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Figuring it out

One has to begin somewhere. There is a mark to be made.
You have to begin. How? It's done, and there’s no going back,
not this time. The next step starts from here, not there where
you were then, with the page, the canvas, the world open
before you. And not from over there, where you might have
been, had you not made that mark but another. Behind you is
not only the past, but countless futures abandoned, the price
of this future now that opens up as the hand moves away
from the ground, from the mark it has made, and faces again
a beginning. As mark follows mark, each carving off
possibilities that fall away unrealised, the plenitude of empty
space is hollowed out as a definite past takes the place of an
indefinite future, and at each step this past comes to be filled
with all the future that remains. Whatever else it is, a work of
art is a record of this opening, closing and opening of
perspectives.

Whatever else it is... In our own tradition, what art has always
shared with any kind of human making — its materiality, its
temporality, its intentionality, its sociality — only becomes
foregrounded when with modernity the burden of imitation is
thrown off, and art comes to show not how things are in the
world, but how things are with us. Since then, our history of
art has talked not so much of periods as of ideologies — from
Cubism to Conceptualism and beyond — as well it might, so
much are such doctrines both partial and contentious, not
only highlighting, but often over-generalising from, particular
features of the experience or practice of art. Hence, for
example, the narrowness of a Greenbergian modernism or a
post-Duchampian conceptualism. In this, the argument about
art closely resembles the broader struggle over the creation
and control of social meaning more generally.

Pierre Imhof came to art in the mid-Eighties, at a time when
what was then the new German painting marked a return to
the figurative and the expressive that exploited and
celebrated what had been neglected and devalued
possibilities of art. For all its vices, the not always resisted
temptations to the bombastic and the theatrical, it also had
the virtues that made them possible: an engagement with the
[y iality of paint, an of its evocative power, an
unpuritanical, bodily pleasure in the visual. More particularly,
in someone like Baselitz, a more focused investigation of the
vocabulary associated with such a stance led to a stripping
away of the anecdotal, the figure being transformed from a
narrative object in its own right to become an effect of the
painterly field. It was here, between the figuration and
abstraction thus put into question, in the tension between the
expressive figure and the constructive and hence
deconstructive self-awareness that comes with a conscious
engagement with paint and painting as such, that Imhof took
his stand.

He began, then, unafraid of the figurative and practically
interested in the effects of paint as they are revealed and
exploited in figuration. The issue of how paint works, however,
quickly resolves into two intimately related questions, one
being the question of what paint figures before or beneath the
level of achieved figuration, and the other, how such sub-
figurational figurings are marshalled into a coherent whole. So
it was that in Imhofs work figures gave way to signs,
diagrammatic representations of representations in which the
gestural and formal properties of the painted marks come to
the foreground, these marks in this sense operating on equal
terms with those elsewhere. This play of “figure” and “ground”



was for a while echoed in the alternation of more figured and
more abstract work, each equally an aspect of a concern for
the painterly that through the signs and other more
disaggregated and dispersed derivatives of the figure
remained anchored to local and concrete meaning and
feeling, without ever being seduced by the overtly
metaphysical.

In the early 1990s, however, with the impact of AIDS and
the illness and death of his friends, Imhof's painting took a
decisive turn away from any sense of direct reference, the
sign having no more than an evanescent afterlife as a
sketchy coherence of gesture and colour across the whole
work, even this becoming shrouded in a not quite
impenetrable white overpainting through which it had to be
retrieved. At a time when urgency and crisis threatened to
press towards the excessive or rhetorical, the artist's
familiarity with painting’s power of non-figurative figuring —
its ability to hold charged and contradictory elements
together in an embrace much looser than the order
imposed by the properly figurative or by any preconceived
idea — gave him a vocabulary for loss, mourning and fragile
perseverance.

Over the last decade, colour, form and explicit structure
have gradually returned, tempered and transfigured in the
process of retrieval. Unassimilable loss, irresolvably torn
between presence and absence, has given way to a more
securely retrospective memory on the one hand, and an
opening onto the future on the other. Neither of these,
however, is simply given or simply willed. They arise rather
in the exploration, far from figuration, of the forms of
coherence that are achievable otherwise, forms which

without ever claiming to represent or to grasp it, manifest
the meaningful in the process of its coming-to-be, with all
that this entails in the way of provisionality and lack of
external warrant.

What does prove reliable, otherwise reliable, is the process
itself, in which the given forms of quotidian experience are
allowed to break down into incoherent fragments, the most
primitive and apparently impoverished of marks, before
they find a new sense or order of their own, one that can be
attained only through that first dispossession. More and
more clearly, what emerges as a constant in Pierre Imhof's
work is this refusal of foreknowledge, which he himself
discusses elsewhere in this catalogue. Only by this means
does his work succeed in reflecting the possibilities of
human making and self-making ignored by certain ways of
understanding art, and by certain ways in which we are
invited to understand ourselves and our world.

Dafydd Roberts






Urbs, Burbs....

Even though my painting changes constantly, with each
exhibition representing a further step in an ongoing
investigation, after “String,” my last London show, | felt the
choice | faced was more than usually stark. Should I continue
to develop my grids and lines, the layering that began in
chaos and worked towards a coherent and aesthetically
pleasing whole, or should | now attempt to abandon the
familiar, set out without a map and move about my world of
signs and paint without preconceived goals?

After nearly 20 solo shows in almost as many years, the tools
of the trade become familiar. The solutions to old problems
appear without too much searching, and a certain procedure
is in place to deal with the minor “accidents”. A so-called mid-
career artist can move comfortably towards a refined maturity
with the assurance of a well-established following, whether
dealers, collectors, or simply loyal and sympathetic fans.

In “Leaving Suburbia” | set out on a number of short journeys,
away from the well-known territories and into a new urban
environment, without a familiar grid, where the planning
regulations are different and the zoning is otherwise defined,
where the situations encountered are new and the rules are
rewritten. One element in this deliberate change of terrain
was to stop using the acrylic paint that had served me for the
last 15 years as the predominant medium, unifying all others,
and to start using oil again. Another was to re-introduce
colour as a foreground element, releasing it from the muted
existence it had been restricted to in the ground and
intermediate layers.

The earlier grids which in “String™ had collapsed into a
packed multitude of lines burdening the picture plane now
have an afterlife in squares that float or hover, uprooted and
disaggregated, yet at the same time struggle — or gravitate —
towards a new order, a new structure. The vertical lines are
still there, some still drawn in crayon, some still made by paint
running down the canvas, but there are new lines, too, that
wind like the meandering traces of a flaneur lost in the city,
marvelling at the unknown while trying to get his bearings.
White, so long the unifying safety net, is still present, of
course, but is now dirty and bruised. The pure white filling
some of the floating squares acquires new significance in its
tension with the lived-in off-whites and pale tones of the
background. Yet the edges around these pristine fields don't
quite meet, like picture frames broken or simply falling apart
from lack of care.

For the first time in a long while | spent days and weeks
working on pictures while having not the faintest idea of what
they would finally look like, or whether indeed they would ever
come together, work at all. The doubt and frustration can at
times, | think, be clearly seen in some of the works, while the
joy of a long walk of discovery will | hope be palpable in most
of them. To leave the comfort zone, the well-trodden path,
and to lose oneself without a map: this is one of the great
pleasures of the big city, and it is the starting point for the
show. The paintings are the traces of what happened then.

Pierre Imhof, September 2005
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leaving suburbia
oil based media on canvas 2005 153 x 153 cm






zone-scape
oil based media on canvas 2005 167 x 142 cm






triple situation ABC
oil based media on canvas 2005 3 panels each 80 x 60 cm






fuck Art —let's paint
oil based media on canvas 2005 170 x 200 cm






tunnels and bridge
oil based media on canvas 2005 163 x 199 cm






urbs burbs & shrubs 02
oil based media on canvas 2005 167 x 142 cm






scape 01 04 & 02
oil based media on paper 2005 each 76 x 57 cm






situation-type situation
oil based media on canvas 2005 153 x 153 cm






urbs burbs & shrubs 01
oil based media on canvas 2005 170 x 130 cm
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permission to plan
oil based media on canvas 2005 86 x 85 cm






scape 03 & 05
oil based media on paper 2005 both 76 x 57 cm






zoning-type situation
oil based media on canvas 2005 125 x 98 cm
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