Glenn Brown: No Visible Means of Support
Shared Concerns

Glenn Brown and I go way back. We got to know each other when we were art students together in Bath and Goldsmiths in the 80’s and we shared studios in East London throughout the 90’s.  The lease finally ran out on our studio block in 1999, Brown went to the Delfina Space in Bermondsey and I went to continue my practice at Goldsmiths with the help of a PhD.  In all those years we were constant companions trying to figure out our practices in a wider painting context.  At the same time we had to financially support ourselves in order to continue with our obsessive questioning of how painting’s contemporaneity relied on but fought against its daunting history.  In short we found ourselves burdened with the dominating trend of the day that stated that we were at the end of history and that painting was dead.  We gradually recognized the limitations of the theories of the ‘death of painting’ (as theories) and sought ways to re-configure painting.  As a consequence we still regularly visit each others studios and provide criticisms, and although our conversations at times have become heated, we continue to ask where painting is at and where it is going (or where it should be going).  To my amazement, I guess this is why we still have a shared dialogue twenty three years after we first met.
So what is it about Brown’s paintings that continues to fascinate and why am I writing this text?  Although our practices are different in their methods there are other comparisons; an ironic overview of the limits of representation, how figuration and abstraction overlap, how the expressionist brush mark is merely a sign and how art history and popular culture converge in a single work.  More importantly, we both share an understanding of the critical impact of mechanical reproduction on painting.  As a result, I’ve been increasingly interested in how the digital or virtual impacts on readings of Brown’s work not only because of the changes he has made in his preparatory methods, but equally, as a shift in the way we understand the ‘space’ he utilizes in his paintings as an equivalent of the computer screen.

This essay then has two purposes.  Firstly to examine how the preparatory methodologies made with the computer have extended the scope of his paintings.  And secondly, but not necessarily as a consequence, to demonstrate how Brown’s paintings offer a philosophical dialogue between the painter's subjectivity and virtual depth or space.  It is this subjective relationship with the digital that I want to focus on because I believe it to be increasingly central to his practice.
Flat Painting

It has been well documented how Brown appropriates ready-made, printed reproductions from art history books; how the reproductions themselves (not the original paintings) form the basis of his practice.  Texts abound of Brown’s transcriptions of other painter’s virtuosity (and their shortcomings) such as Keith Patrick’s assertion that “his transformation of seemingly gestural painterliness into a flat, painstakingly constructed surface is seen to raise issues of authorship and originality, and to refer to the ways in which our experience of the ‘original’ is all too often mediated by the photographic reproduction” [1].  Or as Tom Morton has stated, his borrowed motifs undergo formal and chromatic distortions whatever the texture of the work from which the imagery is borrowed, “craggy in an Auerbach, smooth in a Dali, the surfaces of Brown’s canvases are absolutely flat, resulting in a kind of trompe l’oeil” [2].  David Freedberg has even claimed that “here, on gleaming surfaces prepared with all the care and precision of an old master, everything is perfectly smooth.  A kind of savage pictorial drama is achieved with the finest possible brush, leaving a surface so puzzlingly free of thick impasto that many spectators may feel that these are little more than prints or some other form of mechanical reproduction” [3].
These synopses of his practice as a subversive if not cheeky copy of the endlessly reproducible prints of master works, I would contend, only describe a part of his project.  The others would be how we reposition his paintings in the context of the changes brought about by the use of the digital or virtual computer screen.  How, because with ever expansive frequency, the printed image is being superceded by the on-screen image and how his paintings wrestle with art historical issues of materiality, depth and opticality.  After all, when any of us now wants to research an image from art history (such as a Rembrandt), we don’t go to the specialist art book shop or library anymore, we simply use Google.  Of course the digital doesn’t eradicate the printed image it’s just that if one wants to find visual information (on any subject for that matter) it has become easier and quicker to do so on the internet.  Increasingly, computer programmers compete to reproduce the ‘real’ world on the screen with ever more finesse as if the goal were to create a virtual world that was more ‘real’ than the physical world (computer games and CGI film effects would be an example).  Brown’s paintings preserve this hyperillusion of the ‘real’ by evermore and obstinately ambiguous finishing.  His paintings increasingly challenge us to question the terms of their ‘reality’ in relation to ‘special effect’, virtual representations.
Methodologies

Prior to Brown’s use or interest in the computer during the 90’s, he would begin a painting by choosing a reproduced image from an art history book (whether known or obscure).  He would study the reproduction, turn it around, crop it, stretch it and then have it reproduced again by hand-manipulating a laser copy under a Xerox machine which would then act as a ground or underlay for the painting.  Sometimes if a painting was too large he would employ a projector to scale-up the reproduction from an acetate tracing.  Although he still chooses art historical reproductions from a book he now has more options in finding the ‘right’ reproduction by accessing it from the internet.  He browses the web, chooses an image and orders a high quality ‘art print’ from any number of newly-formed ‘print-on-demand’ companies which is then used as the basis for the painting.  This offers him greater choice as the tools he is employing open up a vast data-bank of visual information which would not have been available during the previous decade.  His methodology has altered but not his project. 
Brown’s recent preparatory methods proceed like this: He scans a chosen reproduction into his computer.  He then works on the image in photoshop changing its features by stretching it, rotating it, altering the colours and utilizing airbrushing and paint tools facilities.  The freedom offered by other tools such as ‘undo’ means that Brown can charge ahead with his changes and then playfully destroy or re-position them by opting to return to any stage at anytime.  Whilst painting, Brown takes further liberties with the image.  As he uses his fine brushes to trace the contours of the reproduced brush marks (including his own digitally manipulated marks) he also re-invents impasto brush marks where none had previously existed.  Then, after adding bright highlights, often in white or yellow, he finally adds thin glazes of translucent, tinted varnishes to induce a feeling of depth (similar to an old master).  
The adjustments to his grounds may have altered and his choices increased but what remains the same is the time factor once he gets to the stage of painting.  Instead of Brown’s copies of impasto brush marks being fast and simple operations as a gestural painters mark would be (Auerbach or De Kooning for example), he labours intensely for days sometimes weeks with his small brushes to reproduce the action of the marks by giving the impression that they were freshly handled in an instant.  The viewer is deceived into believing that the expressive nature of the mark has been torn from his very soul and represented in all its blood and guts glory.  Of course such nonsense is not taking place at all.  Brown offers us a flat simulacrum of the expressionist mark, a patiently copied version of the machismo gesture even though it’s still painted for ‘real’.
But why does Brown not choose to avoid all the hassle of labouriously reproducing an impasto brush mark.  Why not simply scan an image and present that as ‘high art’ like Richard Prince’s ‘Marlborough Man’ or ‘Biker Girls’ whose found photography is an exaggerated mirroring of the ‘normative’ in our culture?  Why indeed is painting important as a critical activity for Brown?  After all, can it still be argued that painting is old-fashioned, out-dated, dead, as Brown and I once believed? 

For Brown it is necessary to paint not only to counter our prejudices of what constitutes a painting (or a reproduction) by his use of absolutely flat paint.  But more importantly, by asking us to accept that a means of expression in painting can be achieved through physical making without all the hysteria of the 1940’s and 50’s abstract expressionist brushmark (including 80’s Neo-Expressionism and 00’s faux amateur ‘slacker’ painting).  He demands that gesture in painting, whether figurative or abstract or both, is retractable which is the opposite too the common cliché that painting is expressionistic, that it is the “perfect vehicle by which ‘creative’ individuals spill their guts and tell their personal angst laden stories” [4]. Brown’s paintings aim to tell us something radically different about flatness and painting - just look at the seemingly wild yet stilled gestures in Telstar, a 1995 copy of a De Kooning.  Although the gestures appear as chimeras of imapsto they are still paintings made with the ‘stuff’ of paint.  They site the brush mark as a re-configured, flattened activity that is in constant negotiation between material manipulation, the reproduced image and the symbolic imagined.

Unlike Modernist Painting (Greenberg’s highest of all arts) which would have us believe that the means of construction should be made visible, Brown’s paintings are the opposite in that their methodologies are hidden under the surface of the paint.  Yet the surface which is flat yet painted still remains on a support.  Brown revels in the dilemma of presenting the flattened photorealist surface as an object/painting so that we do not mistake the work for a photograph. The sides of his paintings are sometimes wood veneered, adding further trickery to the idea of it being a ‘fake’ or ‘kitsch’ object in Greenbergian terms.  Although the support is fully present, Brown constantly forces our gaze back to the deception of his surfaces as if to mime the screen, as if to say yes this is an object/painting made with the stuff of paint yet my smooth surfaces resemble photographs or digital prints.  I’m asking your eyes to play tricks, to be confused as to where your person or body stands in relation to the depicted object.  His personal history is laid bare, he is not drawn to ‘original’ paintings but to the reproduction that can be accessed anywhere at anytime.  Brown is adamant that we share in this sense of groundless disembodiment because this is now the way of the world - you had better get used to it.
Renaissance, Modernist and Computer Augmented Spaces
We need to take a step back for a moment and see how Brown has developed his ideas on surface.  It is threefold.  He is challenging the figure/ground relations of the two major genres of European art history of the last 600 years - Renaissance perspective and Modernist flatness.  He not only conflates these genres into a single work but more recently has sought to undermine our sense of space (and spatial co-ordinates) by also miming the space of the digital.  Brown’s use of Renaissance and Modernist space in his early work (from the photographic reproduction) is a twofold coalescence.  Now, with the introduction of digital space it has become threefold.  But where are the differences and how does he combine them?  Renaissance perspective deceives a viewer into thinking that he/she is looking at the ‘real’ world of objects in a space that meets at a central vanishing point.  However, what the viewer really sees is a framed version or slice of the real world, a flat pictorial representation.  Modernist space on the other hand, demands that the picture plane is no longer a representation of a scene in the real world of objects but becomes the object of contemplation itself; the painting and the paint which is placed upon its surface references nothing but itself, it is the site of expression [5].  Brown sees Renaissance and Modernist painting as representations, he employs perspective (how the world looks) but also the painted surface which references itself (how the world feels).  By conflating both Renaissance perspective and Modernist flatness he gets the best of both worlds; pictorial figuration and the self-referential surface.

The photorealism of his earliest pieces created a shallow depth suggesting that the object depicted was on the other side of the picture plane.  In the late 90’s he would mimic extreme photographic depths of fields to suggest an object in perspectival space.  Now Brown has superceded, or better still extended the photograph as a model for copying.  From the early 00’s his paintings have become involved with the all-over focus of the digital image.  But what does the digital offer Brown that the photograph cannot?  The photograph records evidence that something has existed, that some event has transpired.  Unlike the digital screen the photograph can only give testimony to the existence of its subject; “that something is to happen (the future implied in the photograph) that has already happened (the photograph as record of a future now past)” [6].  To see an image on the digital screen however means that to see is not to know that some event has already taken place.  The screen forces us into a subjectively imagined past and a subjective future at the same time, it offers accessibility whilst simultaneously acting as a screen of exclusion of everything that is elsewhere.  It is an impossible space - A Hypersurface [7].  
Imagined Realities - Future Painting
Hypersurfaces offer subjectivity an imaginative production but through bodily production.  Brown’s paintings operate in this imagined physicality of the corporeal because they have become increasingly interdependent on the impossible space of the screen.  Merleau-Ponty, before the computer age, predicted this as a transference, an imaginary texture of the real, whereby traces of vision that are offered to the gaze are conjoured from inside the body as a hypothetical, overlapping relation of things in the world of objects [8].  In other words, Brown’s imaginary texture of the real, manifests through his bodily practice and becomes embroiled with and within the augmented space.  He adopts a mode of operation that is an intertwining of vision and thought (not a Descartian distinction between the two) as digital transference.  Pixel (which vision and thought inhabit) and topological space (that the body inhabits) overlap and become indistinguishable.
It is important to point out once again, that it is not sufficient to argue that Brown’s computer-based preparation method prior to painting is the sole reason for his relation with the digital.  The computer increases and develops his choices of found imagery but it is only a means not the end.  Otherwise we come full circle back to Greenbergian Modernism which is often unwittingly re-cycled by those who view computer technology (and video) as taking over painting as the ‘contemporary’ medium.  This reliance on the ‘newness’ of a medium as if it were all important above anything else is Greenbergian media-specifity par excellence; it is a smokescreen repressing a familiar wish for the golden age of Modernism’s avant-garde.  Ideas that Brown and I recognized as outdated and untenable fantasies back in the 90’s but which seem to have returned.  

So instead of being seduced by Greenbergian, medium-based certainty which argues that “each art had to determine, through its own operations and works, the effects exclusive to itself… the unique nature of its medium” [9], or by Walter Benjamin’s critique of the loss of authorship due to the infinite reproducibility of the work of art (are they paintings? Are they prints?), Brown’s use of history is transformative.  It is not a reactionary revivalism that harks back to an arcadia of painting that existed before fancy postmodern ideas.  On the contrary, his works are markers for the future of painting because they are both surface effect and material methodology, not despite the screen but because of it.  His object/paintings are in a flux of permanent conundrum they anticipate and reach back into history whilst simultaneously re-positioning history as future; as Hypersurface. 
In this context, Brown’s work has anticipated the Merlaeu-Pontyian subject that thinks in vision with the exterior world, firstly through the printed image, and secondly as bold incursions into the digital.  It follows therefore that if the future of art criticism is not based on media-specifity or the loss of the original (was there ever an original?), then Brown’s painting will continue to gain currency with the notion that the world (and our bodies relation to it) is now changed by the disembodied screen as a complex space, a space that is never fixed in one time/space location.  Because he has the foresight to perceive that the material world now has an unintentional dependency on simulation, Brown is updating Walter Benjamin’s argument that the original is changed by mechanical reproduction by extending it into the impossible space of the virtual; he imaginatively transmutes his subjectivity into the computer terminal and outside traditional time/space co-ordinates and his paintings tell us this.  What we are left with is Brown’s expression of this arcane feeling; that there are literally no visible means of support, and what better way to illustrate this than his science fiction painting The Loves of the Shepherds (after Doublestar by Tony Roberts), 2000, copied from a ludicrously outdated illustration from the 1970’s.  A spaceship is orbiting a gaseous planet - a space and ship that is fictional yet known because of our familiarity with Sci-Fi fantasy.  Yet Brown is not being boyishly nostalgic for something that never was or could ever be.  He is reaching into the possibility of the future, his embodied being has been transfigured through painting as virtual representation - he has become, or rather is the spaceship in the impossible space of the virtual.
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