The approach

Summer 2001

Howard H

n Hensher Michae
Martin Gayford,with David Sylvest€
Trevor Winkfield ‘Stieglitz

fatthew Collings Bill Viola
m revis Masks
S ol Bare Btone Arte Pgye

»




Peter Davies is the latest
artist to make a work
especially for Modern

Painters’ cover

lt won't have escaped your notice - indeed
if you've got this far it can’t have escaped
your notice - that this quarter Modern
Painters has for its cover a work by Peter
Davies, one of the fastest rising young stars
on the contemporary art scene. Chopped-up
Stripes Painting is a picture commissioned
especially for the Summer 2001 issue as
one of an ongoing series of original works
produced by artists at the editor’s behest.
This innovative enterprise on the part of
the magazine has generated enthusiasm
and controversy in equal measure, as witness
readers’ letters ("Why do you afflict the vision
of your hoped for readers...?’ begged one,
after an eyeful of Tom Friedman’s bug-eyed
monster, autumn 2000).

There have been other, single, commis-
sions over the years, such as Larry Rivers's
flamboyant collage for the Pop art issue way
back in autumn 1991. But the first in the
current, ongoing series is notable in that it
was by a photographer. John Riddy, for the
winter issue of ‘99, depicted that outsize
Duchamp readymade, the London Eye, under
an ultramarine South Bank sky. Since then
works created by figures as diverse as Julian
Opie, Tony Oursler, Trevor Winkfield and
Bank have graced the cover. As fluctuating
sales testify, some have been more successful
than others in tempting potential punters to
part with a few bob. Bright, graphic numbers

Larry Rivers's cover for Modern Painters, Autumn 1992
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Peter Davics, Chopped-up Stripes Painting, 2001, acrylic on canvas, 55.9 x 45.7 cm. Courtesy Gagosian Gallery, London

have been succeeded by darker, more brood-
ing affairs, while this time round we have
been treated to a bedazzling, multi-coloured
composition appropriate to the season in
which it appears.

If Chopped-up Stripes Painting looks like
a Bridget Riley that has been assaulted by
a slasher cubist, then this hybrid effect is
typical of Davies’s work. At his recent one-
man show at London’s Gagosian Gallery he
exhibited a series of pictures, each of which
contained within them references to a multi-
plicity of different artists. In some cases the

sources of his inspiration were writ large

across the canvas. The Fun One Hundred,

like The Hot One Hundred that in 1997 was
this only 30-years-old painter’s contribution
to Saatchi's ‘Sensation’, lists, in descending
order, Davies’s personally selected century of
artists. Chosen because they lie within what
he describes as his ‘field of vision’, each name
is drawn in wonky, hand-painted writing and
is annotated with a pithy epithet. These text
paintings are full of knowing art-world jokes
told with the aid of an unabashedly vivid

palette that allows the pictures to be enjoyed
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Peter Davies, The Fun One Hundred (The Pink Top Version), 2000, acrylic on canvas, 182.8 x 121.9 cm
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as an upbeat spectacle without completely
overwhelming their verbal message.

The other strand of his work is to be
found in his abstract canvases, which, he says,
are inspired by the same manifold references
as appear - quite literally - in the pictures
with words. Taken as a whole, Davies's output
might easily stand accused of being exclu-
sively interested in art-world navel-gazing,
a sort of latter-day, postmodern version of
I‘art pour Iart. Yet it does resonate, too, with
the broader concerns of our information-rich
age, and you get the impression that his
response to art is akin to the feeling we all
occasionally experience in, say, a bookshop
when we find ourselves overwhelmed by the
sheer weight and extent of the knowledge
that surrounds us. Faced with such an over-
load, we might fend off our panic with a
token purchase or two; but Davies takes the
raw material of confusion, mixes it with a
good deal of judicious enthusiasm, and then
sets about creating his own art-historical
cosmology in pictures. If this has the effect
of helping this Goldsmiths’ graduate make
sense of the multitudinous world around him,
it also ~ at least to begin with - served him as
a way of gaining a toehold in the art world.

‘The main reason | started making the
lists’, he explains, ‘was because | felt that
| was powerless and that | had no voice in
terms of art that already existed. It was a
way of saying, “I don’t care that my opinion
doesn‘t count, I'm going to put it up there in
big letters and force people to pay attention
to it anyway”. | suppose | was always quite
opinionated about art, and at the time
| started making this work | was also doing
some abstract paintings that weren‘t very
satisfactory. | was looking at all this art and
art history and was becoming aware, quite
quickly, of a of lot things | hadn’t known
about before. | realised | needed to put
some of this information into the work | was
making, but | couldn’t figure out how. | was
thinking that if | wanted to make a clever
painting it needed to have references to
things that pre-existed, and doing these
lists just seemed a way of putting all that
stuff into one of my paintings in a really
simple way.’

In spite of the potentially hubristic nature
of such an enterprise, his pictures, insofar as
they describe an exhaustive source of influ-
ences, are also the expression of a self-effac-
ing humility that calls to mind Rimbaud’s
celebrated declaration ‘Je est un autre’.
Indeed, they take this formula one step
further. ‘Il are many others’, they seem to be
saying, for within every canvas a whole host
of voices vie to make themselves heard.

Even though Davies's style is as distinct as
his opinions are strong, his work confounds
the idea that an artist nowadays might be
univocal or autonomous. Instead, he pre-
sents us with compositions that, to differing
degrees, synthesise the various influences
that are his inspiration. In some, such as
the large-scale Brown With Overlapping
Rectangles Painting, he allows the underlying
conceptual tensions to remain largely unre-
solved. Whilst in others the concepts that
are the motive force of the work itself find
themselves being marshalled under the ban-
ner of a more overtly unifying formalism.

Such is the case with his epic canvas Small
Touching Squares. So huge that it had to
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Peter Davies, Small Touching Squares in a Pattern Painting
(derail), 1998-9, acrylic on canvas, 609.6 x 304.8 cm

be a triptych, this work is composed of a
seemingly infinite number of tiny hand-
coloured squares each measuring no more
than a few millimetres across. Yet in spite
of his use of this most basic of geometric
units, the effect is anything but regular.
Instead, viewed from a distance, the picture
resolves itself into shimmering, undulating
patterns that arise from the irregularities
and errors that must inevitably occur during
a task as deadly repetitive as creating a
work like this by hand.

Although such apparently studied cack-
handedness is extremely effective, it is a
process over which this young British artist
claims to have only partial control. This is
because unlike conventional op-artists, he
does not rely on any pre-determined formula
to achieve his eye-catching results. Similarly,
he maintains that even during the course of
producing one of his abstract canvases he
does not make a deliberate attempt to refer
to any particular work. Rather, as he explains
it, what tends to occur is that he’ll be look-
ing at a whole range of different things, say
from paintings and sculpture to video and

Peter Davies, Brown with Overlapping Rectangles Painting, 2000~1, acrylic on canvas, 27
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performance art. And this means that he can
be half way through a picture before realis-
ing just what unconscious influences have
gone into its making. ‘What always happens
with work that I'm doing is that, as I'm
making it, it suddenly occurs to me that
“Hey, there’s this, that and the next thing
going on in there”. With this commission,
| realised at a certain point that it tied in
with the Robert Delauney painting La Ville
de Paris that I'd seen at “Century City”. And
even though / wasn't really feeling directly
inspired by the Delauney picture, it somehow
inspired this painting that I've made.’ Hence
Chopped-up Stripes Painting'’s cubist treat-
ment of line and space.

But if such an approach seems somewhat
organic, then Davies went through a consci-

* entious process of understanding just what

it would take to make a picture that could
also work as a magazine cover. ‘When | was
asked to do this for Modern Painters, | first
of all thought, “Wow! That's great”. But
normally when | have an idea for a painting
| think, “Let’s do something on a massive
scale”. I've always found working on a small
scale slightly unsatisfactory as it lacks physical
impact. But for this | realised | had to think
quite differently. | started looking at carrier
bags and adverts that had stripes on them,
because I'd noticed they were very eye-
catching on a small scale. I've always thought
of stripes as being a minimal, ‘60s type of
thing, which | really admire. But although

| wanted to do a painting of stripes, they
often just look really boring. So | figured
that it needed as many colours as possible,
and since one of my signature things is this
multi-coloured effect, that’s what started me
off.’ The end result of his endeavour is the
alluring geometries and candy hues that
now grace the front cover of this magazine.
And for my money - yes, all £5.95 of it -
Peter Davies has, with Chopped-up Stripes
Painting, produced what must rank amongst
the most successful of Modern Painters
covers to date.

Peter Davies’s paintings will be exhibited at ‘Patterns:
B Object and Arabesque’, 21 September ~ 17
December, K Brandts Klaedefabrik, Odense,
Denmark.
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4.3 x 426.7 cm
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