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I’m honoured to speak briefly to Joe’s exhibition. I’ve known Joe for a few years since I met him at an opening at Newmarch Gallery and my son attended his art class, and before then I had followed his practice. I can in no way do justice to Joe’s art practice by summarising in a few words. But I will say, he has had over 1 hundred exhibitions and has worked in Europe and America and Australia. His works are multi-layered thematically and literally, layering elements of photo, print media, painting and installation. In a quote from Joe, he talks about ‘combining disjunctive moments as fragments of equal importance to reanimate the world with the past re-layered onto the present’, a process which I think is beautifully illustrated in this exhibition and I hope I can help illuminate this and talk about it meaningfully.
There are a lot of layers to this exhibition. Literally the works come from layering drawings on top of existing prints. There are stories woven through and on the works. So, as a non-expert on Meyer-Amden, which I’ll come to, I’ll tell the story about how this exhibition of 153 drawings on the theme of adolescence came about from my own perspective as Joe’s friend and curator and as a mum to boys, which is one of the reasons Joe invited me to curate. 
Joe first talked to me about his idea for this exhibition a year ago. He told me that while he was in the process of moving house, he found an old catalogue from an exhibition he visited in Switzerland in 1979 of drawings by Otto Meyer-Amden. I didn’t know who that was. This is typical of Joe, who is a natural teacher and often sends me images and information about artists he thinks I will like who I probably haven’t heard of before. 
Part of this exhibition is Joe bringing the work of a century old artist to us and teaching about art history. And the exhibition has the aesthetic of protest posters and awareness raising in the hand-painted exhibition poster and objects. So, it’s fitting to have it next door to a library and in Newmarch Gallery which is named after a protest artist and teacher. 
The work that is the basis for the exhibition is a box containing the catalogue Joe brought home from the 1979 retrospective of Swiss artist Meyer-Amden who lived between 1885 and 1933 and, I learned, was a contemporary of Kirchner and Oskar Schlemmer. Joe let me borrow his original catalogue with his drawings on it to take home and spend time looking at. It’s a beautiful object presented in a box, which I like because this is what we do when we move house, we pick up the things we have collected and used in our lives, think about their value and significance and decide whether to hold onto them and, if yes, we box them up safely.
As someone who works with art and heritage collections and as someone who moved house relatively recently too, I know the feeling of sorting through possessions and artefacts, reflecting on their significance and deciding whether, or how, to keep them. Objects hold stories and personal and collective histories and what we choose to keep hold of needs to talk to you in some way that earns its spot, especially if you have limited space in your house or storage facilities. Something that decided it for Joe as far as keeping this exhibition catalogue of figurative drawings created in 1920 was the compulsion to draw on it. He did this over a period of four months and the result is a new work on the theme of adolescence, which is at the heart of Meyer-Amden’s drawings that reference his experience of boarding school. Meyer-Amden was a painter of symbolic watercolours and exceptional draughtsperson and wove his personal mythology into his works. And Joe has woven his own story into the exhibition too and included a few self-portraits and a biography.
When we first met to talk about the exhibition we had both recently watched Adolescence on Netflix and Joe asked me my response to it as the mother of boys. Like all mini dramas with Stephen Graham, it is a harrowing story. In case you haven’t seen it I won’t say too much except it involves the story of an adolescent boy radicalised online and focuses on the sort of society we are creating for children in the age of the internet and social media.
In a way this very topical story collided with Joe’s rediscovery of the 100-year-old drawings by Otto Meyer-Amden in a way that made them feel very contemporary and universal because they show the vulnerability of this stage of life. In Meyer-Amden’s time drawing was his means of communicating the message. Meyer-Amden represents again and again the figure of an adolescent boy in fragile pencil drawings that show the state of being open to harm physically and emotionally of this stage of life to a world created by adults. 
The drawings are a vehicle to explore these issues today in terms of vulnerability to the online world where information is seemingly endlessly accessible and at the same time the veracity of the information we find there is questionable. Joe has written on one of the walls, ‘adolescence is curiosity plus discovery’, and there are issues with turning your curiosity to the internet as a place of discovery. 
Something Joe talks about as an artist is ‘thinking through media’, so a tv series, a recently watched ABC documentary about AI and the manipulation of facts (and humans), a found catalogue, photographs and print media, conversations, art history, teaching all have equal importance and are re-layered to make an artwork. Not necessarily to resolve a question, but to ask questions and inspire others to ask them. Which is something he wants for this exhibition. There are no answers but the drawing together of threads and stories. As an artist, he’s not explaining it, but showing the connections that he has made between art history and contemporary media by having this experience of drawing on an art book and bringing all his knowledge and connections to it. It is a kind of silent collaboration across time.
So, I encourage you to view the exhibition and make your own connections and ask questions and talk to Joe about it.
Prints are available to purchase. They are made to order and are a limited edition of 3 printed on 300gsm German etching paper, not the display copies.

· Sarah Northcott, curator
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