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Asa chi |l d, I used to sleep with a copy of Joh
over my bed. And by day, regular family outings to see the Joseph Wright Collection

at our local museum, the Derby Museum and Art Gallery, developed my love of

painting from an early age. My passion deepened as a student when | read Aesthetics

and Art Theory at The University of Essex 1in

Britain was experiencing one of its most exciting periods, with many exhibitions,

books and magazines being published on the subject. It was the inspiration of this

period which led me to take up painting myself, and in the summer of 2012 | was

fortunate enoughtoco-cur at e the exhibition O6Francis Bact
Hall Art Gallery with their Artistic Director Helen Watson. The aim of the show was

simpledt o revisit the | andmark 6School of Londo

had curated in 1987 and see how painting had evolved in Britain during the

intervening years.

Mi chael ds original show had drawn together s
time. They were Michael Andrews, Frank Auerbach, Francis Bacon, Lucian Freud, R.

B. Kitaj and Leon Kossoff; all painters who had met, worked and socialized together

in London, many of whom were Jewish exiles from the inter -war period. What united

their work was a desire to reduce everything down to the individual human form as a

starting point, using paint as a metaphor to mediate their feelings about the human

body, rather than as a medium which simply described its outward appearance. In

essence they were engaged in an existentialist project which was rooted in

figurative painting and which ignored the fashions of transitory artistic movements.

This led to the creation of an enduring body of work which Michael Peppiatt

described in his exhibiti powerandaralévangeuccstheas pos
future of painting that would be hard to mak

Yet strangely, far from inspiring a new generation of painters, what followed the

6School of Londond appears to have been the
almost all serious artists. Despite a few notable exceptions who include Tony Bevan,
Christopher Le Brun, Hughie OO6Donoghue and P
appeared to have been the swan song of an entire art form for a whole country

Putting together the exhibition 6Francis Bac



to explore the reality of this situation. It emerged that many of the regional art
museums in Britain which had been constructed in the Victorian era had been slowly
running out of storage space to house further painting acquisitions. Furthermore,
public funding for putting on exhibitions outside London had also shrunk which made
the costs of mounting major displays of paintings (which often require significant
transport arrangements and insurance) prohibitive. The demise of contemporary
painting as a high profile art form in many of our public museums, which became
replaced by the more cost effective and easily portable forms of new media,
performance and installation art seems, in this light, inevitable. This also coincided

with a period which saw a general decline of
such as conceptualism, minimalism and abstraction, and who instead began to work
in 6medi ad. The effect has been | iberating f

free to explore and respond to the complexities and nuances of the world we find
ourselves in, in any way they see fit.

So where does this leave painting in Britain today?

As a painter myself | naturally knew a small handful of other painters, but like many

other painters | also value long periods of time in isolation to think and work. This,

along with the vastly reduced opportunities for showing painting in public spaces and

a noticeable reduction in copy about contemporary painting in our art magazines,

|l eft me feeling that there reall yUKwasndot muc
anymore; that we had in fact entered a twilight period for the art form.

Subsequently, | mainly sought openings for display and collection abroad, feeling this

provided opportunities and outlets which no longer existed here.

Yet given the heritage of painting in Britain, with artists from Holbein to Turner,
Constable and Reynolds through to Bacon and
that there must be more going on. So | asked Michael Peppiatt if he knew who the

next generation of interesting painters might be? Hisreplywas 61 t hi nk t hat ds
for you 6.

With Michael ds words in mind | decided to ta
friend, the painter and curator Simon Carter, to see what we could discover

together. Simon told me he had just been sel

Prize for Paint i fledfaintingcorbpetidiam ahich had fast runiirs t

2006 and seemed to be picking out many interesting people. The Marmite selected

blind which meant it didndt adhere to any of
artists on the basis of age, location or social standing. It only touredtoa small

number of art domhoprofand &mpatces and was unh



constraints of big finance dwiththerunner-up pri ze being a o6pat
the winning prize -anaddweaselawatdeddy tfiequdgesair t i st
recognition of artistic excellence). By functioning on a shoestring budget in this way

it had managed to create a freedom to operate with real integrity and genuine

authenticity.

Simon and | came to see that the Marmite Prize was indicative of something more.
That far from being in its twilight, there was a vibrant painting scene happening

on

dbundergroundd comprised of many artists worKk

and garden studios across the country. As individuals their commitment to serious

work regardless of physical limitations and lack of recognition reminded me very
clearly of how Jane Austin wrote five of
obscurity on a small twelve sided walnut table in the corner of a shared dining room

in Chawton. And just as Jane Austinds work ca
democratically through the gradual growth of her readership, this contemporary new
generation of painters is creating its own democracy for forming value judgments

about painting by making use of Twitter and Facebook. In doing this they are forging
active critical connections and new artistic communities from the ground up, outside

of the old establishment networks. Out of this a number of innovative painter  -led
initiatives have begun to emerge which include forums for discussing painting such

as OAbstract Critical 0o, 6Paint Clubd and
artist -led exhibition spaces such as the Lion and Lamb, Studio 1.1, The Transition
Gallery and Pluspace

With this rich diversity of activity going on it seems timely to ask  dWhat new themes
are emerging in British Painting at the beginning of the 21 st century?

The first thing Simon and | began to notice is how a lot of the new painting being
produced is generally smaller in scale than the grand paintings of previous centuries.
This may well be the direct result of increased costs in paint, canvas and brushes,
but is probably much more indicative of the prohibitive expense of studio space and
living accommodation in our big cities. Interestingly this has led to paintings in the
broader sense becoming much more portable, with many artist -led exhibitions being
transported around in suitcases or mailed directly to venues through the post in the
same way as Amazon delivers books.

For the paintings themselves, whilst they appear at first glance to be eclectic, we
can begin to observe the emergence of a few core issues. Notably we see a sustained
interest in the advancement of adbsract ac't

t he
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painting® community in London, individuali st



environment which are often connected to environmental issues, a continued
engagement with surrealism and the development of a new kind of non -specific
representational narrative painting. This new realism draws largely from
photographic sources obtained via the internet, television, cell phones, newspapers
and family albums and appears to operate as a kind of mediation of emotion around
soci al memory. And just as 06The School of
idiosyncratic manner, so this new generation of British painters responds to their
subject uniquely. But where the post -war generation largely reduced their subject
matter down to the single human form so as to avoid socio -political considerations,
it is the communal issues which 215t century painters are using as their starting
position. They are using paint to ask questions such as - How do we feel about
ourselves and our country in the light of our past conflicts? What do our
engagements with the Middle East reveal to us about ourselves? And does the mass
media provide a true mirror to our humanity ?

With this wealth of creative activity taking place | thought it would be really

interesting to put on a survey exhibition to help explore some of these emerging

ideas. As | was thinking about this, | was lucky enough to meet the Revd. Canon

Stephen Evans, Rector of the St Marylebone Parish Church. St Marylebone is a London
landmark with a long history of connections to artists, being the burial place of

George Stubbs and All an Ramsey, the setti
Progressd paintings and home to a picture
Academy, Benjamin West. Fr. Stephen was keen to see art exhibitions in the crypt of

the church, so in the Spring of 2013 we agreed to work together on programming a

series of small scale solo displays ahead of mounting a more comprehensive survey

ng

by

show. Aside from exhibiting the work of thes

have come to admire greatly, we wanted to help create fresh critical debate with a
series of oO6painter to painterd interviews
contemporarybritishpainting.com (which was acquired for only £10) so that we

might have a place to post the conversations along with other information about the
painters themselves.

Working as a community of artists the project has yielded some remarkable results.
The crypt has so far shown the work of European Sovereign Painters Prize winner
Susan Gunn, John Moores Prize winner Nicholas Middleton, Wyss Foundation prize
winner Harvey Taylor, Matthew Krishanu, Birtle Prize for Painting winner, Simon
Burton, 54th Venice Biennale exhibitor Marguerite Horner and East London Painting
Prize winner Nathan Eastwood amongst others. From this group and a wider circle of
painters we have been getting to know through the shows, £1million worth of art  has
been donated to museum collections in the UK, Europe and the USA, and new

S



exhibition opportunities both here and abroad have begun to open for the painters
involved.

It has been both a privilege and an education to get to know these artists, through
their ideas, working methods and friendship. And it is from this group that the
Priseman-Seabrook Collection of 215t Century Painting has emerged. This has been

formed, somewhat in the spirit of Jim Ededs
swapping paintings, writing on work and just from the sheer generosity of outright
gifts. | dve been quite overwhel med by the de

been assembled and hope it will form the foundation for a growing collection which
reflects in some way the energy, thinking and seriousness of the new spirit in
painting we are seeing emerge in Britain today.

Robert Priseman, 2014






We are apt to be hypocritical about elites today. We pretend mediocrity is democratic.
Robert Hughes

It seems that inclusive mediocrity is often seen as preferable to accusations of
elitism. Painting, tainted by perceptions of conservatism and connoisseurship, has
been in recent years if not actively repressed then given only passing regard. It is
seen as reactionary and elitist.

But | would argue that painting far from being elitist is accessible and democratic
both to practice and to view. There cannot be many people who have not painted or
drawn at some time in their lives. It requires only minimal materials and a little

space and it does not need any extra equipment in order to make it work. Neither
does it need any institutional infrastructure to assign it meaning orto  contextualise
it. Painting is meaningful by being painting not by being placed in a gallery space.
Through instinct and practice we understand painting; we understand the daubed
rectangle hung on the wall as a container of some kind of meaning and possibility. It
is our common language.

Across the country painting is flourishing. In studios and quiet spaces painting not
only persists but in the hands of dedicated artists is developing its own 21st century
aesthetic. This might not initially be apparent to an outside observer; the kind of
exhibitions favoured by the larger institutions and galleries and the projects funded
by the arts establishment seem to deny the existence of a vibrant painting
democracy.

By necessity painters usually work alone, needing long periods of quiet isolation out
of the public gaze. They are easy to overlook or ignore, the smallest cogs in a big
machine. But a precondition of aspiring to make paintings at the highest level is
time in the studio. There is nothing instant about painting; it takes a lot of time and
an apparently selfish dedication. It is slow both to make and to view.

In a capitalist market economy the painting itself becomes a saleable commodity,
occasionally changing hands at absurdly high prices. This is a condition of a system
where everything is assigned a price. But this does not imply that the process of
painting is an elitist or bourgeois activity. If it is perceived that certain ways of



working short circuit this system you only need to read reports of the recent
argumentsoveraHirstcer t i fi cate of authenticity
instructions to turn on and off a light to realise anything can be and is bought and
sold in our consumerist society.

The commercial gallery system and the art market are however secondary to the
enjoyment, meaning and practice of painting. The system itself does not exclude
anyone from participating in the democracy of painting. In town and city museums
across the country there are engaging quality collections of art. We, the people, are

or

h €

custodians of a vast collection of paintings

project. Anyone can walk into major arts institutions across the country and spend
time for free with some of the greatest works of western  civilisation .

Increasingly large numbers of people do just this; in a society obsessed with speed
and the instant, painting is a quiet and contemplative space which, if we give
ourselves up to it, can prove rich and rewarding. It admonishes us and challenges our
assumptions. Painting offers us a common language; a metaphor for our experience
of the world we inhabit. If we want something more enduring and meaningful than a
series of visual one-liners then we have to invest time and energy, as viewers and as
artists. We must work towards a more far -sighted and even handed arts
infrastructure that doesndt | abel the
elitist.

Simon Carter July 2014
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In the following descriptions | have aimed to adhere directly to the artists speaking

about their work in their own words. Sometimes these have been edited for stylistic

unity. When this hasndt been possible | have
painter is aiming to achieve.

Whilst the majority of the work here is painting in its pure sense, there are 3
drawings and one work using drawing and watercolour. | have included these
because drawing is the solid foundation on which good painting is built.

The work is presented here in four loose themes: the sustained interest in the
advancement of abstract painting, individualistic responses to the urban and natural
environment, a continued engagement with surrealism and the development of a
new kind of non -specific representational narrative painting

Robert Priseman






| focus on how imagery interacts with the intrinsic qualities of paint, how the paint

material moves and how it can be played with. The paintings are carefully planned

through several stages of drawing, and the quality of paint handling, although

seemingly casual, is a result of repeated at

The uncanny which has been a frequent subject of the visual arts and literature is a

central theme to my work and is associated with a feeling of disorientation, mild

panic or confusion when faced with something strangely familiar. In my recent body

of wor k | am interested in what Freud ter med
Strangely familiar yet comic images have the potential to disturb or disorientate. In

this work | attempt to explore this aspect of the uncanny and invite the viewer to

consider hbwméhy8 Healing occurs through pai

(Opposite page) The Visitor
50 x 40 cm, Oil on canvas, 2012






