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DON'T STOP ME NOW

Tom Morton on Glenn Brown

In Edgar Wright's 2004 film Shaun of the Dead, the titular hero — a late twenty-something feeling
his life beginning to fray around the edges — decides to turn things around, exchanging failure for
success, stasis for dynamism, and his soured relationship with his ex-girlfriend for one that’s sweet
and fragrant. There’s only one problem: Shaun’s native London has been overrun by flesh-eating
zombies. It’s the kind of thing that'll send even the best-laid plans awry, the kind of thing chac'll
cast a shadow over anybody’s sunny day.

If there’s a cinematic equivalent to Glenn Brown’s paintings, surely it is Shaun of the Dead.
Both, of course, are heavily populated with cadavers (flesh flourishes and founders in each case
to an almost hysterical degree), but they also share a ghoulish humour, an understanding of the
lightness and weight of life, love and death, and a poppy way of appropriating and re-vivifying
visual tropes and motifs that should have long ago faded into nothingness under the flash-lights
of numberless viewers’ eyes. In the best-known scene from Wright's film, Shaun and his flatmates
enter their local pub, only to find it staffed by an un-dead barman. Lurching forward, the barman
begins his attack, but suddenly the jukebox starts up and music fills the grubby room — Queen’s
paean to terminal personal velocity “Don’t Stop Me Now” (1978). Shaun grabs a pool cue,
throws two more to his friends, and they set about the zombie in a display of gleeful, perfectly
choreographed ultra-violence that’s half 7om and Jerry, half Quentin Tarantino’s balletic K7/l Bill
(2003). It’s a pile-up of pastiches, sure, but the scene is shot with such brio, such surefooted
understanding of how familiar things may be stretched, pulled or turned upside down so that
they feel fresh again, that it becomes something that exists on its own terms. In short, its a pure
Glenn Brown moment. (7hats why they call him Mr Fahrenheit.)

Some things you might already know about Glenn Brown'’s paintings: they borrow their
motifs from works by the heroes and villains of art history, among others Jean Honoré Fragonard,
Georg Baselitz, Frank Auerbach, Salvador Dali, Rembrandt and sci-fi artist Chris Foss; these
borrowed motifs undergo formal and chromatic distortions and cross-pollinations; whatever the
texture of the surface of the work from which they take their imagery (craggy in an Auerbach,
smooth in a Dali), the surfaces of Brown's canvases are absolutely flat, resulting in a kind of
trompe Loeil; the titles of these canvases (Joseph Beuys, 2001, say, or I Lost My Heart to a Starship
Trooper, 1996) often evoke seemingly incongruous episodes from the art or pop culture of the past
that, on reflection, throw skewed light on Brown's skewed work. These, then, are paintings that
are about vision and revision, about tweaks and twists — of a picture, of an expectation — and the
pert surprises they produce.

Death and re-birth (or at least sickly re-animation) seem to haunt this recent group
of paintings. Theatre (2006) is a chest-up portrait of a skeleton, whose bones are composed of




. organic-looking substance somewhere between flesh, PVA glue and raspberry ripple ice

cream. Some awful disease seems to be afflicting the skeleton, causing its eye and nostril sockets
to slide across its face, as though Cubism, or the visual distortions in the skull in Holbein's 7he
Ambassadors (1533), were something a body might contract, suffer through and eventually expire
from. (What, I wonder, might the face that once stretched over these ravaged cheekbones have
looked like?) We might read Theatre as an amnesiac memento mori, a figure of death that’s for-
gotten death’s precise form, and perhaps this failure to remember is why the skeleton grins. The
painting’s central motif is taken, after all, from Vincent van Gogh's Skull with Burning Cigarette
(1886), a work in which a roll-up smoulders in a bony mouth, its smoke unable to blacken the
smoker’s non-existent lungs. Van Gogh's work is about not knowing the terrible, terminal lateness
of the hour. Brown’s work — sazs cigarette — is about not knowing the lateness of the hour after
that, and instead smiling the fool’s lipless smile.

If Theatre is a painting in which death has been forgotten, The Great Masturbator (2006)
is one in which it seems to have been almost infinitely deferred, or else shrugged off like a bad
dose of "flu. Here, against an ill-looking backdrop, what once might have been a boy, but now
resembles a Tory wife in her senescence, points a quavering finger at the viewer. His flesh seems
rotten, its pitted, lime-green surface an affront to the smooth pinkness of youthful skin. His
bared yellow teeth framed by a lipstick-ed mouth, he appears to be making a request of some
sort — to deliver him from his putrid half-life perhaps, or to join him in the ranks of the un-dead.
In his essay “Plato’s Pharmacy” (1968), Jacques Derrida famously presented the zombie as a
figure of in-between-ness, hovering between the binary opposites of life and death. In 7he Grear
Masturbator, the zombie becomes an emblem of the in-between-ness of Brown'’s wider practice,
its hovering between past and present, grandeur and pricked pomposity, between transcription
and transubstantiation, the rough and the smooth.

There’s something audacious about Brown’s titles. Reading them, it's easy to imagine
him daring himself to name, say, a painting of a gigantic bleeding, armless and legless classical
statuette roaming a Northern Romantic or Heavy Metal landscape Misogyny (2006). Surely this
appellation is too blunt, t0o blind to the nuances of history, to operate as anything but the
most sixth-form-ish of critiques of art’s patriarchal bent? This, though, may well be the artist’s
point. The figure in Misogyny is a monster made up of competing and complementary signifiers,
a Hollywood B-movie 50 Foot Woman by way of the Venus de Milo and various effeminate Christs
and St Sebastians — all corrupted marble perfection, castration anxiety and deep, vagina-like
wounds. Hilariously over-determined, this figure could keep a cadre of art historians in PhD
theses from here to kingdom come, and the paintings title (which wavers between a complaint
and an admission of complicity) only complicates things further. Meaning, here, is held in
perpetual abeyance, and the only thing that’s certain is the horrible beauty of Brown’s paint.

While Asylums of Mars (2006) and The Hinterland (2006) underline (with their doleful

mutant heads seemingly grown in the lab of some crazed geneticist) the comedy and tragedy

of Brown's Dr Frankenstein-like approach to the art of the past, it is, I think, Declining Nude

(2006) that is the most affecting of the artist’s recent works. Recognisably a riff on Camille
Pissarro’s Self Portrait of 1873, the painting depicts the long-bearded Impressionist staring at
the viewer with black, empty sockets, his cheeks blushing in furious embarrassment. Why does
Pissarro blush? Is it because, his eyes having been plucked from his head, his interior visions
cannot match those he achieved through painting en plein air?Is it something to do with the
nude of the paintings title, whom Brown suggests the elderly Impressionist has in some way
spurned, perhaps because of his failed eyesight, or his failed potency (the two, in the mythic
construction of the artist, go hand in hand)? Whatever the reason, Declining Nude is a perfect
picture of art history’s zombie afterlife, its part scary, part sad and part funny menacing of

the present. Zombies, like Freddy Mercury in “Don’t Stop Me Now”, do not know thar their
time has passed, and instead rage against the dying of the light. Brown greets them, as the hero
of Shaun of the Dead does, with something between a dance and a jab in the ribs.
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THE HINTERLAND 2006, oil on panel, 148 x 122.5 cm
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DECLINING NUDE 006, oil on panel, 140 x 99 cr
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THE GREAT MASTURBATOR 006, oil on pancl, 110 x $7.5 cm
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