
21
.1

0.
21

 – 
23

.0
1.

22



SLIP TANK

SLIP TANK is part laboratory, part 
playground. In this major new solo 
exhibition by Belfast-based artist John 
Rainey, the sculptures and installations 
are concerned with things not being as 
they seem. Exploring portals, post-internet 
worlds, and sculptural glitches, Rainey 
makes reinterpretations and remakes of 
familiar forms using both old and new 
methods of object making; a combination 
of traditional casting processes (using 
materials like porcelain) and digital 
fabrication technologies such as 3D 
printing. 

Within the exhibition, Rainey references 
the museum, the home, and the city, 
treating each as fluid and elastic. Presented 
in a state of non-fixity, and resisting the 
idea that things are only ever one thing, 
the sculptures in SLIP TANK are beacons 
of possibility. In deviating from their 
original and recognisable forms, they hint 
at alternatives, questioning what happens 
when we remove boundaries and disrupt 
expectations.

Rainey’s sculptures appear as if they are 
in motion, seemingly moving through the 
gallery on specially designed pedestals 
that feature wheels and handles. An 
optical illusion to the rear of the space 
hints at an alternate realm where these 
works have originated from. This is a place 

between the physical and the digital, 
where playful experiments with a Greco-
Roman sculptural aesthetic meet industrial 
fabrication and the language of machines. 

Rainey (b.1985) graduated from the Royal 
College of Art, London, in 2012. Previous 
solo exhibitions include Flayground, Berg 
Gallery, Stockholm (2019); On Visibility, 
Golden Thread Gallery Project Space, 
Belfast (2016); and Hyper Activity: Scenes 
From an Other Reality, Marsden Woo 
Gallery Project Space, London (2013). 
His work has been included in group 
exhibitions such as AWARD at the British 
Ceramics Biennial, Stoke-on-Trent (2019) 
and Crowded Thresholds, National Design 
& Craft Gallery, Kilkenny (2019). Rainey 
has undertaken residencies at the British 
School at Rome (2018) and Konstfack 
University, Stockholm (2013). His work is 
included in public collections including the 
UK Government Art Collection and the Arts 
Council of Northern Ireland Collection.

JOHN RAINEY’S DISOBEDIENT FORMS
Essay by Lara Pucci

At the heart of SLIP TANK sits a rectangular 
platform, a table raised on an elegant 
frame of sea green powder-coated steel, its 
surface covered with a geometric pattern. 
At one end, black and white rectangles 
alternate with chequerboard regularity, 
in the manner of traditional floor tiles. As 
the pattern spreads across the surface, 
conventional regularity is disrupted, giving 
way to irregular fragments and blocks, 
like a scrambled screen. It is a playfully 
subversive gesture typical of Rainey’s work, 
which is situated firmly within art historical 
tradition while entering into creative 
dialogue with it, inviting us to question 
the presumed inevitability of convention.

This destabilising impulse finds expression 
in spatial terms, too. Atop the glitched 
geometries of the black and white tile 
pattern, an elegant cabinet stages the 
tabletop as a floor. A room within the room 
of the gallery, an alternative world we 
can see but cannot inhabit. It echoes the 
illusionistic space created in the alcove 
at the rear of the gallery, which deploys 
the art historical device of trompe l’oeil 
to deceive the eye into reading pictorial 
space as real space. There is another level 
of illusion at play here: It is a composite 
of images of architectural and sculptural 
elements from diverse sources, digitally 
combined. Rainey makes a virtue of fakery, 
leaving visible the traces of digital creation, 
gesturing to the illusory nature of the 
illusion, and hinting at the fluid boundaries 
between physical and virtual worlds.

This sense of disorientation continues 
throughout the gallery. The refined 
language of domestic furnishings is 
set alongside a hard-edged industrial 
vernacular. Sculptural forms made in 
the classical tradition encounter objects 
derived from street furniture. An undulating 
form in orange steel is modelled on a bike 

rack. Scaled down and raised on a pedestal 
that is part workbench, part console 
table, it is distanced from its functional 
origins. Engineered with a loose end, it is 
rendered useless for bike security, but it 
seems to delight in its dysfunction, its final 
curves suggesting an unruliness, lending 
a disobedient agency to the object.

Rainey’s work explores possibilities beyond 
expectations. Familiar forms are made 
unfamiliar, expressing discomfort with the 
conventions they disrupt. In Protruding 
Teeth (2012) and Holding on to Something 
Immaterial (2013), sculptural plinths, 
designed for stability, are multiplied and 
precariously stacked to project body parts, 
unsettlingly, from walls. The Deflatables 
(2019) presents kiln-hardened torsos, 
modelled on the idealised classical form 
of the Doryphoros, as deflating inflatables, 
one playfully recoiling from the other 
atop a collapsing plinth. In Copia Romana 
(2019), the porcelain skins of sculptural 
bodies are implausibly shed like the 
chrysalises of former selves. Doryphoros, 
the classical spear bearer, is the archetype 
for this work, too, his form multiplied and 
varied to suggest selves in diverse states of 
emergence. The familiarity of the archetypal 
form is made strange through repetition, 
inducing an uncanny sense of déjà vu. 
Rainey’s practice of sculptural remixing is 
informed by the surrealist preoccupation 
with the uncanny, a concept elaborated by 
Sigmund Freud to describe the unsettling 
encounter with strangeness in the context 
of the everyday. The word Freud used 
in German was ‘unheimlich’ (unhomely), 
which better conveys the idea of finding 
discomfort where comfort is expected.

In SLIP TANK, references to domestic 
space activate the unhomely origins of 
the uncanny, in the disrupted pattern 
of floor tiles, the precarious stacking of 
cabinet on table, and the table’s row of 
jagged teeth that repel our approach. 
Exhibition pedestals feature handles and 

wheels, as if in transit. Where we might 
expect home to be a place of comfort 
and retreat, Rainey gives us an uneasy 
domesticity where nothing is at rest. 
While these objects connote a lack of 
belonging, their restlessness offers a sense 
of possibility. This idea is embodied by 
their material composition, to which our 
attention is drawn by the exhibition’s title, 
SLIP TANK. Slip, or liquified clay, is Rainey’s 
primary sculptural material. The figurative 
sculptures in this show have taken shape 
in painstakingly crafted plaster moulds, 
into which liquid clay has been poured 
to form casts of sculptural bodies. Once 
fired, these forms can seem inevitable. By 
presenting variations, Rainey reminds us 
that each one might have taken another 
shape. Multiplied and modified, they 
echo the mobility of their supports. 

This mobility speaks to the tradition of 
classical sculpture that informs Rainey’s 
practice. Many of the forms that have 
shaped western artistic tradition are 
known to us through copies, whether 
Roman copies of lost Greek originals, 
plaster casts of those Roman copies, or 
neoclassical reinterpretations of ancient 
forms. Copies produced for study, 
admiration, or reinvention, permitted 
an ideal form to travel in space or time. 
Rainey engages playfully with this tradition, 
making modified copies after ideal forms, 
challenging the very idea of ideals. Here, 
he makes use of new means of classical 
portability: open access digital casts from 
SMK, the national gallery of Denmark. 
These 3D images, made from the museum’s 
Royal Cast Collection, are digital imprints of 
plaster casts, which are themselves copies 
of Roman marble sculptures, in some cases 
made after lost Greek originals. Rainey’s 
copies, in other words, are descended 
from a long line of other copies. 

In making its 3D images public, SMK invites 
‘creative remixing’ of these digital forms. 
In taking up this invitation – remodelling 

in the Italian Renaissance, and the pose 
of Venus takes inspiration from ancient 
sculpture, she (and her hair) conform 
to the beauty ideals of fifteenth-century 
Florence. In this assemblage of Venuses, 
Rainey presents the idea of Venus, carried 
backwards and forwards in time.

The Lansdowne Hercules is a second-
century Roman marble statue, made in 
the style of an earlier Greek sculpture. It 
embodies the ideal form of the divine hero, 
Hercules, the most widely represented 
heroic figure in Greco-Roman art. In this 
version, he is identified by two symbols 
of his famed strength; a club and the skin 
of the Nemean Lion, slain by Hercules in 
the first of his Twelve Labours. The statue 
was discovered in 1790 at the ruins of 
Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli, near Rome. Found 
as a fragment, with a broken nose and 
incomplete arms, it was made whole 
to suit contemporary tastes, including 
the reinstatement of the arms and the 
addition of the club. It was acquired in 
1792 by the first Marquess of Lansdowne 
for his London home, before being 
purchased by J. Paul Getty in 1951 and 
moving to the Getty Villa in Malibu, itself 
a twentieth-century replica of the ancient 
Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum. 

In SLIP TANK, Hercules is seen double. A 
pair of replicas appear at the rear of the 
gallery, each the uncanny doppelgänger 
of the other. They are distinguished by 
alternate shades of ice-cream pastels, a 
nod to the lost polychromy of classical 
statues, used to differentiate between 
copies. Resisting the neoclassical taste for 
completion, Rainey’s variants reimagine 
the statue’s fragmentation, removing 
original parts (the legs, the lion’s skin) 
and retaining elements of the eighteenth-
century restoration (the left arm with 
club), so as to assert the creativity of 
the copyist. Having discarded the lion’s 
skin trophy, that emblem of divine 
strength exercised, Rainey adds a sign 

SLIP TANK

digital images to create 3D prints from 
which plaster moulds are made – Rainey 
emulates the ancient copyists who left 
their mark by introducing modifications 
to distinguish their copies from others, 
and to respond to contemporary tastes, 
making each copy a new original. SLIP 
TANK features remixed replicas of 
the Crouching Venus, the Lansdowne 
Hercules, and the Discobolus, each one 
already a product of the multiplicity 
found in ancient sculpture and the 
expediency found in modern restoration. 

The subject of Venus at her bath was a 
popular theme in Greco-Roman sculpture. 
More than forty surviving examples 
show variations in the figure’s pose and 
attributes, attesting to the adaptability of 
classical sculpture. The model used here 
is cast from a second-century marble 
statue, found in Rome in 1760. The 
crouching figure of Venus, surprised in 
the private act of bathing, averts her gaze 
and seeks to shield her body from view. 
In SLIP TANK, she is further shielded by 
Rainey’s additions: her eyes covered by 
a sculptural replica of the braided hair of 
the Venus of Willendorf, her body cloaked 
with the strawberry blonde waves of the 
hair of Botticelli’s Venus, applied as decals 
to the sculpture’s porcelain surface.

The Venus of Willendorf is a prehistoric 
limestone figurine found near Willendorf, 
Austria, in 1908. Although the figure 
predates the Venus of classical mythology 
by thousands of years, she was given 
the name of the Roman goddess at the 
time she was discovered, since her nude 
female form was assumed to share the 
values of her namesake, who personified 
love, beauty, and fertility. She is, then, 
a prehistoric sculptural object seen 
through the lens of classical mythology. 
Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, painted around 
1485, was similarly a product of its time. 
While the mythological subject matter 
reflects the revival of classical antiquity 

of vulnerability, shielding the eyes of his 
Hercules with oversized circular lenses 
modelled on those of early gas masks, a 
disguise to guard against hypervisibility.

Rainey’s Discobolus similarly rejects the 
restorative impulse of the eighteenth 
century in favour of the manufactured 
fragment. The SMK’s Discobolus, or discus 
thrower, is cast from a Roman marble 
copy of a lost bronze original by the 
Greek sculptor Myron. Found, like the 
Lansdowne Hercules, in fragments at the 
site of Hadrian’s Villa in the late eighteenth 
century, this marble copy is the product of 
a modern restoration, its head mistakenly 
positioned to look downwards, rather 
than back towards the discus, as other, 
unbroken copies would show Myron had 
intended. In SLIP TANK, the Discobolus 
appears in three fragmentary states, once 
as a twisting torso, twice retaining the 
misplaced head, each time without the 
discus for which he is named. In his most 
fragmentary state, without head and limbs, 
his opening torso reveals an idealised 
body freed from the obligations of athletic 
pursuit. Without sporting pretext, we are 
invited to admire his toned, muscular 
form, whose bodiliness is asserted by the 
tan-lines Rainey has applied. The pink flesh 
tones of the torso and thighs are divided by 
the sharp outlines of trunks now removed, 
revealing bright, white sculptural flesh. 
This playful act of undressing brings the 
erotic charge of classical sculpture to the 
surface in a distinctly modern way. While 
the ancient Greeks considered male nudity 
to be the highest form of beauty, the 
tan-lines evoke the nude and nearly nude 
models celebrated by twentieth-century 
physique culture, which borrowed the 
aesthetic of bodybuilding and the poses 
of classical art for homoerotic fantasy.

SLIP TANK invokes the long history of the 
classical alibi in gay culture, recalling how 
men have relied on double meanings 
to veil and legitimise their desire for 
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the bodies of other men. This theme of 
disguise made apparent by a second 
Discobolus, decorated with dazzle ship 
camouflage, which uses geometric patterns 
in contrasting colours to confuse the 
enemy. The purpose of dazzle is not to 
conceal but to deceive. The ship would be 
seen, but its identity and orientation would 
not be detected. It is a creative deceit 
mirrored by the material composition 
of Rainey’s sculptures, made in Parian 
porcelain. Developed in the nineteenth 
century to imitate the white marble of 
antique statuary, Parian allowed classical 
sculpture to be mass produced in moulds, 
a Victorian take on classical portability.

The works that inhabit Rainey’s exhibition 
insist on the mobility and mutability of 
forms and ideas, a kind of slipperiness 
that finds material echo in the clay slip 
out of which the works are formed. The 
slipperiness of slip is linguistic, too. To 
slip is to fall or to escape, to move without 
detection or to move out of alignment, 
to deteriorate or to err, to stumble or 
to slide. All these meanings can be 
brought to bear on the experimental 
space of SLIP TANK, where errors are 
expressions of agency, and to misstep is 
to escape the confines of convention. 

Lara Pucci is Assistant Professor in History 
of Art at the University of Nottingham. Her 
research focuses on art and architecture in 
twentieth-century Italy, including the role 
of the visual in political cultures, and the 
reuse and reinvention of the art of the past. 
She was the Henry Moore Foundation-BSR 
Fellow in Sculpture at the British School 
at Rome in 2018. This essay was specially 
commissioned by the Naughton Gallery.
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