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Graham Crowley

The aim of this project is to bring to the public’s
attention emergent artists who have chosen to work
within the discipline and discourse that is painting. |
say discourse, because painting is much more than
an activity. We have selected an exhibition of painting
(and painting related works), which hopefully many
of you may not be familiar with — | know | wasn’t.

| didn’t go about selecting work for the project simply
because | liked it - | attempted to select work on the
grounds of innovation, critical context and insight.
There was a great deal of debate as to whether some
pieces were painting. Some of the work in this show
reflects extended practice; work that acknowledges
the dialogue that is painting but refuses to look like
painting.

Another factor that distinguishes most of the work in
this exhibition is that it is informed by the legacy of
conceptual art. A common misconception is the
dichotomy between conceptual art and painting.
This misunderstanding has become almost lore.
Conceptual art encouraged artists, no matter what
their medium, to regard their work as image, object

and idea. We were delighted by the eventual range
of the work assembled for this exhibition and | hope
you can share that delight.

Elizabeth Magill

The position held by painting has changed im-
measurably since | left the Slade in the mid 1980s.
At a time when the New Figuration and Neo-
Expressionism of artists such as Julian Schnabel,
Sandro Chia and Francesco Clemente was giving way
to the cooler and more theory-laden world of Neo-
Geo exemplified by artists such as Peter Halley or
Ross Bleckner, much of the discussion of where
painting might be going was paradoxically coloured
by the assumption that painting was dead. The
history of the last twenty years of painting would
appear to refute this, and for me two exhibitions in
London just over ten years ago signalled the new
diversification that painting has undergone since:
Adrian Searle’s ‘Unbound, Possibilities in Painting’ at
the Hayward Gallery in 1994 - which introduced
painters such as Jessica Stockholder, Peter Doig,
Raoul de Keyser and Jonathan Lasker among others
- and the exhibition of Luc Tuymans at the ICA
entitled 'Superstition’ in 1995,



This diversity of process, subject and content -
persuasively identified by these two exhibitions - is
reflected in the thirty artists brought together here
in this Jerwood exhibition. And though it is invidious
to single out individuals, the scope of the work here
ranges from Vicky Wright’s weird and wonderfully
disturbing hybrids to David Fletcher's surly and
discontented figures, echoing some sinister military
occult; Emily Wolfe’s whimsicality of tone, touch and
subject matter in Lagoon #, and Frank Fischer's slick
and appetising candy striped works, or Sheila
Rennick’s tiny painting Rex, of a frightened dog
about to be shot, that | imagine makes reference to
Eddie Adams’ famous photograph of a suspected
Vietcong soldier about to be executed by South
Vietnamese General Nguyen Ngoc Loan. This
slipping in and out of history, referencing the past,
the present and also painting itself is also to be
found in Camilla Wilson's reflective and reflecting
diptych Mirror, and testify to the extent by which
painting can no longer simply be understood in a
linear or easily packaged way, but instead in terms
of an openness and inclusivity, rendered in myriad
different ways.

David Rayson

Visiting all the studios and artists studios during the
summer always started with a hearty breakfast and
a strong sweet tea as if | myself was about to build
up to face a day of making work. As always the cafes
that time in the morning are full of people with real
jobs reading the morning papers, having a fag with
their scramble, and this particular morning a group
of builders teasing the new lad Jason. As they all
finish up and go out to work so do lots of people
who are about to paint paintings, draw drawings and
make things. However no one is expecting them to
be on time, in most cases they are not being paid
and deadlines are forever being pushed forward.
Jason and his older work mates act as a catalysist and
give momentum to the waves of individual artists
making their way to the studios across the country.

As a selection panel we had agreed to create a
platform for artists that were making interesting
work but as yet hadn't had any major recognition.
This meant seeking out artists working in their
studios that is when they were not working in
bookshops, teaching, working as college technicians,
or invigilating in galleries. This involved studio visits,

seeing all the graduate shows, art fairs, respending
to recommendations from artists, teaching colleagues,
gallery directors, writers and critics, and chasing up
graduates from the all the colleges we had all taught in.

No matter how good the breakfasts after a whole
day of searching | sometimes only found a handful of
artists that were within our agreed criteria and in my
opinion making interesting work. Out of days like
these | became increasingly fascinated in how artists
find reason and motivation to get in and make-work.
Listening to all the artists | saw it seerns for the most
part to be a self-induced blend of self-belief and self-
delusion. Whole ranges of emotive and intellectual
desires were fuelling these seemingly opposing
states of mind. Motivating forces such as: visual
curiosity, burning personal histories, a romantic
notion that being an artist could be fun, the
possibility it may make sense of the universe and
everything in it, the joy of rejecting everything that
visually assaults us, a not knowing of what else they
could be doing or because they were pretty good at
-painting dogs or clouds. Whatever the reasons lots
of work is being made, and some of these works
were wonderful to see,

Amongst the many artists working out there across
London a large number seem to be under the
influence of established traditions and doctrines, or
wanting to be seen to be wild and crazy seeking
allegiance from their more successful contemporaries.
So it was refreshing for all of us to see that every now
and again we would come across people working
away, genuinely attempting to make sense of things
through the work.

| feel the artists we were fortunate to come across at
this point in time and have selected reflect our aims
and enthusiasm for artists striving to make exciting
and meaningful works whenever they are in the
studio, and on their own terms.



These questions are, on closer inspection, actively
interrelated and interconnected, and clearly evident in
the selection for this inaugural year of Jerwood
Conternporary Painters. Its most immediate expression
is the vividly heterogeneous range of activity presented.
Cartooning or landscape painting, pop vulgarity and
conceptual gamesmanship, collagistic appropriations
of imagery, abstraction that verges into the purely
physical manifestation of paint on a support, and an
interest in taking a painterly interest into the borders of
sculpture and the three-dimensional, all are equally
and differently present.

Such diversity, in and of itself, isn't necessarily a virtue.
It is however a reflection of our current period, in which
the certainties of fine art tradition, and the utopian
expectations of modernism have ceased to provide
the north and south of the artistic compass. On top of
that, the critical preoccupations that defined post-
modernist painting since its outset in the 1980s have
themselves fractured and broken down, since there is
no longer a strong account of either traditionalism or
modemnism to push against. So one can readily
understand how such diversity might create confusion
and disorientation: this is the symptom of, and the

price to pay for the kind of plurality that has become
the norm in the last decade. Given these conditions, it
would be tempting to dismiss the current range of
painterly interests and directions as an unintelligible
and self-indulgent free-for-all, in which each artist can
heedlessly pursue their own interests with little regard
for a wider discussion of the value of what they, or
indeed others, are engaged in producing.

But this would be making the mistake of trying to map
the critical and aesthetic habits of the past onto the
conditions of the present. One key aspect of how
artistic practice reflected on itself critically in the past
was the strong influence of relatively narrow schools
or movements on the direction that art took, and the
relatively small groups of artists involved in the
development of that art. The mistake today is to
assume that the diversity in artistic practice is a sort
non-committal eclecticism compared to the more
systematic and narrow focus that characterised the
movement-led painting of the past. Rather, we should
see it as the effect of the great broadening of activity
that has occurred over the last decade, that means
that many more painters are working simultaneously,
in a more aesthetically plural culture, and in relation to









