometimes barely there. Pien's phantom-creatures seem to rise and fall,
advance and recede — ‘without weight, without bones, without body’.1

In Rachel Kneebone's white porcelain sculptures, there are tangles
of limbs and bodies that dissolve into one another, and individuals with
pod-ike upper bodies. Noticeably, there are no heads: all is lost to
sensation. In Study in self-sufficiency If, the foot of a supine feminine
figure on a funerary pedestal arcs with sexual urgency. Both sexual and
deathly, Kneebone's sculptures are redolent of Blanchot’s vision of the
‘other night” as a ‘death no one dies’: they are distant night’s most alien
workings. '

As we travel still further into the night, thoughts expand cutwards. On a
clear night, there's the sensation of a lurch upwards, tco: there’s no roof
on the world; stars thousands of light years away are visible.

Sandra Cinto compulsively creates drawings of the night sky. Often
warking in white ink, chalk, or pencil, she covers entire walls with images

ol individual stars, whole galaxies, and also strangely floating boulders,
Sher frequently draws rope ladders, suspended precariously from who-
lnows-where, suggesting a desire to travel further still. Sometimes the
drawings are loosely layered over each other, hinting at universe after
1known universe. Pencil-probe in hand, the artist reaches out beyond
Il limits, ever further into the night — at one with her drawing, mere

maller in the cosmos.

Ihe night is also nature’s own time: for hunting, feeding, mating and
the care of young. Most creatures in the wild are primarily aclive at
night, ' With our poor night vision and limited sense of smell, humans
e mere interlopers. Curious as to what her dogs were barking at
tluring the night, Dornith Doherty placed motion-activated cameras
wound her suburban Texan home. She’d glimpsed coyotes by day, but
was surprised by how many prowl at night, a time she desctibes as
‘leeming with secret life’, when deer, armadillos, possums, raccoons
nd bobcats were also observed. Revealingly, the creatures are barely
captured by the camera; their fleeting forms slesk across the picture
plane, their eyes blur with movement and light.

Lucy Reynolds fimed a lake in a London park at night. She openad
hor camera shutter for three seconds per frame of celluloid, allowing
onough time for an image to imprint itself. As a consegusnce, the
camera reveals far more than was visible to the eye, while everything
also appears speeded up, creating a hyperreal landscape of uncanny
twitchings and rustlings and flows. Water birds skitter feverishly across
the lake’s surface and bushes shudder as if made of flesh. It is as
travel writer Robert Macfarlane has described: night utterly changes
the senses, producing a new awareness of the very substance of a
landscape, and creating a strange fusion of past and present.™

In Nightwatch, a video by Francis Alys, a fox is let loose in the National
Portrait Gallery in London at night, and filmed by CCTV cameras as it
roams from room to room. The fox ambles past rows of masterpieces
in the richly decorated rooms, eventually finding an ornate table on
which to curl up. The video cantrasts two extremes: nature embodied

ANGELA KINGSTOMN



EXHIE

in the fox; culture epitomised by the museum. It raises the question of
what a museum is when there are no humans to populate it and give
it meaning. Night and nature are seen to re-define terms, rendering a
museum of high culture into a kind of wilderness,

On and on and through and through. At 3 a.m., thera's doubt that the
day will ever come:; time is looped, or repeats, or eats its own tail. The
mind falters and slides, and ideas come that would not otherwise. It is
for this reason that the far night state belongs to artists. Art needs the
strangeness of 3 a.m. and its utter loneliness, too, to force the hand, to
reach the ‘why not?’ state, The exhibition 3am: wonder, paranocia and
the restless night drips with insomnia. It needs to keep different hours. It
Is an adolescent running free, a man alone and afraid, & woman gazing
at the cosmos, an unexpected coupling, an emboldenad fox.
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Does 3a.m. represent the current zeitgeist? At this dread hour, there’s
doubt that the day will ever come, a sense of reaching the nadir, of
being in a dark place. It’s the shadow side of our daylight existence,
lawless and demonic. But 3a.m. is also a time for refuge and release,
for dreams and adventure, creativity and imagination.

This book accompanies an exhibition of the same name, curated by
Angela Kingston, and features over 20 contemporary artists who step
into the night to create artworks that reflect this strange, numinous
hour, between the last traces of day and the first glimmer of morning.
3am: wonder, paranoia and the restless night drips with insomnia. It is
an adolescent running free, a man alone and afraid, a woman gazing at
the cosmos, an unexpected coupling, an emboldened fox.

Edited by Bryan Biggs, the book also combines images with texts by
writers, from Robert Louis Stevenson to Robert Macfarlane, who have
conjectured the far night as something extraordinary, and includes
essays by Angela Kingston and Sara-Jayne Parsons, and a new short
story by Ailsa Cox. Contemporary artists featured: Francis Alys, Tonico
Lemos Auad, Jordan Baseman, Sandra Cinto, Dorothy Cross, Dornith
Doherty, Anthony Goicolea, Marc Hulson, Rachel Kneebone, Nathan
Mabry, Michael Palm and Willi Dorner, Hirsch Perlman, Ed Pien, Lucy
Reynolds, Sophy Rickett, Paul Rooney, Anj Smith, Fred Tomaselli,
Danny Treacy, Bettina von Zwehl and Tom Wood.
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