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LEONARDO DREW 

A visual utopia

text by Ian Rosenfeld

The first time I saw a work of Leonardo Drew was some 5 years ago in London. It was a particularly exhausting and interminable Frieze week and it was the final hour of the final day when I visited the one offshoot fair which remained for me to see. The claustrophobic building became even more so in the airless basement, bereft of any natural light, yet this became instantly transformed when I saw the work.  A 2 by 2 metre meticulous collection of little 3 sided square wooden boxes, all of equal size and with the exposed end facing outwards towards the viewer; each box had a circle of faded coloured material dominating the far end. This apparent perfect symmetry and order was, however, purely illusory as emerging from many of the boxes were pieces of paper, yellowed and seemingly charred with the decay of time or pieces of material with faded geometric coloured designs. Each box was in some way different and the idea of time passing was unequivocal. It looked as if the work had emerged after centuries in a darkened dust filled space, so that now one was witnessing a reservoir of memory.
My description doesn’t even remotely do justice to the sculpture’s richness but it might be sufficient to convey the fact that here was an artist who lives and breathes his studio and in his art is reaching for the heavens. The attention to every smallest detail, but never at the expense of the whole, was striking in such a large scale.

As I remained transfixed at the work’s beauty, I began to reflect on its sense of history: the power of the visual metaphor for time passed and the beauty which emerges from it. I thought of the furious debate which surrounded the restoration of the Sistine Chapel: does one follow the school of thought which says “leave well alone” because age carries with it its own aesthetic qualities? Or does one attempt to return the work, as far as is possible, to its original condition? This artist was making work now which looked as if it had been made years previously and the passage of time was fundamental to the beauty of the creation.

Seeing a piece of art completely cold without knowing anything about the artist can be very illuminating. Looking at the work in front of me, my immediate reaction was that the artist must be European and given the prominence of the earthen colours and the sculpture’s sense of history, probably Spanish as there seemed to be some parentage with the generation of artists like Tapies and Munoz. However, Leonardo Drew is an Afro American, and many people who have written or commented on his work in the States have made great play of the fact. The artist himself says that “there is something which unites all Afro-Americans artists and it’s the sheer weight and physical power in the work. We were all slaves in Africa and only the strongest of us managed to stay alive; then we had to undergo the journey to arrive in America and once more the weakest amongst us never made it. Once in the States, there was more slavery and another selection process so that finally only the very strongest survived”. To my European sensibility there is a quality in his work which makes me the think “the old continent” rather than the new; maybe it is because it is so seeped in an awareness of time and history. It feels like looking at an abstract old master. 
When you step into his studio and witness the theatre of chaos around his raw materials and the sheer enormity of some of the works., that idea of physical power is inescapable Once the sculpture, whatever the size, is finished, that weight and mass although still there in front of our eyes, begins to be transformed into something else. Its poetic essence works its spell and  the work appears to begin to actually float off the wall. From starting out as an Afro American artist, he has become a universal one with a special and unique voice.
Most people, I think, would agree that the two most important sculptors of the 20th century were Brancusi and Giacometti.  Brancusi’s works transport us into a perfect world of idealized form; their purity creating an aesthetic essence. Giacometti’s art is about us human beings and our place in the world. He forces us to examine ourselves and the reality of our existence.

Leonardo Drew’s art sits within this second vision. He talks to us of our reality; the work’s poetry making us examine our notions of the world and therefore ourselves. Whatever his choice of raw materials, they come from the environment in which we live in and in most cases are things we are surrounded by every day: paper, wood, pieces of urban debris, materials, cotton etc. They all, however, within the confines of his studio, undergo a transformation, and it is this transformation which Leonardo has come to understand constitutes the essence of his voice That process is at the heart of existence itself: birth (the beginning of the life of the object), death (the state in which Leonardo discovers it and takes it to his studio) and rebirth, when transformed it will begin a new existence as part of a sculpture. However seemingly discarded, broken or simply negligible, Leonardo, is a true alchemist He will change the object’s destiny by revealing a poetic essence which has gone completely undetected and which is the soul of everything. His starting point is not noble: his sculptures are not born out of marble, they are not cast in bronze; they are not even created in terracotta. They are apparently cast offs whether of our urban industrial existence or from nature itself. Yet in the studio these seemingly random objects miraculously return to life. 
Our exhibition in Naples contains works made with wood, a work using various objects sculpted with paper, a large site specific work made expressly for the city, and works on paper. Wood has, in fact, been his preferred material for some time now and it has given him the opportunity to explore each individual fragment’s uniqueness within the whole. to a new level. If you can imagine a wood piece 4-5 metres in height or length, the enormous physical mass and weight of the object is evident; yet looking at the gentle exquisitely worked paper pieces, it is clear that all his works have the same poetic essence. It is never a question of mere size. The small work is in no way inferior to the large, and this is a rare quality in contemporary art. The hugeness of the site specific work can happily sit alongside the small paper works and the coherence of the whole is never in doubt.
Maybe the essence of Leo’s voice is how he always presents us with a visual utopia. Each and every work has an order, but this order is never rigid and never overtly geometrical. Each individual element, however small and apparently insignificant, can breathe and assume its own unique identity within the whole. Strangely enough, maybe even more than his being an Afro American, his ultimate identity is right here. His art encapsulates the American Dream, that dream that is at the heart of the philosophy of what being an American signifies A democratic, efficient yet free society where every single voice can be heard.

Although noble materials are not for him, his quest could not be more noble; to resurrect the dead to a new life; to give a discarded twig, a piece of wood, a ball of cotton, paper, a used sack and countless other raw materials their own unmistakable existence whilst still living in total harmony within the greater whole.
