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That Which Makes Me (3)
2010, watercolour and acrylic on
paper, 28 x 28cm (11 x 11 in).

The art of Simon Willems wrestles with the perceptive distinction between the
real and the imaginary, especially in reference to forgotten or denied systems
of belief. Images from the Internet. news, history and cinema. as well as those
depicting some of Willem's own experiences, become metaphors for the many
let downs that affect contemporary existence. In his canvases characters from
Star Wars and fast-food culture icons inhabit scenarios extracted from real
documentaries of the Nazi era, religious symbols are interwoven with leisure
destinations in snow globes and solitary landscapes inspired by art history
shelter contemporary hermits. The apparently incongruous universes of reality
and fiction merge with a consistency made possible only by painting




Ideas

My work develops from anecdotal,
documentary as well as imagined
sources. | tend to be drawn to images
and ideas that deal with themes of
alienation, withdrawal and denial.

My thinking tends to stem from the
recognition of incongruous contexts
that refer to specific places and people,
fictitious and real. | am drawn to
narratives where history, denial and
belief become interchangeable. The
work can be drawn as much from a
news article or actual experience as it
might from a found image or piece of
art history. My project ‘All Things For
All People’ was conceived in response
to the unexpected discovery of a
mountainside religious cult, which |
became aware of, oddly, through a pair
of binoculars from a pedalo, while in
France in 2009. The event in this sense
became the catalyst for the project.

Preparation

Most of the time I'll stew over an image
or idea for several months before |
start. Within this period I'll assess

the possibilities — in terms of how |
understand what I'm interested in and
how its context makes sense to me.
This develops into a body of reference
made up of drawings and notes that
enables me to move forward.

Process

I've normally got any number of
paintings on the go at any one time and
they'll all make different demands on
me. Some pieces can take a matter of
hours to resolve, whereas others can
take up to a couple of years. Critically
the terms of a painting can change
dramatically during its making and

it's often the recognition of that which
takes the time. Sometimes | don't know
if a painting is finished - it's far from
an exact science.

Cinematic and pre-cinematic

| guess my most direct reference to
films is Star Wars, but even then it was
morefto do with the idea of humanizing
fictitious icons to force real emotions
in the viewer, than it was specifically
about Star Wars. Some of the thinking
for the ‘Stormtrooper Mourning the
Loss of his Mother’ series for instance
was inspired by Oliver Hirschbiegel's
film (2004) Der Untergang (Downfall)
about Hitler's last few days in the
bunker. In a more archival way |
sometimes photograph film-stills in
order to record and refer to formal
atmospheric details. I'm very interested
in those pre-cinematic painters whose
work anticipated the advent of film -
like Albert Bierstadt.

Realism

Realism is a fraught and pluralistic
term. In the more generic sense,
Realism lends itself to our culture

of ‘image’ and images. This affords
us a certain scope to reflect,
anthropologically and politically, in
how we understand those terms. In
an age of instantaneity and faceless
production, Realism in painting offers
us the possibility of the individual voice.
This should be cherished.
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The role of painting

Painting as an activity is an
anachronism in the twenty-first
century. Yet it's important to
recognize that anachronism is not
synonymous with defunction. Painting
is not mutually exclusive from that
which followed it historically, and in
our age of endless images, painting
can, among other things, be image too.
However unlike other contemporary
methods of image production,
painting is achieved through a
slowness, what some have termed a
belatedness. Image as an object and
as a representation of compressed
time in this sense is painting's key
difference and its opportunity.
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c on liner

35 x 30 cm (13% x 1134 in)
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Want to Believe

inen
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