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>> DIARY NOTES

SPENDING BY NUMBERS
SINCE THE LAST discussion in this 
column about noxious money matters 
in artland, things have gone from bad to 
worse for those whose passion for Art is 
of the Heart. If anyone doubted the total 
domination of art & artists by the money 
brokers and opportunists weaned on greed, 
then they need look no further than the 
exploding Knoedler Gallery scandal in 
New York, and the curious case of the 
Gurlitt ‘Nazi’ treasure trove in Munich. 

THE KNOEDLER SCANDAL has 
been well publicised. Directed by Ann 
Freedman (with a major shareholding 
by Michael Hammer in the form of the 
Armand Hammer Foundation) the 
165-year-old gallery went into business 
with shyster ‘dealer’ Glafira Rosales, 
who pitched up in 2006 with a seemingly 
endless supply of modern master works and 
purporting to represent two anonymous 
collectors in Spain and Switzerland. 
Knoedler went on to sell some 40 of 
these – all fake and all knocked off by a 
single Chinaman (Pei-Shen Qian, 73) 
then resident in Queens, now disappeared. 
Another 20 or so were consigned to the 
Julian Weissman gallery in Manhattan. 
After much legal huffing and puffing, 
Rosales has admitted everything and faces 
up to 99 years inside for conspiracy to 
sell the fake works, conspiracy to commit 
money laundering, money laundering, and 
several tax crimes related to the fake art 
scheme. 

What has really wiped the smirking 
schadenfreude expression from the faces 
of New York’s dealer community is the 
latest Knoedler documentation to hit the 
public domain – the internal sales archive 
of the fakes manifest that extended from 
Rothko, de Kooning and Pollock all 
the way to Still and Diebenkorn. This 
clearly demonstrated the extraordinary 
profiteering the East 70th Street gallery 
enjoyed at the expense of its clients – a 
factor now clear to other wealthy widget 
manufacturers busy building up their  
own art collections. 

BUYERS DUPED – A SELECTION
For example: Domenico & Eleanore De 
Sole: Rothko, Untitled, 1956 (they paid 
$8.3million / Knoedler paid Rosales: 
$950,000); John D. Howard: De Kooning, 
Untitled (client paid $3.5million / Rosales 
given $750,000); Mr and Mrs Jack Levy: 
Pollock, Untitled, 1949 ($2million / 
$750,000); Nicholas and Jenny Taubman: 
Clyfford Still, Untitled, 1949 ($5million 
/ $600,000); Harvey & Frances White: 
Pollock, Untitled, 1949 ($3.1million / 
$670,000). And so on and on...

To the man who first let the genie out of 
the bottle: Pierre Lagrange. In 2007, the 
London-based hedge funder had paid 

Knoedler $17 million for a previously 
unknown Jackson Pollock painting. 
He was sceptical enough to submit it 
to forensic testing – revealing a yellow 
pigment not commercially available 
for years after Pollock’s death in 1956. 
Lagrange demanded his money back and, 
within 48 hours, Knoedler closed the 
gallery – permanently.

While Rosales faces up to $81 million 
in restitution and having to forfeit her 
home in Sands Point – plus her art 
collection; her bank accounts (in addition 
to the maximum of 99 years jail time) 
and Freedman claiming she is a ‘victim’ 
– it would be well to recollect what the 
celebrated art diarist Rene Gimpel noted 
about Knoedler c.1900: ‘You’re looking for 
an engraving for $5 that you’d find on the 
quai for 5 sous – you’ll find it there.’

GOING HELLY UP
MEANWHILE, again in New York, after 
much theatrical posturing by his legal 
team, art dealer Hillel ‘Helly’ Nahmad 
has pleaded guilty to operating a gambling 
business and agreed to forfeit $6,427,000 
and a Raoul Dufy painting, Carnaval 
à Nice, 1937; under a plea bargain with 
prosecutors that saw a raft of more serious 
charges dropped from the indictment. 
It is unlikely he will serve any actual jail 
time, such is the influence his family 
wields in the rarefied world of affluent 
Manhattan. Whilst the New York gallery 
kept appearing in allegations of money 
laundering and illicit transfers, this was 
never included in any actual indictment. 
[Note: Helly Nahmad, New York, and 
Helly Nahmad of Cork Street, London, are 
cousins, not the same person]

CAPITAL PAINS 
AS REPORTED last issue, hedge fund 
Master of the Universe and über-collector, 
Steve Cohen, is under pressure. Negative 
publicity and S&EC insider-trading 
indictments have caused wholesale client 
withdrawals from his SAC Capital fund. 
Two former portfolio managers, Steinberg 
and Martoma, are facing criminal trials. 
SAC Capital Advisors LP has already 
pleaded guilty to securities fraud and 
agreed to pay $1.8 billion to settle insider-
trading charges.

No doubt this has encouraged Cohen to 
lately part with an array of key works from 
his amazing collection of contemporary art. 
Sotheby’s auctioned several items, realising 
some $77 million. Top lot was a Gerhard 

Richter abstract, A.B. Courbet, 1986, at 
$26.5 million. Cohen’s Brice Marden, The 
Attended, made $10.9 million, an auction 
record for the artist. Four of Cohen’s 
artworks ended up among that evening’s 
Top Ten lots.

BILLION EURO HAUL
JUST MIX high-value art, famous 
painters and a mysterious discovery, with 
a seasoning of Nazi treachery and Jewish 
oppression, and you are guaranteed 
headlines around the world. And it was 
thus, when the ageing son of an obscure 
WW2 art dealer was revealed to have 
numerous works by modern masters 
piled up in his grubby rented apartment 
in Munich. Cornelius Gurlitt was only 
revealed to the public gaze because, in 
2011, his home was raided by revenue 
officials looking for evidence of tax evasion.

The son of Hildebrandt Gurlitt, a 
forgotten, part-Jewish German dealer who 
collaborated with the Nazi regime and 
helped stage the 1937 Entartete Kunst 
(degenerate art) exhibition, Cornelius 
had no recorded personal history: never 
employed, no bank account, credit card, 
pension, insurance or property. The 80 year 
old was officially invisible. What he did 
was simply to live off a huge, billion-euro 
mound of Impressionist, Expressionist, 
Cubist and Modern art works, inherited 
in 1956 when his father died in a car crash. 
Quietly selling one item at a time as he 
needed the money. The stash even included 
a Canaletto amongst others, including 
Chagall, Otto Dix, Max Liebermann, 
Matisse, Courbet, Picasso and Toulouse-
Lautrec.

As might be imagined, there has 
been a feeding frenzy amongst Jewish 
organisations representing real or 
imaginary claimants to these allegedly 
‘stolen-by-Nazis’ works, a position virtually 
all press commentators have subscribed 
to despite a total lack of facts either way. 
But – given that the Holocaust did indeed 
provoke countless injustices against the 
Jewish communities it dominated and on 
those desperate to flee it – this is not the 
actual story. The most singular question 
relevant to today is this. Just how was a 
shabby old man, with no bank account or 
similar ID, able to repeatedly turn up with 
valuable and unrecorded masterworks 
under his arm – with no provenance or 
discernible history attached – and sell them 
into the art trade for large amounts of cash? 
Perhaps the Galerie Kornfeld* in Bern can 
shed some light on the matter?

Mike von Joel  Editor-in-Chief

*In a random examination by customs officials on 

a Zurich-Munich train in 2010, Gurlitt explained an 

envelope filled with 9000 Euros away as representing 

‘business’ he had done with Galerie Kornfeld, an auction 

house located in Bern. It opened Pandora’s box.

Zak Ové
Time Thief, 2010
Mixed Media. Antique 
African mask 
Various found objects

Zak Ové caused a sensation with collectors when he 
exhibited at the 1:54 art fair at Somerset House, as part of 
a group show with the October Gallery. The London-born 
St. Martin’s film graduate, brought up in Trinidad and the 
UK, has declared his mission to: ‘reignite and reinterpret 
lost cultures using new-world materials, whilst paying 
tribute to both spiritual and artistic African identity.’ 
Ové is in the vanguard of artists currently awakening a 
new interest in the dynamic and authentic arts of ethnic 
cultural traditions. He is represented by the Vigo Gallery, 
Dering Street, London.
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LILY DONALDSON
Simpson’s, hosted by Monika Sprüth and 
Philomene Magers

NORMAN ROSENTHAL
VIP preview of FriezeMILOVAN FARRONATO  RODRIGO EDITORE 

Banqueting House
OLENA PINCHUK  VICTOR PINCHUK 
Frieze

MAT COLLISHAW  CLAUDIA CARGNEL  
Sprüth Magers PV

JEFF KOONS  LARRY GAGOSIAN
Frieze EMMA JACBETCATA  

DAVID HURN  MARTIN PARR
Media Space, Science Museum

DONORS’ DINNER 
Serpentine Sackler Gallery, Kensington Gardens

DAVID HARRISON  DAMIAN SOONG 
ALEXANDRA MIRO
Victoria Miro Supper

NEIL TENNANT
Frieze

DAVID CROLAND  
LUCA MARCHETTO
Alison Jacques Gallery

SIR NICHOLAS SEROTA 
JUDY CHICAGO
Frieze Masters

GRAYSON PERRY  RICHARD WILSON
Art Fund, King’s Cross

NATHAN KOESTLIN
VIP preview of Frieze

NICHOLAS LOGSDAIL  ANISH 
KAPOOR  RICHARD LONG
Banqueting House

 

Morris Lewis: Cyprien Gaillard. From Wings to Fins u Sprüth Magers London Grafton St. London – dinner at Simpson’s-in-the-Strand hosted by Monika Sprüth and Philomene Magers u Frieze & Frieze Masters. Regent’s Park. London u Lisson Gallery dinner at the 
Banqueting House. Londonu The artists’ party hosted by the Art Fund and Jeremy Deller at Caravan, King’s Cross. Granary Sq. London u Only in England  Inaugural exhibition at Media Space, Science Museum, South Kensington. London u Donors’ dinner hosted 
by Michael Bloomberg & Graydon Carter to celebrate the launch of the new Serpentine Sackler Gallery designed by Zaha Hadid . Kensington Gardens. London u  Fashion Show: Robert Mapplethorpe. Alison Jacques Gallery. Berners St. London u Victoria Miro 
hosts Supper to celebrate Frieze & Frieze Masters . One Mayfair, London
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{ }“To draw is to make a shape that 
is a movement in time.”
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RESTATE AN ART 
NEWS 
MONITOR { }“Interpretation is the revenge of the 

intellectual upon art”
SUSAN SONTAG { }“The urge to destroy is also  

a creative urge”
PABLO PICASSO { }“Art is what you can get 

away with”
ANDY WARHOL

QUOTEUNQUOTE

GRRR TIGER
‘I can’t get over how docile the arts 

world is now compared with my 
day when we had real arguments.’

LORD ‘GREY’ GOWRIE Recollecting who  
picked up the luncheon tab

NO, REALLY?
‘I think I have been rather more  

involved in running the BBC than 
people imagine.’

ALAN YENTOB The bulletproof broadcaster 
on life at the top

BLESS
‘For a moment last night I thought 
I was in the commodities market.’

MICHAEL OVITZ Irritated by deeper  
pockets at a Christie’s black-tie auction

SUCCESS
‘I don’t have to have a proper job 

to pay my mortgage.’
DAVID SHRIGLEY On this wonderful life

Andy Warhol

WARHOL AGAIN
An excellent piece of journalism by The Daily Telegraph’s chief art critic, 
Richard Dorment. He researched the history of 44 paintings made without 
Andy Warhol’s knowledge by his off-site printer Rupert Jasen Smith. In 
1991, the estate of Andy Warhol confiscated these paintings from Smith’s 
executors on the grounds that they were ‘not the work of Andy Warhol.’  
Fred Dorfman explained that the pictures ‘might threaten the integrity of the 
art market and Andy Warhol’s reputation.’

In 2003, the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board’s consultant, Vincent 
Fremont, suggested these same works should be submitted for reappraisal. In 
June of that year the paintings were deemed not to be works by Warhol. Board 
member Neil Printz also noted that ‘some signatures are bad.’ However, at a 
later, October, AWAAB meeting many of these same paintings were deemed 
to be authentic after all. A document that has emerged since makes the exact 
details public. It proves that the authentication board passed judgment on all 
44 paintings. Of these, 35 received an ‘A’ grade, indicating they were genuine; 
while nine received a ‘C’ grade, meaning that the board could not make a 
decision. An ‘A’ grade is in effect a certificate of authentication. The upgrade 
immediately enabled the foundation to sell them as genuine. In October 
2003, all were stamped on the back with an ‘approval’ number. Assuming 
these numbers have not been removed since, owners who acquired a work 
after October 2003 are therefore able to determine whether it is among the 
35 fraudulently signed paintings initially declared false. Christie’s has been 
selling off the remaining works owned by the foundation, obviously with 
Dorment’s words of caution noted in the catalogue?  
(source: Art Newspaper, Richard Dorment, Daily Telegraph)

WINNING FORMULAS
DISCERNING EYE
Landscape painter Jeremy Gardiner 
awarded top prize in the ING Discerning 
Eye Exhibition 2013. Gardiner (b.1957) 
has been awarded the £5000 ING Prize for 
his work Pendeen Lighthouse, Cornwall. 
The exhibition is a show of small works 
independently selected by six prominent 
figures from the art world: two artists, two 
collectors and two critics. This year, the 
selectors were: artists Stephen Farthing 
RA and Eileen Hogan; collectors Loyd 
Grossman OBE and Professor Deborah 
Swallow; and critics Liz Anderson and 
Estelle Lovatt FRSA.

2013 PRAEMIUM IMPERIALE 
The Japan Art Association’s laureates 
for their Praemium Imperiale Awards 
have laureates Antony Gormley and 
David Chipperfield in the categories 
of Sculpture and Architecture. Others 
recognised: Painting: Michelangelo 
Pistoletto; Music: Plácido Domingo; 
Theatre/Film: Francis Ford Coppola. 
They each receive an honorarium of 
15million yen (£100,000) making it the 
world’s richest Arts Award. The Japan 
Art Association celebrated its 25th 
anniversary in 2013 and now has an 
impressive list of 129 laureates. 

CAS AWARD
Mark Wallinger awarded the 
Contemporary Art Society 2013 
£60,000 prize to Elizabeth Price who 
will produce a work for the Ashmolean 
Museum. Price uses images, text 
and music to explore archives and 
collections. While her work is informed 
by mainstream cinema and experimental 
film, it is mostly concerned with 
the medium of digital video and its 
comparative ubiquity in today’s culture.

Turner Prize 2013
At the Turner 
Prize 2013, 
winner Laure 
Prouvost 
exhibited an 
expanded 
version of 
the film 
installation 
work Wantee 
(2013) which 
explores the 
lasting legacy 
of artist Kurt 
Schwitters 
through 

her fictional grandfather, and the new 
companion film Grandma’s Dream. 
Prouvost is also included in the Lyon 
Biennial, until 4 January 2014, and in 
the exhibition No Fear No Shame No 
Confusion at Triangle, Marseille, until 2 
February. In 2014 she will have her first 
US solo exhibition at the New Museum, 
New York.
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ROBBIN’ BANKS

B
anksy’s New York graffiti-
art project, Better Out Than 
In, turned into a fiasco as a 
TriBeCa piece got covered with 

a plexiglass screen and another, a metal 
shutter, by their new ‘owners’. A Banksy 
of a heart-shaped balloon went under 
guard and welded steel. A painting 
showing two boys trying to grab a can of 
paint from a graffiti is a crime sign was 
cleaned off by the authorities within  
48 hours. An installation on Ludlow 
Street on the Lower East Side, featuring 
an actual vehicle, had its doors and gas 

cap stolen. A piece in Queens 
was damaged just 13 hours after it went 
up. A beaver stencilled on a wall in 
Brooklyn was immediately covered  
with spray paint. Banksy then tried 
selling original works – worth thousands 
of dollars – anonymously in a tent next 
to Central Park at just $60 each. He  
sold eight for a total of $420. In East 
New York, after trying to chisel a 
Banksy out of the wall, street thugs 
started charging people $20 to see and 
photograph it, accompanied by threats 
of violence. 

I Love New York

GRASPING GREED 1

Sotheby’s
Carer Kumari Murphy, 60, was ordered 
to repay former auctioneer Nicholas 
Rayner £1.2m after she swindled almost 
£780,000 from him as well as running 
up £160,000 for personal phone calls. 
The former boss of Sotheby’s Geneva 
branch famously orchestrated the 1987 
sale of the Duchess of Windsor’s gems. 
The former Army officer had become 
dependent on Murphy after his career 
at the auction block was cut short by a 
devastating stroke. She persuaded him to 
pay tens of thousands of pounds in school 
fees for a daughter she never had.
 
Sotheby’s
On the opening of another private gallery 
space in London, Sotheby’s CEO Bill 
Ruprecht stated that Sotheby’s was 
‘substantially more’ than an auction 
house. Good news then for ordinary 
commercial art dealers.

Dorotheum
A court heard that art specialist Damian 
Brenninkmeyer, 42, former head of the 
Old Masters department at Christie’s 
auction house, first started beating 

The Musée Picasso is shut 
until June 2014. The renovation 
was originally to have lasted 
two years, but the budget has 
doubled to $70 million. Headlines 
claimed that the Musée Picasso 
was edging towards a ‘nervous 
breakdown’ under President Anne 
Baldassari’s management. She 
has borne the brunt of all criticism. 
The museum’s chief executive left 
with five staff members in 2012, 
his replacement quit in July 2013. 
Baldassari still managed to raise 
$41 million for the makeover by 
exporting artworks for exhibition abroad. The project’s architect, Jean-François Bodin, 
said that bureaucratic hurdles in obtaining permits had delayed the start of construction 
until September 2011, two years after the museum had closed. 

Musée Picasso opened in 1985 and owns more than 5,000 works donated by Picasso’s 
family after his death in 1973. More came from the estate of Jacqueline Roque, 
and from Anne Sinclair, a museum board member and the ex-wife of Dominique 
Strauss-Kahn. Located in the former Hôtel Salé, the museum’s leadership decided 
that the building was cramped and that its security systems were out of date. Dozens of 
bulletproof windows costing c.£10,000 each are among the new improvements.  
(source New York Times)

his wife of ten years, Fiona, when the 
couple were on honeymoon and she 
was pregnant with their first child. He 
had subsequently been given a police 
caution. Brenninkmeyer, a member of 
the Dutch dynasty that owns the C&A 
chain store, admitted assaulting his 
wife. He was handed a four month prison 
sentence, suspended for 18 months, at 
Hammersmith Magistrates’ Court. He was 
also made the subject of a restraining 
order. Brenninkmeyer worked at Christie’s 
until 2010 and has also previously 
worked for London auctioneers Bonhams 
& Butterfields. He is currently the 
London director of Vienna auction house 
Dorotheum, and has been undergoing 
treatment for anxiety.

Sotheby’s
The departure of Sotheby’s poster boy, 
Tobias Meyer, made tongues wag. 
Recently, the auction house had failed to 
bring in contemporary art consignments 
on the level of Christie’s, exercising 
bullish shareholders like Daniel 
Loeb. Christie’s Autumn sales income 
reportedly overtook Sotheby’s by an 
impressive 45%.

Picasso Museum, Paris

Tobias Meyer 

PICASSO ON ICE

Now you can use art masterpieces to 
improve your mood – whether you’re 
stressed, anxious or angry. The Art as 
Therapy site has been created by Swiss 
author Alain De Botton and can be 
used on any browser. Users choose a 
category that is worrying them, such 
as work, love or politics, and select 
a sentence that best describes their 
anxieties in order to see a handpicked 
piece of artwork, designed to offer 
them comfort. Unsurprisingly, the 
application was created to promote 
De Botton’s book, Art as Therapy. Stay 
away from Jackson Pollock is our 
advice. (source: AP) C
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Alain de Botton
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 OPINION GILES AUTY •

IF THE RECENT show Australia at 
the Royal Academy proved nothing 
else it probably demonstrated how 
little most Britons knew previously 
about the art of that vast and varied 

continent. Yet Australian art ought to be of 
particular interest in the UK not just because 
of our traditional links with that country, 
but because Australia is unusual in being 
largely Western in its social nature yet totally 
isolated geographically from most other 
centres of Western art and thought. At the 
same time, its enormous landmass has been 
host for an extraordinary length of time – 
at least 50,000 years – to umpteen tribes 
of indigenous people, each with its own 
language, art and customs.

Australian art ought, therefore, to be 
thoroughly idiosyncratic and, for part of its 
history at least, that has certainly been the 
case. In the first period of Western settlement, 
the style of art was often conventional and 
derivative, even though the local landscape, 
light, flora, fauna and indigenous inhabitants 
were still entirely novel to most British 
eyes. Early means of travel were inevitably 
slow as well as costly, but, as sail gave way 
to steam and sea voyages to affordable air 
travel, Australia’s isolation has slowly been 
broken down. But the biggest factor of all has 
been the recent advance in global electronic 
communications. In short, we can access any 
artistic image we want today instantly via the 
internet rather than having to rely, as in the 
past, on catalogues and books.

In the early days, Australia’s largely 
topographical art was made by voluntary or 
involuntary settlers who had received their 
training – if they had any – somewhere else. 
The long-lived, Austrian-born Eugene von 
Guérard (1811-1901) was possibly the most 
skilled as well as prolific of these, but it is 
interesting to note that as recently as 1966 
Robert Hughes dismissed von Guérard as 
a ‘hack’ in the book which first established 
his own reputation as a critic. Hughes was 
only 24 when he began writing The Art of 
Australia (Penguin Books 1966), so perhaps 
we should excuse him just a little on the 
grounds of his youth. Yet one can imagine 
that collectors of von Guérard’s major works 
today – such as Andrew Lloyd Webber – 
might not have been entirely thrilled to see 
the artist described thus, especially in view of 

the millions they paid for his work.
Probably the biggest single change took 
place in Australian art during the 1880s, 
but the catalyst was not, as many have since 
implied, Impressionism, but the example 
set by a contemporary of Édouard Manet, 
the French painter Jules Bastien-Lepage 
(1848-1884). He had enormous international 
influence not just by proposing a tonal, plein-
air approach, but in the setting up of artists’ 
camps and colonies. Australia’s Heidelberg 
School was thus a direct equivalent of 
Britain’s Newlyn School and the excellent 
Australian artist Tom Roberts – who 
first brought news of the developments 
in France home to Australia – was thus a 
direct equivalent of Cornish painters such 
as Stanhope Forbes rather than any of the 
Impressionists. 

All this should be obvious to all who 
have eyes in their heads yet, sadly, seems 
beyond the capacities of many of today’s art 
historians.

The advent of Modernism certainly had some 
bearing on Australian art but to a lesser and 
more idiosyncratic extent than anything 
that happened in Europe – and that in turn 
heralded an era of what might be described 
best as ‘iconic individualism’: the big bones 
of Australian art surely became set in the 

years during – and those directly following 
– the Second World War. Indeed some of 
the principal artists involved have become 
almost over-familiar: Sidney Nolan, Arthur 
Boyd, Russell Drysdale, Albert Tucker, 
John Perceval, William Dobell and Brett 
Whiteley all spring to mind very readily, yet 
other artists of at least equal merit remain 
painfully unknown in Britain. Lloyd Rees, 
John Olsen and William Robinson all 
are, or were, world-class painters. But what 
chance have British patrons ever enjoyed to 
see any of them?

BELATED STIRRINGS FROM

DOWN UNDER

A critic who has worked at leading publications on 
both continents wanted more from the  
 major exhibition of Australian art at London’s  
Royal Academy

Olsen, in fact, has recently enjoyed a first 
private gallery show in London (Osborne 
Samuel Gallery, October 2013) at the age 
of 85. To my mind, at least, that casts a very 
poor light on bodies such as the Australia 
Council. What has happened in Australian 
art in the past 40 years is oddly reminiscent 
of the virtual stranglehold imposed in Britain 
today by official patronage – whereby art is 
too often promoted for reasons which have 
little obvious connection with anything as 
simple as artistic merit.

In the distant decade when I wrote weekly 
columns about art in Britain, exactly half 
of my articles concerned the operations of 
Britain’s private galleries which, unaided 
by public grants, kept the true vitality 
and variety of British art alive. During my 
decade and a half in Australia, much the 
same applied. Patrons still exist in world 
art, willing to back their own judgements 
with cash – in rather obvious contrast to the 
setting up of arcane public art programmes 
with the money of others.

If Australia has few other merits, at least we 
learn to speak plainly over there.

GILES AUTY was the art critic of the Spectator, and latterly 

art correspondent of The Australian.

NOTES
Australia Royal Academy 21 September—8 December 2013

Organised with the National Gallery of Australia

The first major survey of Australian art in the UK for 50 years, 

works from 1800 to the present.

▲ John Olsen Lake Eyre with Dragon Veins 2013. Osborne Samuel, London

▲ Tom Roberts The Artists Camp 1886. National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne. Felton Bequest, 1943
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RESTATE AN ART 
NEWS 
MONITOR { }“All art is quite useless”

OSCAR WILDE

Periscope

CHART GALLERY
9 – 19 January 2014

Factual Nonsense  Artworks and 
artefacts associated with the curator 
Joshua Compston, a pivotal and 
eccentric figure on the early 1990s art 
scene until his tragic suicide at the 
age of 25. Factual Nonsense, the first 
art gallery in Hoxton and championed 
the early YBA artists. His A Fete Worse 
than Death (Damien Hirst made his 
first spin paintings) helped regenerate 
Hoxton and Shoreditch. Compston’s coffin was painted by his artist 
friends Gary Hume and Gavin Turk and Jay Joplin was a pallbearer. 
The exhibition will include Compston, Gary Hume, Sam Taylor-Wood, 
Mat Collishaw and Gavin Turk. There will be a screening of a previously 
unseen film of Joshua by Pipilotti Rist.

Chart Gallery 62 Old Church Street London SW3 6DP

Joshua Compston 
Kevin Davies

Self Portrait 
David Hockney

DULWICH PICTURE GALLERY
5 February – 11 May 2014

Hockney, Printmaker  David 
Hockney showcase from his first 
print 60 years ago to his last print in 
1998 including computer drawings – 
preludes to his recent work on iPad. 
Hockney’s lithographs and etchings 
show in two distinct sections 
exposing new insights beyond the 
purely formal aspects of his work 
delving into his mastery of technique. 
Graphic works of renowned sitters 
will include portraits of Celia 
Birtwell and Henry Geldzahler 
while complete sets will include ‘The 
Weather Series’ and ‘A Hollywood 
Collection’.

College Road Dulwich SE21 7AD

NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY
27 February – 15 June 2014

The Great War in Portraits – The 
First World War through images of 
the many individuals involved, from 
press photograph of Gavrilo Princip, 
the 19 year old assassin of Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand; to power-portraits 
of commanders Haig, Blumer, Foch 
and Hindenburg. Artists include 
Sickert, Orpen, Rosenberg, Epstein, 
Kirchner and Beckmann.

St Martin’s Place, London WC2H 0HE

Selbstbildnis als Soldat  
(Self-Portrait as a Soldier) 
Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, 1915

CY TWOMBLY ALLEGED FRAUDS
Prominent 
art-world 
lawyer Ralph 
E. Lerner is 
accused of 
fraudulently 
taking at least 
$750,000 in 
fees from the 
foundation 
of the artist 
Cy Twombly, 

who died in 2011. Lawyers for the Cy 
Twombly Foundation named Lerner as a 
defendant in a lawsuit claiming that he, 
as the secretary and a director, charged 
unauthorised fees for legal services and hid 
those charges from the board. Last March, 
the foundation’s president, Nicola Del 
Roscio, who was Twombly’s companion; and 
its vice president, Julie Sylvester, filed the 
suit alleging Thomas H. Saliba, another 
of the foundation’s four directors, took 
unauthorised fees for investment services, 
aided by Lerner. The legal battle echoes that 
of other estates and authentication boards 
for highly regarded artists – Andy Warhol, 
Joseph Cornell, Jackson Pollock, Robert 
Rauschenberg – that are involved in 
disputes over money.  
(source: New York Times)

JASPER JOHNS THEFTS
Johns’s long-time assistant, James Meyer, 
has been arrested for stealing at least 22 
works from the artist. Between 2006 and 
2012 and after 27 years of service, Meyer 
was allegedly pilfering and then selling 
artworks through an unnamed New York 
gallery for $6.5 million, claiming the 
artworks were gifts from Johns. Meyer 
pocketed $3.4 million and buyers were told 
to keep the sales private. He faces charges 
of one count of interstate transportation of 

stolen property, which carries a maximum 
sentence of 10 years in prison, and one 
count of wire fraud, which carries a 
maximum sentence of 20 years in prison. 
(source: New York Times)

SET AND MATCH
In 2004, part time dealer, John McEnroe 
had partnered with disgraced gallery owner 
Lawrence Salander to buy Arshile Gorky 
works Pirate I and Pirate II for $4 million. 
But Salander, without telling McEnroe, 
also partnered with a Washington, D.C. 
foundation to buy the same paintings. 
Salander’s unscrupulous chicanery helped 
lead to his conviction for theft and fraud 
charges in 2010. McEnroe already  
had possession of Pirate I and Justice 
Shirley Werner Kornreich ordered that 
McEnroe and the Bender Foundation now 
exclusively co-own Pirate II.  
(source: New York Law Journal)

‘FRIENDS’ SEEK $60 MILLION
Before he died in 2008, Robert 
Rauschenberg appointed three of his 
dearest friends (Bill Goldston, Bennet 
Grutman, Darryl Pottorf) to administer 
his $600 million-plus estate and protect 
the charitable foundation he had created 
in his name. Now the foundation is in 
a court battle in Florida over the three 
trustees’ claim that they are entitled to at 
least $60 million in fees – amounting to a 
$40,000-an-hour wage. In a court in New 
York, Rauschenberg’s former companion 
and assistant Darryl Pottorf is also 
seeking an additional payment for handling 
Manhattan property belonging to the artist. 
Christopher Rauschenberg, the artist’s son, 
is the foundation’s president. In New York, 
executors typically receive a percentage 
of certain kinds of assets in an estate. 
Florida law says trustees are entitled to a 
‘reasonable fee.’ (source New York Times)

Cy Twombly

GRASPING GREED 2

CASH POINT
Sheikha Al-Mayassa bint Hamad bint Al-
Thani, the sister of the Emir of Qatar was 
named the most influential figure in the 
art world in a ‘power list 100’ published 
by ArtReview. Why? For no other reason 
than she has some $1 billion a year 
to spend on art as head of the Qatar 
Museums Authority (QMA). Second: 
German-born art dealer David Zwirner. 
Swiss dealer Iwan Wirth came third.

Art Super Woman

C
ou

rt
es

y 
N

Y
T

8



www.state-media.com  STATE 12  STATE 12  www.state-media.com

PEOPLE •

THE MEDIUM IS 
THE MESSAGE

Reinventing an historic 
material for the 21st 
century, paint without 
limits

THE GLUTINOUS, RICH viscosity of paint 
has not been lost on artists down the years. The 
Renaissance term, impasto, is Italian in origin, 
meaning ‘dough’ or ‘mixture’, and a recognised 
technique utilised by numerous painters of note: 

from Rembrandt to de Kooning, to the dense surface textures 
of Frank Auerbach. A young contemporary artist has taken the 
concept a stage further and developed a process of giving paint a 
sculptural quality, whereby it can be manipulated into controlled 
surfaces and can even replicate objects (like, for example, a 
wrench, or nut and bolt). The result might be uncanny, but 
somewhat sinister when applied in the Bullet Holes series.

Piers Secunda was born in 1976 in London. If the name 
seems vaguely familiar to some, it’s because he is the son of the 
‘Swinging Sixties’ rock manager and maverick impresario, Tony 
Secunda. As manager of such legends as the Moody Blues, 
Move, Marc Bolan and Marianne Faithfull, Secunda was 
notorious for his devil-may-care rock’n’roll antics. Although only 
19 when Tony died in America, Piers has inherited some of his 
father’s fearless drive to realise his goals – often at no little risk to 
his own life.

Originally, Piers Secunda wanted to be an animator and attended 
foundation at Farnham School of Art, where the award winning 

Nick Park has created a world class animation department. On 
the eve of his degree application, his beloved Bolex film camera 
and total body of work was stolen and this forced a rapid change 
of direction – to Chelsea to study painting. Secunda followed 
this by a three year period in America, working in upstate New 
York, coincidentally near to where Golden Acrylic paint was 
manufactured. This was the material he had begun to experiment 
with after accidentally discovering its ability to harden and retain 
a moulded shape.

By 2003, Secunda had returned to the UK and, finding imported 
Golden Acrylic too expensive, turned to industrial floor paint 

to create what would become his signature works: ‘a system of 
painting that was organic and kept on expanding.’ His credo: 
‘to make a statement about the time I am alive’ and to act as a 
‘witness’ to events.

Secunda’s innovative techniques with industrial floor paints have 
enabled him to dispense with what he sees as the ‘limitation’ 
of the canvas and to credit the material with the capabilities 
of plaster or resin. It enables him to ‘cast’ with paint, both in 
the studio and out in the field. For his ongoing series Bullet 

Holes, those ‘fields’ have included war torn Kabul, Afghanistan, 
in 2010, and the crime ridden, gang infested backstreets of 
Kingston, Jamaica. 

Initially, Secunda tried to interest a local journalist contact in 
fixing for him to visit Kabul, but, in a time prior to the West’s 
announcement that it would pull out from the conflict, the 
proposal was regarded as ‘nuts’. With more success he turned to 
a local press agency, which prepared the ground and contacts 
for Secunda’s fleeting visit to the city. For Bullet Holes to 
work conceptually, there has to be plenty of evidence for the 
authenticity of the actual marks. Secunda took eyewitness 
accounts of the particular incident and filmed the moulding 
of the Taliban bullet holes in the Kabul wall, complete with 
police protection. Unlike the Boyle Family, Secunda does not 
attempt a facsimile of the site and does not retain the geometry 
of the marks, which he considers ‘like handwriting’. Rather, he 
compares his approach to being ‘more like [Lucio] Fontana, with 
holes and slices. You have the component part – the art follows.’

In the Jamaica Bullet Holes series, he secured the protection of 
one of the island’s famous drug lords, Christopher Coke, to 
ensure his safety whilst making and filming the moulds.

Another of Secunda’s series incorporates crude oil. To experts 
in the trade, oil is as sophisticated as fine wine. No two wells 
are exactly alike and some crude oil is vastly superior to others. 
He was reading The Prize, a book by Daniel Yergin on the oil 

industry, when the idea occurred to him to combine image and 
raw material to record events in the evolution of this essential 
ingredient of the 20th century.  

Securing small doses of crude oil via eBay and – in one notable 
instance – a rare sample inside a paperweight (originally a 
corporate gift), Secunda was relentless in pursuing authentic 
source material. Since 2008, he has used – often very rare – 
examples of specific oil to act as a basis for silk-screening an 
image that is intrinsically linked to that raw material. In Texas 
Blow Out and the historic Saudi site Dammam No.7 (Blowing 
In), crude oil is screened on to a base made of industrial floor 
paint and then varnished. The oil is the exact material featured 
in the incident portrayed and each paint base is unique – making 
each a monoprint. Although apolitical in nature, public relations 
issues have dogged Secunda’s development of this – one of his 
most powerful series – and it is only now that an exhibition in 
Texas is being mooted.

Currently, Piers Secunda is busy recording shrapnel damage 
to the fabric of the V&A in London (stones that are now 
disappearing as part of a renovation scheme) and evidence of 
the siege of Berlin on the walls of the Pergamon Museum in 
Germany. It is a growing body of work that signals Piers Secunda 
as an artist of merit with a most interesting career trajectory.

Films of Piers Secunda working in Afghanistan and Jamaica can be seen 
here: www.pierssecunda.com

Painting of a Chinese Wrench. 2009
Edition of 5. Industrial floor paint

▲ Texas Blow Out 2011
Texas Crude Oil on Industrial floor paint with cast paint nuts and bolts 

▲ A Decade Of Rejected Works Reconfigured As A One Metre Cube. 2011-2012. 
Industrial floor paint. 100 x 100 x 100cm

▼ Tivoli Gardens Bullet Holes 1-4
Kingston, Jamaica

▲ Dammam No. 7 Blowing in. 
Dammam No. 7 crude oil and varnish on Industrial floor paint with cast paint nuts 
and bolts.

Piers Secunda, in studio, London  2013

TEXT MIKE VON JOEL
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Frieze Week has turned into an astounding London wide event, both 
chaotic and exuberant. At least five other art fairs opened on the periphery 
of this truly international art world extravaganza. But was it possible to 
see the wood for the trees?

u Djordje Ozbolt 
Made in Africa, Assembled in China, 2013
Herald Street, London
The London-based Serbian painter-sculptor, who has 
a keen and eclectic eye for absurdity with a political 
edge, presented a gaudy set of pseudo-African 
sculptures. They were cast in plastic to suggest 
versions bought from flea markets, and quite likely 
assembled in China – though Ozbolt’s work was 
itself made in Britain.  Everything is anyone’s, might 
be the message, in a globalised world – but with a 
price to be paid in loss of authenticity.

t Andrew Palmer 
Painting with Rocks, 2013
Galerie Rüdiger Schöttle, Munich
German-represented British artist, Andrew 
Palmer, effected a sort of double geology with this 
paradoxically weighty painting that rocks: layers of 
acrylic gesso and varnish are applied over extended 
periods to canvas and wood panels, collaged and 
excavated to make complex layers.  The process 
is complemented by the addition of actual stone, 
bringing literal and metaphorical together into 
abstractions with a pre-historical aura. 

t Patricia Treib 
Mien, 2013
Wallspace, New York
How do you paint what isn’t there? 
Patricia Treib’s sensitively casual 
paintings, made on the floor in a single 
loose-wristed session, start from the 
spaces between objects which she 
photographs – if you can photograph 
an absence. She then varies the hues 
and sizes of similar motifs in variant 
paintings, so further complicating the 
question of what the original might be 
and what it might represent. Painting 
was the dominant medium at Frieze, but 
here it seemed to find a positive way to 
be peripheral. 

▲ Ben Nicholson 
Still Life, 1959
Bernard Jacobson Gallery, London (Frieze Masters)
It was a paradox of sorts that the smallest painting I found at the fairs was one of the best.  This Nicholson, quite 
probably made as a gift, is a mere 6 x 8 inches. Yet it packs plenty of modes of representation into that small 
area: a table made of wood holds very obviously drawn crockery, a fish pretending to be a clothes peg and two 
miniature clothes pegs pretending to be fish. The main painted element is a curtain which suggests, by colour and 
skewed perspective, a river for the fish. £100,000 if you wished to re-gift it.

▲ Diana Thater 
Day for Night Two, 2013
Hauser & Wirth, London
Diana Thater’s nine panel video screen was noticeable, first, for nestling inside a corner of the booth; second, 
for its haunting atmosphere. The ten minute loop of purple Clematis was made on 16mm film by looking down 
from overhead, with a mirror capturing the L.A. sky. The film was exposed twice, each time with half the normal 
exposure required so that the total light was right, and Thater used a day-for-night filter to generate the duskiness. 
She explains that for ‘soft, fuzzy flowers with rain falling sharply in front of them, I shot the flowers first in soft 
focus, then rewound the film and shot falling water in focus’.

u  Ariel Schlesinger 
The Kid (Green Window in Berlin), 2013
Galerija Gregor Podnar, Berlin / Ljubljana
In Charlie Chaplin’s 1921 film The Kid, the little 
tramp adopts a child who joins him in crime by 
throwing stones at windows which he can then offer 
to replace. Here the repair imitated the breakage, as 
the Israeli artist’s real smashed window and frame 
interacted with a photographed smashed window 
in its own frame. Result: not so much an homage to 
Chaplin, as an original take on the post-modernist 
standard of shattering the illusion of the image as a 
window on the world.

u Kishio Suga
Open Structure B-1, 1978
Blum & Poe, LA / Tokyo (Frieze Masters)
Japanese art was strong at Frieze Masters, and the 
highlight ranged fifty works salon-style around a 
floor installation in the first solo UK presentation 
by Kishio Suga. He’s one of the leading figures 
of Mono-ha (School of Things), a group of artists 
who radically redefined Japanese art during the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. There’s an attractive 
underlying wit to how Suga assembles natural and 
industrial materials, and Open Structure B-1, 1978, 
incorporates what might be called ‘the paradox of 
self- invasion’, as the work grows from the frame 
rather than the frame complementing the work.

t  Jesse Wine 
Perfect Bird, 2013
Limoncello, London
Limoncello director, Rebecca May Marston, 
required her artists to be present on the stand, so I 
was able to talk to Jesse Wine about the ceramics in 
which he pushes beyond technical competence by 
mixing incompatible glazes, smashing and re-fixing 
elements and firing a piece up to 5 times until it 
reaches the paradoxical point at which what might 
have been craft becomes art. This lumpish vase-
thing did emerge from this process with some avian 
characteristics, but the title actually came from Wine 
overhearing a woman tell her boyfriend she was the 
‘perfect bird’.

▲ Jac Leiner 
Little Light 4, 2013
White Cube, London
What seems at first a ridiculous, if elegantly geometric, amount of cable to illumine one weak bulb may not 
be quite so daft if you consider how much such stuff there is under the ground and behind walls. In that case, 
the ever-observant Brazilian is just pointing out a potential aesthetic we tend not to see – consistent with her 
accumulations of spirit levels setting themselves straight or her breeze-fluttered wall works which find Agnes 
Martin in rows of cigarette papers.

FRIEZE PARADOXICAL 
HIGHLIGHTS 2013

L
AST YEAR FRIEZE SET itself 
a problem: the quality of 
the visitor experience at 
the parallel Frieze Masters 
(launched 2012) was superior 

to that of the original fair. This year 
that was tackled: Frieze itself had 
fewer galleries (150) and a higher 

tent, and the special projects were 
not all located together. Moreover, 
the entry price was increased (£35 
for a day pass) and tickets had to 
be booked in advance - factors 
which reduced overall visitor 
numbers. This made for a more 
spacious, less confusing, more 

relaxed environment. Meantime, 
Frieze Masters was set up pretty 
much as last year. On, then, from 
the convergence to the art. I like 
a good paradox, and contemporary 
art thrives on that. Here are ten 
examples from Frieze (and Frieze 
Masters where noted).

t Raphael Hefti 
Subtraction as Addition, 2012
Ancient & Modern, London
Ancient & Modern had a particularly fine stand showcasing 
the diverse processes of Raphael Hefti. Mirrors are always 
popular at fairs, but the Swiss artist makes his by perverse 
means. The point of luxar-coated ‘museum glass’ is that 
it prevents distracting reflections, but Hefti asks for the 
coating to be repeated until it becomes colourfully visible 
and reflective. Thus are normal manufacturing processes 
countermanded as excessive prevention becomes a cause. 
For some reason, the regulation of Health & Safety comes to 
mind…

u
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H
AS THE TIME COME for an 
art world shift to Africa?  The 
question was prompted by 
the excellent new fair 1:54 
(referencing its coverage 

of 54 nations), which showcased a 
comfortable 16 galleries of good quality 
and variety. It included two (Jack 
Bell and October) of London’s four 
contemporary African specialists (add 
Tiwani and Gallery of African Art). 

There was also plenty of Africa direct 
and African influence around London, 
and two African galleries in Frieze itself. 
Still, that’s 2/150, and proportions were 
similar in the artists featured in the 
Frieze catalogue. A way to go, then, but 
the continent’s profile is rising. Here’s a 
choice of ten works from tribal to tribal-
influenced to mainstream contemporary, 
with a nod to Africa’s influence on a 
European great.  TEXT  PAUL CAREY-KENT

AFRICA 
IN LONDON

▲ Miriam Syowia Kyambi 
WoMen, Fraulein, Damsel & Me Phase 1: Engaging Entrapment & Phase 3: Release, 2013
Art Lab Africa, Nairobi; 1:54 Somerset House
Nairobi-born Miriam Syowia Kyambi spent five years in Chicago before returning to Kenya in 2003, where she 
has developed a practice which melds tribal rituals with the more recent traditions of performance art.  She often 
resists recording the actions, but here there was a photographic record at the haunting edge of meaning: in what 
struck me as a simultaneous layering, multiplication and destruction of identity, Kyambi mummified three dolls 
her own size, took them to the beach to lie with, ritually burned them, and floated the charred remains out to sea. 

▲ William Kentridge 
Tree (Good Brush Bad Brush), 2013
Goodman Gallery, Cape Town / Johannesburg
Frieze 
This isn’t one of the drawings used in Kentridge’s 
acclaimed, politically charged animations, though 
it could form a backdrop to the action, and shares 
their typical combination of red chalk and charcoal. 
Rather, this is from a series showing trees in his 
native Johannesburg, rendered less straightforward 
than at first appears by the use of collaged elements 
attached with berry-like red-topped pins – and by 
the resonances carried over from the films, and 
from his recent show Second-Hand Reading, in 
which drawings of trees surrounded sound-making 
machines at the Marian Goodman Gallery,  
New York. 

▲ George Osodi
His Highness Alhaji Abdulmumini Kabir Usman the 
Emir of Katsina, 2012
Bermondsey Project (Nigerian Monarchs) 
The 7,000 square foot Bermondsey Project Space 
showed two films and forty large-format photographs 
documenting the first twenty monarchs from George 
Osodi’s wildly expansive and (he told me) equally 
expensive project to photograph the hundred or so 
tribal kings who continue to feature in the life of 
Nigeria’s 170 million people. The monarchs’ roles 
are not constitutional, but carry on because they’re 
held in more esteem than politicians. Fascinating 
stuff, and Osodi – following his triumphant and 
comparably ambitious 2003-07 documentation 
of the Niger Delta’s oil industry – is the right 
photographer to talk his way into regal confidences 
and maximise the colour, magnificence and pomp – 
and the sense of time illogically stilled.

▲ Manuela Sambo 
Luxuria, 2012
ARTCO Gallery, Aachen;  1:54 Somerset House
Manuela Sambo, an Angolan who’s lived in Germany since 1984, adapts western styles to explore the adulation 
and eroticisation of women. She makes re-versions of European masterpieces, including reclaiming the African-
inspired eyes from Modigliani. Recent paintings, inspired by the Roman openness to sex in art as demonstrated 
by the frescoes found in Pompeii, include men for the first time, and incorporate fantasy colours and flesh 
patterning consistent with an aesthetic of joy.

▲  Paul Klee
In the Current Six Thresholds, 1929
Tate Modern
Everyone knows how Paul Klee discovered colour on his 1917 trip to Tunisia. Not least of the pleasures 
of the Tate’s new survey is how clearly it presents the different phases of Klee’s life and work, and there’s 
a separate room for the paintings he made just after his less seminal trip to Egypt in 1928. Here the 
particular palette and narrow strips (which made me wonder if Bridget Riley had fed Klee’s influence into 
her Egyptian Series of 1981) take on characteristic resonances: nature, music and mathematics seem to 
feed an austere yet rich abstraction which also catches the patterns of the Nile Valley. 

▲ James Beckett 
Installation View 
T293, Naples/Rome; Frieze
One of the more bizarre walls in Frieze was covered with James Beckett’s collages of 1980s softcore 
pornography, and watches. Discs matching the watches were cut from the images, and some of the displaced 
circles of flesh were substituted for the watch faces. The removals suggested a censoring device but tended to 
leave the most often censored zones intact. The meaning? Maybe nostalgia for the development of sexuality in 
the days before the internet’s profusion – though the gallerist said the Zimbabwean artist simply had a friend who 
owned a shop selling the improbable combination of such magazines and timepieces.

▲ Robin Rhode 
Carry-on, 2013
Stevenson Gallery, Cape Town / Johannesburg; Frieze
Stevenson, one of two South African galleries in Frieze, showed Nicholas Hlobo and a large installation of the 
omnipresent Meschac Gaba as well as Berlin-based South African Robin Rhode. His photographic sequences 
play with the illogicality whereby he interacts with representations of objects drawn on a wall. The luggage in 
Carry-on is, says Rhode, ‘a graphic outline of South Africa, tethered by ropes to the character – his sense of home 
that he carries with him, but struggles to deal with’ – while the surrounding world seems to mushroom around it.    

uRubem Valentim 
Untitled 1978
Galeria Berenice Arvani, São Paulo  
Frieze Masters
What sort of African is a Brazilian dentist (1922-91) 
who turned to art in his late twenties and made for 
one of the most striking spotlight presentations 
in Frieze Masters? Rubem Valentim wasn’t just 
of Nigerian origin, he adopted the symbols of the 
Yuruba’s Orixa as the basis for his starkly intense 
neo-concrete-styled canvases and reliefs. He 
favoured the double-headed axe in particular, 
feeling that it stood in its cutting from both sides 
for such dualities as Brazilian vs African cultures, art 
vs religion and – as in the figure-like form here – 
abstract vs. human.

▲ Royal Bellows: Luba people 
Democratic Republic of Congo
Galerie Bernard Dulon, Paris Pavilion of 
Art and Design (PAD)
The Luba, the largest tribe of the Congo, is 
known for skilfully crafted ritual items such 
as this late nineteenth century bellows. It has 
four bowls which would have been covered 
by a loose-fitting skin diaphragm; pipes led 
to a nozzle (at the feet) so that working the 
vessels expelled the air to keep the furnace 
up to heat. The function gives rise to a figure 
which indicates the high social status of 
blacksmiths, and now appeals to surreally-
attuned sensibilities.

t Naomi Wanjiku Gakunga 
Immigrants’ Journey, 2013
October Gallery
1:54 Somerset House
Naomi Wanjiku Gakunga was taken by the 
empowering effect on Kenyan women of the early sixties 
switch from thatch to metal roofing with catchment 
tanks: no longer did they have to journey daily to 
the river to get water. She submerges sections of the 
galvanised metal used for roofs, so that the surfaces 
oxidise and produce river-like effects, then sews the 
sections together with wire to form wall hangings. This 
combination of lifestyle, water, time and chance yields 
an echo of one of Africa’s most upwardly mobile artists, 
El Anatsui. 
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THE POLARISATION 
of the gallery network 
neatly reflects the 
differentials in society 
today. On the one hand, 
there are the magnificent 

emporiums that house some of the leading 
contemporary galleries – White Cube 
Bermondsey; Gagosian Britannia Street; 
Saatchi Chelsea; Blain Southern; Victoria 
Miro Wharf Road; etc. – all of whom ooze 
success and play an integral part in the 
high-end art business. On the other, the 
no-less-serious galleries who have levered 
themselves into economical and adapted 
spaces across London and the major cities of 
Britain. The latter, always upwardly mobile 
and, who more likely than not, take their 
style brief from the major players whereby 
polished concrete/wooden flooring and 
minimalist interiors dominate. All attract a 
commensurate share of the millions being 
pumped into the purchase of contemporary 
art works.

But of late there emerges another strand 
to the rich infrastructure of independent 
art dealers, what might be termed ‘off-off 
Broadway’ in spirit, and for whom the term 
‘pioneer’ is something of an understatement. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, they are directed 
by women – each with a passion and a vision 
to create a dynamic opportunity against all 
the odds.

REMOTE CONTROL
WHEN THE Turner Contemporary 
opened in Margate, Kent, much was 
promised by way of cultural rejuvenation. 
The T.C. is an outstanding success, but 
Margate itself staggers on little changed. 
However, its near neighbour Ramsgate, a 

faded memory of past glories which never 
had any pretensions to cultural ambition, 
appears to be capitalising on the faint wind 
of change in East Kent. The UpDown 
Gallery is something of a time machine. Step 
off the non-descript street and through the 
door of this large Victorian villa and it is like 
being transported to Manhattan. The change 
of pace is stunning. This is less of a surprise 
when the director turns out to be Kate E 
Smith, a 12 year veteran with the Bernard 
Jacobson Gallery in both London and New 
York, and a woman well versed in the ways of 
the international art business. But Ramsgate?

‘It was a bit of luck. I wanted a different sort 
of space and had a really good feeling about 
the town. We bought this house instantly 
we saw it – literally. High ceilings, big 
rooms – it was already there. My husband, 
Guy Smith, has family farms in this part of 
Kent and UpDown House was a traditional 
Smith home. So clearly it was going to be 
the UpDown Gallery.’ 

Canterbury born (and a Chelsea Fine Art 
graduate) Kate Smith knows the strengths 
and weaknesses inherent to working in 

an economic black spot like East Kent. 
But conversely, her extensive professional 
experience in art dealing informed the 
decision to select this historic harbour 
town, with its many terraces of Regency and 
Victorian architecture.

‘The concept was always to bring London 
to Kent – to put on shows that would 
otherwise never be seen here. London 
is so chaotic, with endless simultaneous 
exhibitions, but people coming to our 
events have made a deliberate decision to 
do so, not just walked past the window. 
A collector from New York came down 
(albeit reluctantly at first) and loved it and 
pledged to return on a regular basis! Out-of-
London galleries do play a major role in the 
debate. They can afford bigger spaces and 
support artists that might not be so readily 
exhibited. But it is a long-term project. 
The prices are the prices and these will 
be – of course – London prices when you 
are presenting an international artist with a 
track record. But it is our job to help visitors 
understand the art we show. Art can bring 
people together and the local community 
will definitely be playing a role in that.’

IF RAMSGATE appears challenging, the 
notion of selling contemporary art to an 
audience in Grimsby enters the realms of the 
seemingly impossible. This once great and 
proud fishing centre is a cliché of deprived, 
urban decay. Not that the indefatigable 
spirit of the inhabitants is broken, but art 

and culture was never at the top of the 
agenda -even in the good times- with the 
possible exception of pub rock! Gillian 
Hadwin and Elaine Munson, two Fine 
Art graduates have kept the faith and, upon 
leaving Grimsby University in 2007, opened 
the Abbey Walk Gallery in the town centre 
– combining an unexpectedly courageous 
exhibition programme with events that 
attract a growing audience from the north 
east Lincolnshire region. 

GH: ‘The art college here is 130 years old 
and has an excellent reputation. But we are 
also in a recognised regeneration area, which 
helped secure a one-off subsidy from the 
Arts Council of £20,000 for refurbishments. 
And we do see our role as ‘educational’ and, 
as such, we are almost a community gallery.’

EM: ‘There is no public gallery in Grimsby 
and we are unique. Why shouldn’t there 
be a chance to see art here in the town? We 
are not a stereotypical “Northern” gallery 
either – for example, we did very well with a 
Hungarian artist, André Röder.’

Both women were mature students at 
college and have families. They are experts 
at time management and a solid business 
sense has enabled the Abbey Walk Gallery 
to survive for the last 5 years. It incorporates 
on-site artists’ studios and a small materials 
shop and mixes a public role with that of a 
private gallery, selling diverse artworks with 

some degree of success.

GH: ‘Not all our exhibitions are selling 
shows. We have a sort of public and private 
identity. But we have never not been in 
profit. We spend a lot of time with visitors 
and see our role as educating them into 
understanding art. A client who cautiously 
spent £300 a couple of years ago now thinks 
nothing of spending £3000. The Arts 
Council “Own Art” scheme is also great for 
us in this situation. We are like an island 
here – and this is actually a strength.’

EM: ‘We have challenging exhibitions and 
are very innovative in our strategies. We are 
currently expanding up the street and hope 
to include printmaking facilities as well as 
more studio spaces. Artists bring energy into 
the building. In fact, we’d like to take over 
the whole street...’

CORPORATE COLLABORATIONS
ALIGNING AN exhibition space to a 
recognised and highly successful business 
platform can have undoubted advantages, 
but, at the same time, be overshadowed by 
the primary commercial concern. The fight 
to be more than just a token statement is not 
always easy. Shoreditch has no shortage of 
trending gallery spaces and allied activity. 
When top chef, Mark Hix, opened another 
restaurant in his galaxy of top eateries in the 
Rivington Street Tramshed (built 1905), 
he decided to dedicate the lower ground SHADOWLANDS

It is one thing to run a gallery in Mayfair 
amidst the glitz and glamour of the London 
private view circuit. Quite another to sustain 
a credible presence on the outer limits. 

{ }‘The concept was always to bring London 
to Kent – to put on shows that would 

otherwise never be seen here’
Kate Smith

floor to being a gallery. The director is 
Rebecca Lidert, who, one might suppose, 
starts with a winning advantage: to launch 
the restaurant, Damien Hirst created Cock 
and Bull (2012), a sculpture featuring a 
Hereford cow and cockerel preserved in a 
steel and glass tank hanging 4 metres over 
the diners’ heads. Vanguard graffiti artists 
have adorned the exterior walls, all attesting 
to Hix’s close ties with the YBA generation. 
And it is true that a recent show selected 
from his own extensive private collection 
contained the usual suspects from the top 
deck of established British contemporaries. 
But can Lidert create an independent 
voice and programme to counterpoint this 
undoubtedly stylish profile?
‘I was born in London but brought up 
in Philadelphia, so I adopt the “can do” 

attitude of America. There are advantages 
to being attached to a famous restaurant – 
we get a lot of footfall per day for example. 
And Mark has a philosophy that involves 
supporting young artists and students – 
and a pride in British culture. If there is a 
disadvantage it is that a gallery is a slow 
burn, whereas restaurants are highly efficient 
business models and need to make money 
immediately. There can be contention there.’

Lidert did her degree in Kent and an early 
job was with the Saatchi Gallery in County 
Hall, where she reinforced her belief that a 
space should engage people and be multi-
purpose – an idea she had seen in action 
at the small art museum where her mother 
worked in the USA.

{ }‘There is no public gallery in Grimsby and 
we are unique. Why shouldn’t there be a 

chance to see art here in the town?’
Elaine Munson

▲ REBECCA LIDERT

The gallery Director at the Tramshed Restaurant, Cock & Bull, in Shoreditch.

▲ MARK HIX

Leading British chef and art collector

▲ SANDRA HIGGINS

A salon space at the Gallery Petit off the Fulham Road in SW London.

▲ ELAINE MUNSON

Co-director of the Abbey Walk Gallery in the coastal town of Grimsby, North Lincolnshire.
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‘I want to encourage multi-media 
exhibitions and also stage more events 
in the space. We have already established 
highly successful Art Dinners, which 
are unsurprisingly very popular. We will 
continue to balance established artists with 
newcomers and I am always open to the 
opinions of my 23 year old assistants and 
their take on the art of today. We are still a 
new project finding its way, but I would like 
a little more recognition for what we are 
trying to achieve within the community.’

 ONCE YOU HAVE been there, locating 
the Griffin Gallery in the back streets of 
West London is simple. It is integrated 
into the UK base of ColArt, the company 
that own well-known art material brands 
Winsor & Newton, Liquitex and Conte 
a Paris. Its director is Rebecca Pelly-Fry, 
a qualified arts administrator with wide 
ranging experience in the public and private 
sectors. The exhibition space occupies the 
ground floor of the modernist building, 
with the company’s cafe/meeting area off 
it, ensuring maximum exposure to events. 
On the surface, this would seem an ideal 
situation. But ColArt is an international 
company and big business, a gallery – 
however ideologically compatible – is never 
going to be a priority concern, and there is 
the ever present danger of being subsumed 
by conservative corporate imperatives. But 
Pelly-Fry has already upped the ante in 
collaborations with a number of high profile 
art world awards and events.

‘The first two years of this space have been 
essentially experimental. I have been in 
post for just one of those. We have been 
deliberately low-key, but 2014 should see 
our strategies for the future emerge. The 
location itself is definitely a challenge, but I 
want to make us a “destination” venue with 
“must-see” exhibitions in the programme. 
Our annual Griffin Prize for artists who 
have been out of college for five years – a 
crucial time – is a great success; and this not 
overly commercial event typifies our attitude 
as does the preference for group shows. The 
space is essentially about supporting artists.’

Bristol born, Rebecca Pelly-Fry graduated 
from Newcastle as a sculptor and began her 
commercial career in the North-East at the 
Biscuit Factory Gallery in Byker, rapidly 
becoming gallery manager and curator. 
Her career path went on to encompass 
three years as Arts Development Officer 
at Kensington & Chelsea council and a 
similar role at Camden council. She first 
met ColArt when at K&C, as the company 
planned a corporate move into the Borough.

‘Jane Beeston was temporarily running 
the space on top of her many other duties 
as head of HR. I like to be challenged, to 
feel I am going somewhere and able to 
make a difference. To have an influence. 
As an artist myself, I felt I really belonged 
in contemporary visual art, so it seemed 
a great opportunity. I have a 100% free 
hand within the limited budget, but it 
is – of course – also an experiment for the 

company which has a defined presence in 12 
other countries world-wide. It might well be 
a pilot, but there is great potential here. I get 
an interesting perspective overall because my 
other role in the company is as Global Artist 
Outreach Manager, which is essentially 
recruiting artists to act as brand ambassadors 
across the world. In 2014, you will see a 
deliberate raising of our profile with the help 
of our PR associate, Kalloways, and some 
surprising exhibitions that I will be curating. 
As well as our continued collaboration with 
Zavier Ellis of the Charlie Smith Gallery 
in January. Watch this space!’

TRADITIONAL STRATEGIES
ATTEMPTING TO compete with 
prominent galleries for artists and 
recognition, especially on a restricted 
budget, takes ingenuity and dedication. 
Invariably the best solution might be 
seen as a return to traditional methods 
of exhibiting and selling art. When Alys 
Williams opened the Vitrine Gallery in 
Bermondsey Square, it was a little known 
location. Later, she expanded into a more 
formal space in Bermondsey Street with the 
support of collector and art patron Jeremy 
Levison, who happened to own a building. 
The street, near London Bridge, might well 
have been described as desolate at the time, 
but Levison’s faith was amply rewarded 
in October 2011 when White Cube 
Bermondsey opened virtually opposite, 
immediately confirming the area as a 
cultural hot spot. Williams’s adventurous 
programme was suddenly brought into 
sharp focus.

‘The Bermondsey Square project space is 
effectively a 16 metre long window. It lends 
itself to installation and performance, which 
is my background and, from 2010, I curated 
a number of events there. It was exciting 
getting the whole thing going. After I met 
Jeremy [Levison] a few times at various 
events he asked me to put in a proposal for 
a building he had in nearby Bermondsey 
Street – at the scruffy part, it’s a very long 
one-way street and Delfina [Studios] was 
right down the other end. We opened 
Vitrine there in September 2012.’

Alys Williams, a graduate of Camberwell 
and St. Martin’s multi-discipline MA 
course, spent time in Europe and Beirut as 
a practising artist focused on performance. 
The move to Bermondsey Street represented 
a more formal structure through which 
Vitrine would contract with a small number 
of younger artists.

‘I now represent five artists and will maybe 
expand to a maximum of ten. The nature 
of their work means there is a duality with 
Bermondsey Square and I like this. My 
strategy is to have two distinct concepts – a 
commercial gallery and a not-for-profit 
project space – on one platform. Thanks to 
the cathedral that is White Cube, we are 
now firmly on the international art map 
and visible at this end of the street. I have 
had a lot of support from Jeremy and the 
developers at Bermondsey Square (which is 
privately owned). I think Vitrine has already 
shown it is worthy of that support and 
even though we are just a year old we have 
expanded within the Bermondsey Street 
building. There are exciting times ahead.’

THE SALON IS A tried and tested formula 
for introducing artists and collectors, but 
has its limitations – primarily on space – 
as Sandra Higgins of the Gallery Petit 
would be the first to confirm. Located in an 
apartment off the Fulham Road, Higgins, an 
art historian by training and an experienced 
gallerist, curates her international 
programme of events supported by regular 
‘hot ticket’ Private View parties. Artists are 
notoriously ambitious and being limited to 
exposing small works surely has inherent 
problems for long-term relationships?

‘I don’t want big windows on a main street. 
A lot of people are deciding they do not 
want a gallery space now. When I sold my 
Greenwich house, I decided to fund this as a 
more nurturing, artist-based space modelled 
on the salon concept. I have had two years 
of shows and get a very good crowd of 40-50 
people at the openings. It is very low key. 
Effectively we are not open to the public – 
although anyone can come visit the shows.’

Chicago born, Sandra Higgins spent many 
years involved with urban regeneration as a 
landscape architect, although she trained as 
a printmaker initially. In the ‘90s, she ran a 
regular gallery in Mayfair, but was an easy 
victim of the vicious recession that crushed 
many contemporary art businesses in the 
capital.

‘Essentially, I am an academic. If I want 
to do something on a larger scale, I use 
a temporary space or collaborate with 
somewhere like the Piper Gallery. My 
sales may be modest, but my artists have a 
wide age range, and I provide a professional 
service with quality catalogues and 
information releases. I have to say social 
media vehicles are very important to an 
operation like mine. As are the art fairs. 
If I can help an artist develop and send 
them on their way, all well and good. The 
immediate future, however, will involve 
more sponsored projects and the scale will 
be much larger than Gallery Petit could 
support – but I don’t intend to stop the 
salon events just yet.’

Each of these gallerists is prepared to make 
career sacrifices and dedicate time and 
energy to enable young artists to have a 
platform and be seen. Often it involves 
real financial risk at a personal level. They 
truly represent the DNA of British art and 
its essential spirit. Next time, in the final 
episode of this three-part essay, acclaimed 
writer Sue Hubbard looks at the role of 
the apparatchik – three women who occupy 
influential and key roles within the Art 
establishment and enjoy the power and 
influence that comes with the job.
LINKS
Future programmes and forthcoming events 
can be found by following these links:
www.updowngallery.co.uk
www.abbeywalkgallery.com
www.cocknbullgallery.com
www.griffingallery.co.uk
www.vitrinegallery.co.uk
www.sandrahiggins.com

▲ ALYS WILLIAMS
Two sites in Bermondsey for Vitrine to incorporate installation work on a bigger scale.

▲ KATE SMITH

A cosmopolitan programme at the UpDown Gallery in Ramsgate, East Kent.

▲ REBECCA PELLY-FRY

Curator and director of the Griffin Gallery in West London.

▲ GILLIAN HADWIN

Co-director of the Abbey Walk Gallery on the north east coast of Lincolnshire

{ }‘My strategy is to have two distinct concepts 
– a commercial gallery and a not-for-profit 

project space – on one platform’
Alys Williams

‘I want to make us a “destination” venue 
with “must-see” exhibitions in  

the programme’
Rebecca Pelly-Fry

‘If I can help an artist develop and send 
them on their way, all well and good’

Sandra Higgins

Next issue, in the final part of WOMEN ON TOP, Sue 
Hubbard meets three who hold key jobs within the 
London Arts establishment
IWONA BLAZWICK Whitechapel
JULIA PEYTON-JONES Serpentine
JENNI LOMAX Camden Arts

1918

STATE OF ART•



www.state-media.com  STATE 12  

FOURTH ESTATE RETURN VISIT•

21

IF YOU WERE TO venture into  
the wilds of Kensal Green – a dark and 
stormy night would be good – you might 
well stumble across the beacon of chic 
and fabulousness that is The Paradise. 

To call this a pub would be doing it a grave 
disservice. The Paradise is a bit of heaven, 
decorated in the Dracula Vernacular, and the 
haunt of bright things both young and old. If  
by chance your visit were to be on the last 
Monday in the month, there would also be the 
chance to catch the Cabaret Futura and meet  
its incomparable Master of Ceremonies: 
Richard Strange.

Of course Strange, well versed in the visual and 
performing arts, has given a respectful nod to 
an illustrious predecessor: Cabaret Voltaire. 
Founded in Zurich in 1916 by Hugo Ball, 
Tristan Tzara, Jean Arp and others, it was to 
be the antenatal room for the birth of DaDa. 
The Zurich founders’ original manifesto could 
easily be from Strange himself: ‘...guest artists 
will come and give musical performances 
and readings... young artists, whatever their 
orientation, are invited to come along with 
suggestions and contributions of all kinds.’ 
Likewise, programming at Voltaire chimes 
wholeheartedly with the monthly events at The 
Paradise: ‘The cabaret featured spoken word, 
dance and music. The soirées were often raucous 
events with artists experimenting with new 
forms of performance, such as sound poetry and 
simultaneous poetry.’

The example of the Cabaret Futura ably 
encapsulates the very nature and character of 
Richard Strange. There is no possible financial 
gain to be made from the enterprise – given its 
limited seating capacity – but Strange uses his 
own magnetic draw (and money and energy) 
to create an opportunity for other artists to 
shine. To have their moment in his limelight. 
Ignore the showbiz razzmatazz with which he 
promotes the event, it’s actually a worthy and 
very generous project.  And Strange – punk 
singer, artist, actor, writer, journalist, host, 
raconteur – is nothing if not an inspirational 
mentor. Despite his ebullient performer 
persona, Strange is an insightful and good 
natured character, always minded to promote 
and support others and be self-effacing about his 
many achievements and abilities. It is impossible 
not to like him. 

Born in London (Tooting Bec) in 1951, Richard 
Strange enjoyed the easy British childhood 
offered the baby boomer generation, which 
has – he is always keen to point out – never 
experienced war and mostly surfed a blossoming 
of culture and opportunity. The early role of 
band front man (Doctors of Madness) was 
perfect casting for the striking, exceedingly tall, 
extrovert enthusiast for all things hot and sticky. 
His favourite story is to recount how – just as 
the DoM were really getting off the ground 
– they were given a novice support band for a 
gig in Middlesborough. It was the Sex Pistols. 
‘I thought, what harm can there be?’ Strange 
laughs at the memory, and the fact that he knew 
the instant the Pistols played it was all over for 
the good Doctors. But every cloud has some sort 
of lining – even if it is leopardskin.

Strange moved on to create his own take on 
multimedia performance, touring this one 
man act – in typical, extraordinary modus 
operandi – across America. It was in New 
York, in 1980, that the idea for the Cabaret 
Futura formed, influenced to a degree by 

Manhattan performance art spaces like The 
Kitchen, PS1 and Franklin Furnace. On 
his return to London he put the idea into 
action, locating it in a club basement at the 
end of Wardour Street, Soho. It became a cult 
success (notorious for Keith Allen’s naked 
performance with a steak and kidney pie for a 
glove-puppet) which lasted until 1982. 

2010. Thirty years on and Strange revived 
Cabaret Futura in Kensal Green. This time it 
is juggled with his regular gig at The House of 
St. Barnabus: A Mighty Big If. A live interview 
slot in collaboration with Don Boyd’s cable 
arts channel (HiBrow.tv). Guests have included 
Michael Nyman and Ed Harcourt; poet 
Jeremy Reed, actor/musician Gary Kemp; 
artists Richard Wilson, Liliane Lijn, Gavin 
Turk; and filmmaker Rudi Buitendag.

Richard Strange now has a whole new, and very 
appreciative, younger audience. The invitations 
to master-mind similar events for budding 

entrepreneurs come thick and fast, but his 
schedule is busy and there is no evidence he is 
easing up on his multifaceted career paths. 

‘My thing is putting elements together and 
watching the sparks fly. But I don’t stick around 
like I used to. I like to be home well before the 
last bus. Rather tragically, I am that aged figure 
at the back of the poetry club spotting talent 
– stood right next to Michael Horowitz. And 
occasionally you do find someone special,  
like the young (26) Old Testament poet,  
Kate Tempest.’ 

Richard Strange is recently married (‘I 
recommend all to try it every 60 years’) to the 
photographer and academic, Kelly Dearsley. 
The reception took place in best man Brian 
Clarke’s studio. It’s a new and happy phase for 
Strange, one where writing (a novel) is taking 
a more important role. Already he has a giant 
memoir of remembered and half remembered 
events, published in hardback (Andre Deutsch) 

It is not easy to  
pin down the  
multi-talented  
Richard Strange,  
but you can be  
sure you’ll meet  
him in Paradise

TRIPLE VISION
and as the art world enters another boom 
time, Strange’s evocative and extremely witty 
reminiscences of the last cultural tsunami 
makes for interesting reading. It is a free fall 
through the cultural world of the last 30 years 
in London, New York and Berlin; riding on 
the back of Strange’s various careers as punk 
rocker, artist, writer, actor (Harry Potter; Gangs 
of New York; Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves; 
Batman etc.) and thespian (Hamlet; The Black 
Rider; Antonin Artaud’s Last Night; Crimes 
of Passion etc.). In typical modest manner, he 
notes that he has popped up – ‘Zelig-like’ –  to 
witness some of the great cultural schisms of 
the 20th century. In actual fact, it would have 
been a much poorer era without his inimitable 
contribution.

RETURN VISIT is an occasional series re-reading book works 
of interest to the arts community.

LINKS
www.richardstrange.com

THE PARADISE
19 Kilburn Lane, London W10 4AE
www.theparadise.co.uk 

Punks and Drunks and Flicks and Kicks
Richard Strange
Andre Deutsch
HB: 288 pp
ISBN: 978-0233999913
 

TEXT MIKE VON JOEL

Richard Strange

PLACES BEACONSFIELD•

IN 1994, Naomi Siderfin and David 
Crawforth – the artists behind 
the time-based art events venture 
Nosepaint, held on a monthly basis 
between 1991 and 1994 – founded the 

organisation and gallery Beaconsfield. They 
took over a lease on the derelict building of 
the former Lambeth Ragged School (once 
dedicated to the free education of destitute 
children) in Vauxhall, tipped to be up-and-
coming, ‘the Notting Hill of the nineties’. 
This wasn’t the case, however. Instead, it was 
Hoxton which exploded, rapidly drawing the 
art crowds out east. Nonetheless, Siderfin and 
Crawforth persevered, and, with the financial 
support of Angus Neill (who has since moved 
on to set up his own company, Felder Fine Art, 
which works with Old Master paintings), they 
carried out some necessary renovations, and on 
13 September 1995, Beaconsfield opened to 
the public.

That same year, the organisation was awarded 
charitable status, and two years later, with an 
architectural extension linking the existing 
venue with some further space under the 
railway arches behind, Beaconsfield achieved 
its current generous capacity: a venue 
incorporating three stand-alone galleries – the 
upper gallery, the café space and the arch space 
– as well as a roof garden project space.
‘We claim that Beaconsfield happened in 
spite of BritArt and the Lottery’, says Siderfin. 
Nowadays, they receive a regular grant from 

the Arts Council, but they also raise money 
themselves, by hiring out space, for example, 
and through the Ragged Canteen.

NOT BUCKINGHAMSHIRE
The name Beaconsfield came from the 
composition of two concepts: beacon, 
suggesting high quality, and field, connoting 
a wide range. ‘Like it says on the slightly 
tarnished plaque outside’, Siderfin explains, 
‘we’re here for the development and 
presentation of contemporary art, and that’s 
got to be our core principle. This is about 
practice, it’s about developing practice – 
everything else is in the service of that, 
really.’ The key aim of the organisation is to 
provide a space that fills the niche between 
‘the institution, the commercial, and the 
alternative’.

Looking back to the early days, Siderfin 
continues:  ‘At that time, there was no Tate 
Modern. There were no large spaces. There 
weren’t any of those East End spaces. All the 
commercial galleries were putting out of tiny 
shoeboxes in Piccadilly. The South London 
Gallery was a similar kind of size to us, but 
it was very institutional, council-funded, and 
serving a particular community function. 

And the ICA wasn’t really serving anybody 
in any kind of useful way! There was a need 
for something fresh, and something that was 
trying to do something a bit different.’

Indeed, everything about the organisation 
corresponds with this, even to the extent that 
it is run on green energy. ‘Contributing to 
that whole picture of sustainability reflects the 
way the organisation sees itself ’, says Siderfin. 
‘I think our ethical position is fairly obvious 
in the sort of work that we show and the fact 
that we’re not afraid to be political about stuff. 
And that is reflected in the way we run the 
organisation as well.’

Beaconsfield’s annual programme typically 
includes a range of exhibitions, residencies, 
talks and events. Artists participating in the 
residency programme are invited by Siderfin 
and Crawforth and during their time at 
Beaconsfield they receive curatorial support to 
develop new work. ‘We’ll only invite 
somebody if we think they have the willingness 
and the potential to expand their work’, 
Siderfin explains. ‘We’d never want to work 
with somebody who was fixed in their 
thinking. We don’t take any prisoners in  
terms of the quality of what we think  
they can do.’ 

A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE
It doesn’t always have to be a physical 
residency, either. One artist they’re working 
with, Lori Ann Napoleon, is based in 
Brooklyn. She recently made some sound 
works which were part of Open House 
weekend (21-22 September) and was able to 
send through digital files which Crawforth 
installed. Whilst he and Siderfin both come 
from painting backgrounds – they met at the 
Royal Academy Schools as graduate painters 
– Crawforth now primarily works with sound. 
Siderfin’s role in the partnership is more 
centred on the visual aspect of installation. ‘It’s 
always about an outcome’, she adds, reflecting 
on the fact that every residency produces 
an exhibition as its finale. Afterwards, the 
artists generally remain part of ‘an extended 
community’. Often, in fact, they will show 
again (Judith Dean, for example, who recently 
exhibited across all three spaces following a 
remote residency, previously contributed to an 
exhibition in 2005). 

But who exactly makes up the Beaconsfield 
audience? ‘It’s quite a deprived area’, Siderfin 
admits. ‘We’re off the beaten track so it’s 
actually quite difficult to get visitors in. It’s 
been a hard slog to build an audience – a 
returning audience – and it goes up and down 
in peaks and troughs, really.’ Figures show most 
visitors are from local postcodes, but others 
are brought in through educational visits, 
seminars, and regularly hosted events such as 
the feminist salon, n-paradoxa. 

WINDS OF FORTUNE
But all this could be about to change! 2014 is 
set to see the opening of Damien Hirst’s new 
empire, just down the road in some former 
scenery-building workshops, established 
in 1913, a site about the same size as the 
Whitechapel or the Camden Arts Centre. 
Redesigned by architects Caruso St John, 
plans include some six galleries and a café; 
a place, Hirst says, to show his collection of 
contemporary art, reported to include over 
2,000 works.

Asked if she’s happy at this prospect, Siderfin 
seems surprised. ‘Why wouldn’t we want to 
have neighbours? There’s lots of evidence to 
suggest that critical mass in an area will create 
interest. That’s what happened in Hoxton. 
It’ll be new, and it’ll be different, so that’s 
always interesting, isn’t it?!’ As a somewhat 
more prosaic afterthought, she adds: ‘There’s 
nothing we can do about it anyway!’ Only 
time will tell whether VoHo really is to become 
the new East, but if it does, Beaconsfield is sure 
to continue to light the way.

Beaconsfield 

22 Newport St, Vauxhall, London SE11 6AY 

http://beaconsfield.ltd.uk/ 

A pioneering arts initiative in Vauxhall is about to be rewarded for  
sheer determination and grit by the arrival of an unexpected  
neighbour – and it is not the US Embassy…

THE FINAL FRONTIER?

‘We claim that Beaconsfield happened in  
spite of BritArt and the Lottery’

Naomi Siderfin
{ }

TEXT ANNA McNAY

▲ Installation: Simon Tyszko I Want To Be In The Unfun Fair Too. July 2013. 

▲ The Beaconsfield team with David Crawforth (left) and 

Naomi Siderfin (second left) 
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LUIS TOMASELLO 
(Born 1915 La Plata, Argentina)
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28 MARCH 2014
Fully illustrated catalogue with an interview 
of the artist by Hans Ulrich Obrist 

Atmosphère Chromoplastique No. 990, 2011, Acrylic on wood 
43 x 43 x 6 cm, 16 7/8 x 16 7/8 x 2 3/8 inches
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