   Metropolis and Streamline: Iconographies of Time and Light 

The installation Metropolis grew out of a desire to make paintings

that extend into the viewer’s physical space. It is composed of hundreds of pieces of recycled wood, each one with one edge
 painted blue. Other than a light sanding, the pieces are as found.

Essentially, painting is a coating of paint upon a surface and
Metropolis was conceived as a three-dimensional painting. Instead of working with materials such as paint and canvas, I chose to work with three-dimensional forms. The decisions as to where to place the various pieces were intuitive. They were guided by a desire to create a linear rhythm that followed throughout the piece, but I also wanted the clusters of geometric forms to suggest an urban cityscape.






Colin Booth November 2008
On the face of it, post-conceptual painting would seem an unlikely genesis for the architectonic landscapes of Colin Booth’s Metropolis (2007/8) and Streamline (2008).  In the former, expansive vistas of recycled beech block offcuts stretch out in front of the gaze like an other-wordly horizon. But more prosaically, each piece has been discarded and reclaimed from a nearby furniture workshop, the blue-painted edges applied to assist with factory identification. In situ, the brilliant and brittle morning light from Booth’s sea-fronted, St Leonards studio rakes across the surfaces of the hundreds of horizontal and vertical blocks. The resulting spectacle is one of blues, whites, wood-grain patinas and slanting shadows. As the day passes, the light moves across Metropolis, animating its bewildering bricollage of shapes, forms and juxtapositions.

Light has long been a central compositional principle of Booth’s aesthetic. In 2004, his solo exhibition, Revealing Light, curated at Folkestone’s Sassoon Gallery, explored what Simon Barker described as the ‘light industrial or craft processes’ of pooling paint onto meticulously prepared grounds.
 The elaborate configurations of these ‘fugitive’ canvases were animated by the reflected light from their glazes and varnishes. This intense and ongoing concern with placement and natural light has rendered the exhibition at the Herbert Read Gallery as more than just a curatorial exercise, but a transposition of intent – ensuring that what animates these pieces in situ, is authentically re-captured by the venue’s white-cube interior. Discussing the origins of what he concedes as his largest and most ambitious piece of work to date, Booth recalls:
I wanted to develop painting in the round and made a whole series of grid paintings in which the edge was an integral part of the painted surface .The paintings could be seen quite clearly as three-dimensional objects which had a direct relationship to the surrounding space. I then started to work with small blocks which I also painted in a grid-pattern and these eventually became small sculptures and installation pieces.

These earlier works are highly tactile, modernist looking canvases. Composed of tight, painted gloss and matt grids, the patterns are arranged and intuitively broken up for visual effect. They simultaneously reflect and suck up light, animating and flexing the surface; collapsing and imposing distance for the viewer who occasionally glimpses a reflection of their face in the segments of glossy paint. These wall-hung canvases are experienced as integrated surfaces and robust objects, rather than arrangements of discrete geometric shapes, a concern which informs Metropolis. Rather than a ‘relational’ aesthetic between the found and reclaimed pieces, the intention has been to make the blocks as similar and ‘generic’ in appearance as possible. 
Booth recalls that the architectural potential of the reclaimed wooden blocks became apparent as soon as they were emptied out onto the studio floor. Central to the making of Metropolis was just such a connection between the intimate and the monumental; the planned and the contingent. As he recalls:

The intimacy of Metropolis resides in the painted surface

and texture of the individual blocks; the monumentality in the myriad    numbers of component parts and the perceptual shift between the actual size and implied scale. The complex way in which we perceive, classify and assign value to objects, lies at the heart of this new work.

Booth cites the formative influence of architectural drawings by Erich Mendelsohn and Frank Gehry as exemplars in how ‘intuitive and abstract marks on paper can be translated into monumental three-dimensional structures.’ In this register, the solid wooden forms of Metropolis recall the geometric interface of the earth and its blue surfaces the sky and the sea. Formally, the motivation behind its making was also to work with the tactility, patina and changing surface of materials. But despite its monumentality as an installation, the preparation and arrangement of Metropolis was experienced as an intensely ‘painterly’ and ‘intimate’ creation. As an installation, the placement of the wooden blocks preserves and respects the edge and boundaries of the work, like a framed canvas. It is a telling compromise, melding the painterly with the constructed, recalling the painterly aesthetic of British constructivist tradition
But as its creator acknowledges, both formal and contextual readings are crucial to Metropolis. A richly allusive and iconographical work, what Booth calls ‘a metaphorical cityscape,’ its title references Fritz Lang’s silent, futuristic film, first shown in 1927.  The installation’s borrowed title records the ‘explosion’ of the cityscape which, rhizome-like, extends across so many representations of urbanised modernity. 
A stark and radically modernist vision which shocked depression-era cinema audiences, Lang’s Metropolis signified a world of permutation, hierarchy and ordering. Its ambivalence captured a looming totalitarian present, whilst imaging a partially-benign future projected to 2026. Like its namesake, Booth’s Metropolis and his Streamline open a dialogue with modernist design both as an architectural aesthetic and as a lifestyle aspiration. In the case of Streamline, this association is referenced through the use of birch-ply pieces (with all the connotations of 1930s Scandinavian furniture), which have been assembled to make a floor-based installation. The ensemble exhibited at the Herbert Read Gallery also includes carefully customised white tables made from poplar which hold smaller topographies of pristine, painted blocks.
Looking at the cobalt blue of the painted wood block edges which comprise Metropolis (of German origin just like Lang), we might understand them as partial registers of a redemptive, utopian otherness. But gazing across the pristine surface, one is equally struck by its utter exteriority and functionality, also referenced through the inclusion of breeze-block plinths in another work, Plinth. Similarly, Booth’s Metropolis both references a restrained and decorative modernism, and what its maker describes as a ‘grunge aesthetic of found objects’ in which perfection is sought, but never attained  In accepting these material contradictions, he embraces a revised and contextual new century Modernism.
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