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Referencing slapstick cinema, art history
and the annals of totalitarianism,
Adrian Ghenie’s paintings

find ways of confronting a "century

of humiliation’

> JANE NEAL




ADRIAN GHENIE'S PRACTICE HAS CHANGED dramatically in recent
years: there has been a sudden increase in scale and a more
confident, at times aggressive, handling of paint. Although the
thirty-four-year-old Romanian now works predominantly on a
scale of 2 x 3m or bigger, four years ago, when his paintings were
first exhibited intemationally, they were fairdy small (usually well
under one metre square) and featured delicately rendered,
intriguing mise en scénes of twentieth-century dictators in peculiar
and often darkly humorous circumstances: Hitler and Lenin
hanging out by abandoned swimming pools (lronic History /.
2006), or Hitler in front of Lenin’s tomb, teaching his little dog to
sit (konic Mistory If, 2006). The works play to the age-old
tendency to ridicule once-feared figures of authority through
banalisation, humour and caricature from a position of safety: in
this case, the future, where a grown-up Ghenie can exact revenge
for the fear his parents and grandparents were subjected to in
their youth.

The paintings also reveal one of Ghenie’s key sources of
inspiration: the slapstick of eardy cinema, most notably Charlie
Chaplin's The Great Dictator (1940). Indeed, Ghenies
preoccupation with his paintings’ relationship to cinema finds
expression in both subject and form as he translates motifs such
as pie fights into paint and attempts to recreate the quality and
atmosphere of early black-and-white film, with its punctuation of
intermittent, cross-screen lines and flickering light. The influence
of these old films has become increasingly apparent since the
scale of his canvases increased to mimic the format of screens
found in small, provincial film theatres. In his studio earlier this
year, Ghenie tells me that, back in 2006, "I was actually more
concerned with finding ways to combine my fascination for recent
and ancient history, while still making works that were relevant to a
contemporary audience”

The resulting paintings were part of a series entitled If You
Open It Youll Get Dirty (2006), featuring grey tomblike structures
half-buried by fluries of ash, collected in the shadows of
underground chambers. The initial reading of the work suggests
an epochal volcanic eruption - Pompeii, say - but there is also a
latent political dimension to the paintings, a connection being
made between the destruction of a great civilisation and what
happened to Eastem Europe under communism, when all the
colour and vibrancy of this culturally rich region was smothered
and greyed under an ideological dust. While Ghenie obviously
draws inspiration from history - notably that of Europe over the
past 60 years - he rejects attempts to label him a ‘history painter’:
“People have talked about me being a ‘history painter’, but I'm not
- not in the nineteenth-century Romantic sense. Yes, | might have
nostalgia for a golden age of painting, but my work takes me on
much darker journeys into our collective imaginings of other
stories - real and fictionalised. I'm simply trying to paint my vision
of those times - a giant curiosity.”

This “giant curiosity” of Ghenie’s involved his reading up on
psychoanalysis, particularly ideas of the collective unconscious,
and experimenting with Jungian exercises to try to remember all
kinds of ‘ordinary’ scenes and objects that might take on
‘extraordinary’ significance, such as the specific angle from which a
room is viewed, or the presence of a lamp in a comer. The artist
became fascinated with how the subconscious can merge
physically encountered images with those received from cinema
and television, so that both lived and virtual experiences become

part of our memory banks. Towards the end of 2006 and into
2007, as Ghenie's work took on explicitly psychological themes, it
became tonally darker too: "As soon as | changed the motive and
the scale of my work and started to explore the collective
unconscious, | became the subject, like Flaubert’s line: ‘Madame
Bovary, cest moi’. | have in my brain a double life, constantly
between two worlds.”

Shadow of a Daydream, as the ensuing series of works from
2007 came to be known, owes much to Ghenie’s first long stay in
Berlin,. While the work contains references to Europe outside
Germany, and to America, it is the period of Berlin in the 19405
that dominates these paintings in terms of subject matter,
although some of the references can be subtle. Hitler and Eva
Braun can be found in one work, That Moment (2007), but their
identity is obscured by their sitting partway inside a coffinlike box,
their heads and shoulders hidden in the shadow of the casket’s
open lid. The clue to their identity comes in the form of the
Discobolus Palombra, a Roman copy of the lost Greek sculpture of
the discus-thrower, which stands prominently and incongruously
in the painting, and which Ghenie discovered was coveted and
eventually purchased by Hitler from its Italian owners. In The
Nightmare (2007), meanwhile, a sleeping Ghenie is watched over
by the spectre of Hitler. This painting is the most explicit in terms
of imagery and in some ways the most straightforward, even
though the scenario is the most fantastical. The object of Ghenie's
fantasy might be peculiar to him, but the scenario - a ‘bogeyman’
creeping up on people as they sleep - is familiar to all

In 2008 Ghenie produced The Flight into Egypt, a series
that merged his fascination for the collective unconscious with his
interest in early cinema and its impact on both society and
painting as a whole. In the darkly evocative Babe in the Wood
(2008), which plays to a small-town film-screen format, it seems
at first glance as if the child is centred in the clearing of a wood,
poised on an ominous-looking platform. Closer inspection,
however, reveals the wood to be walled in by a sinister-looking
shack, leaving the viewer to determine whether the child has
emerged from this strange, forested ‘room’ or is about to be
sucked into it. "Most people share the experience of having
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and intended to be read that way. The violent reds and angry
purples are strongly suggestive of a slaughterhouse, and there are
deliberate nods to Bacon’s screaming popes. "As | was painting
this”, he continues, | wondered what a contemporary collector
would do if they found themselves in such a powerful position and
could help themselves to anything they wanted in the name of
‘confiscating it for the good of the people’. Don't you think if they
were passionate enough theyd be tempted to do the same?”

And what of the artist? Ghenie’s amusing yet derisive self
portrait as a decidedly unhip onstage Elvis suggests that the
young art stars occupying a space in the lives and courts of the
new super-rich have become ‘acts’ in themselves. The artist’s
portrait as a figure of shuffling ridicule makes it clear this is not a
position Ghenie himself is comfortable occupying This
discomfort is intensified once you know that the self-portrait is
also an homage to the artist’s father, to whom Ghenie bears an
uncanny resemblance. An Elvis impersonator in his youth, Ghenie
senior never understood the words he sang or really grasped the
Presley phenomenon, but Ghenie fekt his father would nonetheless
have enjoyed the 15 minutes of fame this work now brings him

Dcsp te that revelation, the artist would rather the
motivations behind the painting remain more veiled than explicit
“l don't want to give the viewer everything”, he says, "but when
people look at my work. | want them to think about what they're
looking at and to feel something. 'm not a history painter, but |
am fascinated by what hnp;‘.t‘nod in the twentieth century and
how it continues to shape today. | don't feel an obligation to tell
this to the world, but for me the twentieth century was a century

of humiliation - and through my painting, I'm still trying to

understand this." 3

New work by Adrian Ghenie will be on show at SMAK, Ghent. from

5 December to 27 March, and at Tim Van Laere Gallery, Antwerp,

from 27 January to 12 March
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