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Adrian Ghenie: The Battle between Carnival and Feast
Everything is in constant flux on this earth.

Nothing keeps the same unchanging shape,

and our affections, being attached to things outside us,

necessarily change and pass away as they do.

Always out ahead of us or lagging behind,

they recall a past which is gone

or anticipate a future which may never come into being;

there is nothing solid there for the heart to attach itself to.
Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Reveries of a Solitary Walker, 1778
The paintings of Adrian Ghenie break into the arena of contemporary art as an unexpected, unstoppable, polymorphous presence. From the very beginning, they stem from roots both new and profound. Adrian Ghenie brings to the fore, a painting and a way of approaching painting, which opens up infinite possibilitie of interpreting the world. Like a Solitary Walker, the artist builds and paints a constant, uninterrupted flow of images through an artistic practice that is both ancient and freshly provocative. Everything stands ‘before’ him, ‘behind’ him, and everything ‘precedes’ him, similar to the incessant rhythm by which we are flooded in the contemporary world, with ephemeral and impactful stories, with profound or irreverent events, dramas and puns, poured out onto screens, the printed media and the fluid and fierce immediacy of the internet.

Each image encloses another.
Venetian and Berlin Chronicles
Venice. Exterior. Daytime: a terrace on the Grand Canal, on an extraordinarily sunny day. Reflections, palaces, the great baroque church.
The artist, with implacable calm, focuses on a conversation about painting that has spontaneously arisen between the two of us. Tiepolo’s name reoccurs, and then, suddenly, the deep timbre of Tintoretto breaks through. The act of painting, that moment in which a subject is made explicit onto the canvas, a fragment of time, a fruitful gesture. Nevertheless, painting travels through time, and this is clearly expressed in his words – the words of an artist – and in his works. But as Ghenie

emphasises, he’s not a ‘monolithic intellectual’, an artist possessed with unbreakable certainty. ‘I would get terribly bored if I were to discuss nothing but painting’, he says.1 The constant motion of his thinking reverberates somehow in his artistic universe – his painting captures his radical way of thinking (he is not a monothematic intellectual). In his conversations, Ghenie speaks of how the Enlightenment rejected the irrational spirit and of the extraordinary Darwinian lesson explored in depth during his artistic career. In the soaring of his thought and analysis, his painting becomes a lucid and perpetually shifting ‘battleground’, sensitive to the gestures that reveal, build and jolt the images. Painting becomes a telluric field, as unstable as it is wonderful. In Ghenie’s imagery there is never a stentorian final statement, everything is always in motion. On the canvas the gesture remains almost a sign of the transience of the ‘whole’, of the world. This temporality, subtly traceable and created by its maker, seems to constitute a warning against contemporary ‘uniformity’, against the loss of what he himself calls the ‘magical dimension’ of ancient images. 

__________________________

1 ‘Adrian Ghenie in Conversation with Mihai Pop’, in Mihai Pop (ed.), Adrian Ghenie: Darwin’s Room, exh. cat., Venice Biennale (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2015), p. 81.

He speaks of works that, even today, testify (beyond the pictorial medium and the era) to the durability and deep fixity of signs perpetuated by time. When discussing these works, questions continually arise about the multiple reading of themes, subjects, and the hypertextual instability of images in an extraordinarily interconnected world, as Ghenie also stresses:

The Internet is undeniably a source of my practice. But that was only natural. I don’t think we’ll get the better of it, no matter how hard we might try. […] To a certain extent, any critical discussion is almost meaningless. The Internet is here to stay; it has changed the world more profoundly than many other things.2 

The artist moves in this contrasting consciousness amid the ineluctability of the flow and impact of ‘the society of images’, which has come to define contemporaneity. The theory of the horizontality of information in the internet age, as it is made available to everyone today, is now ordinary. The subtle and sometimes useless hypertrophy of notions, indications, suggestions, fake sentimentalism, declarations and political claims are reachable, usable, accessible at every second. As a painter and a creator of worlds that confront themselves with this unstoppable topicality, he opposes the contemporary indistinctness to a lush and strong world immortalised by an obstinate paradox. In speaking of Tiepolo, or in imagining the works preserved one step away from this Venetian terrace, our conversation leads to the art of painting as a possible ‘arena’. From the Tintorettoesque gesture that tricks the eye to the adamantine sound of Renaissance painting, his pictorial practice is experienced as a traditional and evolutionary possibility that exceeds and almost overcomes every possible ‘genre’. A practice that can be linked to the ‘velocity’ of late baroque painting, or to the experiments preserved just a few ‘laps’ away from the place of our meeting, which indelibly link Max Ernst to Jackson Pollock under Peggy Guggenheim’s roof. Venice is a time trap, its amphibious flow is  founded on the clash between water and stones. In the collective imagination, the city of Venice is associated to the Venetian school of painting and to the workshops of thalassic painting. And also to the ghost of itself, as it has been represented and photographed, consumed through incessant reproduction, from landscape painting to postcards. 

Berlin. Exterior. Daytime: Heidestraße. Northern light; a grand building without a precise epoch.

The studio is immersed in what is for the Mediterranean eye an indefinite light. The depth is neither given by the structures, nor the accumulation of materials, or the signs of the inexorable passing of time. The light is provided by the cavities and by the depths that at first glance seem to emanate from the struggle between white lead and the splendid bitumen, which basically build a picture. Pretence is impossible, impression is suspended. The Drowning is hung, almost hooked to the back wall. Is a body trying to tear apart the quiet of some indolent and electric fish, enough to unite Berlin and Venice? Sometimes painting does not require questions. We approach it. Ghenie’s painting even has the transitory and magical quality of being amphibious, between land and water. It can live in both worlds. The more terrestrial, immediate, real, contemporary world coexists with another suspended, indefinite world, shrouded in mystery (a counterpoint to the disenchantment of everyday life). In every thought expressed, in conversation and in his paintings, one can capture opposing forces: the delving deep, the clarification of an idea with passionate enthusiasm – and then the negation of this very process. A sort of extraordinary lucidity advances with a deep sense 

of loss. Perhaps this so finely calibrated sense is expressed in the fixed transience of images that I now see appearing from the surrounding walls. If, as the artist points out, it is true that he ‘looks at history with a certain amount of melancholy, which comes from a feeling that something is being 
__________________________

2 Ibid., p. 29.
lost, irrecoverably lost’,3 it is also true that in his research and in his painting, there is the strength of a ‘despotic present’, which he masters so well, and relentlessly faces. Here, in his studio, the tensions within each painting create an incessant cross-referencing. The aquatic space of The Drowning certainly refers to the absence of air, to eternal drowning and asphyxia, all the while capturing the inexpressible charm of an unexpected figure. This figure transports us – as if we were irresistible and Pavlovian beings – to the floating bodies of heroines of mythical times and to the dramas of that Mediterranean sea, which still continues to preserve in its depths those bodies that our eyes, our governments, our conscience, pretend not to see. A contemporary syncretism is at work in these paintings, still hanging, facing my eyes as if they were naked. 
In the painting The Wall, which depicts a mesmerizing and unclean water, the eye records a corrugated metallic barrier rusted by an ‘imperialist and poor’ sun. One can feel the quiet suffocation and rigidity of the barriers. The squealings and persuasive sounds. Ghenie challenges every possible interpretation and asks our gaze to get involved, and asks our soul not to be deceived by the images, by the fake familiarity we have with them, by our transience. Everything must leave a mark – everything is painting. Ghenie says:
I have the feeling that today painting indulges in a weird mannerism, and we cannot talk about a radically new type of painting yet. I don’t exclude myself from this matter, I’m also part of this mannerism. I have the impression that it is a kind of disease and maybe, at the same time, a sort of gift; we find ourselves in an exaggeratedly distilled kind of situation, and nowhere around me I have seen a painting that could be called “brand-new”. I sometimes think it’s not even possible, so maybe this is something specific to our time, all this recycling and synthesis and combining of aesthetics. The twentieth century abounded in aesthetic offers so that the possibilities of combination are infinite. I’m looking for a type of painting that might somehow preserve the tradition and the history of the medium, but at the same time might also involve a total break with twentieth- century painting. It’s exactly how you’d feel looking at the works of Pablo Picasso or Francis Bacon; they used to incorporate elements coming from the iconography and the tradition of old painting, though the result was an exhaustive type of painting. It’s not about whether I succeed in finding this new painting – the idea is that I’m trying to discover the possible resources of painting as a medium, wondering if I can still achieve that image, not necessarily shocking, but brand-new4.
Each painting in the studio is an event, a sort of revelation beyond any ‘reason’ – overstepping immediacy. On the right, the painting The Raft seems sunken into a large wall. It has the immediate sound of a human hell, of a Dantean epic, not in a literary sense, but in its most vivid, clear sense. It is Dantesque in the clarity of its pictorial language, in its novelty – just as the poet Dante elaborated a new language, drawing it from life and helping it evolve from Latin, now an academic and extinct language. In Ghenie’s paintings, drama, clashes, humiliation as political practices, all flow like the subterranean streams of karstic mountains, currents that are subtle and radical. ‘It is never the motivation’, he argues, ‘that interests me, but always the plot of my subjects, and how the transformation of this plot over time can reveal a secret narrative5. The gigantic human raft supporting the restlessness of this painting is populated with the remains of secret anatomies and anonymous bodies. These bodies – which are suspended, floating on the abyss, about to drift – construct this mystery, this new odyssey, once again acutely depicted in a mass between land and sea. The conflict within humanity sinks its bloody hands into the destinies of man, while the new painting is entrusted with the task of evoking them in an innovative way. 

Nothing could be more facetious. 
________________________

3 Ibid., p. 32.
4 Ibid., p. 83.
5  Galerie Thaddaeus Ropac, Paris, Adrian Ghenie, Jungles in Paris, Press release, 2018. https://www.ropac.net/ exhibition/jungles-in-paris, published in March 2019.

Some Carnivals

Ghenie has the ability to strike directly, to swamp custom by endowing his images with ambiguity. This is his way of dealing with the genre of portraiture – one of the aspects of representation – in its multiple ambivalences, in its being without continuity within a tradition of interpretation. 

Figure with Dog is a work that captivates the eye, it has the rough and glowing texture of the artist’s last paintings thanks to the dialectical contrast between the figure that distorts the context and the natural space.
In the course of his research, Ghenie has tackled landscape, sometimes in a cyclopean way, sometimes knowingly altering its pictorial structure and staging the painting. In the studio, the eyes wander over the worn-out yet luminous motifs, over the pictorial treatment, over the concession, within the framed space of the canvas, to then focus on the brushwork, which both constructs and dissolves an image. Strokes as features, signs like violent strikes to what is known. And the eyes go down to the dog ready to crouch. The carnival of life bursts in, introducing the metamorphoses of an image that is ‘forgotten by heart’. From the Flemish North one feels a grotesque air almost introducing the Untitled paintings that are exhibited in Venice only a few metres from the double portrait by Pontormo, which was once owned by Vittorio Cini, a tireless collector, an Argonaut of the world of the arts. One recognizes the figure right away, the person portrayed, the mocking mask replaced by the tuft of hair. Ghenie brings back to earth the vicissitudes of the world and transports them elsewhere, with new eyes and towards possible interpretations he does not solicit; he does not ‘contest’. A portrait of the powerful. Beyond all judgement, overcoming Goyaesque implications, he builds an equivocal intrigue. He performs it in its Arcimboldoesque composition, he betrays it through his highly textured application of paint, he imposes it on the viewer, disaccustoming him to the usual perception of the most terrible and now meaningless term of the contemporaneous: fame. In his terrestrial carnivals he tackles the exacerbating theme of the cult of personality that has marked history, dictatorships, and is mirrored on the internet and glossy magazines. I am not sure, but in this case painting would seem a possible antidote to all this. Ghenie inverts the propaganda portraiture he knows so well and its celebratory rhetoric, both of the powerful and of the exasperated, and of the alleged perfection and fame of those portrayed. The stars, the powerful, the dictators, the unrepentant politicians: 

[…] they always appear in perfectly photoshopped pictures. Like goddesses. They have no wrinkles, no accidents, no freckles, and there is a perfectly illuminated volume. Paparazzi actually restore that precise thing that magazines struggle to eliminate – the human condition. They have puffy eyes, dark rings under their eyes, wrinkles, plastic surgeries, bald patches. If these people didn’t exist, we would go mad. It would be unbearable6.

The artist weaves a veil for a different vision, a metamorphosis that paradoxically brings out the human side. In these portraits he composes by distorting a physiognomy that attracts the eye through the pictorial texture and leads him to ‘recognize’ the mask of ‘truth’.
«Textures are not my excuse for displaying my technical skills, since not all of my textures are painted in an elaborated manner. My characters should somehow stink, should be felt, possess something juicy, and they should finally be more than volumes»7
________________________

6 ‘Adrian Ghenie in Conversation with Mihai Pop’, in Adrian Ghenie: Darwin’s Room, op. cit., p. 84Ibid., p. 32.
7 Ibid. 
The chronicle of the new portraits breaks in like a battle. The sudden lightning, the liquefying construction, the portrait like an impossible, yet true mask. Painting as the drama of a feast.
Luca Massimo Barbero

Venezia-Berlino


