Is Tony Scott Out of Control?
Tony Scott’s body of work is daunting to categorise. He has a tremendous command

of so many media and is seemingly fearless in his employment of them. When we

look beyond the striking visual variety and the confident execution, we can see the

common thread of the notion of control. This is not the personal and psychological

control we would speak of Freudian terms with a distasteful exploration of infantile

stages but rather a more existentialist concept of control that involves questions of

self-determination and external realities. In his prolific artist production, Scott asks

himself (and therefore the viewer) how much control we have over ourselves and our

environment.

We can view much of Scott’s work as artistic explorations of harsh realities. Although

he confronts them with his confident, meticulous style, he demonstrates immense

courage by revealing his vulnerability. The Health Plan and Headache Series

include found acupuncture models employed in traditional Chinese medicine. The

timeworn wooden statues stand stoic, prone and nearly naked, their bodies riddled with

the tiny pinholes that indicate the puncture and pressure points. These found objects

alone can inspire pathos, but Scott underscores this emotion by attaching sinisterlooking

metal clamps to them. The cables lead to various clunky, unidentified machines

adorned with dials and gauges. They surround the lonely figure ominously and remind

us of Dr. Frankenstein’s laboratory equipment. Is it being measured? Diagnosed?

Tortured? We are not sure, but the presentation is discomfiting. While Scott asks us

to empathise with the wooden patient he can neither read the copious Chinese labels

on the acupuncture model nor decipher the gauges on the many electric meters to

which it is attached. He, like most of us, is required to place his blind faith in medicine

when he must consult physicians. Scott’s stoic model stands proxy for him and us in

this portentous composition and expresses the vulnerability, frustration and humiliation

we can feel in the hands of the medical profession. Nevertheless, the model stands—
courageously enduring the procedure with as much human dignity as he can muster.

And Scott lines up the elements of his composition meticulously. He refuses to give up

control.

With similar conviction, Scott reorders geometric rigour in his Beijing Geometrics,

Transparent Pages and Observe–Instruct series. The Beijing Geometrics

consist of 16 wooden squares that he assembles, in this instance into one large square –
at other times into different multiples of smaller squares. He paints, stains and lacquers

the wood to form geometric patterns—experiments in the resolution of the horizontal

and vertical. We are immediately reminded of Piet Mondrian’s seemingly endless

compositions that explore this same resolution, but Mondrian was more interested

in employing primary colours to subvert notions of depth and spatial hierarchy. The

sculptural quality of Scott’s works tell us that he is not concerned with the former, and

the texturing and palette choices tell us he is not concerned with the latter. When we

view the entire set of paintings, we begin to see that Scott is testing both the limits

of geometry and his control over it. While the assembled wooden squares provide a

rigid, grid-like under-order, the linear elements Scott adds gently subvert this rigour.

He maintains straight lines, but jolts the parallels and perpendiculars. The result of this

careful organizing and re organizing is a series of controlled, abstract compositions

with intense visual interest. Scott takes a template of unimaginative order and imposes

his own order on top of it, effectively revealing geometry to be not science but myth.

The power of creation and the ability to reorder our reality can render accepted

hierarchies meaningless.
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