
Absolutely fabulous mi 
Is it art or 
advertising? 
Liz 
Champion 
went to look 
at an 
exhibition 
which blurs 
the 
boundaries. 

TRADITIONALLY, artists have always needed rich patrons. The two haven't always got on (Samuel Johnson and Lord Chesterfield come to mind). But in these post-Warhol days, there's a convergence between images that work for an artist and those that can earn in the marketplace. The Swedish vodka manufacturer, Absolut, shrewdly picked up on this years ago. In 1985, they had the bottle to ask Andy Warhol, probably the only artist that everyone in the western world could name, to paint them a picture. The commission had one proviso: it had to have their bottle in it. Warhol's picture then became part of a global marketing strategy which presented the vodka as cool and hip, the drink of choice for people who wanted to be seen in trendy cafe bars. Other artists took the Absolut shilling and soon there were warehouses full of their stuff. Leeds, which lays claim to be the brand leader these days of the nation's cafe bar culture, seemed the obvious place to put on an exhibition which brings together, for the first time, the best of this work for a public showing . They have chosen one of the newest bars to open in Leeds, which wouldn't be out of place in London or New York. Situated alongside the West Yorkshire Playhouse and Leeds College of Music, 

in what used to be a clothing factory. The Wardrobe is aimed at twenty-and thirty-somethings and is one of only three full-time jazz clubs outside London. The place where drinking and art appreciation meet is the third floor, converted into a chic gallery and a showcase for cutting-edge talent. This is evident with the sheer variety and detail of the work. I was pleasantly surprised. It's far from the traditional image of an exhibition that I had anticipated, but with a more relaxed, friendly atmosphere. The place has a young and lively feel to it, generated by the presence of a number of students. There are 20 artists in the show which Includes a new work by Damien Hirst, never exhibited before, and work from three up-and-coming Leeds artists. One of the more unusual exhibits is by Richard Clegg who responded to the 

t 



1 a bottle 
challenge by interlocking a series of shapes to create a striking piece somewhat obscure in appearance. What I particularly liked was the way he incorporated themes of tranquillity and destruction. He did this by including two bottles of a much smaller size in the centre of the work - one bottle took on the appearance of a bath with a woman bathing, the other bottle was broken and had a sharp red outline of a dead man. Damien Hirst, on the other hand, went for a large bottle shape but used such a contrast of colours, especially with the dark circular background, that the overall effect was explosive. Graham Gussin disperses vodka onto foliage, captiuing the effect of the drops on the leaves in a detailed photograph, and one artist soaked the canvas with 540ml of vodka every day between January 6 and February 10. Alongside this piece is a detailed account of how it was produced. 

Is this taking the Michael out of the whole business, by any chance? It seems the Absolut hype works a treat in London where the red-braces brigade in the City typically steam into a bar, shout "Absolut Sea Breeze" (vodka, cranberry juice, grapefruit juice and a wedge of lime for a fiver a go) and put 20 of them on their corporate Amex card. That's how it's supposed to work when you make your bottle an artistic icon. Last year, Absolut increased their sales by seven per cent over the previous year. In the UK, sales have increased six-fold in five years. But in Leeds? At the nearby Cuban Heels bar, the word was that people still drink pints rather than the expensive and more sophisticated drinks. Duncan Leggatt, assistant manager of Bar 38, The Headrow, said that he had not noticed a drastic change in our drinking habits. "We have a wide range of drinks. We don't sell cocktails; instead, we have shooters which are slowly taking off." Vodka came out as favourite. Perhaps The Wardrobe's exhibition may be changing the perceptions of the stereotypical northern lager drinker after all. 

• The Absolut Art exhibition runs until Septem
ber 25. 


