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 SIMON WILLEMS

 Storm- r Mourning
The Loss of His Mother

Where do the ideas for paintings come
| from?

A 1ot of my work comes from my interest
| in failed utopias, and what informs poo-
| ple's belief systeme. Far instance, in the

| was drawn to the idea of what it meant
to withdraw from modern life, as a day-
| to-day reality of existing in the world and
then changing your mind. I'd read anar-
ticle about the "Leopard man® of Skye
(Tom Leppard) and his decision to surren
| der seclusion after twenty-five vears and

1o book himeself into an old people’s home

in Birmingham. It interested me more
| that he'd decided upon a specific lifestyle,
| led this life and then decided to give it up,
rather than the fact that he'd done this
by raising fands through the publicity of
having his body tatteced from biead to toe,
Forme it was more about the convenience
| of chasing a utopla and then ghving it up
| than the frenk show spectacie of his ap-

pearance. | wanted to develop this idea
| a8 aproject 8o [ decided to look 2t paint-

ings from art history that featured her-

mits and then Lo ‘evacuate’ them of their

residents, in the same way that theyd
| evaruated themselves from life and so-

ciety, Apart from the watercolour Plat-
| Jorm which shows a section of the Leap-

How Not To Disappear Completely sories, |

ard man's tattooed body. and was taken
from a photograph, every other painting
in the series is fantasy-bazed and hos an
allegorical charge. | liked the idea of dogs
roaming around and pissing in the paint-
ings as if to affirm the abandonment of
the hormits as permanent,

The most important thing for me gon-
erally is that distinction between what is
palpably real, or imagined, within which-
ever context I'm working. It sounds so
general and convenient, but T mean it,
specifically in the sense of how a reality,
or belief, is formed and becomes instruc-
kive within either an individual or collec-
tive (cultural) congciousness, | have al-
ways been fascinated by this, even before
I was involved in making work. | have al-
ways been interested in the rhetoric of be-
lief systems and their failure.

Have youever been inspired by certain cult
maries?

I love film and have been inspired by it,
both thematically and within individa-
al stills in my work. However, sometimes
there is a misleading assumption that I
must be a nostalgic fanof the cult fol letw-
ing of Sear Wars simply because 've used
characters from the films in my paint-

ings, when this is not the case. Lam not |

a Star Wars cbeessive, much as [ feel al-
fectionate towards it The key thing inthe
series Storm-Trooper Mowrning The Loss
of His Mother, for example, was the ab-
surdity of humanizing a fietitious icon
that represented a kind of evil and then
rendering that character valnerable to
the point where empathy is forced. [ was
also interested in the Star Wars motifin
its historical lineage from the Nazi Stor-
mitroopers and the 85. The thing I really
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wanted to highlight was the relationship
between that helmiet shape and history,
bringing together stormiroopers froma
real and horrific past with their cinemat-
ic and fictitious cousing. This conjures up
the distinction between that which is real
and that which is imagined
Where dothe vizual materials come from!
My ideas can come from any source, o
reference point, However 1 work with-
in a looze sot of parameters thematieal-
Iy so there is a pattern. I'll come across
an image, story, or detail, that | find in-
teresting, or something will socur to me
about what I'm already working on. There i
tends to be a documentary origin (o most
of the wark. Initially there’ll be a rushof |
possibilities and impatience to have con-
trol of the idea, which is quite a vilner-
able process. It could be developing the
idea of Hitler's mountain retreat at Ber-
chtesgaden becoming a restaurant af
ter the war, which | gradually became
aware of through rescarching that place
for a different project. As | was scanning
for images on the internet there wereal
ways people eating in what 15 fw the res-
taurant. Suddenly this became predom- |
inant in my thinking as I engaged with
the strangeness of it. 5o the whale thing
became about convenlonee and consump-
tion, not just in material terms, but alse
| interms of history and memory. Or the
leopard man who lived like a hermiton
| the Isle of Skye in Scotland for bwenty-five
| years and is now in anold people housein
Birmingham, which [ became aware of
through a newspaper article. What [dont
want to do is just to make documentary
paintings or work about these things |
want to ind parallels in which to expleit
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The thing I really

wanted to highlight was
the relationship between
that helmet shape

and history, bringing
together stormtroopers
from a real and horrific
past with their cinematic
and fictitious cousins
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the thinking behind that story or that im-
age. Whether this means developing a
body of work with burger heads marphed
into original footage of Hitler at Kehl-
gteinhaus or tnking palntings (fom art
hixtory which feature hermits and tak-
ing them out, what's interesting for me
ie to find contexts In which the ideas and
history of these things can be understood
differently.

How doyou research pour patntbngs?®

Ad | pome neross images, or ideas, 1 af-
tendon’t know how to proceed initial-
Iy, 80 alot of the time | sit on things fora
while until | feel confident of how [ want
o engage with it and then it's a process of
shetching and mapping out what T want
tode. [fyou think about the Altitude Sick-
niézs geries. which I'm currently working
on. they refer back to & painting | made in
early 2008 called Alpine Revdew. This fea-
tured an albine Darth Vader character

posing on the ateps leading up to Kehl-
steinhaus, which I'd developed from two
gaparate photographs I'd found on the In-
ternet, Onee I'd committed to the restau:
rani theme and was more directly deal-
ing with the memory and the history of
this place. ue Hitler's retreat, [ wanted to
use i very aggressive metaphor to facili-
tate the incredible irony of the switch. |
took the fagt food (dea = the burger = he-
caiige It seemed the most appropriate
and ruthless metaphor to signify histore-
jeal consumption and convenience. This
bocame central to all the Magie Coms-
bo Profect paintings with the burger and
beer balloons as well as the Meal Deal Ar-
chive series. The Meal Deal Archive itaelf
was developed out of the sepia-toned pho-
tographa of Hitler at Kehlsteinhaus tak-
¢en by Nazi officlals, [t was important that
the hamburger heads appeared as in:
tegral elements of the painting and not

fragmentary like a collage - 9o that they |
appenr more lke faded recordn, The effect |
is utterly ridiculous. absurd and extrems. |
Do you have a routine? |
Writing for me ia a really necessary part |
of my routine, & it helps me to discipline |
and consolidate my thoughts about the |
work. It enables me to récognize what's |
important and what lsn't. It's not as
stralghtforward as writing then making
'in sequence’ and exiats in & more open- |
Iy "diariatic’ mould for me - before, dur-
ingand after the work i made. [ find it re-
freahingly emnpirical and elarifying inthe
broader process of making - 1ike a filter,
The process of thinking and making all
the posaible ways of establishing connec
tions are really important to me.

How do gousee the roleof reclism today?

I am aware that my work is representa-
tional and that you can recognize things
in {t. But I'm not interested in realismoar
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figuration beinga rhetorical feature of its
being. I'm aware that there's a real fash-
fon right now for a particular type of re-
duced and shstracted realism, which has
emerged over the last ten years or soin

the style of Luc Tuymans - like a typoof
documentary realiem that interrogates
the veracity of the mediated image. This
is intoresting, but | prefor to take the doc-
umentary in this context as abeginning
and a catalyst to o set of parallele or fan-
tngy-baned regponses rather than an end
in itmelll | make paintings that [ hopa ane
slow visually. | like the idea that work
takes time to digest and recognize.

And how about the role of painiing?

Thizs is tricky. One has to start from the
promise of painting as a completely out-
moded getivity, Yet it is important to reg-
ister that outmoded does not necesgar-
ily mean defunct, and that it has a role
and a parpose here. What this creates is

It was important that the
hamburger heads appeared
as integral elements of

the painting and not
[fragmentary like a collage
- so that they appear more

like faded records

vulnerability, all the more eritical and
heightened by the ‘progressive’ relevance
of evervthing clse, to which 1 feel it Is
wholly interdependent. | like its outmod-
ed vulnerability. Ooe does not dit down
cross-logged and devise strategies for the
work or its role. Essentially you're just
aware of how It configums In the grand-
er scheme of things.: Humour becomes
& point of release within this tenzion. |
[Tkee pathetie humour, a humour that ae-
knowledgea its shortcomings as well as
s charm. There's éomething almost vi-
olent about a burger-headed man emerg-
ing from an image of Hitler, it's complete-
ly pathetic, So [ hold no sentiment tokaste
or the conventions of taste - this is im-
portant. Of course [ know that when vou
have o burger-head man in a painting it
looks crap. But this is just as true when
a painting contains something more ro

mantically palatable or appealing, For me

I make no distinetion between the two -]
will use both. | want the work to have that
edge that it will accommodate anything
i it needs too

What should the neiw subjects for patnt-
g bl

I'wouldn't want my work to appear too di-
dactic or singular in Intent, however spe
cific the paintings might be in their con-
text and logic. It's not my job to chaperone
an audience, but simply 1o sct up clues,
pointers and hopefully a little connecting
humourabout the absurdity of existence
My practice is very much about contemps
Tary thomes of how we recognise memas-
¥, history and context within patterns of
convenienos that dominate every aspect of
life, T guess it's a bit like the leopard map
who left soctety and then gave up living
like a hermit, enacting the convenience,
the very CONLEMPOrary Convaniemos af
saying. 'Ok, ['ve had enough now" 8
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On se croiralt dans le quotidien
banai: des intérieurs tristement
propres; avec tables, foyers, lumi
naires. Mals quelque chose de
aenunﬁ flotte danslat-
mosphere de ces peintures, bai-

gnées d'un beige pesant ; parfois

surgit une sithouette comme cel-
le de Dark Vador échappéde
Ler Guerre des étalles pour

* penoueravec ta normalid. Lindi-

ce qui inquitte, c'est cette rugosi-
téde tolle de jute que Simon
Willems a Uart de donner i ses
pointures,

Ce jeune peintre anglals s'estins-
piré de la retraite d Hitler, sur

- les hauteurs de Berchtesgaden,

aujourd’hui transformée en res-
taurant pour touristes.
La cheminée vers laguelle se
tourne un étre pensif prend un
tout autré sens; les murs de pier-
re deviennent oppressants; les
bouquets fades sur les tables
semblont signifier ke dewil.
Une étonnante parabale sur l'ef-
facement de (o mémoire. @
Emmanuelle Legueux
15, rue ces Arquebisiers. Paris-3,

| M° Saint-Séatten-Frosaard

Tol, O1-4£2-72-21-27.

Do maedi pu wendneds de 13 heures &
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SIMON WILLEMS

ONLY WHEN I LAUGH

Simon Willems' tight paintings and drawings do not share a single preoceupation or line of
comtent. In bis work we might be taken frone the world of the curvent and popuilar to art
bistorical diseussions within the space of two metres of wall.

Content shifts radically and seems to intentionally deny
thie idea that an artist, particularly a painter, nesds to
prodisce series of works in which the relationship between
individual works is clearly laid out for the viewer, that
the patnter should curate his or her work. Nor is there
any sense that this is an intentéopal position, something
that plays contrary games in order 10 offer intentionally
randam and fragmented images. 1t fecls organic, It feels
like someons making art in A way that is, above all,
focussed on the work at hand cather than purporting to
some greater profundity by using the series rather than
the individual works as a vehicle for communication

This does not, however, mean that his individual works
are unconnected. On the contrary, there afe & number
of unifying themes and presccupations that wind their
way through the work. The human body and human

Abgor: St WSy, Fhow moa ir wew’ (Dl 2008, MY x; 3 Fim,
O @ puwaf o Bevn Codwrrery of Cadtersy Moty
Panr & Mank Moore Gadiory, Santa Mivlis

0

conditlon, Damesticity and ts incumbent meanings. A
surgean’s humour often focussed on social or cultural
observations. The matmre of the constructed image. And
the relationship between the popular and art bistory.

What makes Willems® work falrly unusual for an artist of
his generation, is that these are not packaged in a way
that claims a conceprual unity that we must Accept as
a requirement 1o admire the work. Nor are individual
works peopled with cheap tricks that claim to link thelr
allusions in a way that we can measure by a series of
check-box exercises. Inshort, without any single painting
or work on paper being intentionally opague, If there are
connections other than the formal and technical between
individoal works, we must find them oorselves.

In one sirand of his work we encounter the unexpected
humanisation of the inhuman. Drolds and allens familiar

) 12# 3 #& 4(5



to us from iconic scifi films such as “Star Wars® are
captured in dramatised human moments, depicied in
styles and composition that draws from the history of
painting. In another strand of wosk, Willems seems to
draw on the traditions of 1970s hyperrealism, absiract
painting and graphic design. In such paintings we often
see the sleek people of the glamorous world of music and
pop iconography. Forms and colouring that might have
fallen off a Sparks album cover or migrated from the
acid-coloured vernacular of early New Wave promotional
material are rewarked into tght compasitions in which the
line between realise and abstraction constantly shifts

And then there are works on paper - such a8 more recent
series looking at ballet dancers and old wallpaper - in
which the formal construction of the image appears to
the disciplined route by which we must eater into any
underlying subtext or narrative.

In Willems' work, the material and the ephemeral
constantly compete. In many works, there is a deftly
negotiated presemation of what we understand to
be represented. We are never completely sure If he is
talking about the materialisation of the image - literally
the manifestation of palnt on canvas - of of the material
of which its content is made. Figures, human bodies and
entire landscape m to be continually in the
process of materialising and then dissolving. The very
matter and apparent chemistry of thelr compasition
refuses the convention of a science in which the world -
and the elements of which it canalsts - is fully explained
People negotiate fragmenting landscapes. Non-existent
species and croids from ather worlds experience the
pains of human flesh in emotive vignettes within bodies
composed of metals, Aeroplanes unfurl their advertising
banners over landscapes appear 1o be fragmenting
beneath them, their constituent parts refusing fo remain
salid

In a recent work based on the 'chill out’ room in a gulag
as photographed by the phatographer Carl de Keyser,
these layers of the real and Imagined, the existent and
the non-existent are particularly evident. in one sense,
the work uses the pre-existing documentary approach
of the renowned photographer 10 create a kind of
mirrors-within-mirrors visual pun. The painting literally
tecreates the mural that has been painted in this room
along with 11s othes scant furnishings. As a painting,
the question immedinely arises about meaning and
metaphor. Are we supposed to understand this painting
as & rather clichéd decision to show the world of nature
and freedom beyond the cloying confines of the room?
O i It - s It 15 in this case - the reasonably faithiul
rendition of an actual Foom complete with tacky mural
Again, the question of the material and non-malerial.
it a real room or a bad artistic metap!

Just to make the game more Interesting, Willems
introduces floating bubble-like elements into the image
where the figures were present in the original; a kind
of abstracted Kirllan photography of the former human
presence. Their deflantly nonnawralistic presence
Introduces yet another layer to the discussion about
image construction. And, perhaps it Is even a subtle
reference to De Keyser's technique - h not n this
particular photograph - in w:lmh the natural \lzhlmﬁ and
direction of the camera, sometimes throug

into deep shadow, renders Wem| practically aithouettes
against the brightly light location.

Of course. this painting has a very dark side to it. It Is
simultaneously serious and wickedly funny. And this
is something that we see running through much of the
We are, on one level, presented with a slice of
antemporary reality. A working 'inmm- prizon rather
pl!lﬂ:lly offers its inmates The trite lma) reedom, no
doub the conceptual stroke of genius OF soump artisiie
residence roped In to Instrumentalise art in the service
of a social agenda: to make criminals better people. But
perhaps this Is unfair. Maybe his or her role was merely
that of a facilitator, asking, &s they often do, what it was

Lt Simon Willovs, CIPO an s oath b (Dot 2007, 45 5 4 5emm
Cdom i, Eanrty of Gskerde Palsriy, Pari,

that the prisoners wanted to do with the wall. However it
came into being, the resulting irony s that in this “chill
out' room, where prisaners are supposed to go to calm
down and relax, 10 manage thelr rage and anxiety
are offered a constant reminder of the freedom they do
not have.

Cursed by the lack of thought on the part of 3 liberal
artist of fellow inmate doing good or fallen on their own
swords by speaking without considering the long term
implications, one wonders how often. If ever, this occurs
1o these incarcerate

We see the same gallows humour in eatlier works too,
such as “How Soon |s Now” (2005 in which we appear to
be looking at scene in which a meteor has just crashed
into a street party, its hissing mineral mass unexpectedly
an target. 1t takes its name from a song Smiths.
Both the image and the title, alluding to the pop group
that remain the all-time champions of celebrating misery
and, as such, continuing 1o hold a particular place in
popular culture, underscore the grim joy of the carnage.
Nathing could be quite as funny as things going this
horribly wrong. Except perhaps a busload of nuns belng
tortured and killed by Chniﬂin rthc!s. Oh yes, that's
alrcady happened, More than

The mechanism in Willems work taps into a kind of
schadenfreude that lies at the bottem of many dark types
of humour. When the world proves to be more harrible
than we ever realistically expected, It starts 1o become
strangely amusing. And Ironically, as a strategy, one is
capable of becoming so fiendishly pessimistic that it
automatically canverts into o kind of optimism. 1f we live
18 a warld in which meteors drop nts AR URSLERECting
group of partygoers, then we might as well get on with
living whilst we can. Ultimately, it is not a new humour.

e recognise it easily in the Dance Macabre that arose
during the Black Death or in numerous medieval
renditions

And, like that much earlier phenomenon, Willems'
work often combines contradictory urges as a response
to existential issves. If the participants in the Dance
Macabre - or indeed those partaking in the Anabaptist
orgies 1o mark the coming of the End - navigated
these contradictory drives through a more religiaus
framework, then Willems® work does so In & context
after the Enlightenment and Existentialism. Material
and non-material; existing and no longer existing at all
The presence or absence of a religious belief structare
ultimately has linle bearing on the anxieties we feel
when considering our own mortality subjectively.

In many works, these existential issues are less overtly
emphasised, less present as a clov
that, in fact, turns out (o be & blunt instrument, Often
domesticity features, Sometimes it does 50 with a more
soulful gaze, such as in the works on paper based on
wallpapers. In others, as in works like “Santa's Cumming’
(2003), It connects sex and domesticity in o humorous
context, something that many perceive as a particularly
British cultural humour tralt. Willerns makes a heady
combination of Christmas kitsch, DNA and the dark
quietness of 4 Dutch seventeenth century still life, for
£ synanymous with the development of concepts like
domesticity and home.

Domesticity - and indeed seventeenth century Dutch
wraditions (n painting - are a product of the shift in the
SroRimiIn of Dmebgrelsy dhat pusklis 1 b prosges
economically as a trading nation, a nation in which

the newly enriched citizen-merchants rather than the
aristocracy would define policy and taste. And, whilst
1his ‘Golden Age’ can be discussed very positively in
terms of advancements, prosperity, social and religious
tolerance and a time in which the arts were generously
patranise numerous critics and historians
have out, the seductive and luxurious still-life
paintings and domestic groupings of Dutch seventeenth
century painting were often so immaculately compased
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than they seemed 1o be holding their breathe, waiting for
th shit to kit the fan, There is, sccarding 1o the received
wisdom about the art of the perind, that these genres
of palntigs - with thelr distincilve dark backgrounds
and stark light sources - constitute a form of Calvinist
memento morl, The Golden Age was just too golden. The
pious —of insightiul eve of the artist - sought to convey
that all this luxury and worldly comfort, or any human
being partaking of it, could not last far ever.

Willems' ‘Santa’s Cumming' may even offer us the
snapshot of the moment after the perfect composure that
we assoclate with Dutch seventesnth century still life
paintings, has ruptured. The luxuriously cosy detritus
of Christmas constitutes a visual joke. Alternatively
spermatozoa or the glistening strings of pearls from
a work by Vermeer we are left wondering exactly what
happened the night before Christmas. The DNA strings
gleam with what could be stickiness. The framing
intentionally Hmits cur field of vision. a peeplng-tom
reflection of a human eye barely visible. And God alone
knows what Santa got up to under the tree.

Less open-ended, but nanetheless making implicit use of
carefully observed art historical genres is the painting
of €7-30 on his deathbed, the composure and dying
candlelight observed from many genre examples. We are
implored to feel empathy for a machine. And not even a
real machine at that, but instead a Hollywood castume
with a person inside it and the voice of a gay English
butler, The gesture is at once genuine and an claborate
pe.

However. as with much of Willems' oeuvee. beyond the
one-line joke of the content and the presccupation with
the real and the nenreal, works such as fhese mise
addivional questions about the relationship botwcen
art and taste, Or, perhaps more accurately, about the
boundaries between art and kitsch, something that has
been very much of interest o Willems® generatian of
artists. And increasingly of interest to curators, judging
by MUMOK's recent “Bad Fainting, Good Art™ show, for
example

Like ather contemparary art works such an Elvis oo velvet
reinterpreted as lan Curtis or & kitschy ceramic omament
of & horse and cart realised full-scale, many of Willems®
palntings question how, exactly, we now determine
what s meaningful art and what is merely seatimental
or worthless. if, as art has shown us repeatedly over the
course of the twentieth century, we can cast aside the
tradittonal measures for what constitutes worthy art, how
then do we measure what remains meaningful? These
are works that speak about old masters that have been
downgraded to kitsch by thelr endless reproduction, by
their facsimiles being hung in tackily decorated homes of
the great uwashed masses. And yet, there Is something in
this work that vehemently underscores the positive aspect
of this phenomenon. It is ultimately a desirable outcome
that art speaks to people, no matter wha they are

In selecting droids and Wookles from 'Star Wars',
Willems is not belitling the cultural phenomenon, but,
in fact, refterating the strength of its appeal to numerous
generations since the 1970s. 1t s not without a certain
tongue-in-cheek critique. For example, he implicitly
observes that it's amusing that this generation can

WOUND

just as casily identify with a non-existent entity as a
human being: Han Solo, Princess Leia or Luke Skywalker
never appear in the works. Yet, the power of this pop
cultural phenomenaon is ultimately elevated rather than
denigrated by its rendition as masterly painting. By
implication, Willems demands that we reconsider other
popular (mage narratives and phenomena that become
meaningful to ordinary people. They may be trite.
They may be commercial products Tather than artistic
expressians. But they have

imte the systems of visual communication through which
human betngs make sense of their confusing world and
grubby existence on this mortal coil.

This empathy with popular human experlence is perhaps
most evident in the recent works drawn from fragments
of found wallpaper. Based on wallpapers that have
themselves stolen fron art, Willems focuses on motifs
that have already entered the common consciousness as
visual code. Even i it is unlikely that many people who
would have originally parchased such wallpapers for
their homes weuld not have recogniscd the sources more
specifically than their coming from 'the olden days', the
sources are reasonably clear to any art history student,
if ot always by artist and title, then at least by genre.
Fragonard’s ‘The Swing' (1764 becomes a girl on
a swing, endlessly repeated and no longer the subject of
reverential worship as a painting.

In these works, Willems is acutely sware of both the
art historical content and, indeed, lssues of formal
construction, As with another series of drawings of ballet
dancers that naturally prompt one to think of Degas
oF Manet, he carefully explores the form of a
and its potential for assimilation into pattern
with the works based on wallpapers, the connotations
of demesticity and the whole notion of design as a
receptacle for layers of soclal meaning are bullt up,

These are very much objects. They are things that
PrOmpt memory, give us same sense of who might have
been attracted to the motifs of the discarded wallpapers,

0 would have wanted to build their home around
themseives, surrounded by the namratives of pretry
ladies at leisure and cute iitrle exotic beasts. They are
the stuff of nostalgia and the remembrance of things
past. They talk of somebody, probably samebody who
would have been cansidered not 1o have very good taste.
And yet, through the medium of a domestic item, a
constmer choldce, there was something that connected
these faceless lovers of chintzy wallpaper with what we
consider to be good . as if 1o underscore that
paint, Willems reappralses the familiar figures and forms
n the language of much more Tecent art mavements

When it 15 5ot laughing an agonised laugh, Willems' work
Just smiles wryly. The thing that connects the two tones
is that they both speak of understanding the essentially
irrational and unfair nature of living in the unreal real
warkd,

www simomwillems.com
kP
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Siormtrooper mourning the loss of his mother (study 2) (2009). © Simon Willems

Le peintre britannique manie le crayvon ef le pinceau avee une minutic qui n’s d "égale que acuité de son humour, noir la
plupari du femps, ef nous conduit, & sa facon, & réviser notre appreheosion du monde.

http://lesamisdecimarse. Irp=2213 04/06/2009
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Enfant, il 5" était découvert une passion pour la cartographie. « Je colleciinmmans les cores of
{ ‘em erduis, s papier on de fogon iaginaiee o, w¢ souvieni-il, travaillant el développant déja la justesse ¢ la subtilité de son
trait. N il v o 38 ans 4 Shorcham-by-Sea, sur la cdte sud de I” Angleterre, Simon Willems a grandi dans la tranquille station
thermale et balnéaire voisine de Worthing. Lorsqu'il déeide d emtreprendre des éudes anistiques, ses parents lo soutiennernt, «
meane 5 il dlaient q-m-."qul' [oH rJn"_l'J-qurn £ P an dehnt, Je [ROR i iy grvatent e dradi e Ddtre L. Je e siets d alllenes
fengfonery | o Apris quelques anndes passées 4 1" université de Nottingham, dans le centre du pays, il rejoint Londres afin de
parfaire sa formation au Reyal College of Art doat il sort diploayé en 2000, 1 ne quittera plus In capitale britannique, o il choisit
d"éablir son stelier.

Laors de la cérémonie de remise des dipldmes du Royal College of Art, le jeuns arfiste rencontre Bernard Utudjian. responsable
de ks galerie parisienne Polaris. Celui-ci |"aidera & fire ses premiers pas dans le milieu de 'an hexagonal. « J'ai en o chanee, &
o anenme R, dhe suseiier non sewlement §intérds de fa gelerie Polavis, mais auast oolnd o wme golerie fondoniemne. Cela o bien
shF pernnls e cerfaimes pories £ oaveent », notamment celles des foires et salons d"an contemporain. En quelques anndes, il

' mposera comme |"un des acteurs phares de o scéne antistique londonienne

D gauche & droite | C-3P0 on his death bed (2007). Sad pug (2006), © Simon
Willems

Un sens aign duo déail

Le regard clair et souriany, ke crine rasé de plus prés que ne le sont ses joves, Simon Willems, qui approche sercinement la
quamntaing, sime jouer les trouble-féte ot semer le doute dans 1" univiers de nos cenitudes sociétales, bitics, selon lui, aux dépens
de 1a capaciié et de la liberié de penser pourtant censées éire |"apanage de I'homme

Disséquant de son trail alede et préeis notre vision précongue el 5i fcilement influengable du monde, il met enscene les
contradictions qui en résultent en travaillant « awdonr o la disiineiion enire fes rodes mafdried of spivitie! =, entre ceux de
I"éphémere ct du perpétuel. Si ses questionnemaents le renvoient sur le fond 8 ln question de la deliguescence et de la mor,
Fartiste britannigque s¢ défend d' e un pessimiste @ « Je divady pdude o il 5 ‘aglt ol " poien ol vne exisientie] s précisedas-il
Cultivant le sens du détail et de 1" humour noir gu'il manic aves finesse of efficacite, Stmon Willems entraine son public & travers
un univers insolite ef déroutant, & la fois fantastigue of regorgeant de détnils, a la limite de "y perréalisme. Au fil de ses toiles, se
tisse un monde glacé, 4 la peinure léchée, od la vie humaing et davantage sugeérée quielle n’est montrée. La coulewr, dominge
par les tons gris et pastel, joue un rdle essenticl dans la volontd de artiste de prendre du recul, de porter un regard eritigque, wn
brin mogueur, mais distancié

w l semble gue fo sods matireflenient aitind vers des images of fddes gl traitent des disiinerions exisiant entre e rdil et
Fimaginafre. fe fowr daves wn contexte o wopies personmelles ef de sysidmes de crovances culirelies. »

Simaon Willems cherche constamment 4 atteindre be point d équilibre enfoui au sein de contradictions apparcnies, « wn Sguilibre

hutp:/lesamisdecimaise.fr/7p=2218 (4/06:2009
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enire la représentation fdéle de guelqie chase e les différemtes applicalions de peintire gestielle et relfléchixsarmte qui viennent
saper cefte description préeise, Je vols en cela wne sorte de schizophrénie F ordre technfyue, & Taguelle ["adhidre dimstinet,
instigateice de oot affrontemens of se fond wne nowvelle fols face le réel ef UNimaginaire. »

Sa récente série, metiant en scéne quelques personnages de La Guerre des diodles, illustre bien ses propos. Laniste use fei du
décalage, de I'absurdité et de Iironie pour humaniser e symbole du mal gu'est le Stormitrooper [les amateurs reconnalitront ce
soldat clone de 1" Armée impériale], en proie au chagrin et 4 la douléur de la perte (1), Ou encore lorsqu'il fait reposer le droide C-
3P0 sur son lit de mon 4,

o Mais, tient-il & préciser, fe ae suis pas an fon de La Guerre des étoiles ; uiilisation de ces personngges dans mes fotles ne vieim
s de [obsession o fonfe e vie ! Mais fe fais partie o i gdadration dont Uenfanee a baige dans fiz saga et cortaing
concepds précis ot intdressent, par exemple f¢ jen de rdles manichéen réparii emire fes persommages, les liens et correspondances
existant entre La Guerre des éoiles of le Stormironper fussocid par son nom aux mentbres des sections dassant sazies de la
Secomde Guerve mowdiale]. Qe encore cente idée veaiment survannde ef démodée du fitne, »

Sereen (homage 10 Carl de Kevser) (2008), © Simon Willems

Humanisation irréelle

Simon Willems préte ainsi, & travers ses dessins of peintures, des sentiments i des personnages = robots ou espéces imaginaires
censés en ére tolalement dénués, Le trouble de |"observateur st renforcd par I"absence de visages humaing, et done

d expression, On ne peut en effiet lire I moindre émaotion sur ces faces dissimulées par des masques, « O qued m fntfresse dans (¢
Jait o temanizer cés persomnages myvihigies, e fotifs, o est o obliger le spectmlenr a dprowver fuaf canessy wene semiimcry, o

« iclerifier avee guelgie chose gud na en faif jomals existé, accentuant of semant aimsd un pey plus i confision entre le réel o
Iitngreinaire, ef rendant entreprise absiirde. »

Curicux de tout, et particulicrement de ses semblables, Simon Willems puise également son inspiration dans ses voyages, qui
I"ont conduit, au fil des ans, 4 ravers |"Europe et les Etats-Unis. Une exposition collective, organisée o Séoul en 2007, hui a offen
V' oecasion &' aller prendee be pouls de | Asie. « Cene expérience, d 'wne valeur inestimable, m ‘o foit clairement réalizer a guel
poir o semblors fons, fof en Clociderd, en colére, ERenes & feligues, » Une prise de consciencs qui vient con forter ses
réflexions daniste engage. « Newts wivins dex fennps dvampes of dangereux deans un monde complexe.. Comment pronerais-pe

o enfinedr la 0éte dany fe sable 7w Alors il p choisi de lu tenir haute et fibre, sa téte, et de nésister en nous invitant & entrer dans
o jeu, celut de IMironie et de la dérision,

(1) Stormtrooper mourning the loss of his mother,
(23 C-3P0 on his death bed

Contaer www simonwillems,com et www galericpolaris.com

Imprimer Simon Willemis — Semeur de troubles (PDF 1,6 Mo)



TIM WHITEN by Nadja Sayej
Diga Korper Gallery. Toronto CANADA June 5 - July 31, 2008

For his seventh solo show at Olga Korper, Tim Whiten, the 67 .year
old Michigan-born sculptor whae has lived in Teronto for the past 25
YRAPE, SEETH 10 have creabed a fantastical lostand found departmient
Feazuring two spray-enamel drawings and six sculptures, his "Uip, Down,
in-Betwesn" show echibits an extraordinary twit on the ordinary, Bt
wiatch your step—there’s a lot of glass around

Whiten,a professor of visual arts at York Liniversity in Toronta, stumbled
upon gless eight years ago, and has since used it as o cold kind of Mastcine
10 COPSTIuct cl;-in',:r. e la-.rr!mg rubers, brichs, brooms, and -‘hr—s!-ng O
shaped ormaments. He nw unes rmatte (instead of choar) gl so crafe
ohjpcts, in thi case a rolling pin, a telescope. and o vast umnbeefls, In all his
effoms, Whiten ingvitably suggests that these ol s e mone {: agile
than they are. Like the soft sculptures of Claes Oldenburg, he ises every
day objects we're accustomed to, while leaving the comic relief avide.
Rather, these objects are quistly legant like the works of New York
based sculptor Noah Sheldon, The unconventional (yet subtle) chodce
of industrial plass abso schoes the works of Louise Bourgeais, Michael
Saow, and Richaid Serra

Karvope { 2008], 4 slump st umbrells held together by thinstrips of
berass, & by far the most commanding plece in the show, Crained of color
a5 if the raln has ahr\.‘l.d}"uul_-d H|1r-:uh"|‘l. it ereates the odd WT It ELATE thaz
it hardly needs the ghost of Mary Poppins, just natural light, to cast a glow
wihan light passes through plass, there is yet another show of fragiliy
Even the shadows the sculptures cast on the pallory's concrece Hoor are
whiguely mothey rmuddled shapes. Then if you look through some of the
works, you view yet another lightshow Thus ba-Sintilare (2003) containg
a litthe cosmic ralnbow. This glass teletcope—yes, all telescopes Typically
wse glass, though this time it s glass from heed totos, including the
wripod—looks like -,\.um-r'l,hmb" o m -th. e N AR BT ONOMers rwﬁq;-
or perhaps some swanky yacht Painting up to the gallery’s moan. e
round window, it does not magnify the ttar, only a2 smattering of glass
by \pllr\-Hr—d sciois the lens

This telescope i alicady the unfolding of shapes and colors we
avsociate with the kaleidoscope, but here we are already inside the
device rather than s looking through it. We ate deeply imiide Tim
Whiten's genealogy of glass, our vision wrapped up within multiple
lemses. This sapphire-blue and fuchsia Op art apparition, calling 10 mind
Briciget Hiley or Victor Vasarely, reveab anothes world entirely, the ane
where reality and Bntay collide, the mmt fragile warld of all

SIMON WILLEMS by Eve Wood

Mark Moore Gallery, Santa Monica CA
May 17 - June 21, 2008

An abstract-realist painter who plays with chance and
perspective in the mold of Mark Tansey, British artist Siman
Willems presents mived-scale paintings of unattaimable
utopias, wodlds where human connections are fleeting, i they
ever existed atall In his new group of paintings called "Cloud
Misic,” 8 hame mote commenly asicciated with New Age
meditation music, Willems's fincination with toppling towen
and prehistoric scenes derives from the stoical presumption
that L hfe ke mran stands abowe 'I.|‘1n|.- I.’E‘n'.ﬂ.' aind rusla nf s
timie, even though, much like the (ll-fsted dinesaur, we are fast
an the way to becoming 4 dying breed auneles

Locking at these numineus mindscapes, one gets the
servie that Willers could have been 4 natural histarian o
sstraloger inanother life. The title painting shows museum
installers attaching a large painting of self. dew oufing ding
saurs 1o the wall, everything Mattened in coamic foreground
ing. In The Resurreton (2008), truncated dinosaur heads
swing fram cranes like s0 many discarded granite bloclks,
and while the painting s 25 precise and arderly as any
nineteenth Century sgle ntific drawing, Willens poiitsa
mode listless or slanted view of the universs we inhabit. The
dinosaurs appear not only out of time, like specimens in 2
jar. but a3 mute witnesses to blind fate, pechaps like the
facebess man operating one of the forkdifs

Striking a farniliar pase in yogra known as “handstand with
wlndrnl'u.‘l"thpf-surn in You Are [1‘-:’-5\'.-‘]'” (2008) positions
hirresell arvidst 4 sea of horironzal hines that seem to mimix the
mcesrmeng af his no:ly,mihmg the man's :Hpqﬂ.t-ﬂyfarg l‘.q-gt
appear even longer, and the mat belew him impessibly smaller
Ore Step Beyond (2008), the largest work in the show, offess a
ghmipse into a trompe-loeil dien of inforrmaton overlosd, ¢om
plete with dsco ball, star rmaps, and the picture of an ape Almost
s barpre, | think war'e afoae mowr [ 2006) has 3 deom kit flasting like
Kubrick's monokth far out inspace, its cables dragging behind ic

Willems could argiably be called 3 coimic pessimist, and
though his work g:rr!rfall}- drama free, an unfathomable
tenision sets it apart from many Brithh paiinten today. Unalike
someone like Paul Morrison, whose Myllic scenet ultimately
suggest hopefuiness, Willems hands us string theory,
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A Simon Willems

Written by Allison Gibson

Mark Moore Gallery

Images courtesy of Mark Moore Gallery

anl abandoned droants, Simon Willema® € {
Mo i wes el has haanting droanmmcapsss
throagh the back door. Uhildbood vivons of ke
Lmerscan Dincaam are montaged whene ballket dang-
ors, cormiboya, and nxk stars Sonvénge M the gallery

theowighout the Towneen pasntings exhibitod. Each
rram festateos of e amaaes exists wihin a

alightly unconmforable setting. vohd al 5ay conilex)
A bons dancer 0 “Seerpl | The ad
of faibare )™ (2008 ) sprawis graceiul and wpin-
legged achons o white plane, fitihods HBomcimg. Mer
mirmor image reflects the perfoctson of ber loap, The
st palette and clegant Bpares conmgure up Degas
wlamcers, yet 'Wellims silerjecis a subtle anderfone
of cymaciem; @ jab at the ofl ey

L]

ned “1 want 1o

b @ ballerina when | gros un™ Hiusion, Something
shout the dancer™s Cxistenee in s setting mioge indi
i apusce than dange studio Mupesis B dream never
realized. left onby 1o play onit wellsim (B fonfines
natic. Panteally melancholy and panly
satirscal, thse fractanod famtasy of Hife o the spotleghot
resds an thg brokem hope of youth

Im =1 think we're alone row™ (2006, 3
ahisy chroeme drum Wit s siop o wom fea market

of i

rusg whide wires snakg toward obloviom im all disge-
ticans along a-cclestial foor. Cdmining the stellsr
surmndipgs, the soene lisphs ke a ¢ sfapc hand
JAFT) RERAON R B S Break W iehan dhse smrmeal
porteal of e galavy, how ever, the dium Lit soenm
1 repshosenll the same homt b Mboosd drcam an 1kt

of ihe ballel danoer in ™ '\1'I||,'|1" of the rodlen oo oy
Pk png om @ stalliom o g range” | DO0N G, Eham
Brecang i the wined, one hand hobding e icane
hat wp hagh. The tithe =1 think we e abome now™

sipmimens the bubblegom pop of Tiflany for any
child of the BIw, feiher refononding the carcirod
dresms o youth and the iy of Tife Later taming
ol b wg Shaotrght i wowld, Tiell abust o gmsp-hig
wisder T WTamy o e, Tall of doen
snjwl, whose abamdoned drum Lil now Movais en
spaie alier his poal of B the neeal ‘IH||||F:|

L iver Cai bid (i iBnah

WM s

Throughoot the work, oomam smagery
néwnchines cushadand, Ehotgh the pasntings vaty in
deprees of sirealivm. The subdod paltie is
almiont alwans awakonod with a punch of colos
whether i1's the Baightly stniped lootand o the
dancer, ihe grangy patierned nug fAosting in space
bwersrath ibse dams, o ihe red handana tred arounsd
the backaron™s neck 5 Ls Johs \'l;\_l.ll-f

Thosuyh 1 thank we'ie slone Bow™ might
be the show s superslar, (b desreration of monst
haiuntimg bmage pogs to “Une wep boyomd™ | 2008),
o quictly tammonted stone of 8 man viewod from
bohind. The gingehained man ses tommsely ot a
draftaing tablg; e spema 10 be whisc-knucklod,
grasping is surface, bt o waork i sesm oon the
desiop The rooim appenrs b e asee ol 8 i
wiersal conlral hooth tham a wir e olfe op studsn,
hawihgngd, TV on oo and bpsrithmag msps of Hhe

urtth crwd wurrimandd Bom, while amebimoss wphscnical

shapes Moal srownd, The space isn"t really wislitars
jam, bvever, The TV momilor i sheming rhing
Bl ek dd the camaa. il 1Bl s paohbed &t him
|1 the wltomaie of vamcaling imagory. the marblod
pabigT on the wall -||J'h'|-- dawn Troam (e -h'l'lrtr-_ mitd
snidinig with the fant D devignating the Mood, b
wommaing downwsnd, causang the man—and his
chasr, desk, pnad map—to appear ke be oo

o ol Ay, Simon Willoms ul!‘l|"-:|.'=
Truseny ehe sushcossg s o, casemically, Bhe hutman
race, He SEpigTs dhse iherem h-lfb.'l‘-r vouith, as wl|
s 1 iimfullilled amd broken matiane thal Do sl
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ArtSlant - Subtle yet powerful, Willems' works speak volumes,
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Subtle yet powerful, Willems® works speak volumes.,
by critiCAL

Cloud Music

Mark Moore Gallery
Bergamot Station, 2525 Michigan Ave A-1, Santa Monica, CA 90404
17 May 2008 - 21 June 2008

fnon Willsena' panbings e 8 doiicadn and inirigung blond of humas, beauty, ind uneass on @ procise and subtie scale fanaly Sedh n Los

SGioud Musks™ inchuies work from g the past teo yoens, ranging from the 5 172 £ 8 12 it paining 7 think we'ne sione iow” Fom
2006 1o e 30 3 23 inch work on pager entitled “Firse renga” from 2008, “Fria range” i & perfec] oxampe of how Y¥Wilems manages io
mm“mmmmmmwam creahng & work That nedher becomes snirenched in
ks gpwn: dedail nor manic in #s aneegy bul romaing harmorously bilanced babwsen he bwo. ) Bink we'ne alona now” [piciuned on this sita)
dupicts B sdver drum kit placed on a comically T0s garage rug Roating, of ma socurmiely, shding pcroes soma plane of doep space. The
cheasy pop Song reforency in the tite adds. to the fesling thal Willerns is poking fun at soma notion of wdstential Crises.  Thes seems i ba
nmdvmmmmm.mmmmnmmmnm nmmmm
fpiven by ar odd shadow casl of Bn awicsard angle witnessoed rathor than IFough any sumeal construct

hied 1o distinguish, one of Bha Srongest works in the show i the first you witness a5 you come in (he gollery. A chsproportonatedy
plongaied fgure balances in mmmlmmmwﬁmwmﬂhm "You are fargiver”, etched across. s back. The
background (windh & o, imcadanioily, m-mmmuwummmmammmﬂ
e precarious mamant of dewn. Yol ihe Sgure casts & anguins shibdow, his cxbended bmbs fopaabod N Bhr ehdeniably Cross ik
fomation. *¥ou mne fomgreen”, from 2004, s & midune of imprecise Esstern and Weslem relerencss loa! i 5 soa waith i kcabon,
Again subtly mocking thi evsientnl compitxtan we vl cumehes in within conbemponany’ YWedbnn socmty.

Wiiloms' works oevtainly do not sorsam 1o be looked at. ihe ocoupy the galiery space canafiully and unobitrushaly, yal f gven furfhaed
inspaction they ollor an infrile well of possibdity thd engages the viewss tar beyond the picture plane.
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Simon Willems at FRAC Auvergne
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“Bad Things Even H. To
Nice People”, de S. Willems.

Simon Willems, romantique
d'outre-Manche

La galerie Polaris met a I'hon-
neur [es euvres de ce jeune peintre
anglais dont c'est la premiére ex-
pasition, en présentant ses huiles
sur bois d'une rare douceur.
Willems saisit des paysages tran-
guilles, immobiles, de neige et de
giace, ou des sous-bois mystérieux,
utilisant une palette de couleurs
pastel, lactescentes, dans des jeux
de matidre & Ia fois polis et rugueux.
Sous cette placidité apparente ol
Willems prétend glisser de lircnie,
se cache une certaine mélancolie,
proche parfois de [a désolation. Ici,
la nature parie dans ce qu'elle a de
plus poétique et de plus tragique.
Galerie Polaris : 8, rue Saint-
Claude, 3. M° Sain!-Sébastien-
Froissart. Jusqu'av 12 janvier.

Kiling the Archers
Jardins anglais

aisible, un écureuil
Plétanisé par le froid meurt
% au fond d'un jardin anglais.
A ses cOtés, la mouche s'impose au
premier plan d’une nature
idvllique... Avec humour et ironie,
Simon Willems dépeint
I"atmospheére des jardins anglais
el suggere, avec une technique
irréprochable, un « environnement
trempé d’urine et couvert de
maticres fécales ». Une poésie
décalée a inspecter a la loupe,
des détails floraux souillés
d’excréments de chiens qui n'ont

- mien a envier a la peinture

féerique victorienne. D.V.
Galerie Polaris.
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Simon Willems

Show Simon Willerms

Location Percy Millar, Snowfields,
London SE1 ({020 7207 4578)
Dates 24 May-7 July

Contact Percy Miller,

paintings from £600

Interview Lucy Spriggs

Trunk calis. Right:
Cihervise Couniing
Dandalrons, 2001,
il ey board

Kate Allen

Show Bitterawest

Lacation Danielle Arnaud,

123 Kenninglon Raad,

Londen SET1 (020 7735 8232)
Dates £ May-10 June

Contact Danielle Arnaud,
paintings fram L4560

Interview Lucy Sprigas

iman Willems is a busy man,
s Since graduating from the Royal

College last year it's been non-
stap. As well as his forthcoming sole
show at London's Percy Miller gallery,
he has another ined up for Galerie
Polaris in Paris, and he's curating
*Miniature Madness™ at the Winkley
Strest Studios later this summer,
Willems believes it's imperative to
keep the ideas flowing, and the best
wiay is by keeping busy,

This foraaiul anergy is not what
you'd expect fram the creator of such
quist paintings, His recent works are
darived from photographs of the
gardens of Graylingwall in West
Susser, a farmer Victorian mental
institution close to where he grew
up. The concept of a Vietorian
mertal asylum neally encapsulates
all that he's afler; Victorian values,
expressed through an institution of
imprisonment and classification,

This heightened awaraness of
Victoriana iz made clear when | spy
a print of lohn Singer Sargent's
painting, Carnation, Lify, Lily, Rose
tacked on 1o the wall next to an
unfinished canvas. Victorian fairy
paintings are important to Willams

lade graduate Kate Allen has
s bean painting spots for seven

years. Words in spots, spots
from colour blind charts, impasto
spots sticking out from the canvas,
you pame it, she's spotted it She
can’t explain the significance of the
spot, she just knows she finds
something inherently pleasing in it.

For the last 18 months it's been
all about fashion. She takes images
from fashion magazines, breaks them
down and rebuilds the colours with
her beloved spots. This results in
paintings that kum with an element of
live electricity, rather like a Bridgat
Riley (Allen’s prime artistic influence),
and if the fashionistas diving it to be
a colourful season, the results can
be stunning.

Allen is her own harshest crilic,
it of every six paintings she
craates 1o complation vsually only
four will be deamed “right”. This is
because she works without sketchas
and each painting has to progress to
the finished article befare she can
tell if she's going to like it or not.
Thig element of perfection is serving

S

as well, for their implications of *a
still-existant tendency in English
culture to veil sooial and political
realities through mannered
escapism”, and their influence can
be seen in Willarns' murky yet
ethereal scenes. Yet do not be
foolad by this false comfor: the
images are not at all whimsical, and
there is & gritly furliveness to them,
as the hary image of dogs copulating
behind a bush, or the dog turds in the

har well, as she's in a group show
at Danielle Amaud in Londen this
manth and ona in Bath in June,
Allen has more shows lined up for
the rest of the year and her wiork
hangs in the Groucho Club.
However, unlike another famous
creator of dot paintings, whose
work hangs adjacent to hers in the
London club, she won't be handing
the execution of her spot paintings
over to anyone elsa. The pearsonal
alement is key in Allan's work -

if you look closaly, you can see a
splash or a smudge here and therea,

raduate profile |

distance illustrate. He also says he's
after “the anthropomaorphic potential
of arfices contained in natural
forms”, and admits to a cument
penchant for tree stumps, "but

I'm net sure why yet”,

The contradictions evident in his
wirk are echoad in the laid-back
demeanour of an artist who slrosses
his intense ambition and looks
forward to representation in New
York in the naxt few years,

that she calls her “non-accidental
acoidents”, She doas this in arder
to keep “the human touch evident
50 it doesn't look like a computer
image ara print”.

And as for the fashion-lover that
she is, the guastion had fo
b agked! is she a matt or a gloss
girl? “Definitely a matt-finish girl",
she laughs,

Gel spodted. Above: delail
of Seventies Worman
With Boss G, 2004,

acrylic on canvas
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