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Machined

Some years ago I was in Tokyo and went to the Tsukiji fish markets in the early morning. This is a common thing to do, if you’re a tourist, and sure enough I experienced all the things I had heard about – the trolley vehicles careening crazily along the narrow aisles, the stunning variety of sea creatures still quietly alive in buckets of water, the swing of a cleaver, the blood, the noise of shouting and engines, the fluttering signage overhead. But the thing that struck me most, and that Todd Robinson’s Karakish reminds me of, is the tuna. 

The tuna were brought in whole, huge frozen barrels of flesh rimed white with cold, a little flap of skin peeled back to show the quality of the meat. After the auction they were carted back to individual stalls where each still-frozen beast was cut with an industrial bandsaw into solid rectangular portions. As geometrical planks or slabs these were neatly stacked up, very much like piles of timber, the skin still attached to the ends like bark. And it was so surprising – the way a curved, streamlined, finned creature was so efficiently and completely machined into a rectilinear family of shapes, like children’s blocks. 

This brings me to the real subject here, Karakish. 

Beginning with a single set of toy blocks comprising four distinct shapes, Robinson has reproduced these at different scales – both larger and smaller than the original set. These block families are then arranged in clumped groups, in rough order of scale, but with overlaps between the different sized ‘species’. Each block is drilled through at a different angle, meaning that when threaded and pulled tight they agglomerate irregularly, twisting and standing on their edges and corners with a dynamic, tumbling energy. The stainless steel line becomes invisible, producing an intriguing visual puzzle about how these things are jointed together, since they touch so lightly, pirouetting on points.

At first I thought of these assemblages as like still moments captured in the middle of a small explosion – the blocks tumbling and falling away from some centrifugal force. Then it seemed that they were like cocoons, the accumulation of some acquisitive wasp or crab, collected parts glued spikily together with mud or saliva. But these blocks are too perfect to come from the natural world. The sanded smoothness of them, their perfect buttery yellow finish. They are machined, the product of industrial processes and manufacturing precision. The fact that they are all the same colour moves them away from their origin as toys towards formal abstraction. The individual shapes are clear and legible, simple, but when pulled together into a bundle they make a remarkably complex and highly articulated whole. And the way they are held together is the key to understanding and appreciating the work: the compositions are based not on a trabeated, gravity-based logic of construction, of forms built upon forms. They can not be described as stacks, and not exactly piles either. They are more like bunches or clumps – words which, interestingly, have strong associations with organic things, flowers or reeds or hair, things which tangle together. There is force here – in the tensioning and securing of the loop, the blocks splaying out under pressure. But there is also resistance and latency – the blocks taking up the play in the line, shuffling into the closest possible fit, linked together in a dynamic and unstable balance. This relates to Robinson’s longstanding interest in drapery, and the idea of repose – the latent point to which things fall, and wait, at rest. 

Robinson describes the process of making Karakish as one of ‘shaping a flow’ more than actively constructing something, and this is revealing. One of the most striking aspects of the work is its expression of growth and generation. There is a balance between the random or intuitive process of assembling the blocks, and the controlled revelation of their gradually increasing module size. In this sense the work has a clear association with serial practices in conceptual art and sculpture – the work of Sol Lewitt, for example, with its careful multiple iterations gradually building to a complete sequence. This is a reasonably familiar mode of contemporary practice - not the design of objects, but rather processes, sequences, algorithms or design ‘machines’. It is the machine which, when set in motion, produces or secretes the work. Naturally the point here is less the product and more the process; this is a toolmaker’s art, rather than the direct action of tools, and the outcome is contingent – the processes and materials are allowed an agency of their own. At present the most dominant form of this practice (in architecture, anyway) lies in the digital realm, and digital processes. But in Karakish it is a pleasure to see a distinctly analogue approach. More than this, it is fascinating to see how such approaches are played out in the intersection between solid, sculptural form, and processes specific to textiles – sewing, threading, knitting. 

Robinson’s previous body of work, while diverse in medium, consistently explores four things – sculptural form, spatial installation, textiles, and a critical approach to manufacturing and production, often involving meticulous craft. The works are also marked by a process of physical, bodily labour – a set of material procedures that are repetitive without being efficient, like the maniac, illogical cousin of an industrial production line. Robinson describes this as a concern with corporeal performance – the bodily engagement of the artist making the work by hand, the physical investment in all this sewing and stitching and looping. The material work is thus a material trace of past human labour. And it is here that Karakish reveals a kind of deadpan humour. Robinson explains that the title comes from an Arabic word meaning trinkets or junk jewellery. There is an evident enjoyment here, of the sheer repetitive work of the thing, the relentlessness or even perversity of ritually sewing together a thousand small timber components. 
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