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‘The unknown, also still in his hat and overcoat, was sitting before him, on his own bed, with a slight smile on his lips; narrowing his eyes a little, he gave him a friendly nod. Mr Golyadkin wanted to cry out but could not, to make some protest but his strength failed him. His hair stood on end and he collapsed into a chair, insensible with horror. Mr Golyadkin recognised his nocturnal acquaintance. Mr Golyadkin’s acquaintance was none other than himself, Mr. Golyadkin himself, another Mr Golyadkin, but exactly the same as himself – in short, in every respect what is called his double(’







Fyodor Dostoyevsky, ‘The Double’

In his novella, ‘The Double’, Dostoyevsky depicts a man whose life becomes entwined and inseparable from that of his double. Dostoyevsky does not necessarily wish us to believe that there really are two Mr. Golyadkin’s. He wishes to say something about the duality of an individual’s identity and the numerous personalities of which we are all composed. But what is interesting, especially in regards to the work of the Dutch artist Mark Manders, is this idea of the double. In Dostoyevsky’s case, Mr. Golyadkin’s double leads a parallel existence. Similarly Manders poetically explores this idea, referring to a fictional ‘Mark Manders’, an artist who leads a sort of parallel existence as his doppelganger. Mark Manders evokes brief glimpses of the moments of life, fragments of memory from bewildering tableaux, industrial architecture, household furniture, miscellaneous and found objects. The works of Mark Manders are beautifully intricate constructed compositions of seemingly unrelated chains of events read like an illustrated fable.
Mark Manders creates a variety of motifs within his works and in doing so constructs his own vocabulary, each motif having its own history. From explicitly banal paraphernalia – iron beds, newspapers, buildings - to objects often presented in groups of five – like the five ordinary tea bags that are ingeniously placed together to quietly form a sentence - these motifs become like jigsaw pieces, which can be reinterpreted and reconstructed with endless possibilities. At once unmistakably powerfully eloquent, Manders calls these works ‘still lives with broken moments’. 

For this exhibition, Parallel Occurrence, Manders explores the very nature of existence through a presentation of sculpture, drawings and installation, with new works which have been created in response to the environment of the Irish Museum of Modern Art. Thematically, the body of work is based on the crucial moment of the gap between thoughts, objects and words, evoking in their wake a feeling of absence rather than presence. Since 1986, Mark Manders has been working on a series entitled Self Portrait as a Building. Each of his exhibitions includes an evolving floor plan along with various artefacts. Works such as the iconic Inhabited for a Survey, (First Floor plan from Self-portrait as a Building), 1986, where objects such as pens, crayons, scissors, rubbers and ink pots, are placed next to each other: the building itself is a fictional architectural floor plan, which serves another purpose as the portrait of a fictional persona. The work also suggests his presence as he juxtaposes the words of the title; the physical absence of Manders is replaced by his conceptual representation. We are left with an unfinished and unfolding narrative of Manders’s ‘self’. The very notion of the ‘self’ as a subject has been a continuous theme throughout the canon of art history. Manders claims a space that debates this traditional idea a unique appropriation of contemporary references. His fictitious persona, the alter ego called Mark Manders is, as the artist states, ‘a character that lives in a logically designed and constructed world, which consists of thoughts that are halted or congealed at their moments of greatest intensity. He’s someone who disappears into his actions. He lives in a building that he continually abandons; the building is uninhabited 
’ 

The title Parallel Occurrence is analogous to the title of Manders’s iconic work Parallel Occurrence 2001-2002. Here Manders appropriates a series of domestic objects, reminiscent of a surrealist collage, we see an upside-down table on top of a large cupboard, from which hangs a fox with an envelope attached to its nose. The entire composition is balanced by the weight of the iron chain which supports the fox. According to the artist, this work has ‘been constructed as a kind of word or phrase’. The title Parallel Occurrence, like all Manders’s titles, has an element of word play, between thought and actual construction. The mesmerising parallel in meaning between these appropriated objects, physically and figuratively linked in a disparate placement, produces a third space, a different terrain. This terrain ciphers our understanding of reality and through his installations we view these fragmented beautiful visions of the everyday experience anew.  Manders’s installations become storage places for his ‘thought space’. They contain an unending, inexhaustible encyclopaedia of references, where an almost melancholic narrative of the familiar provokes us to colour his work with poetic projections of an unknown elsewhere.

Manders’s work also renders us conscious of seeing, and in doing so of the museum environment. An example of this can be seen in the new work Cupboard with Newspapers, 2005, which is a series of newspapers stacked in the alcoves of IMMA’s gallery space. Here the gallery becomes the cupboard in the work’s title. This is an inflection of his self-referential humour, and serves to underline his appropriation of the idea of existence. There is no cupboard in the sense of a real representation; instead the gallery space becomes the cupboard. The existence of the cupboard is substantially subverted and surreal, a concept that might be rooted in Surrealism. Certainly, as images, they come from the unconscious, but practically and aesthetically they are functions of thought and part of Manders’s intimate language. The cupboard is physically absent yet the meaning is still apparent. As the philosopher Martin Heidegger once exclaimed, ‘what is ever and again worthy of wonder is preserved in its worth by wonder
’.  Heidegger explains that the principle of wonder will never cease; there is interplay between concealment and revelation. Manders’s narrative is not overtly sentimental, in fact subjectivity and identity are questioned in a rational, scientific manner.

Previous works such as Fox/Mouse/Belt, 1992, can also be explored as a literal site of dissection and intervention.  This work is a sculpture of a frozen moment.  Manders attaches a mouse to the waist of a fox with a belt. Manders then freezes the fox in the act of jumping. The mouse is attached to the fox to explain the fox’s intention to devour the mouse, revealing a dual intention to kill: that of the artist and of the fox. The fox and mouse are united in death as in life. Manders’s concern with life extends into the processes of living. Manders has built a private iconography of forms, sculptures and images that are constantly repeated and re-combined. There is a restless onslaught of thought. The dichotomy between the origin and artwork is constantly revisited.  

Since 1990 Manders has presented exhibitions of installation-based sculptural works which are fragments of his self-portraits designed for imaginary rooms. These rooms and buildings constantly change and mutate, ugly yet strangely seductive, as his quizzical alterations draw in the viewer. The conceptual framework of Manders’s work is part fertilization of his imagination with subjects and part revelation of ambiguous situations, based in reality using materials such as pieces of string, sugar bags and human bones. Manders states ‘My work is an ode to the fictional, ‘as if’ way of thinking. I believe it’s important that people deal with fiction as if it were reality, while understanding that it’s fiction
’. Manders therefore explores his own legacy of fictive landscapes. Here Heidegger explains that Man, the world and the functional objects around them are all inter-dependant on each other for their existence. ‘Men alone, as mortals, by dwelling attain to the world as world. Only what conjoins itself out of the world becomes a thing
’. Compellingly, both Manders and Heidegger understand a universal scheme that encompasses life and art. 

Manders has developed an oeuvre that avoids easy categorisation. Initially he could be seen to share the same expressive sense of propose with the sculptor and painter, Marcel Duchamp. Duchamp challenged the concept of art in the 20th century by subverting the mystique of taste and the concept of aesthetic beauty. As he stated about his practice ‘When I discovered ready-mades I thought to discourage aesthetics. In Neo-Dada they have taken my ready-mades and found aesthetic beauty in them. I threw the bottle rack and the urinal in their faces and now they admire them for their aesthetic beauty.’ Both Manders and Duchamp have incorporated pictorial strategies in their work and the dynamics of the three dimensional object suggests scientific processes without functioning as such.  Duchamp’s tour de force The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even, 1915 -23, for Duchamp’s exhibition at the Tate Gallery in 1966, could also be compared to Manders’s work as both identify with the investigative and analytical nature of the processes of thought and materiality. 

The scale of Manders’s installations bespeaks an awareness that both evokes and departs from the abstract sculpture installations of the early 1960s. Minimalist sculptures by artists like Donald Judd are in proportion to the scale of the human body. The paradox of minimalist practice is that ‘in order for the artwork to be purged of anthropomorphic associations, in order for it to affirm to the viewer’s presence, it had to be scaled to, and in a sense, evocative of the body’. Even though the clean, crisp lines of Judd’s sculpture seem devoid of human presence, they are in fact awash with humanity. Likewise, Manders applies this same principle, relating his works back to the human scale and in doing so convey a powerful sense of presence. 

In terms of his figurative sculpture, comparisons can be made with other post-minimalist sculptures by Kiki Smith and Juan Muñoz, where the subjectivity and identity of the works is questioned. Muñoz’s use of a single figure or architectural element, spatially isolated, achieves a narrative of alienation, of distance. Both Manders’s and Muñoz’s works invite interpretation, but their meaning is never fully explained, creating an enduring sense of mystery. An example of this can be seen in Isolated Bathroom, 2003. Here a typical bath stands in the gallery space. In the bath are lumps that look like wet, unbaked clay. They are in fact fired and painted to mimic the colour of wet clay. The clay is covered with plastic sheeting to protect any ‘imaginary’ evaporation. There is also a hole in the bath, above which a ballpoint pen hangs on a cord from a wooden tap. A trickle of water flows from the tap down the pen and in to the bath. The pen quivers in a series of small movements. Reclining alongside the bath are three identical figures, intriguingly two of the figures are 10% smaller than the third. In stark juxtaposition to their relaxed poses is the violent splendour of the fact that they have no arms. Manders comments on this work ‘If you don’t have arms you feel very vulnerable, but these figures seem to enjoy being vulnerable, they look fragile but they seem to feel secure in their surroundings. The figures have been sprayed wet and covered with thin plastic. In a strange way the plastic also makes them more alive, but at the same time it gives you an uncanny feeling of not being able to breathe, of murder
’ Here Manders reveals sinister elements to the work, the plastic covered bodies serving to heighten the intense claustrophobia of this work, as we breathe the air that is denied to the figures beneath the plastic The exhibition explores the boundaries between life and death. For Manders life is always measured against death. Parallel Occurrence investigates the enigmatic character of the natural world. Manders prescribes a relationship between science and art, and invites us to look beyond limitations of reality. Hegel once described the attempt to ‘catch the meaning of nature
’ Mark Manders elevates nature and expresses this desire to decipher nature’s codes. 

Is he then a romanticist who unveils to us lost moments shrouded in the astonishing opacity of the everyday and communicating moments from life, beyond and within the normal passage of ideas? In a contemporary world which finds itself in continual demand for attention and distraction, he is unerringly apposite, so magnificently and blithely severe. Does Manders then provide an antidote to modern consciousness?   Ultimately he intuitively invites us to question our own construction of consciousness and, by doing so, our own existence.
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