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Tyler Cann

To see Len Lye's 1977 Trilogy (A flip and two twisters) at what he once called the the swingiest art gallery of the Antipodes, the Goyett-
Brewster in New Plymouth, New Zealand'is to make a sort of pilgrimage.' Situated nearly as far as possible from Lye's New York studio,
it is the culmination of his work in programmed steel sculpture, and the only one to be realised in his lifetime on the massive scale he
envisioned.The difficulty of installing and maintaining the work means it does not often travel. You must come to it, and it is only shown
every other year or so. This is fortunate for the work, as over time it rips itself apart—in 1999 half a Twister sheared off and dropped
straight ta the floor as it ramped up to a triple harmonic. This cyclical reappearance and potential danger give the experience of Trilogy
a somewhat ritualistic character. Lye would have imagined the three-flight ascent to its viewing deck full of portentous suspense.
Like coming upon a cliff edge, the work’s gravitational pull involves both risk and vertiginous pleasure. Indeed, Lye envisioned his Flip
and Twisters as key figures in a monumental Temple of lightning enacting a grand myth of creation in the deserts of California or the
Australian outback. While we may never see such a temple realised, for modern art’s cult followers, the exhibition of Trilogy (A flip and
two twisters) at the Govett-Brewster comes close.

As what might be called a ‘pilgrimage to the sublime, Trilogy is not alone in mid-century modernism. Mark Rothko's Chapel, and Jackson
Pollock’s 1943 Mural (now in lowa at Peggy Guggenheim's bequest) come to mind as grand artistic statements in locations remote from
the traditional centres of artistic production and marketing. Unlike these spaces of tragic contemplation, however, Trifogy does not fall
‘samewhere between the easel picture and the mural.’ Rather, the ‘expanded field’Lye envisioned for the work puts it more in line with
environmental projects such as Robert Smithson’s Spiral jetty, which surfaces from Utah's Great Salt Lake on occasion to receive a trickle
of art pilgrims before being reclaimed by the tides, Perhaps more apt would be Walter de Maria’s Lightning field in the New Mexican
desert, it was completed in the same year as Trilogy and requires its viewers to stay overnight. Indeed, at the climactic finish of Lye's
imagined Temple of lightning,a 150 foot steel band shoots a 25 million volt arc of electricity through Flip and into a ‘sun ball twelve feet
in diameter.

Even without such high voltage, Trifogy’s whirling scimitars and riotous paroxysms make a tremendous impression. Never were 23
kilograms of stainless steel so tertifying and so liquid, so ferocious and so glaringly sexual all at once. Even though its blades were
scarcely eight and a half feet long, the 1965 version of Flip and two twisters seems to have provoked truly primal fear during its exhibition
at Berkeley the next year. Philip Leider, no friend of kinetic art generally, wrote in Artforum that the work ‘manages to compress so
ferocious an energy that the viewer stands paralyzed, gripped by an emotion almost of terror. He continues:

Trilogy's terror seems to come from the work's striving toward excess. The Twisters’ spinning helices may be spectacular, but their
expenditure of energy comes to seem profligate, almost obscene. They spin too fast and too freely for comfort, even if they do form
graceful harmonic curves. Flip is not so free to whiplash, but all its pent up twisting energy releases with a flood,”’

‘as Lye put it What is terrifying about Trilogy is the magnitude of its energetic pulse.

Given this furious drama of tension and release, it is no wonder Ann Lye called Trilogy S The sexual
analogy is common among the work’s reviews. Dore Ashton remarked that Flip’s ‘erotic undulations’ were reminiscent of a belly dance.’
Echeing Lye's own loose iconography for the Tivisters as’spermatozoa’and the Flip as‘womb|! Barbara Rose related them to the ancient
Hindu lingam and yoni figures. She saw its sexuality as sublimated, ’ _

“ As the Flip finally shudders and inverts itself, we cannot but
recognize those climactic, orgiastic convulsions.While Lye was comfortable with such anthropomorphism, he also felt it was superficial,
saying,’ :
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We might ask then, what is this ‘relation to energy’? It seems to be that kinaesthetic commingling of pleasure and anxiety itself, the
spark generated in the body as we witness these Tantric tantrums. Lye's preferred term for his medium was ‘tangible motion sculpture,’
implying physical contact. Of course, in the context of the art gallery, to touch is taboo, and in the case of Trilogy, could be absolutely
fatal. But even as we keep our distance, it is the body that the sculpture addresses. As with Lye’s 1965 Blade, one can feel the gallery
shake in the work's more violent episodes. As the Twisters spin into double and triple harmonic curves, we might feel the hair on the
back of the neck stand up, or a vertiginous tingling at the base of the spine. In the gallery jaws drop and smiles crack; some catch
their breath and hold it, others sigh. These effects come at the nexus between eye, mind, and body, at the point where the boundaries
between them blur.Vision here becomes more like taste, hearing or smell. Its stimuli physically enter the body, act upon it and react
with it. Just as Flip turns in on itself, there ceases to be a distinct outside or inside to the spectator’s body. Trilogy reveals our porous
relation to the external world.

Lye never tired of reminding his listeners that the viewer needed to feel empathy with his work as you '
/It seems that Lye himself could hardly do otherwise when confronted with a pattern of motion. From age ten
he practiced such compassion until he '

' Lye sought to cultivate this kinaesthetic sensitivity in his viewers, via tactics of shock
and awe if necessary. He usually explained his penchant for scaling up his work by saying, ’

/* The scale of Lye's work may rely on a ‘rhetoric of power
but he was also careful to state that,’

/3 In an early sketchbook, Lye wrote,’ iy
He was paraphrasing Freud on social relations, but it could serve as our maxim for Trilogy’s own social dynamic.

To get the scale Lye desired requires a great deal of technical expertise, and Lye was no engineer, He couldn’t even drive a car. The
existence of the Govett-Brewster's Trilogy is entirely due to his supporters in New Plymouth, in particular John Matthews, whom Lye
called ‘an engineering genius'and’my one and only patron ... half my age."* In fact, the work’s size is specific to the Gallery’s dimensions.
Spurred by Ray Thorburn's suggestion to the Govett-Brewster’s second director, Bob Ballard, in 1974, Matthews went to Lye's studio in

Warwick, New York to propose a retrospective at the Gallery.'s After some weeks in Lye’s studio, he returned to his Fitzroy Engineering
workshop in New Plymouth to produce another eight-foot version of Flip and two twisters. Nine months later he perfected a full-scale
working model, but when Matthews returned to New York to show the results, Lye announced that to get the scale right for the gallery,
the work would have to be at |east twice the size.” That such a thing was even possible was by no means clear, but Matthews, to his
credit, did not balk. Instead he persevered for another year, and with the help of electronic controls developed in New Plymouth
specifically for the work’s 1/20™ horsepower motors, the gargantuan Trilogy we see today was realised.”® Lye himself was overjoyed
that New Zealanders would devote so much time, energy and expense on his behalf. That the gallery is a converted cinema suited
Lye (a'converted filmmaker’) very well. He wrote to an old friend that the Govett-Brewster *
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Shortly after the first exhibition of his Trilogy (A flip and two twisters) in 1977, Len Lye wrote (but never sent) a letter to Philip Leider,
saying the enlargement’ h

_ % By ‘Mecca’ Lye refers not to
the focal point of Islamic prayer.and pilgrimage, but to the Temple of lightning he had been envisioning for the previous two decades.
For all the power of Lye’s Temple and Trilogy, he always saw them as deeply humanistic, dedicated to inspiring individual creativity and
freedom through an empathic transference of the art’s wild energies. A viewer open to the work’s Tantra as well as its terror may well
agree that Trilogy is indeed'in the running.’
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Govett-Brewster Art Gallery

The Govett-Brewster Art Gallery is a
museum that fosters the development
and interpretation of contemporary art.
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