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Society’s shadow

The shadow of math

Leonhard Emmerling

The stuff of commonplace, everyday life has played a major role in art since the mid-twentieth century, less as a form of realism whose gaze also extends to the ‘small things’ in this world and plies them with attention (Wilhelm Leibl et al., the Barbizon school), than as a kind of assault upon all notions of sublimity and value. Brillo pads and soup cans, flags and numbers, vacuum cleaners and basket balls, copulating couples in Murano glass, all that jumble of signs no longer signifying anything, the rubbish clogging up our minds, the advertising junk bluffing us with whatever messages it pleases – all this has undergone a graphically striking, acrid and ironic pseudo-revaluation of established values. As a result, not least of all the category of the image as a medium of representation has suffered almost irreparable damage.

Jonathan Brown’s painting explores the realm of the mundane and the commonplace, but in a manner that points in a different direction.

He uses a camera to record everyday behaviour and activities, measuring their respective duration. With the aid of morphing software the digital images of these actions are then blended together. On the computer lines are added, the various levels superimposed, compressed or extended, their colours manipulated and, to complete this process, printed out – whereby other forms might also be introduced, frequently by hand.

The actions Brown registers in this manner are roundly familiar: frying a tuna steak, going to the toilet, rolling a cigarette, withdrawing money from a cash point (only to discover that your account is overdrawn again), making coffee or filling the car with petrol.

His titles at first remind one of mathematical formulas – like Cof-SGR2-MK or DT-A40.8.p3. However, they are all decipherable as descriptions of precisely those actions that have been transformed and subsumed in the images. Thus Cof-SGR2-MK describes the action: Mk Coffee with two sugars and milk, while DT-A40.8.p3 describes the action: Taking a dump with an action of 40.8 with a paper revolution of 3.

If one approaches Brown’s painting first by seeking to identify the visual information it contains, links to Abstract Expressionism emerge as well as to latter-day derivations of graffiti. Indeed, graffiti played a larger role in Street Shapes (2003) and Gaming (2003 and 2004), but have here, in his series Shadow of Math, been marginalized in favour of a vigorously expressive mood.

The colouring is mostly opaque and subdued, while, excepting his most recent pieces, the range of vision is clearly defined by the sharp differentiation of the motif from the (original white) ground. Beyond the teeming mass of coloured areas and lines sparse remnants of figurative depiction can still be made out which stem from the source actions of the images. A car tyre can be discerned in DR-gS20-pA10 (Filling car with $ 20 gas with a pump action of ten) or the keys of a cash point and the word ‘declined’ in Cpt-A121-DRSLT (Cash point action of 121 with a declined result).

If Brown’s paintings are considered in terms of their final visual result as gestural, expressive formulations of fleeting states of mind, one becomes only too eager to pick up the trail he has laid through the delirious interplay of lines, through the fusion of forms into an inextricably amorphous mass, stacked layers and the use of pseudo-dynamic linear streams. By the same token, however, it seems to me that granting too much credence to the mathematical and scientific semblance he lends his artistic practice through his titles can only lead up a blind alley.

The particular quality of his works seems to me to lie in the unveiling of an ambivalence between the moment of subjectivity and the moment of objectivity, and in how he maintains this ambivalence on all levels, from the initial action to the finished image, in their conceptual, operative and visual dimensions.

He begins by documenting a one-off action (however mundane it might be) in terms of its duration and its significant aspects. The photographic results are digitally modified, whereby the moment of objectification is represented both in the photographic documentation and in the subordination of the subjective, artistic act to the possibilities and constraints of the software; for its part, the subjective aspect comprises the choice of the action to be documented and the manner of the software’s application. At the same time, this procedure, performed as an inimitable, unique action on a linear time axis, is converted into the simultaneity of the image and, once digitally stored, given the capacity to be arbitrarily manipulated and reproduced. With this simultaneity the unique and irreversible process has been contained in a double sense: preserved by being transformed into an image but negated in its singularity.

The trace of this ambivalence can also be detected in the results – both in the remnants of ‘reality’ that Brown leaves intact beneath and alongside the turmoil of colours and lines, and in that idiosyncratic flatness, indifference of expression and apathy that characterize the ostensibly excessive turbulence on the canvas. Brown consciously forbears (by dint of his choice of the computer and polymer printer) the plenitude of haptic allusions so typical, say, of the paintings Pollock produced between 1946 and 1950, doing without the microscopic worlds generated in and among the mighty brushstrokes by means of drips and gradated pourings, of cracking and encrusted paint. Brown neutralizes expressivity by imitating it, a form of imitation that rather than seeking to embrace or emulate Pollock’s subjectivity interprets his formal vocabulary in the sense of a ‘strong misreading’

This ‘strong misreading’ is based on Brown’s scepticism towards the heroic postures of Abstract Expressionism, whose belief in pure subjectivity as the guarantor of authenticity has been thoroughly and irrevocably refuted. Even if Pollock claimed that his art was a product of the atom bomb era
 and thus situated within a specific historical context, the core of his painting was, to a greater extent than would have appealed to him, founded on the assumption of the possibility of an ahistorical, pure and unadulterated subjectivity, which in Jungian terms is capable of communicating with the collective subconscious of all mankind.

But Jonathan Brown’s subjectivity is of a different order. His is the mundane, everyday subjectivity of the socialized subject. Accordingly, his art pursues something other than the glorification of expression as it wells up from the depths of the subconscious or the sanctification of the authentic and barely comprehensible self.

This preservation in painting of a moment as ordinary as it is singular, of an everyday action, is also tantamount to an affirmation of the profane. It demonstrates an attentiveness towards those phenomena in life outside the realm of the sublime, but without smothering them in numbing tautology – as Pop Art might justifiably be accused of – or betraying them to ridicule or cynicism.

Equally, Brown resists the temptation to indulge in a ‘transformation of the commonplace’
 or a ‘valorization of the profane’
. Crossing the boundary that sets the sphere of profanity apart from the sphere of the valorized is not the crucial criterion in what he does. The decisive factor instead is the transfer of what is unique and linear into a medium of simultaneity and reproducibility. If one can speak at all of differing modes of value, then only in terms of the dignity invested in the commonplace and the restoration of the rights of everyday life. In this respect his art also raises the conditions of our lived environment into the field of our gaze; and it is a profoundly humane art precisely because, rather than seeking a virtual resolution of the ambivalence to which the subject is exposed and concocting a fictitious reconciliation of the subject with his existential dilemma, he mimetically reiterates this ambivalence on all levels of pictorial production.

In conclusion, to return to the issue of what significance should be attributed to his use of the computer, one must first of all again consider the category of objectified subjectivity. Furthermore, it seems to me that digital apparatus in general stands for the social phenomenon of the comprehensive mediatization of almost all spheres of contemporary life. What at first sight might appear to be an echo of gesturally expressive art is to a far greater degree the echo of the media’s barbarian ingestion and regurgitation of all social phenomena, from which no single sphere can any more claim immunity. Just as the unique action dissolves and sinks into the pseudo-expressive yet expressionless, multi-coloured yet impassive muddle of forms and lines, so our own existence, whose definition and integrity can almost only be safeguarded from media-driven influence by means of absolute abstinence, threatens to get lost in the constant barrage of what is called information.

Assuming Jonathan Brown views the subject as a socialized subject, then his images can be said to offer a commentary on the perdition of this subject in the media-driven free-for-all and the extinction of the individual on the great capitalist-cannibalistic stage. They do this not with sentimental and heroic gestures but with a profound degree of soberness. It is with this same soberness, composure and resolve that Brown insists on the worth of the commonplace, the ordinary and simplicity – bloody-minded indeed, even if one knows there is little point in it.

Translated from the German by Matthew Partridge
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