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Howard
Fones’ work
prompts us to
reconsider our
relationship
with tools.

“BE REGULAR AND ORDERLY
in your life, like a bourgeois,
so that you may be violent and
original in your work,” novelist
Gustave Flaubert advised art-
ists. It’s one of Howard Jones’
favorite quotations.

“You can be a regular sort
of person and live as an artist,”
says Jones, a genial, plain-
spoken man who crafts star-
tling, absurdist art in his garage
on a quiet suburban street in
Middle America. “You don’t
necessarily have to always be
avant-garde in every aspect of
your life.” He pauses, then
adds, as he often does, “Does
that make sense?”

Jones’ sculptures make
sense, until they don’t. At
first glance, they appear to be
familiar objects — hammers,
shoes, chairs. But there’s
always a bizarre twist: The
hammer has four handles and
four heads. The high-heeled
pump is double-footed. The
chair’s seat is made of hard,
spiky sweet-gum seedpods.
With their surreal imagery,
sly humor, and strange beauty,
his eccentric implements are
pleasantly unsettling, prompt-
ing us to consider our relation-
ships with the tools of daily life.

“Tools have an intention that
is part of their being,” says
Jones, who has always loved
them. “They’re made to do
something. Often it’s to be an
extension of us, if that makes
sense - like a shovel is better
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than digging with your hands.
I’m just giving them a different
meaning by altering them a lit-
tle bit.”

He combines found objects
with parts he builds out of mate-
rials such as brick (“Ilike brick;
it’s a real humble sort of stuff™)
or wood (“2-by-12s, not fancy™).
Brushes and shoes are his favor-
ite forms to reimagine. He'll
take a used, spattered commer-
cial paintbrush handle and
replace the bristles with type-
writer keys or affix bristles to
an antique wooden crutch. (Not
surprisingly, housepainters get
akick out of his work; a paint-
ing contractor’s magazine once
featured him on the cover,

“which was very kind of them.
I was in the caulking issue,”
he says proudly.) Often, he’ll
repurpose odds and ends from
around his house or yard,
things that hold meaning for
him. When his daughter went
off to college, he attached a tan-
gle of roots to the soles of the
saddle shoes she wore as akid,
a poignant reflection on grow-
ing up and letting go.

Our experience of Jones’
art is visceral, sensory. We put
ourselves in his cast-concrete
Rocking Shoes (2002), a pair of
lace-ups on curve-bottomed
blocks, and imagine being at
once in motion and stuck. A
paddle made of bricks suggests
the heavy, tiring work of canoe-
ing. Boots with scrub brushes
for toes evoke the silly sensa-
tion of sweeping as we stroll.
How would it feel, we wonder,
to wield a shovel with a snake-
like handle? What could we
chop with a triple-bladed axe?

Then there are the psycho-
logical dimensions of these
dreamlike pieces, things that
make us go “hmmm.” A paint-
brush of thorns (from the bush-
es in front of Jones’ house)
conjures a dark fairy tale or
biblical agony. Other brushes
seem to comment on the nature
of art, through such elements
as arusty grenade (explosive
potential) or a pink light bulb

Typewriter

Brush, 2016,
metal, wood,
14xX7x2in.

LEFT:
Spray Can
Brush, 2013,
metal, plastic,
nx4x3in.

RIGHT:
Yellow Pencil
Brush, 2018,
wood, metal,
pencils,

12X5x3in.
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Blue Bulb
Brush,

2013, wood,
metal, bulb,
1nx3xgin.

Thorn Brush,
2013, wood,
thorns,
16x12X6in.

Rug Brush,
2018, wood, metal,
rug fragment,

12x10X2in.
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