
In advance of its 50th anniversary in 2017, Lisson 
Gallery is staging a retro-futuristic survey of 
historical and contemporary British sculpture, 
painting and installation that questions where 
the lines of time, influence and artistic 
inspiration could be drawn or where they might 
lead. Originally staged in São Paulo earlier this 
year, as Nostalgia Para o Futuro, this newly-
configured exhibition celebrates the multi-
generational programme of the gallery, ranging 
from its representation of significant British 
sculptors from Anish Kapoor and Richard Wentworth, 
to a younger generation that includes Ceal Floyer, 
Ryan Gander and Haroon Mirza. The show takes its 
name from a 2006 work by Jonathan Monk, which 
spells out the words NOSTALGIC FOR THE FUTURE in 
projected green laser-light writing. 

Evoking the creative tension between past 
and potential possibilities of the creative 
imagination, many of the 26 works in the show are 
twinned with earlier or later examples by the same 
artists, subconsciously pairing different stages 
of their practices across the decades. 

In addition to the visual push and pull of works, 
the interplay between artists is equally strong 
in terms of their personal and professional 
relationships with one another. Many of these 
artists have become friends in their time at the 
gallery, even teaching or mentoring colleagues 
who have joined more recently, strengthening the 
synergy between the gallery’s origins, its present 
manifestations and its future incarnations – not to 
mention their influence beyond these walls and on 
subsequent generations of international artists.

The inaugural iteration of this show, Nostalgia 
Para o Futuro (2-21 April 2013 at the Centro 
Brasileiro-Britânico) marked the first major 
presentation of Lisson Gallery in Brazil, 
alongside São Paulo’s art fair, SP-Arte. It also 
formed part of the gallery’s curatorial activity 
away from its London and Milan spaces, known as 
Lisson Presents, which has this year also included 
projects in Venice, for Ai Weiwei and Shirazeh 
Houshiary, and in Cairo, where the Lisson Gallery 
collaborated on a group show, The Magic of The 
State, which opened concurrently in London.

1. Introduction: Nostalgic for the Future

A suite of agit-prop posters from 1977 by Art & 
Language has been pasted up in the entranceway, 
referencing the Lisson Gallery’s radical 
beginnings on this street a decade earlier in 
1967, when it opened as a pioneering space to 
show the art of its time. The propagandistic and 
rhetorical nature of Ten Posters (which were based 
on covers for the group’s journal of conceptual 
art, Art-Language) also harks back to bygone eras 
when art was governed by self-published manifestos 
and revolutionary ideologies.

Stepping forwards in time is Jonathan Monk’s 
green laser projection, NOSTALGIC FOR THE FUTURE 
(2006), which gives the show its paradoxical, 
time-travelling title. As the sequentially beamed 
words appear on the wall, the sense is of a 
telescoping of time, incorporating the rush of 
technological progress and the comparable speed at 
which seemingly science-fictional notions, such as 
lasers, soon become history and science fact.

2. Main gallery: Process / Abstraction / Void

The sculptural towers of Tony Cragg’s iconic 
Minster (1987) stand proud nearby a similarly 
upright canvas by Shirazeh Houshiary, both pieces 
confirming the importance of process in these 
artists’ practices. The ecclesiastical Cragg is an 
almost geological accumulation of machine parts and 
found materials, while Houshiary’s Flood (2010) is 
an accretion of minute pencil-stroked words – both 
works implying an almost religious response to the 
making and meaning of art. The looming celestial 
presence of Anish Kapoor’s folded hemispherical 
mirror and extruded concrete work sum up just how 
far the tenets of pure abstract and monochromatic 
art have come in the century since their invention, 
while Jason Martin’s restless sea of oil, 
Rousseau’s Wake (2013) also tackles the spectre of 
the void on a grand scale.

Above: Jonathan Monk,

Nostalgic for the Future, 

2006, laser, projection size 

variable.

Right: Art & Language,  

Ten Posters (detail), 1977, 

silkscreen, 108 x 80cm.

Middle: Jason Martin,

Rousseau’s Wake, 2013, oil on 

aluminium, 200 x 460cm.

Above: Anish Kapoor, 

Untitled, 2009, stainless 

steel, 220 x 220 x 44cm.

Above right: Anish Kapoor, 

Untitled, 2013, concrete.

Right: Richard Long, 

Grey Slate Spiral, 1981, 

slate, 480cm diameter.

Left: Tony Cragg, Minster, 

1987, rubber, metal, various.

Above: Shirazeh Houshiary, 

Flood, 2010, pencil on canvas, 

270 x 190cm.

Left: John Latham, Red Green 

and Yellow, 1967, sprayed 

paint on canvas, 213 x 168cm.

Below left: Peter Joseph, 

Red/blue/yellow/white flag 

painting, 1964, acrylic on 

canvas, 137 x 94cm; Blue/

yellow diamond, 1972, acrylic 

on canvas, 48 x 35cm.

Below: Art & Language, 

Hostage LX, 1990, enamel on 

canvas on board, 105 x 100cm.



4. Front gallery 27 Bell St: 
Nature / Urban / Architecture

While all the artists in the exhibition are either 
British or UK-based, their collective outlook and 
spread is firmly international or even universal, 
although perhaps some remnants of the British 
Romantic movement still exist within a few of 
them. The Berlin-based Floyer plays with the 
somewhat quaint notion of saving a bird’s life 
from a collision with a plate glass window (when, 
in reality our cities have long since stripped 
such indigenous creatures of all but the most 
unnatural of habitats) and takes this to its 
logical conclusion: populating the windows with an 
endless stream of flying critters.

3. Connecting Room & Basement:  
Performance / Installation / Minimalism

From the tiny bubbles of air appearing and 
disappearing in Ceal Floyer’s watery, meditative 
split-screen video, H20 Diptych (2001) to the 
shower of arrows that surround and menace the 
viewer in Ryan Gander’s imposing installation, 
Ftt, Ft, Ftt, Ftt, Ffttt, Ftt (2010), it is 
up to audiences to participate in or even to 
complete many of the scenarios created by these 
artists. Downstairs, the glowing LED lights and 
buzzing environment of Haroon Mirza’s Preoccupied 
Waveforms (2012) electrically charge the space 
between subjects and surrounding. There exists 
in these rooms not only a link back to the 
first, bodily and conceptually challenging 
objects of Minimalism and Performance art, but 
also a new sensibility towards the possibilities 
and impact of relatively limited means within 
these situations, which could be described as a 
nostalgia for the future of art.

Tony Cragg’s collage of foraged plastic items, 
entitled Leaf (1981), is likewise a double-edged 
representation of the natural world, being both 
archaeologically recycled from the landscape and 
yet ecologically far removed from it. Julian 
Opie’s tower blocks and vinyl cityscapes provide 
a suitably built-up context to all this. Jonathan 
Monk’s slice of urban life is more personal – 
his window-like frame depicts a fragment of his 
parents’ 1970s curtains after it has been used as 
a drop cloth for decorating.                   

Left: Ceal Floyer,
H20 Diptych, 2002, two 
monitors, two DVDs.

Right: Haroon Mirza,
Preoccupied Waveforms, 
2012, dimensions variable.

Below: Ceal Floyer,

Warning Birds, 2002, self-

adhesives, dimensions variable.

Left: Ryan Gander,

Ftt, Ft, Ftt, Ftt, 

Ffttt, Ftt, or 

somewhere between a 

modern representation 

of how  contemporary 

gesture came into 

being…, 2010, arrows, 

dimensions variable.

Right: Tony Cragg, 

Leaf, 1981, found 

plastic, 170 x 132cm.

Left: Jonathan Monk, 

Something To See Something To 

Hide III, 2013, 

digital print, 81 x 121cm.

Left:  

Julian Opie,  

Modern Tower 10, 

2001, painted 

vinyl on wood, 

228 x 43 x 43cm.

Right:  

Julian Opie,  

Modern Tower 13, 

2001, painted 

vinyl on wood, 

186 x 50 x 50cm.

Below: Julian Opie, Behind every successful man is a surprised 

woman, 1998, vinyl on aluminium, 150 x 240 x 10cm.

5. Front gallery 29 Bell St: 
Painting / Sculpture / Object

The notion of concealment is continued in one 
of Art & Language’s self-contradictory Hostage 
paintings (1990). Beginning with an idyllic 
landscape of trees painted in oils, the artists 
then overlaid this scene with the letters ‘SURF’ 
(referencing the picture’s surface) before 
smearing and flattening their composite image 
almost beyond recognition, through the addition of 
a sheet of glass over the still-wet surface.

The notion of painterliness is further debunked 
and stretched in spectacular style by Angela de 
la Cruz in Clutter (With White Blanket) 6 of 
2004, whereby a picture and its support have been 
reduced to rack and ruin by some unseen force, 
while an almost calming, healing white spread of 
painted canvas lays on top. 

Despite a lightheartedness to the interchange 
between painting and sculpture throughout this 
exhibition, nowhere moreso than in Richard 
Wentworth’s soaring array of tableware, Flight 
(Two Story Rorschach) from 1994, many of the 
artists are keenly aware of their radical refusals 
to produce simple or straightforward examples that 
conform to any given genre, medium or material. 
Each artist counts upon the layers of his or 
her experiences and influences to inform their 
responses to the challenge of creation, while 
carving out their own path.

Left: Art & Language, Hostage 

LX, 1990, oil on canvas with 

glass, 214 x 142cm.

Left: Angela de la 

Cruz, Clutter (With 

White Blanket) 6, 

2004, oil and acrylic 

on canvas, 54 x 200 x 

247cm.

Left: Richard Wentworth, 

Flight (Two Storey 

Rorschach), 1999, ceramic 

plates, steel pins, 

dimensions variable.

Below: Richard Deacon, 

Border Traffic, 2004, 

glazed ceramic,  

19 x 129 x 109cm.

Left: Julian Opie, Incident in the Library I, 

1983, oil on paint on steel, 240 x 240cm.


