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Born 1966, Hexham, Northumberland, England

Lives and works in London

lenn Brown is not interested in painting,

photographic reproductions, or sculp-

ture per se, but instead seems more in-
terested in the in-between states of being, the
fallout when a real object is translated from one
form to another. In his paintings he draws on
printed reproductions to create airless, flattened
versions of either gestural, painterly Modernist

abstractions, hyperreal or surreal images by Sal-

vador Dali, or science-fiction illustrations such

as those by Chris Foss. This exhibition focuses
on the work of Brown's painting and sculpture
based on the British Expressionist Frank Auer-
bach, whose thickly impastoed, aggressively

H rendered abstract portraits are considered mas-

terpieces of Modern British painting. As the
artist explains, “Auerbach’s works are full of the
residue of the ‘Artist’ making the painting
through the brushstrokes in a Modernist tradi-
tion, an approach described by one exhibition
title as ‘The Hard Won Image.’”'!
Brown is especially interested in Auerbach’s
portraits, and the shift that occurs when the

flesh-and-blood subject is transformed into paint

by the artist’s hand, then again when the paint-
ing is photographed, and again when the repro-
duction is published in a book. The printed
versions from which Brown works are always
several steps removed from the initial encounter
between portraitist and portrayed. Brown
describes the betrayal: “The subject, the figure,
became helpless, displaced, and lost between
Auerbach’s interpretation, the photograph, the
printed page, and my interpretation. As
portraits, [my Auerbach works] represent a
hopelessly schizophrenic state, with no single
author, so the artist’s model is vie
one perspective.”?

d from no

Brown's “surrogate paintin:

gs,” carefully ren-
dere

d in sharp realist focus from reproductions
Auerbach’s work, are disturbing displace-
ments of what our ey

of

es would lead us to expect,

A\

the physical trace of thick paint dragged (by
Auerbach) across the canvas having been
replaced by a delicate rendering and subtle col-
ored glazes; it is as if, in Brown'’s words, he has
“ironed the wrinkles out of Auerbach’s paint-
ing.”? Not only does Brown drain the impastoed
pa‘im of its passion, he also refocuses the portrait;
using shallow photographic space,? he secks to
make “paintings of people made in paint, rather
than a portrait of a painting. . . . I play around
with what would be the focal length, so the head
is in focus and the background is not. Return-
ing the subject to its original perspective, the
head gets some depth.”> Working against Auer-
bach’s Modernist flattening of a dimensional fig-
ure into the picture plane, Brown produces
instead a near-photographic likeness that carries
a different kind of flatness. He seeks means that
are fairly invisible, citing Dali’s statement that his
paintings are like handmade photographs of
visions that could be captured in no other way.®

Brown eventually realized that the next step
toward giving Auerbach’s heads a new dimen-
sionality was for them to move beyond both
Auerbach’s Modernist picture plane and his own
quasi-photographic plane of focus by entering
the viewer’s space—as sculptures. The astonish-
ing results are shocking in their violent beauty,
whether lying on the floor literally, like a sev-
ered head,” or trapped in a vitrine like a biologi-
cal specimen. We cannot help but circle, staring,
seeking orientation or an image from the
painterly mass.

The construction of the sculpture is quite
simple: plaster is applied over a chicken-wire ar-
mature, then thickly and aggre:
While Auerbach painted the figure from only
one angle, in Brown's sculptures w
around the full

€ can continue
360-degree head, much of which

the artist must invent. Brown'’s work differs from
other Expressionist sculpture, its closest parallel

perhaps being painter Willem de Kooning’s

left
You Never Touch My Skin in the Way vy pig e
Even Changed the Way You Kiss me, 1994 i
Oil on canvas

60 x 48 inches

Collection Walker Art Center,

Minneapolis;
Butler Family Fund, 1994

opposite:
These Days, 1994

Plaster, acrylic and oil paint, and chicken wire
8 x 9% x 8 inches
Saatchi Collection, London

experiments with Expressionist figures. In those
bronzes, however, especially in the intimate ma-
quette scale, we sense the fingers of de Kooning
the sculptor making mass, while Brown's forms
are based on the way a brushstroke defines a
surface. As with his paintings, Brown makes his
sculptures by looking at reproductions in books,
“with the paint colors mimicking bad color
printing”%—yet another step away from the
original. “Looking at pictures of artworks in
books requires the brain to reconstitute the orig-
inal from the meta-state of the reproductions; I
want the viewer to again reconstitute the paint-
ing from this meta-state. It should not be like
looking at a real sculpture.””

By painting or sculpting second-generation
photographic reproductions of paintings,
Brown's exploration of Modernism’s Expression-
ist phase forces us to reconsider the ways we
read and understand original works of art and
their re-presentation in reproductions once,
twice, and three times removed from the original
subject. Brown'’s compelling but contradictory
paintings and sculptures interrogate the methods
and meanings of Modernist art, a key practice
defining the Postmodern era.
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