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Using the Upper Paleolithic period as a lens onto the present, many of the works in ‘Progressive Rocks’
feature the Neanderthal, a species of early human previously thought inferior to Homo sapiens. Apparently
incapable of making art – a marker of human intelligence – the Neanderthal nevertheless here functions as
an artistic savant, raising questions about how we ‘recognise’ art, what the framework is for its deployment.

The methods vary widely, four films appearing alongside sculptures and paintings. In the film ‘The
Sophisticated Neanderthal Interview’ (2014), an interview between a contemporary man and a Neanderthal
artist culminates with the Neanderthal taking control, the power dynamic between the two shifting as he
reveals his own primitive ‘practice’. ‘The Neanderthal Container’ (2014) also flattens linear time, depicting a
Neanderthal in perpetual free-fall over California’s San Joaquin Valley, trapped in an eternal feedback loop.

Progressive Rocks is Mellors’ first solo presentation in a New York museum. The New Museum produced a
fold-out publication and guide, free to visitors. The exhibition, seen by over half a million, was broadly
reviewed online and in ‘The Village Voice’.

The significance of ‘Progressive Rocks’ lies in its status as a mid-career retrospective showing the range of
Mellors’ work, from the fantastical comic videos to the sculptures they engender, the animatronic heads and
installations, consolidating his practice as one that moves between disciplines with intellectual purpose
rather than purely formal gregariousness. The works speak to each other, sometimes literally in the case of
the animatronic heads. As William Corwin writes, ‘Mellors’s dramatic interactions follow a Socratic model—a
naïf is schooled on reality [by a] wiser foil’ in a critique of morality, religion and power. Cinematic tropes are
combined with methods from TV sitcom, theatre, science fiction and anthropology, showcasing his versatility
as script-writer, director, editor and producer.
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“ Progressive Rocks revels in its all-over-the-map messiness, 
but there is a wonderful and cogent dialogue between the video 
and animatronic objects. … There is a wonderful, arcane 
animatronic piece in the La Brea Tar Pits Museum displaying an 
extinct saber-tooth tiger attacking a similarly extinct sloth. 
Something about the dull, plodding, repetitive inevitability of the 
tiger finishing off his prey speaks to Mellors’s message in both 
his kinetic pieces and videos. Animatronic displays are a futile 
attempt at re-creating reality; they inevitably just make things 
seem weirder. Mellors uses this surreal space and runs with it, 
producing moving objects whose animatronic claim on reality is 
at complete odds to their subject matter… ”
William Corwin, The Brooklyn Rail



“ The fantastical and the sardonically cynical 
cone together in videos and audio-animatronic 
tableaux by this British artist, who divides his 
time between L.A. and Amsterdam. Mellors
plumbs the foibles and divine lunacy of that 
fragile state known as the human condition. ”

TIME OUT New York
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