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Gerard Hemsworth’s studio is a short 5 minutes drive from my own in East London.  I call by regularly and have engaged in numerous and varied discussions about his work over some years. His recent paintings, I consider to be the most important and challenging to date.

In the early 90’s, after re-presenting graphic decorative borders as surrogates for modernist tropes Hemsworth began to change both the imagery he was using and the schematics for his compositions.  For me, the starting point for his current work came when he began to include the figure, the highlight being his monumental 1998 ‘rabbit’ painting ‘Between Heaven and Hell’.  This painting depicted, in a few very simple lines and colours, a rabbit on a hill with its back toward the viewer gazing into a cloudscape.  Of course this wasn’t a literal or hyper-real transcription of a rabbit on a hill but a seriously pared down graphic representation.  Despite this, the homage to Casper-David Friedrich’s romantic painting ‘The wanderer above the sea of fog’ was obvious, but what also fascinated me was the way Hemsworth set up a simultaneous dialogue with painting’s generic histories by depicting figuration alongside formalist abstraction as a set of signs.  Hemsworth’s paintings became disarmingly simple, ciphered interpretations of figuration and abstraction, what appeared as images culled from children’s early learning books hid complex multiple readings, it was as if we were being asked to understand these paintings as something else, as the opposite to what was depicted.  

But how and why did Hemsworth arrive at this remarkable juxtapositioning of flat graphic signs that re-presented ‘traditional, window-on-the world’ figuration with formalist abstraction.  A number of things come to mind.  Hemsworth is currently Professor of Fine Art at Goldsmiths and has kept abreast with the changing face of contemporary fine art thinking since the late ‘60’s.   He has always been involved with and encouraged an up-to-date approach to critical debate about the nature, context and making of contemporary art amongst his students on the Goldsmiths masters programme.  This has made him into an extraordinariliy influencial teacher who has enabled generations of young artists to adopt their own positions.

The antecedence of his work is minimalism and pop art, through conceptual art, postmodern painting to his current pre-occupation with the ironic shift between familiar cartoon narratives, modernism and abstract formalism.  Hemsworth has been developing a consistent line of enquiry in his work that questions the ‘truths’ and anomalies of visual representation in the history of art and since the early 80’s Hemsworth has considered that the most effective way for him to challenge the orthodoxies of pictorial representation is through painting.

Hemsworth has a curious regard of the history of art.  His painting practice is unusual in that he seeks to undermine both the renaissance space of perspective and the modernist space of flatness by combining them both.  He challenges what we know of the figure/ground relationship as presented by the two major genres of European art history of the last 600 years.  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.  This representational ‘deceit’ allows to us to take part in a charming illusory trick, to say “I am looking at a skillfully rendered ‘image’ of the real world but it is only a representation presented to me on a flat canvas and is therefore not the same as the sense of space I experience when I’m observing the real scene before me”.  I am lulled into believing that the scene on the painted surface on the flat object is the same as actually standing in front of that which is being depicted.

Now, with modernist space (Greenberg), the picture plane is no longer a representation of a scene in the real world of objects, but becomes the object of contemplation itself.  This means that the painting and the paint which is placed upon its surface references nothing but itself as an object.  At the same time representation is no longer a necessary means of describing how the world looks but instead how the world feels; the painted surface, which references itself, is the site of expression without any need of pictorial figuration. 
Hemsworth sees both as representations and takes renaissance perspective and modernist flatness and simultaneously presents them at once.  By rendering a flat, mutely coloured ground which allows for a free-floating signifier to pass across it he juxtaposes a modernist ground with renaissance figuration as a ‘cute’ cartoon image (another representation).  A visual irony is presented.  The renaissance background space in which the figure is situated is removed and modernist flatness replaces it.  The flat background means that the ciphered (renaissance) figure is anchorless - the image has no ground on which to stand.  An anxiety of recognition between the historical languages of painting becomes apparent and it becomes clear that an awkward audacity is at work here, Hemsworth is teasing us with historical ambiguity.  He is asking us to conflate history into an a pared-down catch-all of recognition, history as an ever present free floating signified, history as an authority which is no longer necessary or useful but simply a series of styles from which to plunder contemporary meanings.  

The issue of the contemporaneity of Hemsworths cultural references needs to be examined; how and why does Hemsworth choose his images and how are they assembled and constructed as paintings?  When you first encounter the works you are invited to ‘read’ their narratives, to see them as metaphors, figures of speech that apply a literal meaning to an image that it does not literally represent both in terms of the story telling and the juxtapositions of visual historical genres.  Hemsworth’s choices are referenced from commercial graphic design manuals, colouring in books and comics.  In the painting ‘Can you keep a Secret’ which shows a young female cartoon character partially hidden by a thicket of oversized mushrooms whilst contemplating herself in a mirror, the scenario seems both absurdly funny and darkly humorous.  A contradiction is presented between the seemingly naive innocence of a little girl at play observing and learning how she looks in the mirror (asserting her identity) and the question of who is the voyeur, the viewer or the viewed which touches on the transgressive.  The subject is seemingly at odds with what’s depicted, it’s as if Hemsworth is asking the viewer to acknowledge a deferral of some sort, as if they are looking at a painting made in the third person.  Hemsworth’s paintings are ironic, they are saying one thing but in fact suggest another.  Just as he’s suckered the viewer into believing the narrative to be a cute representation of childhood he throws a counter punch to insist that the imagery has multiple readings, the realization that what we are looking at is a cartoon character behaving like an adult but without understanding the connotations of the grown up world. (Like a puppet master Hemsworth’s project resembles Duchamp’s etants d’onne, the viewer views the nude through a small eye-piece and is themselves viewed in the act of viewing by other passers-by).

The adult ‘spying’ on the child who is yet to understand the grown up world could of course be misinterpreted by scare-mongering tabloid newspapers but Hemsworth is too clever to allow the assumptions of the ‘moral majority’ to dictate our understanding of these works.  Instead he offers us two self-reflexive critical readings.  Firstly, that the imagery is a challenge to current tabloid news preoccupations with the innocent child as corrupted by an evil wrong-thinking adult world.  And, more importantly, that the imagery is in fact the product of an anxiety to protect oblivious children from the all pervasive paranoia depicted by those news systems.  By contrast, in ‘Means to an End’, the mushroom can be read as a metaphorical threat simply because of its over grown size whilst it is being gleefully chopped down by a cartoon bear; the authority (the threat of the unknown) is being eradicated. 

‘Now Then’ depicts two cartoon characters crying after an argument involving the possession of a teddy bear, another seemingly erotic image. The viewer’s interpretations, predilections and prejudices are questioned as they are constantly invited to make sense of Hemsworth’s narrative no matter how dangerous those narratives might at first glance appear.  Along with narrative, Hemsworth also demonstrates and makes extra play with the alarming inversion of the figure ground relationship.  In ‘Means to an End’ the representations of clumps of grass are presented as the same size and undermine a perspectival reading, the white lines can simultaneously be read as rain, white noise or as an indication of the surface of the painting.  In other paintings such as ‘Frightened Rabbit’  he shows a forest of simplified mushrooms with a fast cartoon style movement racing from left to right and escaping the frame.  The movement of course is an idealization of wind or turbulence left in the wake of a quick moving object that we know for example from Road Runner cartoons.  The small ‘Urban Garden’ illustrates best Hemsworth’s fascination with mixing perspective and flatness.  We think we are looking at a few rocks and clumps of grass with rain falling over them but we are startled by the struggle to make sense of these as objects because the flat ground rears up into our faces and demands that we shift from figuration to abstraction in an instant.  Similarly with ‘Lost’, in the bottom left there is an abstracted assortment of coloured shapes which on further examination might resemble grass.  The ‘abstract grass’ functions as a formalist device to hold the viewers attention within the overall frame.  In another forest of mushrooms ‘Exploding Mushroom’, the image shoots out of the ground, out of the frame and toward the viewer.  This unnerving experience allows us to observe, like ‘Frightened Rabbit’, that the edges of the paintings do not contain the image(s) or indeed their meanings.  The readings of these works Hemsworth suggests, lies outside the frame. 

Hemsworth’s studio practice itself, as an activity, also offers a window onto his ironical thinking.  He uses a palette of anodine colours which are applied carefully and flatly as if by a graphic craftsmen.  He starts by painting his grounds using a household paint roller and then constructs his images by means of vinyl strips which he literally draws with, allowing him to move the images around the pictorial space.  Finally he uses small brushes to fill-in these outlines. Hemsworth’s seemingly simplistic studio methodology belies a sharp wit and knowing take on painting’s histories.  By ‘dumbing-down’ his tools in order to apply his simple flat areas of acrylic paints he is undermining what is expected of the ‘high art’ of painting. The process is a following through of the decisions made during the painting’s production and is subservient to the content, much in the same way as the painter and decorators sense of pride in a job well done and paid for by square metre coverage.  Hemsworth’s glorification of the low-cultural attributes of the cartoon book, coupled with decorators trade tools, further compounds his humorous mocking of the seriousness of ‘high art’ whilst ironically contributing to its development.  Hemsworth’s new paintings allow us more than one interpretation at a time from a disarmingly simple perspective, insisting that all interpretations both historical and cultural and no matter how difficult are only a question of rhetoric.
Michael Stubbs 

Gerard Hemsworth's next solo exhibitions will be at Thomas Rehbein Galerie Koln and Galerie Michael Janssen Gallery, Berlin in Spring 2009 followed by The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum, Connecticut and the Kunsthalle, Bern.
