SIMON Apolo

I. Ben Luke,A painterly Language
pp. 68-73
October2011

OCTOBER 2011 £5.95

APOLLO

THE INTERNATIONAL ART MAGAZINE

Gerhard Richter’s Abstraction | Norman Foster and Jean Prouvé
Ed Ruscha on the Los Angeles Art Scene | Charlotte Perriand’s Photography

SPECIAL PAD
SUBSCRIPTION
OFFER INSIDE

Michael Govan on Pacific Standard Time | George Condo’s Take on Old Masters



Apollo
Ben Luke,A painterly Language
pp. 68-73

October2011

MON

S
L

FEATURE
GEORGE CONDO

Painterly
Language

George Condo’s approach to painting is underpinned by his love
of Old Master works. Not content to simply adopt a painterly
language of the past, the artist imbues his appropriations with
a tragicomic absurdity to reveal his vision of humanity

hen George Condo first
gained success as an artist in
New York in the mid-1980s,
the city’s art galleries were
awash with paintings. After the assaults of a
procession of avant-garde disciplines springing
from Minimalism and Conceptualism in the
1970s, painting had a ‘New Spirit’, as a famous

exhibition at London’s Roval Academy of Artc
put it. The Neo-Expressionists — including the

Neue Wilden of Germany and the Transvan-
guardia of Italy — and a crop of bolshy and
iconoclastic US artists, among them Julian
Schnabel and David Salle, had redefined
painting for this new era.

Like Jean Michel Basquiat and Keith
Haring, both friends of his, Condo was a little
younger than the majority of that first wave of
painters to make a splash in the '80s (he was

WRITER BEN LUKE

born in 1957), and he and contemporaries
knew the stakes were high. ‘During that
period of time, coming into New York in my
early 20s, I remember thinking that one has
to make an incredibly important statement
right away,” he tells me over the phone from
his studio on Long Island (he also has a studio
in New York City). ‘We all felt that by the time
you were 20 or 24, yuu beuer had sald some-
thing. I thought about what Warhol had said
about how he arrived at what it was that he
wanted to do, which was to just take what you
like the most. And I just thought, “I like Old
Master paintings the most, so I am just going
to paint them.””

The work now regarded as Condo’s first
mature painting, Madonna (1982; Fig. 1),
exemplifies his skewed take on the great
painters of the past. This ‘fake Tiepolo’, as

the artist has described it, uses techniques
eschewed in modernist painting, such as
the steady accrual of glazes to create rich
colour, which he learned not from art school
but from books. But the apparent final act of
the painting process disrupts the work’s
classicism: Condo has scraped the paint
from the surface, seemingly in one gesture.
Though it took some time to perfect his
language, Madonna began to chart a path
through art history that Condo has pursued
ever since. The sheer variety of artists and
techniques he espouses throughout our
conversation is beguiling, from the
effervescent dots of Vermeer’s The Lacemaker
(1669-70) and the dramatic starkness of
Veldzquez’s Christ Crucified (c. 1632) to the
multiple perspectives of Cézanne and the
cangiantismo of Andrea Del Sarto.
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1 The Madonna, 1982 2 The Bacchanal of the Andrians,
George Condo (b. 1957) c. 1523-26
Qil on canvas, 50.8X40.6cm Tiziano Vecellio, known as Titian
Courtesy the artist (c. 1490-1576)

A retrospective, ‘George Condo: Mental
States’, which opened to rapturous acclaim at
the New Museum, New York, in January and
arrives at the Hayward Gallery this month,
reflects the references, both veiled and overt,
that permeate Condo’s paintings. Despite
being steeped in the past, the paintings look
quite unlike those of anyone else — a quality
that Ralph Rugoff, director of the Hayward
and curator of the exhibition, has strived to
emphasise. ‘In fact, they are composites of
different pictorial languages,’ explains
Condo. ‘At certain moments in art history,
there are extreme reactions and actions in
figure painting, and when you relocate those
figures into another context they can have a
completely different impact.’

He cites Uncle Joe (2005; Fig. 3) as an
example. A man lies on his back in a field,
naked from the waist down, his right leg,
thrust into the air, has a glass of wine
balanced on the sole of its foot. He stares
maniacally at the viewer, his gaping mouth
caught somewhere between a snarl and a
hysterical laugh. Around him are bubbles, one
of which, halo-like, has landed on his head.

‘There is a Titian painting, The Bacchanal
of the Andrians (1523-26), in the Prado,
where there is an old guy lying out in the back
in the grass having a drink during one of these
Dionysian scenes,’ says Condo. ‘To a certain
degree, Uncle Joe zooms in on that character,
while at the same time illustrating some half-
baked lunatic who just walked off his job
permanently — or just never had one.’

Uncle Joe’s mania is just one of the
numerous emotions and conditions that Condo
evokes, many of which can be intermingled in
a single portrait, producing an effect the artist
has dubbed ‘psychological Cubism’. These are
the ‘mental states’ of the exhibition’s title.
‘Given that <o much of the art in the show is
portraiture, it was an idea that, rather than
painting in a representational way, the “look”
of a person from an objective perspective, it
is the inside of their mind that is portrayed
on the surface of the canvas, and how they
think of themselves,’ he says. ‘It is looking at
emotions such as despondency, or loneliness,

Oil on canvas, 175X193cm
Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid,
Photo: Spin/Giraudon/Bridgeman

3 Uncle Joe, 2005
George Condo
Oil on canvas, 134.6X116.8cm
Private collection
Courtesy Simon Lee Gallery
Photo: Luhring Augustine

or hysteria, and it is a picture of those kinds
of emotions, using the human figure as a
transmitting device.’

A melancholy counterpoint to Uncle Joe
is the forlorn couple in Homeless Harlequins
(2004; Fig. 9). Despite their absurdly distorted
features, the painting is strangely tragic,
particularly in the ineffable sadness of their
eyes. ‘It was the idea that if you took those
early 18th-century portrayals of harlequins
in Watteau, or in Picasso’s pink period — the
Saltimbanques — you think about the despon-
dency and abjection that these characters live
in,’ Condo says, before adding, amusedly, with
respect to his own painting: ‘At this point,
there isn’t even a circus anymore.’

The Stockbroker (2002) is similarly
pathetic and funny. The eponymous figure,
with plaintive puppy-dog eyes, wears a shirt
and tie but is trouser-less. He stands with his
wife, who clutches a doll, the arm of which
doubles as the stockbroker’s penis. Despite
their opposing moods, the figures in Uncle
Joe, Homeless Harlequins and The Stockbroker
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‘I want to
show people
that from the
beginning
until now |
knew what
| was doing’

4

share many features: circular forms for the
nose, wayward teeth and huge, protruding,
zoomorphic ears. These are characteristics
that have cropped up again and again in
Condo’s portraits since the mid-1990s, when
he coined the term ‘antipodal beings’ to
describe them — a reference to Aldous Huxley’s
essay ‘Heaven and Hell’ (1956), in which the
author proposes that there are creatures in the
‘Antipodes’ of our minds who ‘live their own
lives in complete independence. A man cannot
control them. All he can do is to go to the
mental equivalent of Australia and look
around him.’ For Condo, they are a means of
‘finding a way to create your own species of
humanity and being able to place them into
whatever kind of framework that you want
once you have created them... It is like a

4 The Jester, 2003
George Condo
Qil on canvas, 127 X101.6cm
Courtesy the artist

5 The Buffoon Juan de Calabazas,
c. 1631-32
Diego Veldzquez (1599-1660)
Qil on canvas, 175X 106cm
Cleveland Museum of Art, Ohio
Photo: Bridgeman

single being that can exist in a million
different outfits and positions in society.’

This breadth of uses of these antipodal
figures was reflected in the ‘salon hang’ which
proved so successful at the New Museum,
where Condo’s portraits were hung three or
more high to fill an entire wall. ‘What I like
about this hang is that, as an artist, I want to
show people that from the beginning until
now I knew what I was doing, in terms of
bringing a confluence of opposing styles and
melding them into a singular form,” he says.
‘With the use of portraiture as a gravitational
force, you are able to do that — you are able
to say, “What happens when something like
classicism meets Cubism?” In the modernist
doctrines, everything was about getting rid of
what was there, but I like the idea of putting

OCTOBER 2011 APOLLO 71



£

MON

Apollo
Ben Luke,A painterly Language
pp. 68-73

October2011



