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The Life & Opinions 
of Baron Yeti

Toby Raine

The Life and Opinions of Baron Yeti examines contemporary painting as a strange and 

compulsive occupation. It adopts a ritualistic approach in the studio that is simultaneously 

experimental and reflective of painting’s history. Rather than dwell on sentimental 

questions about painting’s preservation, it seeks to explore the psychology and feelings 

associated with the painter’s motivation for entering the studio to paint and the visceral 

energy of the unexpected outcomes that might result from this activity.
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Baron Yeti has been a constant companion and supporter throughout this time of artistic inquiry. 

He might be compared to the character Fred, played by comedian Rik Mayall, in the cult classic 

Drop Dead Fred (1991). Fred was the “imaginary friend” of the main character Elizabeth (Phoebe 

Cates). Whilst Fred was arguably a figment of Elizabeth’s imagination, he was a loyal and genuine, 

if mischievous, friend who was essential to her self-inquiry and growth. File that point away for 

now. We shall return to Baron Yeti when appropriate, but suffice to say, Baron Yeti is an entity 

borne out of me, or at least the letters of my name, our relationship is anagrammatic.

   

The underlying motivation of this investigation can be understood as a motivation to repeat: 

specifically, the inclination to enable the repeated/repetitive painterly action. The motivation is 

based on a seemingly elemental notion or feeling that one must continue to engage in the act 

of painting. The elementary notion becomes interesting when the repetitive act is referenced to 

Freud’s theory, 

We may suppose that from the moment at which a state of things that has once 
been attained is upset, an instinct arises to create it afresh and brings about 
phenomena which we can describe as a “compulsion to repeat” (Freud, 2002, 
para. 1).

We can hence appreciate the motivation to repeat as being in fact a compulsion to repeat. I 

hypothesize that painting is for me, and by extension for other contemporary practitioners of 

the discipline, a highly compulsive inclination. On the assumption that the repetition of painting 

results from compulsion rather than necessity, in the sense of practical need or utility, it must also 

be recognised as an occupation of peculiarity, of strangeness. This is well described in art critic 

Introduction
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Dave Hickey’s revelation upon observing Cezanne’s paintings and being ‘struck, for the first 

time, by the strangeness of the endeavour’ (1997, p.183). The strangeness, in short, is a symptom 

of the unreasonableness of continuing to explore the possibilities of this medium after the fact of 

photography’s invention, what is more, often to uncomprehending or unappreciative audiences. 

I believe that painting’s existence today thrives on obsession, rather than anything reasonable; 

that the repetition of painting functions at a base level of strange desire. Let us consider the 

painter Philip Guston’s remark: ‘Our processes are so mysterious – I know I’ll begin again – to 

relive the same experience’ (Guston, 1978, cited in Feld, 2003, p.64).

This exegesis is structured around the proposition that it is this very compulsion I align with 

the painterly act and the ultimate strangeness of this act that gives the investigation such 

curiosity and value. So I will set up some terms. To begin, in the first section I shall discuss this 

compulsion to repeat painting as counter to painting’s persistently problematic perception in 

the 21st century. I stress that this idea of painting as problematic will only be used as a means to 

start a productive conversation. Typical to the nature of this investigation, the word “problem” 

presents a paradox or an ambiguity of sorts. Put another way, “problem” in this context might be 

considered similar to the notion that the Chinese word for “crisis” is composed of the characters 

for both “danger” and “opportunity”.

I have divided the written component of this investigation into two sections. The first can be 

interpreted as a theoretical reasoning for painters to keep making paintings. It is a conversation 

sympathetic to the painterly repetition with a philosophical focus in the sense that painting 

as a thing is examined in a historical and critical context. This section is general and, while 

relevant to my practice, is not exclusive to it. I shall discuss this compulsion to repeat as having 

a connection to the human inclination towards religious activity. This is to say, in a roundabout 

way, I shall link the compulsion to paint with the acknowledgement that there exists a human 

requirement to experience beauty, which is itself directly related to the need for religion. In 

qualifying this, I quote Roger Schmidt (Exploring Religion):

Truth, beauty and goodness are often synonyms of the holy; thus whenever 
they are present in and through art, art is both an instrument through which 
humans press toward the ultimate hierophant or sacrament through which 
the holy is manifest. (1988, p.169).
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The second section has a more methodological focus and refers to the studio component of the 

exegesis; it speaks more directly to my practice. Here I discuss ways in which I have enabled this 

compulsion to repeat, specifically, the steps taken in developing a studio-based methodology. 

“Reasons” in this context can be understood as a philosophical discussion in favour of the pursuit. 

“Ways” can be understood as methodological systems or practical investigations that lead to valid 

results.
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SECTION 1:

Thinking About 
The Field
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CHAPTER 1:  
The Productive Problem

The problem of painting (though I will go on to suggest it is not in reality such a problem) 

is the repeated idea of it as something that has “died”, the first official case being Alexanda 

Rodchenko’s last-ever paintings in 1921, coincidentally Ad Reinhardt’s “last” monochrome 

painting and Duchamp’s declaration of painting’s impossibility (Staff, pp13-15, 2013). It is my 

feeling that the so-called death of painting provides the unlikely catalyst for painting’s inherent 

curiosity and value. If death - in the context of painting - were to mean death in its truest term 

i.e. the end of all things, then the death conversation would surely have only ever need occur 

once. I am suggesting that while death claims inevitably surround the subject of painting in 

angst, they simultaneously and ironically afford it an odd type of immortalisation. 

In relation to a more recent death claim of the 1980s Arthur C. Danto asks; ‘In whose name 

could the death certificate be signed? Or was this a burial without a corpse?’ (Joselit et al, 2003, 

p.66). In the same article David Joselit et al. likewise muses, ‘If the “Death of painting” of the 

‘80s corresponded to the death of the game called “Modern painting” (and this is by no means 

self-evident), then is this death also potentially a birth of a different kind of game?’ (2003, 

p.66). It appears, when reading between the lines, that painting cannot entirely be left alone. It 

seems the death claims – either inadvertently or perhaps willingly - add something to the legacy, 

presenting a challenge for reinvention. The so-called death makes the strangeness of painting 

even stranger, adding another dimension to its intrigue.

Do the reoccurring claims of painting’s death suggest that any previous death was either hoax 

or false press, calling to question any future death claim’s integrity, or, do they simply suggests 

that the “death of painting” is in reality just part of the greater game of painting? In death does 
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painting become a sort of Machiavellian magic trick whereby its strange compulsion to repeat 

triggers a resurrection? In his essay The Trouble with Painting Douglas Fogle makes a similar 

comparison, likening the state of painting to a Lazarus effect or a mutating virus (2001, p.14). 

Fogle compares painting’s so-called death to the plot of Alfred Hitchcock’s film The Trouble 

with Harry, in which the repeated attempts to bury a body cause continuous problems, saying, 

‘We, too, try to bury our body – the body of painting -… in the end it seems much more like a 

nuisance than like an aesthetic Gotterdammerung’ (2001, p.14). Evidently even painting’s death 

claims have become a repetition; provocation for the compulsive activity to commence once 

more. This multi-faceted death idea also appears to exhibit contradiction within its ranks. Surely 

Duchamp’s claim of painting’s impossibility is not the same thing as Rodchenko or Reinhardt 

making “last” paintings. Just as an empty coffin and a body rising from the dead is not the same 

thing.

If one person’s idea of death alters from another’s then is it in reality, simply that – an idea and 

a subjective one at best. And surely the specific act of making “last ever paintings” presupposes 

and creates desire for more to come. It can be likened to the end of a love affair. If two lovers 

decide to have one final tryst before saying goodbye, then does this not say more about devotion 

than endings? Does the sentiment behind the initiation of the act not in fact significantly open 

the door to the possibility of the act needing to always repeat one “last” time? This paradox is 

well described by Rubenstein in his essay Provisional Painting as ‘an index of the impossibility 

of painting and the equally persistent impossibility of not painting’ (2009, p.135). And, given the 

significant role the genre of portraiture plays in this exegesis, I quote the great painter Willem de 

Kooning; ‘It’s really absurd to make... a human image, with paint, today, when you think about 

it... But then all of a sudden, it was even more absurd not to do it’. (Art Quotes, 2015, para. 1). 

The question to me, therefore, is no longer if one should engage in the activity of painting, but 

rather how one might engage in that activity.

I hope it is now becoming clear that this investigation completely embraces painting’s 

strangeness and considers it an attractive quality and useful tool.  The investigation will not 

debate or dwell on the “death of painting” as a stigma or issue. It is, on the contrary, embraced 

as an interesting and vital component in the greater game of painting, a cog in the machine of 



13

its compulsive repetition. This exegesis is not interested in arguing points for painting’s reason 

or usefulness; I am interested in painting for the exact opposite reasons. The interest lies in its 

unreasonableness, its impracticality, and its intrigue. The intention is to understand the worth 

of the compulsion and of finding methodologies that enable this compulsion, to adopt or create 

methodologies that adequately serve the prosperity of painting’s strange repetition.

Bataille states, ‘Art may have finally liberated itself from the service of religion, but it maintains 

its servitude with regard to horror.’ (Supervert.com, n.d., para. 3). In the introduction I 

proposed a link between the human compulsion to repeat, the tendency towards religion 

and the necessity of experiencing beauty. I am likewise proposing that while art has certainly 

detached itself from religious service, more than serving religion, art - specifically painting 

(when recognised as a thing of repeating compulsion as I have suggested) - is a quasi-religious 

activity. Perhaps more specifically than being religious, painting – particularly in terms of 

death claims – can be likened to the narrative of Christ. Regardless of whether one takes the 

death and resurrection story as literal proof Christ was the true son of God, or whether one 

simply interprets it as allegory, metaphor or myth, what stands is the legacy created in people’s 

minds and how this fulfils their sense of belief. Painting similarly insists upon itself in the face 

of death claims, scepticism and superfluity. It is its weirdness, its strange inclination to repeat, 

to resurface, and the compulsive need for this to happen that echoes aspects of the narrative of 

Christ’s resurrection and afterlife. Even in the face of its own illogicality it claims a larger than 

life legacy. Christ’s death has in fact kept him alive across the globe two thousand years later. 

The paradox is this: for painting, as for Christ, the death appears to prolong the life.

Let us re-examine Roger Schmidt’s remark about beauty often being a synonym of the holy 

(1988, p.169) alongside Bataille’s claim of art’s remaining servitude towards horror and Rilke, 

who mused, ‘beauty is nothing but the beginning of terror, that we are still able to bear’ (Rilke 

cited in Kline, 2004, p.3). There is a common thread in these assertions, that in one’s quest 

for beauty - subsequently being a quest for meaning and hence one towards religion – we also 

inevitably encounter the other, be that something which decays, that which is horrible and 

terrible. Painting more often than not finds itself directly involved, particularly in terms of 

stereotypes, in this quest for truth and beauty and hence that religious inclination. Does the 
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painter who compulsively seeks pathways to the repetition also inevitably fall into a stereotype 

of the shamanistic figure? Marcel Duchamp stated in his abstract The Creative Act, ‘To all 

appearances, the artist acts like a mediumistic being who, from the labyrinth beyond time 

and space, seeks his way out to a clearing’ (1957, cited in Popova, 2012, para. 4). If art fulfils 

a certain quest for meaning, then those who devote themselves to making art are more or less 

involved in the act of ritual. In the following chapter I propose a common link or relationship 

between painting - both in terms of a compulsion and a quasi-religious thing - and Slavoj Zizek’s 

discussion of the fetish. In the meantime, let us just say that the compulsive painter fits the bill 

of the priest sitting on one side of the confessional booth offering unfathomable hope in the face 

of existential predicament.

In subsequent chapters, I will discuss beauty in reference to the writings of critic Dave Hickey 

and philosophers Arthur C Danto and Zizek. Before this I should explain what I mean when 

talking about “beauty”. I opt for a view of beauty as a way of experiencing a thing that provokes 

a visceral reaction. This opposes Danto’s perception, which seems cemented in the rules of 

Edwardian aesthetics. Danto, for example, claims that the Blue Nude (1907) by Matisse, whilst 

great, could not possibly be imagined to be beautiful (2003, p.37). I disagree with this: I suggest 

that it is the sensation provoked by the thing that actually calls to account the experience of 

beauty. Which means, depending on any given viewer’s response to, say, Blue Nude that it may 

well be beautiful. I do not believe it can be so easily categorised, as it will differ from individual 

to individual and situation to situation. In terms of painting we might consider the work of 

Francis Bacon. For every person who describes his figures as monsters there must be another 

who considers the experience of viewing his work as astoundingly beautiful. As a further point 

of interest let us not forget that Bacon’s well-known fascination with carcasses hung in butcher 

shop windows had more to do with his appreciation of the flesh’s beautiful colours than it did 

with their macabre or brutal connotations. As Roger Scruton says: 

There are beautiful propositions as well as beautiful worlds, beautiful proofs 
as well as beautiful snails, even beautiful diseases and beautiful deaths… we 
are not describing a property like shape, size or colour, uncontroversially 
present to all who can find their way around the physical world (p.1, 2009).

In setting up terms, the word “tribute” needs to be defined and discussed, as the idea behind 
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tribute is one in a handful of significant themes of this investigation. The act of tribute is to be 

understood as an act of love or devotion toward a thing. In this instance, the theme, which I 

phrase as “The Painted Tribute”, can be appreciated as a practice based around one’s devotion 

to that very practice. The tribute and the compulsion to repeat the act then become one and 

the same thing. The repetitive act of painting can be considered a statement or gift that shows 

appreciation and respect for the thing’s legacy. As is appropriate to repetition’s nature, The 

Painted Tribute is an act of reflection. Its ability to function as a thing is largely reliant on its 

ancestry or its past. It references, learns from and metaphorically salutes any part of painting 

that has previously been significant enough to gain historical stature. Speaking again to Freud’s 

theory, The Painted Tribute might be defined as compulsively repeating the act to a point 

where results could sit successfully alongside past states of painting’s historic repetition and 

have interesting conversations with any given example. This is the form for all art works: Philip 

Guston’s 1973 Painting, Smoking, Eating and the Dana Schutz’s 2009 painting, Swimming, 

Smoking, Crying is an example. Given Guston’s acknowledged influence on Schutz, her 2009 

painting is on many levels a tribute both to Guston and to his work 36 years previously. Yet the 

tribute works in a way that these paintings would have an engaging conversation next to each 

other in a curated show. Schutz, arguably, has earned that privilege. If you will, the tribute has 

sustained the compulsion.

As something inevitably prone to being multifaceted, this investigation takes the consideration 

of “tribute” to more than one level. Primarily, as already stated, in an age where painting has 

become an inarguably curious occupation (it has long since failed to serve any obvious purpose, 

for example, in recording portraits or moments in history) the painterly exploration is in essence 

a tribute to itself, a devoted offspring with countless great ancestors. For example, my painted 

tribute might have the ambition to coalesce well in a gallery space with, perhaps, a Velasquez, a 

Goya, a Bacon, a Frank Auerbach, a Peter Doig. The tribute should also be considered in terms 

of the connotations that such a self-focused thing raises; I have already suggested that on some 

level these are routed in the human need for meaning or belief. Put differently, if a person 

sets about making a painting in a traditional sense they are in essence creating a permanent 

reflection of their own existence, i.e. they will die, however the painting lives. The tribute here 

is directed towards one’s sentiment and vanity; vanity in the religious or philosophical sense 
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where one likens oneself to God. A further consideration for the tribute is the very things that 

are painted and where or how those things are sourced. In making the effort and statement of 

painting any given subject surely is tribute to that subject. The motivation, once more, is linked 

to one’s vanity and sentiment as it transforms the subject into a type of permanence.  In terms 

of strangeness, the discussion gets particularly complex where, like painting itself, it gets wacky. 

For example, paint can be considered a tribute to subject and the subject, in turn, a tribute to the 

act of painting. One concedes the other’s superfluous sense of self-entitlement; they perpetuate 

each other’s legacy.

When discussed in such terms the exegesis inevitably will be associated with romantic clichés 

of the very sort that have made painting problematic. This, I am suggesting, is the exact point; 

the exegesis is structured around an acceptance or embrace of something problematic and 

romantic. It does not wish to elevate painting as a thing of essentialism, nor the painter as the 

all-seeing genius solely carrying this gigantic weight. The Painted Tribute is instead merely that; 

frankly not even one easily justifiable as a worthy contribution to such a rich history, but rather 

one that latches on by way of this compulsive repetition simultaneously with tongue in cheek 

and complete seriousness, acknowledging the accompanying connotations of commitment, 

compulsion and sentiment. A painter before me with a sympathetic approach is Alfred Jensen 

whose practice has been described as ‘somehow managing to combine deadpan seriousness with 

exuberance’ (Anfam, 2003, p.62). As the title of this section suggests, we are not addressing 

the concept of truly believing anything in this investigation but rather the recognition of a base 

need to believe in something. Bruce Nauman’s neon work The True Artist Helps the World by 

Revealing Mystic Truths and his accompanying statement is relevant to this, ‘It was on the one 

hand a totally silly idea and yet, on the other hand, I believed it.’ (Nauman quoted in Kleiner, 

Mamiya, 2005, p. 1050). This work will be discussed again in subsequent chapters.

Making and experiencing painting as an art form is a thing both problematic and risky. Pursuing 

a practice in contemporary painting is likewise a task indelibly strange and difficult. It is my 

desire that this limitation and strangeness should precipitate an investigation. I wish to examine 

the motivation for repetition and to propose a type of reason for something that is seemingly 

unreasonable. It is my confidence that the compulsive painterly repetition should keep doing  

just that.
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‘I wouldn’t ask too much of her,’ I ventured. ‘You can’t repeat the past.’‘Can’t 
repeat the past?’ he cried incredulously. ‘Why of course you can!’He looked 
around him wildly, as if the past were lurking here in the shadow of his house, 
just out of reach of his hand.  
F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (p.70, 1925).

The duration of this investigation, 2013-2016, coincided with the breakup of an important seven-

year relationship. Within weeks of the initial separation I began to take strolls after my part time 

canvas-stretching job through a familiar neighbourhood in the Auckland suburb of Point Chevalier. 

This had been the area my partner and I purchased and renovated our first Auckland property, a 

one-bedroom unit in a block of four in the summer of 2011, a time that I had retrospectively come 

to view as sacrosanct. This view probably reflected a sense that things had been ideally balanced 

at that time. The completion of my undergraduate studies brought a sense of relief coupled with a 

newfound excitement for the art scene I had become a part of. Having sold a number of paintings 

following my examination boosted my confidence and lined my pockets, leaving me happy to 

divide the summer between renovating the new place and leisure. The weather was great; espresso 

was consumed at morning, gin and tonic in the evening. Pump classes at the city gym were a daily 

routine, reflecting a constant mental and physical resilience. We began our own art collection and 

worked well as a team. In between I would tear around the city in Rowena’s VW listening to Led 

Zeppelin full bore. The sense of Auckland as a place and as a home was profound and inspiring. 

It actually felt in the living moments – not only in retrospect - that things were near perfect and, 

more than this, that it was the beginning of life as it was meant to be.  

The giant shadow hand was perfect for one minute, and for one perfect minute 

CHAPTER 2:  
Believing in Belief
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Tyler had sat in the palm of a perfection he’d created himself… One minute was 
enough, Tyler said, a person had to work hard for it, but a minute of perfection 
was worth the effort. A moment was the most you could ever expect from 
perfection.  
Chuck Palahniuk, Fight Club (p.33, 1997). 

I understood all the while I took those retrospective walks through the area of that time gone that 

the activity was morbid. However, whilst this ritual was likely detrimental to my mental state 

and almost certainly a waste of time, it was nonetheless sweeter than it was sour. What lay at the 

routes of this routine was a need - a compulsion - to remember, to re-enact, to repeat a state that I 

perceived, then, as perfect. It was in essence a ritual spawned from a deep sense of attachment to 

what was now of the past. The habit was at once a tribute to memory and a compulsion to repeat. 

The most curious thing about the morbid ritual was the sense of intoxication I felt on those walks. 

My suspicion is that whatever force precipitated those walks was synonymous with the compulsion 

to enter the studio, that my very human pattern of compulsive repetition shared a close 

commonality with the compulsion to make paintings. This is why I preface the chapter recounting 

a personal tale of woe. As suggested previously this commonality carries a type of universally 

religious thread; believing that a moment in our lives defined whom we were, that our lives actually 

meant something. To qualify this, I quote Kruger, Lubbe and Steyn’s philosophy on religion and 

meaning: 

Humans have a deep-seated need to experience themselves and their 
surroundings as coherent wholes. Chaos, discord and alienation are 
experienced as profoundly disturbing. So, in a sense, experiences such as 
disease, death, hostility, natural disasters and social catastrophes lie at the root 
of religion. Religion is the urge to know what things “mean”. If people see how 
things hang together, they understand. Then they can also accept a great deal of 
hardship. (1996, p.4).

There is a significant similarity between this statement and Freud’s theory of the compulsion 

to repeat, specifically where he discusses the compulsion as being triggered by the moment at 

which the state of things is upset and overturned (Freud, 2002, para. 1). Does it go like this? 

The persistent interference of chaos precipitates a basic religious impulse to categorise one’s 
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life as a coherent meaningful thing. Subsequently one deals with this the only way possible; to 

redefine one’s “meaning” as previously defined in a past more-coherent state.Victoria Wynn Jones 

comments: 

Flowers are fleeting; paintings tend to last. A painting of flowers is a kind of 
feting of the moment, of the transitory… The painting of flowers enables a 
delay, their representations are caught, made concrete. (2014, p.6).  

Do we not all have a tendency to salvage a memory of perfection that we understand will be 

destroyed by the passing of time? This can be felt when Edgar Allan Poe describes those grains of 

golden sand that sift through his fingers on some chaotic water’s edge in the poem Dream within  

a Dream: 

O God! Can I not save 
One from the pitiless wave? 
Is all that we see or seem 
But a dream within a dream?

To paint, I think, is similar to Poe turning his existential reflections to poetry because both 

activities are creative expressions that define and catalogue an element of the humane. I believe 

somewhere in the depths of the painter’s motivation to paint is a compulsion to cement passing 

moments. An artist who commits life and career to making paintings is pursuing pictorial 

statements whose plastic-like skin dries and remains long after that artist’s flesh disintegrates. 

So if we can agree to embrace painting in its corniest level – be that as documenting some sort of 

archival blueprint of a human’s various moments in time - then painting, and belief in general, 

speak to our sentiment and vanity, because both engage in a search for meaning and the assertion 

of self-validation. This returns to that religious element in the act; as many people hope there is 

a heaven where they go on after death, painting’s lasting nature defies the nature of the fleeting 

moment and, as an idea at least, rejects death and is a model of a moment immortalised. Likewise, 

as suggested by Kruger, Lubbe and Steyn, if at the heart of religion lies a need to understand 

what things mean and hence who one is, then the making of the painting attempts to isolate 

those elements. Its intimate and personalised nature speaks directly to who the painter is and 

how they experienced this world. To reference Francis Bacon again, in contrast to his notoriously 
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nihilistic attitude, the artist famously said: ‘We are always trying to defeat death by leaving images’ 

(Cremesoup’s Blog, 2009, para. 5). Similarly, Philip Guston describes the strange compulsion to 

create a permanent image: ‘It is nerve-wracking – the need to fix an image forever – like a Pyramid 

on the desert’ (Guston, 1978, cited in Feld, 2003, p.64). In terms of the modern idea of vanity 

central to many religions – that it is a form of self-idolatry and therefore comparing oneself to 

God - a painting is created similarly to how an idol is carved and raised to worship (Vanity, 2016, 

para. 2). Like painting, with luck, the idol (or pyramid) remains after the painter is gone but also it 

makes audacious claim to a higher importance or meaning of life, returning first and foremost to 

people’s insistence upon their own existence even before that of God. The cult figure Anton LaVey 

addressed this idea in his statement:

 All religions of a spiritual nature are inventions of man. He has created an 
entire system of Gods with nothing more than his carnal brain. Just because 
he has an ego and cannot accept it, he has had to externalise it into some great 
spiritual device. (p.44, 1969).

Am I proposing preposterous corniness here? Well, yes. I have suggested already the likelihood that 

superfluity and romance is inevitable in painting. It is, from one perspective, a futile occupation, 

suggestive of an underlying desperation to the act and to being human; to play with excreta as 

Freud suggested. This can be directly observed in the vanitas paintings of prominence in 16th and 

17th century, whose depiction of attractive objects in still life only emphasised the futility of worldly 

desires and possessions. On the contrary, I prefer to turn this futility to optimism. Vanity, while 

seemingly wretched, creates legacy in the face of futility. Put another way, a hundred years from 

now everybody that is living on the planet today will be dead; Velazquez’s Pope Innocent X will still 

be as vibrant and captivating to observe in the flesh as it was in 1650. Vanity is self-interested, it 

insists upon itself and is perhaps why painting refuses to just lie down and actually die. 

Do not go gentle into that good night,  
Old age should burn and rage at close of day;  
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. …

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight 
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay, 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.  

(Thomas, 1952, cited in Do not go Gentle into that Good Night, n.d., p.1)
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Would we not give up in the face of futility if we were without hope, without the illusion of eternity? 

Consider Slavoj Zizek’s discussion of the fetish with Dylan Thomas’ poem in mind:

In the face of a fetish, on the contrary, I “rationally” fully accept this death, and 
yet I cling to the fetish, to some feature that embodies for me the disavowal of 
this death. In this sense, a fetish can play a very constructive role in allowing us 
to cope with the harsh reality: fetishists are not dreamers lost in their private 
worlds, they are thoroughly “realists,” able to accept the way things effectively 
are – since they have their fetish to which they can cling in order to cancel the 
full impact of reality (2011, pp. 14-15).

Those hopeful lines of raging ‘against the dying of the light’ speak of some universal human 

defiance against degeneration, an insistence of life’s importance. I am suggesting that the creation 

of the painting – the documentation of passing human moments – is a form of the fetish clung 

to, an example of one’s defiance against that diminishing light. Furthermore, Zizek states; ‘fetish 

is the embodiment of the lie which enables us to sustain the unbearable truth’ (2001, p.13). The 

unbearable truth described must refer to the inconceivable certainty of death, the loss of all things 

and the impossibility of permanence. This suggests that the one sustainable human commonality 

the fetish provides is hope: belief in belief you might call it. In the face of death’s inevitability hope 

is ultimately involved in self-deception or illusion – the lie. Our hope, or as I have phrased it, 

our belief in belief, entertains the fantasy that life leads to more than death. Similarly, absurd as 

the prospect sounds, indulging the compulsion of painterly repetition stimulates a sort of basic 

coping mechanism. As a thing of illusion both in terms of its flatness and as an object or statement 

of vanity, the painting can be interpreted as a fetishist object that aids the lie, one that repeats 

or cements the passing state. In relation to fetish, Zizek also describes false hope as repressing 

death (2001, p.13). Short-term survival is reliant on embracing a certain amount of self-deception, 

sustaining hope when survival on a long enough timeline is without hope. In other words, 

embracing illusion – or adopting the fetish - provides stamina for repetition.

The odd strength of painting is that it wants to be old. This is well suited to the art form that 

I describe as strange. After all, there are few motivations in this world to seek oldness. On a 

superficial level at least, people consider it an unattractive idea. Oldness is often more associated 

– if pre-emptively - with encroaching death, debilitation, and obsolescence, even uselessness. 

To consider oldness synonymous with strength and importance is, at an outside glance, unlikely 
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and atypical. For the sake of continuing this conversation about oldness let us examine Zizek’s 

philosophy alongside two other quotes from personal influences. The first, 1960’s cult figure Anton 

LaVey, founding member of the Church of Satan. The second, Brandon Flowers, front man of 

contemporary rock band The Killers: 

The New is here to enable the Old to survive… how are we to remain faithful to 
the Old in the new conditions? ONLY in this way can we generate something 
effectively New. (Zizek, 2001, p.32-33)

It’s not a crime to wish for other worlds. You’ll get taxed for it but they can’t 
throw you in jail for creating your own private world … yet. Dramatics are fun, 
an indulgence. ‘You can’t go backward,’ ‘You can’t live in the past,’ they tell you. 
Why not? ‘You’ve got to put all that behind you and move on to other things,’ 
they say. Bullshit! These are all expressions of modern disposability. It’s a 
mediocritising technique – trying to get rid of what I call ‘past orthodoxies.’ It’s 
our past that makes us unique, therefore it’s our past that economic interests 
want to rob from us, so they can sell us a new, improved future. Society now 
depends on a disposable world – out with the old, in with the new, including 
relationships. But how we weep and wish we could hold onto those cherished 
moments forever, to those long-whispered dreams, those tortured nights – how 
we want to grasp them and stop them from sifting through our fingers. (LaVey 
cited in Barton, 1992)

This is the world that we live in 
It’s not too late for that 
This is the world that we live in 
And, no, we can’t go back 
This is the world that we live in, 
I still want something real 
- The Killers, The World we live in, 2008.

The commonality in these statements, asides of weariness and caution towards the modern age, 

is the testament of endearment and importance accorded to the past. It is suggestive that in order 

to create a thing of value, uniqueness, or sacredness humanity might best reference the ideals, 

ways or methods of the past. This speaks to the point made in introduction regarding the reliance 

of contemporary painterly repetition on its ancestry or history. I will discuss this connection in 

more detail in the second section. The point, perhaps, is that the capitalist world we experience is 

of such abundance, oversaturation and consumerism that its lack of inherent substance reflects 
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a similarly empty sense of spirituality in many people. Zizek speaks of the ‘figure of capitalist 

globalisation’ that threatens to destroy our way of life and of the media’s insistence on abandoning 

old paradigms in order for survival (2001, p.32). As prophetically described by LaVey, what Zizek 

alludes to can be considered the predicament of the information age – a disposable society dictated 

by capitalism. LaVey’s wilful embrace of the old and nostalgic – similar to Flowers’ sentiment 

regarding something real – speaks to Freud’s theory of the compulsion to repeat; that within the 

anxieties of the human mind there is an underlying need to hold onto the past, to what we perceive 

a sort of idealised state of things. Zizek describes a contemporary phenomenon, ‘the postmodern 

deconstruction of the Self’ which equates to separation between human mind and spirituality. 

Belief or meaning becomes increasingly unobtainable in a world of constantly expanding 

information; spirituality lost amidst the illusion of clarity: 

Depriving the self of any substantial content ends in radical subjectivization, in 
the loss of the firm objective reality itself (according to the postmodern mantra, 
there is no firm reality, just a multitude of contingent social constructions). 
(2001, p.26). 

The real problem, according to Zizek, is the abundance of choice. The crisis of the “Y Generation” 

might be described as one of too many options and choices, the often impersonal and generic 

nature of which leaves many with that very contemporary feeling that “something” is missing. One 

only need Google any subject of interest and click on the “Images” option to appreciate how the 

very concept of contemporary clarity is lost amidst an abundance of seemingly clear information; a 

conundrum experienced personally when sourcing Internet images to constitute paintings for this 

exegesis like the 666 shows or The Beard Portraits. Initially seeming the most convenient means 

of sourcing images, the research task quickly became confused.  The images that appeared if I 

were to type, say, “Jim Morrison Beard” were countless. A brief surge of excitement would be very 

quickly replaced by a comedown, a sense of puzzlement and confusion. The images I was initially 

drawn to would fade into obscurity as I scrolled down finding countless more: longer beards, beard 

with sunglasses, black and white images, coloured ones, numerous cropped variations of the ones 

I initially considered the best. When returning to those initial images I would no longer know 

how to feel about them, my optimism having turned to indifference and exasperation regarding 

a seemingly simple task. Some obscure image discovered on the inner sleeve of an old CD would 
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prove a more adequate archival source. It was simpler, more exclusive. 

All of this could be described as a contemporary paradox: We find ourselves amidst a disposable 

society, yet, simultaneously many people’s sentiment increasingly pines for, needs for, what LaVey 

calls ‘past orthodoxies’ and Flowers calls the ‘real’. It is rare to take a short walk now without 

encountering washing machines, stereos and other such household commodities abandoned on the 

footpath, because, whereas it used to be beneficial to get these things fixed, it now costs less to buy 

a new one. On the flipside businesses have popped up everywhere that import and refurbish retro 

and antique furniture, sold at huge profits, such is people’s desire to acquire the unique and rare, 

crafted in the old fashion. People take their CDs and DVDs to charity stores in hoards and replace 

them with digital media from the Internet. On the other hand, similar people visit op-shops and 

novelty stores in search of LPs because the record has become a sought-after item of retro charm; 

for many reasons: some consider the sound quality better, others enjoy them as objects, some 

even consider the record cover a great stylistic statement as a tray for rolling their joints. Many 

bookstores have shut down in recent times because people do not need to buy books to read, yet 

even the invention of the Kindle seems to have only strengthened certain individual’s absolute love 

of books as objects, as things, as treasures. 

My motivation here is merely to acknowledge that the unique, rare, sentimentalised object such 

as the painting, now more than ever, is a powerful, wonderful thing. In the How the world Looks 

survey Dominic Eichler says:

Painting remains a tantalizing, almost perverse and highly personal medium, 
entailing both enormous limitations and endless possibilities – perhaps even 
more so in the twenty-first century, when the digital revolution has made 
images cheaper and more available than ever before. (2001, p.60)

The average C21 object has little power because it is made one year to be discarded the next, or 

you simply cannot see it because it fits on a memory stick. The painting, like those rare things 

mentioned above, like great writing and architecture, rejects disposability, because it is involved 

in the one-of-a kind, the once in a lifetime, the unrepeatable. The painted object is then the 

quintessential romantic survivalist art form. It goes from the would-be-obsolete to luxury item, a 

paradoxical object that could be described as an important commodity: a kind of necessary non-
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necessity. In response to Eichler, Polish painter Wilhelm Sasnal ventures: 

‘I know nothing about opera, but still I think painting is like opera. It’s 
artificial, an old-fashioned activity.’ The implicit idea is that even the simplest 
gesture or mark on a canvas or other support involves the enormous weight, 
codes and high drama of painting as a discipline. (Eichler, Sasnal quoted in 
Eichler, 2001, p.60)

This is described similarly by Richard Schiff in the essay Closeness: 

The continuing proliferation of technologies of reproduction and simulation 
… seems to have redoubled the contrary efforts of intellectuals to assert that 
representations never return to the same but forever constitute the different. 
(1998, p.14)

Likewise, New Zealand painter Judy Millar stated that ‘the various art forms are resistant to the 

kinds of radical change we find in contemporary business practice’ (2014, p.63). Furthermore, in 

a recent blog review of Auckland Art Gallery’s 2015 painting show Necessary Distraction Francis 

McWhannell ventured that today the appeal of the handmade only increases in response to the 

abundance of digital images (2016, para. 3). In terms of the romantic connotations evoked, the 

writing seems to be on the wall. It is an unavoidable truism: the pursuit of painting is synonymous 

with our quest for the other. 

Being old and of the past, I think, is the painting’s great strength: I am reminded of a peculiar 

feeling I had the day I grew older than my first rock hero, Jim Morrison, who died at age 27. Having 

become 27 in 2010 I expressed vexation to my brother who responded, ‘Yes, isn’t it strange? He 

will always be older than you and he will always be younger than you.’ (J.C.J. Raine, personal 

communication, 2010). Painting, similarly, is not old in the sense of being ancient but in the 

sense of being old fashioned, being timeless; and therefore deathless. Like other luxury items, 

the craftsmanship, effort and old world values of the handmade painting outdates disposability, 

it defies the mantra of the short-lived. People’s desire towards painting, in terms of the powerful 

desirability of the old, is comparable to the character home love affair so prevalent in Auckland 

city. In real estate magazines and home living journals alike front covers frequently display images 

of smiling families, content in the living room of their city-fringe century old villa with wooden 

floorboards and high ceilings adorned with original features. It is an equation for happiness which 
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has become a type of iconic phenomenon: transcendence found in owning and inhabiting a unique 

treasure of the old world. Painting is involved in being classical and iconic like the dead rock hero 

or heritage villa; a renaissance of appreciation. Like the iconic image of Morrison in crucifixion 

pose it maintains presence after much around it disintegrates, passing through decades with little 

more degradation than the odd crack.

There he goes. One of God’s own prototypes. A high-powered mutant of some 
kind never even considered for mass production. Too weird to live, and too rare 
to die. 
(Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Dir. Gilliam, T., Perf. Depp, J., 1998).

The “touch-of-a-button” availability of endless digital media quickly loses novelty, one part 

indistinguishable from the next, yet the limitations of the painted object leave a greater legacy, have 

a more profound effect; have more substance. Artist John Ward Knox wrote around this idea in 

reference to one single painting he experienced, Monet’s Vetheuil in the Fog (1879), describing it as 

‘a tool for understanding life’. He describes how he believed he made a fool of himself in public by 

crying in front of this very painting (2012, p.103). The irony is, it would seem, that the technologies 

and modernism that have paved the way to the world of Globalisation and scorn the notion of 

the artist as unique visionary, ultimately precipitate contemporary disillusion and demands for 

the visionary’s return. Further, at this stage, we might consider the possibility that in regards to 

painting, history is repeating itself. Flemming and Marien refer thus to the nineteenth century’s 

poet-painter William Blake:

Reading Joshua Reynolds’s Discourses, he lashed out at the painter’s coldness and questioned 

what reason might have to do with the art of painting. Against the neoclassical ideal he proposed 

inspiration and inner vision. Like Blake the Romantics thought the artists should transcend the 

boundaries of logical thought and rise above the limitations imposed by reason. (2005, p.481)

It may be an age-old idea as there have always been those who felt it essential that art might serve 

transcendence as opposed to being a means for categorising things into logical order. And painting, 

as the most ancient of art forms, prefers to stand to the side, to hang on the wall, proud to be 

the loner, too unique to be capable of fakery. As a compulsion it can never be the Emperor’s new 

clothes, it will always be the Emperor’s old clothes.
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A trend has emerged in recent contemporary cinema and literature around the strange power 

within paintings and the quest for meaning through the experience of beauty as is so well 

articulated through rare objects such as the painting. For example, Donna Tart’s novel The 

Goldfinch (2015) in which a young man obsessively clings onto a captivating painting that reminds 

him of his deceased mother, and the Danny Boyle film Trance (2013) whose focus is the London 

art heist of Goya’s cabinet painting Witches in the Air (1798), with ensuing plot twists and chaos 

resulting from a handful of people’s desire to possess this small canvas. In the film’s ultimate scene, 

the lead female, a hypnotist named Elizabeth, contacts Franck, a classy gangster via posted video 

message. Jaded by the climatic events and an obsession for Elizabeth, Franck contemplates with 

amusement and uncertainty the video message’s conclusion.  Standing in front of Witches in the 

Air - now in her possession – Elizabeth offers Franck the option of forgetting the whole ordeal via a 

hypnosis download. The film ends with Elizabeth’s question; ‘Do you want to remember, or do you 

want to forget?’ (Trance. Dir. Boyle, D., Perf. Cassel, V., Dawson, R., 2013). The painting in Trance 

is not just an object of sentiment but a motif for the very meaning one attaches to their sentiment. 

To move on is to forget, but to remember is to immortalise. To cement one’s memory is to define 

one’s purpose through sacrosanct remembrance. We hold onto our memories because they define 

who we are: painting is involved in this, it is its core business.

A coming of age film for me was Oliver Stone’s The Doors (1990). A biopic of the short-lived career 

of controversial ‘60s band, specifically the life of front man Jim Morrison, the film became an 

adolescent symbol of inspiration as Morrison himself become an idol. One of my earliest rituals 

was sitting up after my parents were asleep and watching this film time and again in the darkness, 

becoming excited about life. One compelling image involved a bloated bearded Morrison, played by 

Val Kilmer, making his way by plane to the infamous 1968 Miami concert. Engaging in aggressive 

philosophical debate with actor friend Tom Baker about the state of rock n roll, theatrics, and 

belief, the Morrison character concludes his argument with these words:

Listen, you two-bit fucking actor, you underestimate the audience. You think 
all they want is two cars and a house. But you’re wrong. Do you know what they 
want? You really wanna know what they want?  Something sacred. That’s what 
they want. Something sacred. 
(The Doors. Dir. Stone, O., Perf. Kilmer, V., 1990).
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In her essay Mystic truths – New sense rather than non-sense Natasha Conland observes that in 

the wake of 1960s Conceptual and Pop art practices it is becoming more usual for artists to explore 

‘subjective and romantic thought’ in their work (2007, p.17). Conland’s proposal   can be discussed 

in relation to two related human needs. The first need is dedicated to the pursuit of experiencing 

transcendence of everyday experience; to believe in something higher – what Conland refers to as 

our longing for escapism and to experience “the other”. This need for escapism could be described 

as belief, spiritual enlightenment or religious experience. The second need is concerned with the 

human preoccupation to acknowledge and appreciate beauty. This idea is addressed in Arthur 

C. Danto’s philosophy in which he observes that humans have an ingrained need for beauty; that 

beauty is not just a foremost human value but that it is in fact a value around which the meaning 

of human life is defined (2003, p. 15). The art critic Dave Hickey qualifies Danto’s statement in his 

comment, ‘Nor would any of us have quarrelled with Baudelaire’s assertion that we seek happiness 

as a matter of course and call it beauty’ (2009, p.79).

What links these two proposed human needs is that as a functioning element within contemporary 

art conversation they do not ultimately act as means to serve theory, ideas, or formal discussions. 

As an element or concept within art they instead would seem to function at a base level which 

caters to desire. In other words, if they are to be addressed within the philosophy of art they 

operate in relation to lived, empirical human interest, need and desire rather than potentially dry, 

academically inclined theoretical discussions. Conland refers to the increasing consistency of such 

investigations within artistic inquiry as ‘a means to rupture the tautology found at the heart of the 

contemporary’, implying that the time is at hand to allow for a shift from the post 1960’s insistence that 

art practice must operate within the confines of ‘rational process’ and ‘language of surface’ (2007, p.17).

CHAPTER 3:  
Beauty
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An effective way to draw a parallel between the Modernist tautologies mentioned by Conland and 

this shift away from their insistence is to examine the human need for beauty right next to the 

emergence of Modernism. Danto addresses this upon discussing Duchamp’s infamous Fountain 

(1917). Danto is adamant in his view that Fountain, like Warhol’s Brillo Box (1964) was ultimately 

a conceptual work; that it was the artist’s intention in both cases to present a work for the sake of 

encapsulating a concept and that aesthetics had nothing to do with these works. However, in the 

case of Fountain supporters of Duchamp insisted that the artist’s motivation had been to reveal 

how beautiful the urinal artwork really was (Danto, 2003, p.9). In the case of Brillo Box Danto’s 

own observation was that the original Brillo design that Warhol’s work was closely based on was 

in fact a very attractive design. Though, in Danto’s opinion, beauty was probably incidental to both 

works, the fact remains that beauty found a way into the conversation in both cases. From a human 

perspective beauty may be an inevitable consideration regardless of the work’s intent or meaning 

that might stand to reject the involvement of such a value. It would seem, when considering both of 

these examples, that there is an involuntary human insistence towards the notion of beauty or an 

inclination to search for beauty in any object of importance that is brought to our attention.

Danto and Hickey’s perspectives on the position of beauty within contemporary art differ from 

one another. Hickey promotes the notion that the absence of beauty should be considered art’s 

leading problem or concern. Danto is more interested in considering what valid place beauty might 

still have in the conversation as defined in his response to Hickey’s position that states: ‘What 

happened was less the pursuit of beauty as such by artists than the pursuit of the idea of beauty’ 

(p.9, 2003). Though their views on beauty differ, what both agree on is that beauty is necessary for 

human existence and therefore its having a place in artistic exploration and discussion is inevitable. 

When Danto discusses the idea of beauty he appears to want to make a distinction as to where 

beauty sits within an art discourse.  His statement that the basis for the disappearance of beauty 

from 1960s art discourse was that beauty could not ‘… be part of the definition of art if anything 

can be an artwork, when not everything is beautiful…’ alludes to a potential oversight in the ‘60s 

conversation (2003, p.25).  This seeming injustice to beauty, is that it should have disappeared 

from art simply because it could not be part of the definition of art at that time. If a valid definition 

of art is that anything can be an artwork i.e. objects and concepts of the everyday, and the human 

need for beauty is a staple of our everyday existence, then beauty does indeed function as a valid 
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part of the ‘anything’ that Danto and Hickey relate to. Whilst beauty cannot be a central part 

of art’s definition it remains part of art’s greater conversation. Perhaps even, when considering 

Danto’s idea that beauty is an essential component of human meaning, beauty remains the most 

constant corner stone of the conversation.

These ideas touch upon the, what happened to gratification as an experience in art? question from 

both contemporary curators and critics. For the sake of linking this experience/meaning/beauty 

conversation together with the compulsion that I see as prevalent in painting, it is useful to include 

the collector’s slant on things. Perhaps the most influential of major contemporary art collectors 

Charles Saatchi comments on the state of contemporary art curating in his questionnaire-styled 

autobiography, the appropriately titled My Name is Charles Saatchi and I am an Artoholic:

They seem to deliver the same type of Groundhog Day show, for the approval 
of 250 or so like-minded devotees. These dead-eyed, soulless exhibitions 
dominate the art landscape with their socio-political pretensions. The familiar 
grind of 1970s conceptualist re-treads, the dry-as-dust photo and text panels, 
the production line of banal and impenetrable installations, the husked and 
darkened rooms with their interchangeable flickering videos are the hallmarks 
of a decade of numbing right-on curatordom.The fact that in the last ten years 
only five of 40 Turner Prize nominees have been painters tells you more about 
curators than about the state of painting today. (2012, p.58)

Saatchi’s opinion suggests that the basis of his compulsive repetitive collecting addiction (there 

goes that phrase again) caters to what turns him on, that which excites him. Saatchi –prototype of 

the individual who quenches desire through art collecting – admits that it is in fact mostly about 

want. This is similar to Hickey who equates art with rock-and-roll or classic cars, claiming that 

prior to the centre-stage entrance of Modernist concerns it was something that people participated 

in for their relish of it. Hickey suggests that art should be ‘more like cocaine that gives us pleasure 

while intensifying our desires, and less like penicillin that promises to cure us all, if we maintain 

proper dosage, give it time, and don’t expect miracles’ (1997, p.204). As I previously compared 

painting’s repetition to a love affair, the repetitive theme here is one that unashamedly seeks that 

which makes us feel good regardless of whether it is merely a good idea. Referring to Conland’s 

essay, we confront again the probability that, leaving aside that ‘250 or so like-minded devotees’ 

that Saatchi holds in contempt, the majority of people who enter an exhibition space anticipate 
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an experience of gut-reaction, not some drawn out contemplation of theoretical discussion 

and ideas. These points suggest that allowing for such experience is an overlooked function 

amongst contemporary art practice. It is of particular interest that Saatchi completes explaining 

his perspective by highlighting curators’ blatant neglect of contemporary painting. Given that 

Saatchi’s vast art collection undoubtedly encompasses acquisitions of all types of art objects 

beyond painting, it is curious that he makes this point. His referral to painting when addressing 

the disregard of visceral experience in art suggests that, in terms of art forms, nothing more than 

painting so constantly addresses the experience of beauty, even in the presence of ugliness.

I propose that Hickey and Danto’s opinions on beauty’s position in art are misunderstood or at 

cross-purposes to one another; that they both acknowledge the same underpinning motivation.  

Danto correctly points out that entire artistic traditions have existed in which beauty was simply 

not the basis or point of this existence (2003, p.45). Elaborating on this, Danto suggests that the 

beauty that is present in something like a cathedral is not the point of the thing but:

… A means rather than an end. The point was not to stand in front of the 
church and gape at the ornamentation, but to enter the church, the beauty 
being the bait, as it so often is in entering into sexual relationships. (2003, 
p.45)

The common thread in both writer’s thinking is their having equated the experience of beauty with 

the sometimes dangerous sense of gratification involved in drug taking or sexual attraction. Danto 

uses this example as a way of arguing that beauty is often not the point of art, nor can it ever be the 

only point, just as the initial infatuation that draws one into sexual relations and physical obsession 

may have nothing to do with the altered relationship one finds oneself in later. Hickey, on the 

other hand, uses his cocaine example as a way of asking why art shouldn’t be like experiencing the 

fiendish gratification of a drug- induced high. Hickey argues that while beauty is not the whole 

point of any given thing it may in fact be the best and most rewarding part.

As previously mentioned, what both philosophies have in common is their acknowledgement of the 

inevitability that beauty will find a way of being involved in such conversations. Their fundamental 

difference appears to be one of opinion. Danto’s opinion appears to be rooted in the notion that 

beauty will factor into art conversation because of an inherent human inclination towards beauty 



35

but that art can never be just about beauty because life encapsulates so much more than this alone. 

Hickey’s opinion seems to be that he acknowledges that, sure, beauty can never be the whole 

point but who cares? Hickey has suggested that art is not necessarily a good idea in the sense of it 

not being a practical thing, in terms of people’s need for everyday survival, to involve oneself in. 

Hickey’s wider philosophy might be summed up in the idea that art is as impractical at a base level 

as life is fleeting and futile. Therefore, should it not be about seeking experience, gratification and 

pleasure by appreciating its best parts? Moreover, if life is so fleeting then should art not provide 

the fetish, as described by Zizek, in order to shield the viewer from its unbearable futility?

Danto’s analogy that beauty provides the bait unwittingly plays into the hands of Hickey’s 

philosophy: beauty might not be the point but it is almost certainly one of the best and most 

redeeming parts. We do not indulge life’s countless experiences because it is the point; we indulge 

these experiences because they make us feel good. This indulgence might momentarily provide a 

sense of oneness and meaning, which can at base level be considered “belief”. In Hickey’s words:

This sudden, unexpected harmony of body, mind, and world becomes the 
occasion for both consolation and anxiety. In that moment, we are at home 
with ourselves in the incarnate world but no longer in tune with the mass of 
people who do not respond as we do. (2009, p.81).

Ironically, this sense of belief may provide the inspiration to keep humans motivated to stay alive 

and so it subsequently becomes a rather good idea after all.

My position is that the error or oversight of the Modernist tautology can be considered, in a very 

general way, as a misjudgement or negligence in understanding basic human need; as too broad 

a categorical assumption about what art’s main purposes or functions should be or set out to do. 

An amusing anecdote from the canon of New Zealand art history is Jill Trevelyan’s one sentence 

summation of Colin McCahon’s art: ‘McCahon regarded his art as a conversation with his God’ 

(2013, p.109). He is in essence New Zealand’s most celebrated and significant painter, both here 

and abroad, however, this recognition should not come without recognising the most amusing 

irony of his success: that as a painter carving out a practice in the age of art modernism, and so 

appropriately influenced by all those major names from Cezanne to Rothko, McCahon in fact got 

Modernism wrong. In stark contradiction to mere formal concerns he centred his practice around 
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conversations with his land, his spirituality and the human condition. The painterly quality evident 

in his better work has a brooding romanticism that opposes the self-consciousness of material 

processes that typically defines Modernist concerns. Likewise, the subject matter and use of script 

in his work shares none of the literary or social irony key to Modernist mentality. It is tempting to 

find this fact about McCahon embarrassing yet, in terms of what I call The Painted Tribute, it is far 

more beneficial to find it enjoyable – to acknowledge that a thing like making paintings has never, 

can never, be boiled down to such bare essentials. It is occupied with its compulsive romantic 

idiosyncrasies. And perhaps McCahon did himself a favour by making no secret of this fact.

The connection between the human need to believe in something and the human need for beauty 

can be considered in terms of the globalisation phenomenon. Danto makes specific reference to the 

light sculptures that appeared all about New York City post the 9/11 events in his discussion of the 

human need for beauty. He alludes to the possibility that in a time where such inter-connectivity 

and over saturation in society could lead to such horrific events, people revert to some natural 

desire to experience something beautiful. In her introductory essay that accompanied Conland’s 

essay and the Auckland Art Gallery’s Mystic Truths Exhibition, Ann Demeester likewise draws a 

parallel between the effects of globalisation and this basic human need to believe or experience 

something greater. Demeester states that the idea of true knowledge has been compromised in a 

society whose goals are orientated towards social engineering and material wealth (2007, p.27). 

Summing up she adds, ‘In an age obsessed with communication and transparency, nothing seems 

to attract us more than the idea of the “unknowable”’ (Demeester, 2007, p.26). This links to the 

underlying concern in Zizek’s philosophy, as discussed in the previous chapter, that the very 

maintenance of a sense of belief is reliant upon not knowing, not seeing, too much; what Conland 

calls ‘New sense through Non sense’. Zizek sites Heidegger in his statement that ‘… the very view of 

the Earth from space signalled the termination of the human essence as dwelling between heaven 

and Earth.’ (2001, p.34)

The common thought suggests that in our everyday moments of disillusionment, disappointment 

and trauma, human beings reach for meaning via a type of escapism of the mind, be that through 

the experience of beauty or experiencing the unknown, or through drugs or sex. Furthermore, this 

sense of believing is reliant on a lack of, rather than an abundance of, clarity; a notion humorously 
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addressed when Zizek wonders aloud what would happen if scientists become able to map Christ’s 

DNA. This relates to my own experience, mentioned in the previous chapter, of the problematic 

abundance of google images; how the Christ-like iconicity of Jim Morrison with beard was better 

appreciated by staring at the image from the An American Prayer record cover than by trawling 

the thousands of images on the internet that quickly evoked a sense of nothingness. I shall make 

a direct link between the idea of non-clarity equating to experience in discussion of Dave Hickey’s 

position on the power of pictorial illusion in the following chapter.

When these two essential escapisms of beauty and mysticism are examined closely they become 

more or less interchangeable. Demeester claims that the quest for the supernatural or parallel 

worlds contains the promise of purity.  Danto likewise relates the pre-modernist values of beauty 

with values of morality (p.27, 2007). The commonality is that whether considering this desire for 

escapism in terms of experiencing the unknown or in terms of experiencing beauty, both appear 

to be rooted in a need for absolution from the pain of daily existence. We could consider this a 

cleansing or purification of the senses or soul and one that in turn leaves us purged, as though the 

world is good. That the art object can function as the fetishist holy object is defined in Schmidt’s 

statement, ‘Whenever art cleanses, heals, restores and sensitises, and sets free – in short whenever 

it leads us to the ground of our humanity – it is religious’ (1988, p.7). The necessity to experience 

the mystical or beautiful may be seen as a need for redemption; redemption via the experience of 

something not of this world which then validates the possibility that there is meaning beyond life 

and death. Again, to quote Schmidt (1988):

Certainly many people long for an experience of holiness. Whether such 
a longing is innate…, or merely a response to oppressive socioeconomic 
condition, as a Marxist would have it, something in most of us desires to 
address the universe and to receive an answer. (1988, p.6)

The shortfall in modernist values and the need to shift away from unproductive tautologies might 

have to do with modernism’s reliance on a perceived enlightenment through clarity and rightness. 

If the points of the previous paragraphs are suggestive of one thing it is that too much clarity or 

indisputable information in itself becomes confusing and disheartening to live amongst. Humans 

crave the other, the unknown, escapism. The curator Catherine Grenier discusses the need for 

unique experience in the information age in relation to the values of the physical qualities of paint 
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in the essay Reconquering the World: 100 Years Ago. Grenier states that: 

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, we find the world too complex… too 
specialised. The unknown territories of advanced technology inspire anxiety 
and disillusion. For artists, however, a new field has opened up (2007, p.107).

Grenier, like Conland and Demeester, suggests that if art is indeed to play a hand in providing 

suitable gateways to meaning, it might best do this relying not on what is abundantly clear to us but 

instead seeking meaning through a type of detachment. Grenier designates the possibility of new 

experience into the hands the artist, hinting that the error of modernism was to assume that the 

artist could give people all they needed by way of structuring, sorting and making logical. The artist 

might better educate today’s audience by way of a type of unlikely enchantment, one which has less 

to do with a clarity gained through logic and more to do with an experience gained through lack of 

clarity; as Conland titles it, ‘New Sense through Non Sense’.
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Within the proposed arena i.e. that there exists a significant human need for experiencing 

something higher and that there is an inevitable obligation of art to play a part in this experience, 

the medium of painting can be considered exclusive, and, uniquely qualified. Arguably, more 

than any other art form, painting follows an incomparably devoted exploration of sensual viscous 

seduction; it has in fact followed this exploration for centuries. Its devotion is unique in the sense 

that in the face of its bumpy history the making of a convincing and compelling painting is simply 

an extremely difficult thing to do. This fact is heightened by the ongoing politics of art that label 

painting problematic and the information age that makes it in turn, as I reiterate, such a strange 

occupation. Considering its history and now maybe its redundancy, the very act of painting, the 

painter’s relentless pursuit of this exploration, is a tribute to the possibility of discovery – the 

chance of enabling the illusion, creating the starting point for viewers’ experience via the  

painted canvas. 

In Natasha Conland’s essay, discussed in the last chapter, a parting comment is made: ‘When 

standing before the portal you don’t have to admit belief, but if you open the door, it is necessary 

to suspend doubt to allow yourself to “see things”’ (2007, p.23). The reference to suspending 

disbelief in order to experience relates to points previously made about our need for escapism 

through detachment and hence the notion that art can and should have something to do with 

this experience. Dave Hickey states that ‘pictorial illusion only has power as illusion’ in reference 

to a re-examination of the value of painting (1997, p. 185). Both points are synonymous in their 

conclusion: that our ability to experience the mystical, be that by way of something otherworldly or 

beautiful, relies on our ability to be seduced and believe that which we might normally regard with 

scepticism. Much like our willingness to be naïve in the face of an infatuation that dissipates from 

CHAPTER 4:  
Painting & Illusion
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kiss to kiss, and Zizek’s fetishist object that creates a barrier in the face of horror, we are addressing 

the experience of the other by way of a disregard of our own realist tendencies. Furthermore, if 

this ability to be seduced means compromising modernism’s insistence on ‘rational process’ and 

‘language of surface’ then it would seem the realms of contemporary art inevitably give way to this 

expansion (2007, p.17). In terms of the painted illusion, the examination of process and surface 

subsequently give way to a reinterpretation of process and surface. The viewers may momentarily 

allow their knowledge of the flatness of the contrived surface to become something other. As 

Hickey puts it ‘our comfort level with illusion is always a matter of how exquisitely we delay the 

illusion’s taking hold’; our ability to experience other realms relies on a wilful trick of the mind 

(1997, p.186).

Our appreciation or embrace of beauty and mysticism in art are reliant on our ability to transcend 

the conflict presented by modernist values; that being the limitations to such experience that 

likely occur amongst the parameters of its logical categorising of objects and ideas. This means 

embracing art as something not essential in terms of important ideas and processes but as 

something crucial to our human need for experience. Hickey describes art as being a bad idea, 

not in the sense of being evil or a waste of time, but in the sense that it serves no real necessity 

or virtuous outcome in terms of the pragmatics of everyday life and basic survival. If art can be 

acknowledged as something that is not essential to survival, then why should it be approached 

with stuffy academicism as opposed to the way we approach other non-essential pursuits in 

life such as the love affair, the rock concert, bungy jumping? Put another way by artist Martin 

Kippenberger: ‘Entertainment and art are not isolated’ (Kippenberger, quoted in BrainyQuote, p.1, 

2016). Gratification by way of experiencing pictorial illusion can be understood alongside Hickey’s 

previously mentioned analogy between cocaine and art. Hickey’s comment that ‘pictorial illusion 

is magic for people who do not believe in magic’ is essential to this understanding (1997, p.185). 

The quick and fiendish buzz of cocaine that wears off without comedown yet creates a sense of 

wanting more and more, can be likened to a good painting in the sense that it is not about whether 

the thing is a sensible idea but whether the thing is gratifying. What’s more, it is not about whether 

the thing in question is what we consider to be real, or a given truth, or even valid. Gratification 

is not about these things – it is about achieving this sense of elation, fulfilling desire, getting a 

“hit”. Experiencing art, like cocaine, will not reveal truth and may in many cases be irrefutably 
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problematic. But, in a world where life passes quickly and all things end, it will momentarily allow 

you to feel feelings, think thoughts and experience a gladness that you had not hoped to experience. 

This in itself may be more important than anything that can be easily labelled as truthful  

or relevant.

If pictorial illusion can be accepted for what it is, not a window to another world, but the idea or 

experience of a window to another world, then it holds the formula for experience. The painting 

allows us to see things and can be considered as serving a belief system whose contribution is to 

the possibility of experience. In a Modern Painters article Matthew Collings states, ‘Feelings in art 

are not what they seem to be, if they’re actually there at all’ (2010, p.26). In a different article he 

likewise refers to schmaltzy myths that surround the Vincent van Gogh cliché, with his statement, 

‘The power and impact of his art are the result of work and thought, not hallucinations’ (Collings, 

p.24, 2010). Both points relate to Hickey’s claim that illusion only has power within itself. In 

relation to painting, one could rephrase this as: The only experience one will be witness to when 

beholding this work will have been created via illusory tricks of the artist’s hand. In short, painting 

and art in general does not reach far beyond a convincing reinvention or reinterpretation of things. 

Like Hickey, Collings does not wish to discredit art, painting or the genius of someone like van 

Gogh, but rather to acknowledge and accept its limitations; to perhaps embrace the illusion – the 

ultimate fake-ness of the art object and how it was contrived – as its most wonderful point. In 

preface of this investigation I indicated that the significance of painting might lie in an acceptance 

of its loftiest or clichéd associations; to embrace the flat illusion of the painted object is to also 

embrace the romantic idea of its creator. We are dealing with the power of illusion in the face  

of futility.

Conland’s notion of suspending disbelief and Hickey’s description of illusion for its own sake are 

addressed in Ernst Van Elphen’s essay Making Sense of Affect. Van Elphen discusses the work of 

Francis Bacon in relation to the writings of Deleuze, specifically in terms of the profound effect the 

artist’s work has on its viewers. The proposition is that this effect is not accomplished via mediated 

story but by the actual physical surface of the painting itself (Van Elphen, 2012, p.66).  

Van Elphen states:

To paint, then, means to make something visible that otherwise remains 



44

invisible… This invisible reality that has been made visible should, however, not 
be understood as meaning, ideas or truths that were hidden under the surface 
of the painting. Instead, the viewer is touched by affects; that is, by the surface 
layers, which are senseless as such, but are put into motion by the painter in 
such a way that they touch us. (2012, p.66)

What Van Elphen describes is related to Hickey’s proposal that illusion only has power via its own 

state of being illusory. He describes the viewer as being touched by affects, which suggests that, as 

Hickey says, the power or magic is not in some other-worldly meaning that the hand of the artist 

has accorded it but rather in the very physicality or materiality of how it was made. This also ties 

in with Colling’s argument that feelings in art are not what they appear to be. In relation to Van 

Elphen the ‘invisible realities’ that are made visible can be considered along the same lines as 

Colling’s perceived feelings or in turn the experience that Conland describes. But as Collings puts it, 

the viewer is not experiencing feelings as such but rather they are experiencing the transformative 

effect via the hand of the artist and their own willingness to be seduced. As Van Elphen describes 

it, this prone physical object of layers that remains senseless is proof that our power to be affected 

by the art lies in the viewers’ ability to allow the illusion to take over. It is at this point that the 

pictorial illusion acts as medium to what Conland describes as the suspension of our disbelief. Here 

I appropriately draw Zizek’s thoughts on human traumatic experience back into the conversation. 

Zizek states that, ‘the specific human vocation does not rely on the development of man’s inherent 

potentials (on the awakening of the dormant spiritual forces OR of some genetic program); it is 

triggered by an external traumatic encounter’ (2001, p.47). The fake surface of the painted object 

can evoke profound visceral response in a way relative to how man’s inner potentials are unlocked 

via external traumatic occasions. 

In Image Icon Economy Mondzain links the power of the contemporary imagery back to Byzantine 

iconoclastic issues of the eighth and ninth centuries during which it became the Church’s 

prerogative to produce a religious image so powerful as to be impervious to contradiction. 

Mondzain states that ‘an economic conception of the natural image founds the artificial image, and 

an economic conception of the artificial image, in turn, founds temporal power’ (2005, p.2). This 

statement speaks of the possibility for evoking experience, enlightenment, or what I described in 

Chapter Two as belief in belief upon beholding pictorial illusion. The human desire to believe can 
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certainly be related to the existence of religion in the sense that religion exists as a result of the 

human need to believe in something other or higher. Mondzain’s having connected the power of 

the image or icon with sacrosanct religious elements of so many centuries past supports the idea 

that the handmade pictorial image is traditionally important in its ability to be focused on as a 

monument to belief; a portal to experiencing that which is outside of our understanding, or as Van 

Elphen describes in terms of Bacon’s work, making what is not visible to us visible (2012, p.66). 

These points all sympathise with the suggestion of painting as a quasi-religious thing; something 

that allows us to experience that which we are unable to know for sure. 

Our ability to experience the other in our everyday realities on Earth are potentially dependent 

on our ability to let illusory power momentarily take hold. This allows art that which Hickey 

considers to be its greatest attribute; to provide magic for those who do not believe in magic. Or 

what Conland describes as the means by which we suspend our disbelief. This brings us to Hickey’s 

comparison of rock n roll music. Our consideration of this human ability to get lost in or seduced 

by a moment of illusion could be considered in terms of viewing paintings, fine dining, indulging in 

mind-altering substances or listening to gratifying music. The common factor in all the mentioned 

things is that point where enjoyment or indulgence creates a gateway, one that may well ultimately 

come down just to brain chemistry, which enables a type of clarity in the mind which results in this 

sense of belief. The experience or indulgence enables a sensation of gladness that equates to the 

understanding that life has meaning. The pictorial illusion can provide a gateway for humans to 

feel the effect of something that Van Elphen describes as inhuman, unknown, and hereby perhaps 

mystical. The ability to experience the otherworldly during this life can therefore be achieved via 

the human hand and through the effects of this world alone.
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Making
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Baron Yeti is the best of hundreds of anagrams of my name, Toby Raine, that I have experimented 

with. As a concept Baron Yeti initially emerged in 2011. This emergence can be considered as 

obliging the need for a type of painting alter ego; a harnessing, say, of the compulsive and fanatical 

painter of my personality. He became the mad scientist of my studio, you could say. Obviously the 

question this precipitates is, ‘How ever did this lunatic creation come about and for what purpose?’ 

The simplest answer is that Baron Yeti was a facetious reaction to the fact that between the years 

2006 and 2010 in particular, the period of my undergraduate studies, people absolutely loved to 

hate painting!  The notion of aesthetics and appreciation of the handmade object seemed to have 

become incredibly uncool. One’s mother or best friend could still be relied on to appreciate the 

beautiful, powerful or mysterious, however, within any sort of art institution or hierarchy this 

appeared to have become a very bad idea. “Idea” is the operative word here, as it would seem ideas 

were it, in the sense that they were not just cool: they were all that really seemed relevant. 

By as early as 2009 it felt to me that painting was making some sort of inevitable comeback. More 

students were doing it; more people were starting to admit that they actually liked it. Making 

paintings, it turned out, was not a problem. The problem was this idea thing. For though painting’s 

popularity seemed to be back on the incline, the sanctity of the idea still seemed irrefutable.  In 

other words, the same person who complimented someone’s painting would quickly turn away in 

embarrassment if one failed to deliver a clever explanation as to why they had made that painting.

Fortunately, my fascination with painting became absolute in my first two weeks of undergraduate 

study and my pursuance of it always prevailed in the face of other trends. The struggle with 

this cursed idea thing, however, also prevailed. When asked by co-student, teacher or fellow 

CHAPTER 1:
Methodology, Baron Yeti 

& Ritual
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artist about the idea, the “why”, of any given painting of mine I would stumble my way through 

constantly changing explanations that unsuccessfully attempted to articulate the abundance of 

weird impulses and enthusiasms that prompted the compulsion. I would witness with mounting 

frustration as they looked to the floor, frowns creasing their brows, preparing to pounce upon me 

with infuriatingly patronising questions demanding further qualification of my lame explanation. I 

had yet to convince them. A clear methodology for repetition had yet to be articulated. 

It was when the notion of applying a few rules to any given painting presented itself that making 

and discussing paintings became less intimidating. This is to say that if I could find a certain 

motivation, pathway or logic to my paint handling then the rest would start to make its own strange 

sense. Rules became a staple part of each work. A concurrent obsession with the band Led Zeppelin 

and an interest in the Satanic rumours that surrounded the band naturally found a way into the 

work. This wilfulness to inject my own personal enthusiasms into my practice might be compared 

to the previously mentioned Alfred Jensen, though I was at the time unaware of him. Jensen’s 

wilfulness to incorporate personal interests into his paintings presents itself, as described by 

David Anfam, as an idiosyncratic and astonishing list in form of a ‘mix of anecdotal details, eternal 

verities and private passions’ (2003, p.62). I began to make what could be considered “Satanic 

Led Zeppelin paintings”. The rules or methods used would relate loosely to the subject matter. 

Paintings would be made out of anti-clockwise marks. The names of paintings would be made 

from anagrams related to the paintings’ subjects. A whole exhibition was conducted around this 

methodology: Deep Zen Pill, an anagram for Led Zeppelin. From this point Baron Yeti emerged.

I must admit to having felt a certain pressure, as anyone would, to fit in – to be accepted as having 

a focused and conceptually interesting practice. The creation of the Baron Yeti alter ego was 

intended as a compromise to my disdain regarding the idea issue; the means to a rite of passage, if 

you like. Having focused my energy into interesting ideas and methods instead presented an ironic 

epiphany; one simultaneously liberating and humbling. The quest for a clear idea - a good method 

for making - had prompted the creation of a ludicrous character. Now that the character was 

present it laughed in the face of my efforts and at the very notion of validating painting through 

ideas.  Whilst this twist of methodological approach had created an interesting direction for the 

work, the underlying motivation still lay within a basic desire to keep painting. The idea was no 
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more than an acknowledgement that painting was a compulsion that must repeat, even if it meant 

creating a spectre to do so.  Baron Yeti was birthed as concept but turned out to be all compulsion. 

I had created a monster. The epiphany, it seemed, was this:  attempting to use “good ideas” as 

a means to validate this unreasonable practice was as futile as trying to convince people that to 

engage in this unreasonable practice is a good idea. To quote Willem De Kooning: ‘I don’t think 

painters have particularly bright ideas. I guess they’re talented at painting things. It’s not such a 

bright idea for Monet to paint those haystacks at different hours of the day’ (Painters Painting. Dir. 

De Antonio, E., 1972).

The incorporation of rules, the creation of the Baron Yeti pseudonym, the other theatrical 

elements: these things equate to a practice of a ritualistic inclination. This perhaps is inherent in 

much art practice, keeping in mind Duchamp’s philosophy on the artist as mediumistic being, 

from The Creative Act, mentioned in the first section. Ritual in this investigation, and my practice 

in general, must be recognised as part of the tribute, as supporting the compulsion. There have 

been many live or ritualistic acts brought to painting since Cezanne brought its materiality to the 

fore. Most of these acts inevitably lead to an expansion of painting’s possibilities or interpretation. 

Despite this profitable benefit on painting’s behalf I believe these acts could be divided into two 

types: The first in essence equates to sabotage. The second, as this exegesis addresses, equates  

to tribute. 

In his book After Modernist Painting Craig Staff discusses the ‘live’ dimension that was brought 

to painting practice especially in the early sixties (p.15, 2013). My point above can be articulated 

through staff’s discussion. The live and ritualistic dimension Jackson Pollock incorporated in 

painting is discussed in terms of having anticipated or initiated waves of performative acts towards 

painting in proto-postmodern practice encompassing artists such as Yoko Ono, Shinohara Ushio 

and Niki de Saint Phalle (p.17, 2013). The point that differentiates Pollock from the latter, as 

mentioned by Staff, is that the performative action was of more importance to Ono et al than the 

finished product, the opposite being the case for Pollock. It cannot really be debated that Pollock 

was a man willing to suffer for the pursuit of serious painting, which suggests that for him it was of 

first priority as an artist to enable this compulsion and, basically, to keep making paintings, what’s 

more, ones he considered successful and beautiful. With the other artists mentioned, I propose 
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that when engaging in the performative act of painting it was of priority that they be perceived as 

an artist making a performance based around an “idea” of painting. Here again, exists the conflict 

between “idea” and “experience”. My suggestion is this: Pollock’s position in relation to painting, 

and others like him, prioritises the promotion and prosperity of the medium. The position of Ono, 

Ushio, de Saint Phalle arguably equates to a promotion of the “idea in painting” and perhaps, as I 

will go on to explain, promotion of the self.

Consider Niki de Saint Phalle, whose “shooting paintings” Staff describes as having sought to more 

or less bring down the medium of painting completely. Those images of de Saint Phalle equipped in 

the sexually suggestive one-piece suit and armed with rifle are arguably more famous or memorable 

than the fact that she shot paint at wooden supports. Consider also the way she promoted her 

act in artistic statement: ‘I was fascinated watching the painting bleed and die. I shot for the 

moment of magic … I have killed the painting … Oil painting is finished, finished now because we 

are concerned with other problems’ (de Saint Phalle, quoted in Staff, p.16, 2013). Her comments, 

as proven by history, are audacious and self-aggrandising to the point of complete ignorance. De 

Saint Phalle’s motivation was potentially a symptom of naive artistic flights of fancy, motivated 

by ambition through finding a new angle in art’s realm. For, while she incorporates painting as 

medium into her practice, it would seem her top priority, as addressed by Staff, is the action; the 

action performed by her. This action’s ultimate purpose or claim to fame, as it were, was to kill or 

end painting. This presumption, similar to the acts of those before her, like Alexander Rodchenko 

and Ad Reinhardt mentioned in introduction, only appear to work against the protagonist. We 

see in de Saint Phalle’s case, once again, the humorous Christ-like irony that eventuates when 

individuals set out to kill painting; how death provokes the game – aids the compulsion.

Acknowledging that the compulsion, as I view it, priorities beauty and experience - in terms 

of being something the painter struggles with significantly to reach a good result so others can 

experience it – then incorporating tricksy ideas and concepts into one’s work risks compromising 

those values. In my case, the use of anagrams, I suspect, was an example of this. The pressure of 

conceptuality in art practice was motivating me to be too clever with a medium which, as described 

by De Kooning, one cannot really be clever with. A blurb explaining my 2011 exhibition Deep Zen 

Pill may have been received by readers as amusingly clever, i.e. the title was as anagram for Led 
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Zeppelin which references the notorious rumours of hidden Satanic messages that can be found 

when Zeppelin’s Stairway to Heaven is played backwards. Without that explanation, however, 

such things might be confusing, overly ambiguous, compromising the stark power of the physical 

work. In retrospect an exhibition of paintings simply entitled Led Zeppelin would have been clearer 

for the work, perhaps more humorous. In de Saint Phalle’s case, the idea of “shooting paintings”, 

in the ‘60s at least, was far more impressive than the end aesthetic result, appropriately given such 

artists’ prioritised interest in the action - precipitated by the idea - over the resulting “work of art”. 

This relates to Natasha Conland’s thoughts discussed in Section One on experience and beauty: 

how these values are often compromised by the formal or conceptual concerns of modernism 

and that which has followed. Why, after all, explain a thing as old-fashioned and unreasonable as 

painting by tricking it up with ideas? It is unlikely to make it more reasonable.

From this investigation’s positon, the painter’s ideas – good or bad – are incidental to the 

compulsion to make. Led Zeppelin is a thing both absurd and superb to make a group of paintings 

about. It is, I think, sufficient. Perhaps, shrouding such a thing in conceptual ambiguity by labelling 

it Deep Zen Pill overlooks the important point of painting: that people come to the show to 

experience the paintings, not to read about what they mean.

Let us now consider how ritual 

operates in this exegesis. It can 

usually be narrowed into a few 

essential components: {1.} Music 

(always present, played loud, 

usually of the rock persuasion), 

{2.} Restrictions – in terms of 

time intervals for starting and 

stopping, and, prescribed types 

of gestures or movements, or, 

specifically allocated painting 

instruments or brush types, 

{3.} Brush-play – that being the 
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systems that brushes or other tools find themselves working through paint and around canvas 

(there is typically a cross over or relationship between this and the “restrictions” component). 

Consider the example below of the ritual that spawned Mark Knopfler – Princess Bride 

Soundtrack Promotional Image (2015):

Only Dire Straits listened to. “Money for nothing” spelled out for one song in 
loose conjunction with projected image. Then upward gestures for one song, 
downward gestures the next. Repeat this. 

The music component is specific in such examples (when appropriate i.e. the painting of the rock 

star) to the subject matter. If painting Knopfler, I listen to his music, Dire Straits. Alternatively, I 

could listen to his solo or soundtrack work. “Restrictions” relates to the prescribed type of brush 

stroke i.e. “upwards gestures” or “downwards gestures” and also the intervals of alternation 

between actions from one song to the next. Whilst the music prompts facets of the “brush-play” 

component (like when to stop one action and start another), the brush-play has more to do with 

what the restrictions precipitate on the surface of the painting; where marks and trails collide, 

intersect or build up in a type of mapping that creates “moments”; provoking surprise in the 

picture.

Baron Yeti’s ritual utilises tribute in an interloping manner throughout the painting process. It is 

difficult to articulate where the tribute starts or stops but it is certainly multi-faceted. Ritual, as 

with the Mark Knopfler example, is part of the tribute, having many elements that work in unity: 

The music played is tribute to the character being painted but the character is also tribute to the 

painting’s end result. The painting’s end result is, somewhat, tribute to the subject painted, as 

without the subject the painting would not have happened. The brush play pays its tribute to the 

music, attempting to conform to rhythms and melodies but also be inspired by them, allowing the 

music to bring about its own dynamic across the painting’s surface. The music likewise bows out 

when it precipitates a welcome surprise of unexpected brush play; quickly becoming in servitude to 

the discoveries of paint of canvas. It goes on.

I believe the enacting of ritual - which across painting’s range of approach could be called many 

things: systems, logic, gridding, mapping – is central to painting’s discovery and could link even 

the most seemingly disparate of painters. For example, in terms of the way I use my systems, either 
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incorporating or negating the representations I work from, I feel a certain kinship when reading 

Ian Wedde’s explanations of the paintings of Allen Maddox. Particularly in such descriptions as 

this: ‘The cross that both negates and makes content, its meaning as a denial and a selection, the 

repetitions that are both frustrated compulsions and elastic engineerings of structure’ (Wedde, 

2006, p.17). This relates to a point I will repeat about the unimportance of whether painting 

deals with “figure” or the “abstract”. There is a commonality across the board of painting as a 

compulsion, where one’s obsession leads them to try and root out a strange logic that equates to 

information, rather than figuration or abstraction.

 

Ritualising the actions of painting, as I have done, as Paul McCarthy does in Painter and I 

would argue as Pollock does, in a differently coded way, happens as a kind of “critico-tribute” to 

painting as a form. It might expose the painter to risk, make them vulnerable and because of this, 

is deeply serious while also potentially quite humorous. For example, the automatic approach I 

use in my ritual, makes for copious wasted paint and materials – and hence money, time used 

unproductively, immense frustration at failed results and increased tension levels. Or, in the fact 

that recently I have exclusively painted men, which could be misinterpreted by some people as 

having homosexual connotations. I do not consider this to be the case when de Saint Phalle pulled 

the trigger. That was a different type of statement, a different motivation.

In parting and in acceptance of making oneself vulnerable and misunderstood, let us consider 

the image of de Saint Phalle with her rifle alongside an object that adorns my studio: an altar. 

The altar is a hexagonally shaped plinth, used previously, I believe, as a promotional stand in 

an art store.  I found and adopted it from a studio space I shared during 2012, considering it an 

interesting workplace piece, appropriate to Baron Yeti’s recent arrival. It travelled from studio to 

studio, accumulating ornaments, incense sticks; the new calling card ‘Baron Yeti Lives!’ scrawled 

across it in metallic paint. Recently it becomes increasingly an artefact of painting, having grown a 

skin (dozens upon dozens of thick wrinkly “skins” peeled from tubs of soiled linseed oil – used for 

cleaning brushes - and stuck to the altar’s sides to dry). It still resides in the corner of my current 

studio, gathering dust and skin, a motif for every facet of the self-deprecating ritual. The rifle is an 

instrument of destruction; the altar is an instrument of worship.
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CHAPTER 2: 
Painting’s Self 
Employment

Art is artefact, and, the more artificial they are, the more artificial you can make 
them now, the better; the more intense they will be.  
(Francis Bacon. Dir. Hinton, D., Perf. Bacon, F., 1985).

The pleasures of art depend upon our appreciation of its most paralysing and 
obvious attributes and limitations. 
-Dave Hickey, The Mortal Magic 1997, p.184

In introduction I referred to Dave Hickey’s revelation upon observing Cezanne’s paintings at the 

National Gallery, where he was ‘struck, for the first time, by the strangeness of the endeavour’ 

(1997, p.183). Cezanne is recognised as having ‘revolutionized the medium and reception of 

painting itself, at the end refocusing his and the viewer’s attention on the physical properties and 

process of painting’, in other words, he brings the picture plane – the materiality and flatness 

of the painted canvas – to the forefront of painting conversation (Tompkins Lewis, 2000, p.8). 

Hickey’s revelation speaks to discussions from the first section: We do not create art because it has 

to be done, or because it is a good idea; we do it because we have to do it. Something that has to 

be done suggests necessity; a thing that serves an obvious function with a useful result. A thing we 

have to do suggests something that is compulsive, obsessive; something that defies obvious logical 

explanations because it comes from within us: a strangeness. This strangeness - the obsession or 

compulsion to keep painting – is at the heart of Cezanne’s destruction of ‘the three-hundred-year-

old syntactical tense structure of painterly practice’ (Hickey, 1997, p.184). 

Cezanne’s ‘insisting on the priority of the present object over the past image’ could be interpreted 

as sabotage; a reckless mockery of painting’s most elegant attributes at the time, be that, its ability 

to convincingly capture illusionary representations, depict moments, places, myths (Hickey, 1997, 
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p.184). By drawing attention to the surface and materiality of the painting, one is being drawn 

to the fact that painting is fake, illusion; a flat thing hung on a wall. At a time, historically, when 

the medium’s currency was in question, doing so certainly seems like sabotage. To prioritise the 

physicality of the painted object over the illusion of the image, thus destroying the traditionally 

credible notion of painterly skill in the eyes of academic hierarchies and the general public, seems 

a clear path to painting’s ruin. But how could this be? It could not really be this way, for after all, 

why exhaust oneself making paintings only to expose their fraudulence? Why should Cezanne have 

torn his hair out over those still lives of his if only out of disrespect? Let us keep in close mind those 

key phrases “compulsive repetition”, and “tribute” while briefly recounting why the relevance of 

traditional painterly illusion became quickly irrelevant.

In the essay The Art of Skill critic Dave Beech discusses skill as being an increasingly invalid 

concept in contemporary art conversation. Beech proposes that this notion coincided with 

capitalist development, stating, ‘skill has been under threat in every industry since industrialisation 

began’ (p.3, 2005). Beech’s explanation that capitalism’s prosperity relies on “de-skilling” via the 

reduction of labour costs utilised through mechanisation, points to the fact that following the 

industrial revolution the occupation of painting pictures became an increasing and inevitable 

moot point (p.3, 2005). With the credibility of aesthetics and skill becoming redundant ideas, 

the credibility of creating structurally skilled compositions likewise becomes a redundant idea, 

embarrassingly lacking in practicality. Further to this, preconceptions of high and low art were 

dismantled with the mid-twentieth century arrival of pop art and its focus on everyday items, 

commodity and consumerist products as art objects. Arthur C. Danto points out that more than 

causing skill and aesthetics as a value in art to become redundant, industrialisation in fact replaced 

these values as art’s centre stage discussion by the mid-1950s, causing aesthetics to largely and 

simply disappear from art’s focus (pp. 7-8, 2003). 

If photography’s invention and the industrial revolution was the catalyst for de-skilling and 

painting’s subsequent redundancy, then the logical progression would be for painting to simply 

phase out, like the horse and carriage was replaced by automobiles. Yet, it did not. In the face of 

a changing world and mutable art values, painters like Cezanne kept on painting. Hickey aptly 

describes the strangeness: the painter’s relentless expenditure of ‘so much time and energy…in 
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the specialised business of making pictures with paint’ (1997, p.184). This relates to the previous 

chapter’s differentiation between the artist who paints for the medium, and those who use paint 

more like saboteurs. As Hickey discerns, Cezanne and those like him did not fit the bill of saboteurs 

– they were not trying to kill painting. After photography’s invention the commitment to painting 

becomes more arduous. Just how hard did Cezanne labour and agonise over those apples, after 

all? Like the ultimate act of love, it is as though the painter gives birth to it. Consider the metaphor 

present in Dana Schutz’s painting How We Would Give Birth (2007) which explicitly depicts a 

female figure in the final stages of labour who stares intently over her shoulder at a landscape 

painting on the wall behind her. Herein lies our Tribute. Projecting the physical constraints of 

what a painting truly is into the viewer’s consciousness is more involved in acknowledging and 

respecting the compulsion’s dedication. Proclaiming, ‘I AM a painting’ suggests not self-sabotage 

but self-assertiveness and becoming even further committed to the compulsion. 

With the changing world pressuring painting’s traditional uses into expendability it would seem 

modernist painting pushed the medium back into the world’s face insisting that its self-obsession 

might be the mark of its relevance. To acknowledge Cezanne is to acknowledge that, in Cezanne’s 

wake, making pictures with paint is literally about making pictures with paint. Painting at this 

point accepts its vanity and does what any self-respecting thing would do when made redundant; it 

goes out on its own. Rather than serving specific functions or categorisations it speaks for itself and 

survives by its own decisions. It becomes self-employed. Jacques Ranciere puts it another way: 

Modernist discourse presents the revolution of pictorial abstraction as 
paintings discovery of its own proper ‘medium’: two dimensional surface. By 
revoking the perspectivist illusion of the third dimension, painting was to 
regain the mastery of its own proper surface (2004, p.15). 

The Tribute works this way: Embracing the surface and flatness of the canvas; willing a 

reconsideration of how the painting is made, and viewed – and understanding the fact that it 

is an object that hangs on a wall - offers a new lease of life to the medium. As opposed to being 

redundant it simply serves no master. It hones its own arcane science. When the painting demands 

that it be acknowledged and appreciated for all its physical qualities, then the game of painting 

can commence once more. Painter and painting become like a street busker drawing positive 

and negative attention from the passers-by, getting along on their own superfluously crafted 
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idiosyncrasies. In the essay Machinic Practice in Painting Simon Ingram addresses this idea of the 

painting becoming, as I have coined it, self-employed. In relation to Robert Ryman, Ingram states:

Surely painting is a noun, a thing, something to put on the wall …Ryman’s work 
manages to show us the way in which things ‘are things’; the ways a thing, in 
this case a painting, became itself (the ‘thing-ed-ness’ of a thing). Thus the 
complexity of variously applied, sometimes thick, other times thin oil colour 
of Ryman’s (almost) wholly white palette demonstrates concrete acts of ‘a 
painting becoming itself’. (2004, p.34).

My foremost motivation here, from one perspective, is to make this ‘thing-ed-ness’ of painting 

even more thing-like, to add further support beams to the freelancer that painting is. This requires 

no less than dogged commitment. For, as Cezanne’s obsessive still lives and Dana Schutz’s birth 

painting-metaphor demonstrates, the victory of painting’s self-employment comes not without 

admitting the increasingly difficult challenge of completing a “successful” painting. This is to say 

that the numerous attempts of sabotage or assassination of painting never equate to death but 

rather to complication. This complication makes the thing more complex and therefore more 

difficult. Artist Paul McCarthy hilariously illustrates this predicament of the contemporary painter 

in his disturbing video work Painter (1995); the pre-empted sense of dread, pressure and risk of 

failure the painter automatic feels when approaching the blank canvas, alongside all painting’s 

other impossible politics and frustrations. It is, in some ways, these very pressures - this very risk 

of failure and wasted resources - that brought about my own contributions to the “thing-ed-ness”  

of painting. 

Baron Yeti’s ritualistic approach, alongside this conundrum of contemporary painting, makes 

the act of painting, for me, forever trial and error: hit and miss. A condition of my perseverance 

is knowing that a large quantity of paint will likely be discarded every day in the studio. In 

anticipation of this likelihood, a great deal of paint is prepared. Additionally, numerous tubs filled 

with linseed oil are set out and used to remove soiled paint from brushes during the painting 

process. The paint accumulates on corners of palettes or is scraped off the canvas and discarded 

into buckets. The cleaning oil thickens into a gloopy consistency as brushes are repeatedly dunked 

in it and it is reused repeatedly, growing wrinkly skins in the studio heat of numerous afternoons.

Early in 2013, upon despondently observing the increasing quantities of discarded paint and soiled 
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cleaning oil I realised these ingredients were part of the compulsive pursuit; remnants of the ritual, 

of the painting process -a part, in fact, of the painting itself. I thought, could these huge quantities 

of tainted paint not find their way back to the object that they pay tribute to? 

I began to mix the two painting ingredients together and use this mixture to write the paintings’ 

rituals on the canvases’ backs, along with the title, date, my name and the newly realised slogan 

“Baron Yeti Lives...!”.  A recent example from late 2015 goes as follows: 

Toby Raine 2013 (Baron Yeti Lives..!)  
‘Cezanne Beard II (after Cezanne) – Oil on linen 
‘Cezanne Rules’ spelled out for one song in loose accordance with projected 
image. Then, upward diagonal strokes one song, downward diagonal strokes 
the next. 
Option of returning to ‘Cezanne Rules’ option for one song at any point if stuck.

Due to the richness of the mixture, the writing has a honey-like consistency ruptured throughout 

with flecks of “paint-skin” ground into the mixture, and, is always a variation of grey – proof of 

the failed moments; the rituals’ forgotten children. The painted/written backs of the works hence 

become both about the ritual and of the ritual. The paintings’ reverse become a wisdom of the 

freelancer and an aesthetic conversation in themselves. 

With this, compulsion becomes more 

compulsive and materiality becomes more 

material. Just as the discarded paint is part of 

the painting process, the back of the canvas 

is also an integral part of the thing – the 

historically loaded stretched canvas - that 

constitutes the entire painting. If the front of 

the canvas were considered this freelancer’s 

physical appearance, then the writing on the 

back might be considered its curriculum vitae. 

Alternatively, if a painting, as we think of it 

typically, is born on the front of the stretched 

canvas then the writing on the back might be 
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considered the afterbirth. 

Let us discuss edges and framing. The late critic Tom Lubbock discussed the effective exploitation 

of the frame that the painter Edouard Vuillard employed mainly describing pictorial psychological 

confinement. In examination of Vuillard’s Interior, Mother and Sister of the Artist (1893) he 

describes a sense of the figure being confined within the edges of the frame in a way free of realistic 

pretext (Lubbock, p.177, 2011). Though discussed in terms of the psychological effect created, what 

is addressed is the limitations of the physical painting having a direct and wilful bearing on the 

painterly decisions incorporated into it. When this conspiracy between support and paint occurs, 

well, this, I suggest, is an example of when painting’s self-employment comes into being. It is no 

longer a question of the support i.e. stretched canvas employing the paint applied to it for the sake 

of illusion, representation or historical record. The support and paint are now one thing – the 

freelancer – the painting, no longer concerned solely with illusionism, but rather with being an 

interesting object in and of itself and in any and all ways.

This exploitation of painting’s traditional framing limitations can be present in many ways. In 

my case, the incorporation of painterly writing on the backs is the most particular example. 

Opportunities for the painting freelancer exist in many other subtle ways, everywhere from the 

very preparatory stages of painting. Pre-2014 I prepared the canvas in an opaque white gesso, then 

covered the entire surface in thin under-painting (a base colour normally brownish-red).  It began 

to seem that automatically preparing a painting in this way is pre-emptively dismissive of painting 

as freelancer. In other words, if a person or persons decide to hand in their notice at the office and 

go out on their own it may no longer be beneficial to wear suit and tie, when shorts and Hawaiian 

shirt are more befitting their new job. Alternatively, the new job may require a nicer suit, perhaps 

minus the tie. Every painterly decision can and should be mindful of the fact that self-employment 

revolutionises painting’s every move, making its possibilities endless. 

The subsequent majority of works to date were prepared using a transparent gesso. This 

preparation primes the canvas yet leaves it with a raw appearance. The idea behind painting’s 

self-employment is that canvas should simply be canvas, primer simply be primer, neither one 

necessarily compromising the other’s importance for the sake of illusory affects, which is arguably 

the case when starting on a white ground. With the use of transparent gesso, the reddish brown 
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under-painting becomes decidedly earthier, its colour brilliance compromised when set against 

the linen beige, as opposed to stark white; a wilful compromise of the Tribute.  In a painting such 

as Simon Ingram with Beard and Glasses (2015) the under-painting was restricted to the areas 

above the shoulders of the projected figure, covering only the head and background and leaving 

just the transparent primer in the below-torso area. Likewise, the area of Simon Ingram’s upper 

torso was left not just without under-painting, but also without top-painting. Typically, I would 

have kept with the source image in which Ingram wears a black shirt, and painted in black shades 

accordingly. The result presents the shoulders/chest of the bust in natural linen “shirt” as opposed 

to black. this emphasises a point to be discussed in the following chapter about the unimportance 

of differentiating between abstract or representational painting. In my own work, the case in point 

being Simon Ingram, there is always a tug of war between the two. James Cousins describes this 

tug of war, the wilful play within painting’s limitations, in his statement:

A painting’s surface is something you simultaneously look through as a window 
and at as a surface… When reading the surface, the illusion of representational 
image is nullified and when viewing the painting as a kind of illusionistic space, 
its material presence is nullified (Cousins quoted in Gordon-Smith, p.4, 2015).

In Simon Ingram’s case the tug of 

war is addressed by describing a 

likeness of Ingram through both an 

abundance of paint and complete 

absence thereof. The thick streaks 

and tracks that roughly suggest 

Ingram’s face, glasses and beard 

affect illusion through excess of 

medium. The shirt below, on the 

other hand, creates illusionism 

through irony: the illusion of a linen 

shirt via the appearance of raw 

canvas – its illusionism is affected 

through the least possible amount 
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of effort thereof. In other words, the canvas/support manages to entertain conversation with 

illusory tradition, but not without understanding its own fraudulence. There is nothing so efficient 

at describing a linen shirt as linen itself, yet the description simultaneously exposes the painting’s 

limitations. There is a double paradox within this facet of the tribute: the use of transparent gesso 

involves embracing painting as thing; exposing its materiality, in this instance the fact that it is 

linen, not a window to another world. Yet in this instance – and in many others alike i.e. Van Gogh 

– Beard (After Van Gogh) (2016) or Nathan Followill with Beard (2016) - the very exposure of 

painting’s flatness/fake-ness becomes an element of illusion itself. The facets of painting’s superb 

game present themselves in small discoveries.

Back and front have been discussed. Let us address the sides. When I prepare canvas the sides are 

taped, leaving up to 5mm at the front edge. A crisp line is created as a result of the sizer and gesso 

being painted up to and overtop the border of the tape in several layers. If the viewer observes the 

sides closely they will see the point where the plasticity of the transparent gesso, plus paint drips, 

splashes or smudges, intercede the raw canvas. This is a subtle reminder, once more, that it is a 

painting; that the viewer has been willingly semi-duped. The point where the tape cuts the physical 

results of pigment and binder to the canvas, reveals that what appeared to be raw linen was actually 

gessoed linen. Illusion is at play even where the painting attempts to be more honest. The game the 

self-employed painting plays is a provocative one.

In the case of a painting like Courbet – Beard (After Courbet), (2016) the taping method gives 

the under-painting more agency. In terms of illusionistic qualities, “under-painting” is a big part 

of painting traditionally, having been used as a neutral ground to appropriately build tones up 

on. In Courbet I somewhat intuitively used a wash of light ultramarine blue/purple in the under-

painting of the sky/background area. This area was more or less obliterated by gestural painting 

on top in Naples yellow tones, yet the generous amount of room left before the tape joins the side 

of the frame allows for this blue/purple to peek out from underneath. As a facet of the freelancer, 

it expands in terms of its ambiguity. In Courbet under-painting was largely unnecessary, except, 

when it seductively creeps out of the canvas’s edges, probing and teasing one to wonder why it is 

there. 

If the trails of paint on these canvases suggest the contours of craniums, this suggestion takes 
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second place to the use of a face as a device to expose a painting. This is a point I will expand on 

in Chapter Three. These paintings promote their agency or promote themselves using transparent 

primer, raw areas of canvas, impasto oil paint, runny paint or absence thereof, whatever is 

considered best for the freelancer’s professional standards, as part of the pitch. The object’s 

wilfulness and self-confidence is both perverse and potentially alluring. Metaphorically, their 

uniform might involve designer underwear or see-through bras. The painting freelancer sells itself 

to the client with its genitals semi-exposed.
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CHAPTER 3:  
Beards

1. Ancestors, Fathers and Man Crushes

In the essay Dialogues with the Past Norman Bryson discusses Francis Bacon’s Pope Series 

in terms of a notion of the ancestry of painters. In relation to the writings of Mieke Bal Bryson 

proposes:

The later artist generates or produces the earlier one, through a “preposterous” 
logic of reversed influence. Although Bacon stated that his paintings were 
“after” Velazquez, perhaps we can turn the preposition around: what is 
Velazquez after Bacon? (2003, p.43). 

It is my feeling that the crux of the “Tribute” lies in Bryson’s statement. I have previously discussed 

this investigation’s reliance on a reflective acknowledgement of its ancestry. So enamoured was 

Bacon of Velasquez’s Pope Innocent X (1650) that his subsequent feeling about the Velasquez-

inspired Pope Series was one of embarrassment. One can surmise both in relation to his feelings 

about the Pope Series, and to Bryson’s statement, that the series itself was by default a tribute 

to painterly ancestry no different from my analogy between Dana Schutz and Philip Guston in 

introduction – a knowingly futile yet nonetheless dogged commitment to painting historically and 

painting as obsession. Amusingly appropriate to the “serious/not-serious” nature of my practice, 

Bacon’s Pope Series is now famous in its own right and would entertain a respectable conversation 

placed alongside Pope Innocent X. I shall now discuss in detail The Beard Portraits touched upon 

in previous chapters of this section: this body of work has governed the latter two and a half years 

of the investigation and is, in terms of methodology and progress, the most significant. Considering 

painting historically and as compulsion, in regards to these portraits and Bryson’s statement, we 



68

also must consider “father” in the tribute. Quoting Bryson again from the same essay:

It would be easy to say that this is all about killing the father. The regime of 
masculinity is revealed as, in the end, a murderous violence between ancestors 
and sons. To spell it out: the figure of the Father (everyone’s father, yours, mine 
– not the real father, but the image or force behind him) is contemplated in the 
form of supreme power ... that is vanquished by the son in a drastic coup d’état. 
(2003, p.47).

Perhaps, it comes down to is this: when one becomes involved in the occupation of serious 

painting, one immediately – either directly, as with Bacon and Velasquez, or indirectly - references 

or acknowledges their painting ancestors, becoming harnessed by default into oedipal tribute. In 

terms of the Auckland painting scene alone, lineages are not hard to detect: consider McCahon’s 

well known painting whose influence is directly sited in the title, Here I give thanks to Mondrian 

(1961); the nod that Simon Ingram’s painting machines give to the compositions of Ryman; the 

similarities of painterly concern and influential acknowledgement of James Cousins’ practice 

towards Gerhard Richter. The tribute is both honourable and abominably violent in the sense 

that it is involved in an age-old need to honour the legacy of the father by simultaneously proving 

oneself to him and destroying him. A humorous example can be observed in an interview with 

Georg Baselitz in which he states: 

I paint German artists whom I admire. I paint their pictures, their work as 
painters, and their portraits too. But oddly enough, each of these portraits ends 
up being a picture of a woman with blonde hair. I myself have never been able 
to work out why this happens (Art Quotes, n.d., p.1).

It is Oedipal and emasculating to turn one’s role model from a man into a woman through 

painting, as does Baselitz. It also reencounters the strangeness that surrounds and occurs during 

painting; a man who keeps somehow turning into a blonde woman - most peculiar. For painters 

it might amount to what Sue Gardiner describes as the ‘ah ha’ moment that artists feel when 

they have a creative epiphany (2014, p.98). A similar example is Bacon’s Painting (1946), which 

depicts a gruesome figure surrounded by carcasses of meat, arguably his breakthrough painting, 

a premonition of his renowned “style” henceforth. The subject according to Bacon came about 

by accident: ‘I was attempting to make a bird alighting a field … suddenly the lines I had drawn 

suggested something totally different … it was like one continuous accident upon another’ 
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(Bacon’s Arena. Dir. Low, A., Perf. Bacon, F., 2005). I suspect these intuitive, unexpected, bizarre 

occurrences are of crucial benefit in the pursuit of “good” or “original” painting, and shall discuss 

subsequently in terms of what Rubenstein calls ‘Provisionality’. 

The Beard Portraits began following an observation that beards were back in vogue. Though 

precipitated by the fashion trend, what sparked my interest was the beard’s relevance as a universal 

icon of masculinity and the messianic, and specifically in this investigation, clichés of the heroic 

male painter. In a recent Art NZ article writer Peter Wells discusses the beard in relation to Gavin 

Hurley’s work, who has also utilised this motif in recent collages, in relation to masculinity: 

In this world, hair has potency as a primary symbol. Hairiness has for a long 
time been a cliché of virility-and as we see at present bushy beards have 
become excessively fashionably. To be hirsute is to exist (p.52-52, 2015). 

Wells’ use of the words cliché and exist are appropriate. Cliché speaks to every romantic 

connotation associated with painting, whilst the statement of one’s own existence relates to Section 

One, about painting being related to our desire to make the transitory permanent and define the 

meaning of one’s life. This makes the beard a fitting subject for a series; it addresses another idea 

from the first section, about things that can be simultaneously wonderful and futile, tongue in 

cheek yet serious. Growing a beard, like making a painting, carries Christ-like connotations of 

martyrdom and the promotion of one’s existence.

There are two key concepts relevant to The Painted Tribute here. The first concept, as mentioned, 

being the cliché of the brilliant visionary male. The second concept, more significant than the first 

but directly related, is this father figure/ ancestor idea; the man that other men aspire to. Before 

considering the motivation behind killing the father to marry the mother, we might stop to think 

about the father’s role in this psychology, that there be a figure that a male has so specific a fixation 

on that he needs to equal or surpass him. The painter Daniel Richter made the following remark 

about beards in relation to both concepts: 

Many ostensibly great men and great artists have beards. Jesus, Mohammed, 
Moses, Karl Marx, Freud, Che Guevara, Georg Baselitz, Blanqui, Matisse, 
Meese, Bin Laden, my father as well. Assholes shave. I shave. The supposed 
honesty of the shaved man just means he is in control of his mask. Whereas the 
bearded man has only one expression as his mask controls him. (2007, p.170). 
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To reinforce the manly, messianic relevance of the beard motif I shall relate a personal early 

memory. When I was no more than five years old I was with my family on a farm holiday. Watching 

some obsolete action sitcom on the TV in that farmhouse, I recall a scene where a non-bearded 

man and a bearded man fought. When the non-bearded man won the fight I remember feeling 

distressed, even enraged. I could not logically explain why I felt this way. It came from a strange 

place, like the painterly compulsion, boiling down, probably, to no more than a feeling that the 

bearded man should have won, deserved to win, had more right to win. Absurd as it is, I suspect 

that this feeling came from some sort of ancient legacy, again like painting, that, as an idea, the 

bearded man was more of a man. 

Considering this, the beard icon, as an appropriated concept within this investigation, is a 

symptom of what contemporary terminology describes as the Man Crush. This is best defined as 

‘When a straight man has a “crush” on another man, not sexual but kind of idolizing him’ (Urban 

Dictionary, 2004, para. 1). All men have man crushes; outstanding men, their goal and lifestyle 

to emulate, men to be seen in the company of, men you wish you were.  An example from recent 

cinema is Casey Affleck’s portrayal of Robert Ford in the film The Assassination of Jesse James by 

the Coward Robert Ford (2007). Based on actual events and demonstrating Oedipal symptoms, 

the Ford character becomes embittered by a quintessential man crush for his hero Jesse James, to 

the point where he instigates the outlaw’s assassination.  Steven Petite of Huff Post Blog describes 

the man crush as ‘a deep interest in the work of a man, that sometimes borders on fanaticism or 

obsession’ (Petite, 2014, para. 1).  There are different manifestations of the man crush. One might 

idolise movie stars for their looks and screen presence, a rock star’s style and guitar talent or a 

writer’s profound literary brilliance.  Painters have these man crushes like anyone else and in 

terms of their painting “ancestors” they may have hundreds. The Man Crush can be common to 

celebrities, rock stars, colleagues or masters of one’s profession. 

The Man Crush idea has been central to many images I have worked with: the members of band 

Led Zeppelin; the young Ozzy Osbourne of the Black Sabbath era; the front man of contemporary 

rock group the Killers, Brandon Flowers (a big rock star obsession from 2015); front man of the 

other great contemporary rock band Kings of Leon’s Caleb Followill (my rock star obsession of 

2016). It was serendipitous, when sourcing images of beards via google, to discover that every one 
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of these men I had interest in had grown a beard at some point. The number of beards became 

infinite, crossing the spectrum of Man Crush related things in photographic archives: Ozzy had one 

briefly in the mid ‘70s; Brandon Flowers had one during the Sam’s Town era; Aleister Crowley, 

the occultist of last century who inspired one of the three 666 chapters - a series completed 

during this exegesis prior to the beards, sported one during his mountain climbing days; Matthew 

MacCougnahey, whose role as the troubled Rust Cole in the acclaimed first season of True 

Detective ignited a Man Crush, has also grown a few good ones. It goes on. As for the artists, where 

to begin? Godfather of the tribute itself – Cezanne’s numerous bearded self-portraits. And Van 

Gogh, Courbet, Monet, Peter Doig, Baselitz, appropriately given his own referencing of admired 

painting “father figures” who he turns into women.

Not all of the beard subjects or prior bodies of work involving men, could be considered cases of 

absolute Man Crushes. For example, I could not say Charles Manson or Crowley constituted a 

Man Crush so much as significant curiosities.  However, I believe there exists a tendency, possibly 

an embarrassing tendency in most heterosexual men, to develop anything from mild interest to 

obsession with the lives, work or general auras of other men.

2. Allegories

Barry Schwabsky discusses allegories of painting, saying, ‘In contemporary painting the image is 

used to convey (an idea of) painting’ and that painting ‘thus becomes an allegory of itself’ (2010, 

p.11). In reference he addresses Dana Schutz’s Self-eater paintings from the early 2000’s which 

depict wretched human figures consumed by the activity of eating themselves alive, their grisly 

activity accentuated by the physicality of the paint that describes them.  According to Schwabsky, 

Schutz uses the subject matter of her Self-eater characters as fodder for the act of making the 

painting itself; the weirdness of a character that eats itself is reflected through the weird act of 

constructing this character through the physicality of painting. I have already discussed another 

example of Schutz’s in Chapter Two: the allegory that is present in How We Would Give Birth 

(2007) regarding the “labour pains” involved in one’s tribute to painting. Philip Guston’s late-

period figurative paintings depicted masked human subjects indulging in painting and other 

pitiful vices. These subjects were intended as parodies of the artist himself. Perhaps the “allegory 

of painting” means, either in terms of applying paint to canvas, or, the painting’s subject, we are 
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involved in a “dog-chasing-its-own-tail” situation that could be called the “Conceptual Painterly 

Reflection”. What the reflection captures is the painter’s obsession with the compulsion and often 

their tribute to the ancestry of the compulsion.

The allegory of The Beard Portraits can be understood in the following proposition: The artist 

makes a statement of artistic vision by adding paint to canvas similarly to how man makes a 

statement about his manhood by adding hair to his face. When painting the beard, I am effectively 

painting manhood, acknowledging manhood and asserting manhood; acknowledging father whilst 

usurping him. This position is also one of self-mockery, at having made artistic statements that 

allude to old-fashioned assertions of alpha-male grandiosity. It is a daft assertion, nonetheless 

one I earnestly stand by. There is a parallel between the personal enthusiasm of using this beard 

concept and the physical limitations discussed in the previous chapter; how painting’s “self-

employment” is strengthened by revealing its physical qualities and limitations, those which 

potentially make it vulnerable. 

In the publication Painting: The Implicit Horizon the main character from the Ronald Neame film 

The Horse’s Mouth (1958) is discussed in relation to current politics of painting. The character, 

a has-been London painter, is described as ‘wryly self-reflexive about their own pretensions, and 

humorously subvert mythical narratives about the visionary (male) genius’ (Moss, A., Stakemeier, 

K., p.10, 2012).  Like Baron Yeti’s lofty guises of ritual, this allegory/motif of the beard is willingly 

involved in the stereotype mentioned. The potential lies in the artists’ willingness to parody 

themselves in this exposé of old-fashioned ideas, activities and values. As Schwabsky puts it, 

‘painting succeeds by coming to terms with its own gratuitousness’ (p.8, 2002). Perhaps painters 

seriously approach their profession by adopting a manner that avoids seriousness. And painting 

remains essential by being acknowledged as arbitrary. I described this in Section One as latching 

onto painting’s history simultaneously with one’s tongue in cheek and with utter seriousness. 

Allegories of painting are metaphorical of the activity’s strangeness or unreasonableness. Like 

Baron Yeti, the silliness of the beard motif can nonetheless address the -still relevant? - idea of 

what it is to be a man, both through painting and for painting. An idea as daft as Man Crushes can 

produce interesting paintings. 

The Beard Portraits, Cezanne – Beard (After Cezanne) (2015) and Cezanne Beard II (After 
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Cezanne) 2015 are a good example of this multi-faceted conceptual painterly mirror of ancestry. 

The works were based on an iconic self-portrait of the artist, becoming by default a tribute to 

a previous painting that cannot be bettered. The ritual of the former Cezanne Beard started by 

spelling out ‘Cezanne Rules’ in thin paint on the canvas for the duration of one song played on my 

iPod and proceeded by working into these marks with diagonal streaks of paint, alternating from 

downward motions to upward motions, song in, song out. The result was a recognisable but blurred 

form – the face obliterated by large downward brushstrokes and a 200mm upwards-moving drag 

of paint describing the beard. The most significant of the fleshy strokes actually breaks the logical 

parameters of the head starting centimetres above the otherwise relatively accurate parameters 

of the cranial area. The stroke rudely makes its way, in a straighter path than the other diagonal, 

clashing abruptly with the beard as it makes its own upward trajectory. The head defies itself, 

addressing the work’s fake-ness and plasticity, nodding to the master of surface, Cezanne himself 

– using his head as the vehicle. The head and beard collide violently; father-figure simultaneously 

saluted and pulverised. The painting acknowledges Cezanne as godfather whilst slapping him and 

pinching his vision of himself, all by way of schizophrenic brush play. The Painted Tribute is a 

layered madness of natural law.

The latter portrait Cezanne Beard II, 

completed about seven months after, has a 

softer palette and more flowing execution: 

the face comprising harmonious curving 

strokes, the foreground and background 

sitting together in more harmony 

compared to the first portrait in which 

these elements jar rudely. My mood 

on the day and the ritual used would 

have had a certain influence on this. Let 

us also consider the protégé position 

of the painter’s compulsion. In these 

tributes to Cezanne, the painting “father” 

or “ancestor”, the face is depicted/
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destroyed more gracefully in Cezanne Beard II than in Cezanne Beard. I believe I had become a 

better painter within that time period of the investigation. The Tribute remains yet it has a more 

professional evolution, echoing its influence as opposed to sitting in its shadow. This is the lifelong 

commitment of any type of artist: to constantly improve and craft their work through dogged 

tribute to their forefathers. 

To use a rock band analogy, I could compare contemporary band Kings of Leon to hard rock 

legends Led Zeppelin or Deep Purple. When listening to Kings of Leon’s debut Youth and Young 

Manhood (2003) the acoustic guitar strumming versus the frantic electric guitar immediately 

speaks of Jimmy Page’s style. Likewise, front man Caleb Followill’s Southern croon parodies the 

adolescent cockiness of 70’s singers like Deep Purple’s Ian Gillan, also bearing resemblance to 60’s 

Creedence Clearwater Revival’s front man John Fogerty. If I examine Come Around Sundown 

(2010) the experience is different. The guitar has become more echoed, smoother. Followill’s 

vocals have a wiser, more earnest ring, simpler yet more sophisticated. The influence remains yet 

the art becomes more itself, walking outside of father’s shadow. However, in art forms alike, when 

the artist moves outside the nest of one ancestor, painting with their own brush, they inevitably 

fly into the nest of another. The vocals of Followill in his thirties have lost the Gillan-esque party-

antic arrogance, replaced by a mellow humility comparable to Neil Young’s paranoid On the Beach 

(1974) intonations. Similarly, the guitar on Mechanical Bull (2013) hints commonalities with the 

acoustics of Chris Rea. In another scenario, Brandon Flowers’ vocals in The Killers debut album 

Hot Fuss (2003) show significant influence from Joy Division’s Ian Curtis, who died at age twenty-

three. Flowers’ sound of a decade later owes more to the vocals of the more timeless legend Roy 

Orbison.

Relating this scenario to my work, it is only fair to admit that the juxtapositions of runny paint 

and carefully taped grids of acrylic from my 2010 paintings were involved in figuring out Daniel 

Richter’s techniques. Around the time Baron Yeti came about, my main influence was probably 

Wilhelm Sasnal. Most of my paintings then had a monochrome palate and were composed 

with the execute the painting entirely in one day mentality of Sasnal. Recently the influence 

of the “ancestor” is never really in the forefront of my mind when painting but they remain 

subconsciously. Frank Auerbach appears to have something to do with recent work: the obscenely 
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thick trails of paint, broad marks and ferocious brush play, the obliteration of figures lost in mud 

and then re-emerging from that same chasm. Yet I never think of Auerbach when in the studio 

and while there is a relationship, the differences between our work are of greater significance: For 

Auerbach the essence of portraiture, the likeness between sitter and depiction, remains, embedded 

in copious amounts of oil paint. By contrast, in much of my current work, the face, for example, 

becomes no longer a face but some sort of featureless void - it becomes, like the painting itself, a 

thing.

Admitting one’s need to equal or surpass father/mother/hero is still largely involved in one’s 

romantic preoccupation with one’s own position. When this presents what I call the Conceptual 

Painterly Reflection, the mirror reflects vanity, as addressed in Section One. Holger Liebs refers to 

these ideas in response to Daniel Richter’s Spagotzen series in his essay In the Heights (2010). This 

series presented psychedelic mountain scenes inhabited by often bearded fanatics, cult members, 

hippies, guitarists and terrorists. The images and the titles of the works suggest escapism, 

the search for truth, higher vision. In ubiquitous Richter style, the paintings compositionally 

accumulate through layers of bizarre logic: abstract clusters in the form of drips, wipes, and blobs, 

scumbles –every painterly application imaginable – resulting in an other-worldly figuration. Yet 

the subject matter itself, which, like Schutz’s Self Eaters, is accentuated by the physical qualities 

of the paint that comprises it, seems a direct acknowledgement - and therefore allegory of – the 

romantic notion and artist that spawned the thing’s creation. Van Alphen similarly views Francis 

Bacon’s practice ‘as an allegory of the aesthetic process his work brings about’ (2012, p.68). As 

Liebs says in response to Richter’s mountain inhabitants:

Seen purely from the aspect of styling, it is not at all clear where the difference 
lies between our air-guitar specialist and the average Taliban, with mullet, 
full beard and wallawalla garb. Anyway, they are both completely deluded 
Romantics, fallen prey to hero-mania, fired by a mission which they alone 
believe will save the world (2010, p.43). 

Surely this description pertains to an allegory of the very painters who embark on their creation, 

acknowledging their involvement in this old fashioned form of vision and statement. It is 

interesting to note, as an afterthought, the commonalities in motifs between this and The Beard 

Portraits. These commonalities and melding of somehow related things: beards, guitars, messiahs, 
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truth, deluded romantics and aspiring heroes – are all allegories of painting.

In another review Cord Riechelmann mentions this link between Daniel Richter’s work and the 

knowingly romantic inclinations of the painter. Riechelmann believes that Richter’s painting 

Lonely Old Slogan places his practice alongside that of Bacon, in the sense that it provides a 

beauty minus any promise or hope (p. 132, 2014). Lonely Old Slogan (2006) depicts from behind a 

dejected looking punk sitting in a light filled porthole, donning a leather jacket with the statement 

‘Fuck the Police’ embroidered on it. Riechelmann states that:

Many people become artists because they are quite incapable of assuming any 
other place in society than that of an artist. That, too, is a “lonely old slogan” 
and in the final analysis still the most compelling explanation in art’s search for 
truth (p.133, 2014). 

Taken out of context of its immediate pictorial reading Lonely Old Slogan is a self-portrait, a 

painterly acknowledgement of the frustrating quest and relentless sentiment of the painter. The 

painted allegory here – of painting as thing and painter as person – speaks of the risk of painterly 

enterprise whilst remaining respectful of its power. Francis Bacon’s own humorously nihilistic 

view towards life asserts this odd paradox, the irony of painting: that a person who is aware of 

life’s futility can also sustain enthusiastic optimism towards the greatness of any given painting. 

The nature of this lies in his comment: ‘I’m an optimist. But I’m an optimist about nothing’ (26 

February 2016, p.2). Regardless of whether it is cringe-inducing in its contemporary context, the 

painting always is a vision spawned by mirroring the artist’s compulsion. Its truth lies not in found 

spirituality but in the peculiarity of the painterly object the compulsion made materialise. Can one 

go so far as to suggest that, even more than painting succeeding by eating itself, as with the allegory 

of Schutz’s Self Eaters, perhaps paintings are born by fucking themselves?

3. Paint before Image and Concept

Ulrich Loock’s essay On Layers of sign-relations, in light of mechanically reproduced pictures, 

from ten years of exhibitions contemplates the possibilities of representational painting’s ability 

to sidestep the restrictions of modernism. Loock explains how Luc Tuymans achieves a triumph in 

painting by neglecting the notion of taking it too seriously: 
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He begins where modernist painting made its fundamental gestures of 
destruction. For this reason, he has to keep himself out of the ensuing, 
dominant discourse which carries out the task of mourning by realising the 
end of painting (without ending it) in the form of successive attempts at 
deconstructing abstract painting. His mourning recommences with painterly 
representation itself, setting about to bring it to an end, constructing its failure. 
(1996, p.35)

Loock describes Tuymans as freeing his work from modernist commitment ‘with the appearance of 

belatedness and painterly clumsiness…as if the works have their place somewhere else entirely, in 

the sphere of Sunday painting or folk art’ (p.38, 1992). These statements call to mind the discussion 

from introduction about painting’s “death” simply being part of painting’s game, along with another 

universal concept of this exegesis: that the key to experience or enjoyment in art might have to 

do with finding a less serious position, one that accepts, as Schwabsky puts it, gratuitousness. For 

the Tribute this can be what I have described as painting’s “self-employment” and what Ingram 

described as ‘thing-ed-ness’.  Loock states in the same essay, ‘Tuymans reaffirms the idea that the 

meaning is more important than the picture’ (1996, p.38). I venture that this is not to say that how 

the painting turns out is unimportant but more that, in the case of representation, if the picture is 

not especially true, accurate or logical to what it represents, then this is not necessarily of concern. 

I suspect that when he says ‘idea’, he means the idea to make a painting, and when he says ‘picture’ 

he refers to Tuymans’ photographic sources.

Relatively, in the case of The Beard Portraits, it is not so important that the painting convincingly 

represents a beard, but that the beard convincingly represents paint. The motivation is synonymous 

with Baselitz painting his figures upside down: ‘The point of course, was to prioritise the painting 

itself, its colours, lines and textures, over what it might be supposed to represent’ (Kerrigan, 2005, 

p.64). The priority is not convincing imitations or good ideas, but good paintings; that the image – 

abstract or representational – is well informed by the use of paint and the use of paint in turn does 

something interesting with that image. Like Schutz’s Self-eaters, its success relies on its willingness 

to repeatedly turn inwardly on itself, referencing its own obscene existential self-fondling. 

In the essay Robert Ryman’s Double Positive, Carter Ratcliff states, ‘Robert Ryman presents 

meaning, not information. Information is an abstraction which requires an abstracted neutrality 
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in both the sender and receiver… Meaning engages one; information does not’ (2009, p.29). 

Ratcliff’s point can be considered on a par with Loock’s statement in regards to Tuymans. That we 

are dealing with different painters from different eras, one involved in a plainly abstract approach, 

the other in an inarguably figurative language, is not relevant. It still seems that the meaning 

behind both painters’ explorations on canvas is founded upon the very stuff – and the application 

of that stuff – which in turn precipitates the experience that equates to the meaning itself. And 

hence painting as allegory, as with Schutz’s Self Eaters or The Beard Portraits, is preoccupied in 

a wonderfully bummer-trip-type introspection where the meaning of the painting is none other 

than the fact that it is a painting. Ratcliff goes on to discuss Ryman’s paintings in terms of being 

beautiful:

The disinterest and isolation which makes the delight of beauty possible is the 
aesthetic condition. To enter it, the individual must evade concept, for concept 
can be transmitted; it is instrumental and interests one in the world of ordinary 
purposiveness (2009, p.30). 

This again addresses the notion that too much information interferes with experience. The beauty 

experienced beholding a painting is one reliant, inevitably, on its physical qualities; the stuff that 

comprises its existence. In terms of The Beard Portraits the beard as concept takes backseat to the 

fact that the beard as “thing” is a tool, or a prop, that enables painting to repeat, regardless of and 

often reliant upon a most unusual result. 

Baron Yeti’s rituals allow for this sometimes unusual, sometimes more obvious, painted result 

and furthermore that the pursuit is not concerned with abstraction versus figuration discussions. 

It is not discriminatory in terms of whether the tribute is Ryman-esque or Tuyman-esque, or, any 

other-esque. The “results may vary” manner of my practice is not preoccupied with such specifics 

but rather with making the painting, and the subsequent experience, possible. It theoretically 

sits between the direct daubs of a Tuymans figuration and the impasto application of a Rymans 

abstract, sliding unstably back and forth between the qualifications of one or the other depending 

on where the ritual takes it.

This is my interpretation of the ‘idea before picture’ comment and relates to the irony of Baron 

Yeti’s creation: that the idea or concept behind painting’s repetition is little more than that one 



79

must continue painting. “Representational” and 

“abstract”, as definitions of painting at least, are 

null and void. For example, Brandon Flowers with 

Pretty Beard (Sam’s Town), (2015) presents a clearly 

recognisable head (even in the absence of eyes, nose 

or mouth). Whilst gestural and random in result one 

arguably gets a sense with Brandon Flowers that it 

is representing a face with a beard on it. In the case 

of Bonzo with Beard and Cigarette (R.I.P), (2014) 

the representation is far more ambiguous. Unlike 

Brandon Flowers there are areas or planes that are 

suggestive of eye and mouth yet they have been reduced to geometric, angular forms, carved out 

in thick diagonal streaks and triangular areas of impasto oil paint. In either mentioned painting 

the absence of the obvious was what made it work and, given Bonzo’s complete ambiguity, its odd 

cubist-like triangular forms where the face should be, I feel it was a superior work to Brandon 

Flowers. It was less expected, more surprising; more original.

In the essay Painting History Ulrich Wilmes discusses the possibility of contemporary painters 

readdressing the genre of history painting in the information age. He talks of the identity-crisis 

that painting suffered in relation to his statement that ‘with the advent of photography in the mid-

nineteenth century, painting ceased to count the 

representation of historical events amongst its 

primary functions’ (p.86-7, 2011). Despite this 

admission Wilmes seeks to validate the current 

depiction of historical events through painting, 

referencing obvious forerunners like Gerhard 

Richter, Luc Tuymans and Wilhelm Sasnal. 

He speaks of: ‘...the viability and relevance of 

depicting history in paintings’ and artists’ ‘impulse 

to engage with seminal contemporary events’, 

specifically referencing Richter’s trademark 
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blurring process as a means to this engagement (pp. 87-88, 2011). Wilmes links painterly technique 

with a means for engaging with subject matter. I am arguing that the painter uses subject matter 

as a means to incorporating painterly technique. These painters do not make a painting as a way 

of depicting an event; they depict an event as a way of making a painting. Of James Cousin’s 2009 

Gow Langsford exhibition Signal, Ruth Watson states, ‘The spectrum of painting practices in 

operation today includes a significant number of artists who investigate concepts of what painting 

can be’ (2009, p.2). That the concept lies in, as Watson puts it, ‘what painting can be’ as opposed to 

what it might be about is once again indicative of the idea that painting, primarily, is about itself.

That Richter, Tuymans and Sasnal often source from heavily loaded recent historical events is 

undeniable. However, by Wilmes’ own admission he has failed to mention the numerous other 

sources that the artists draw from. In Sasnal’s case this includes photographs of his wife, images of 

birds and self-portraits of his belly. In Richter’s case we have the essentially abstract paintings he is 

equally well known for.  My point is that even if painting were to effectively capture contemporary 

events there would simply be no need – in the Information Age - for it to do so. The motivation is 

incidental to painting’s repetition. One only need watch Corinna Belz’ documentary of Richter in 

his studio attempting to explain to Belz why the painting is in crisis, with ambiguous comments 

like, ‘It won’t work… I can’t use that, it would be wrong’ (Richter cited in Euromaxx, 2011). Even 

when the uncomprehending Belz asks if the issue is lack of inspiration, Richter replies, ‘Sure, that 

wouldn’t be the problem’ (Richter cited in Euromaxx, 2011). Richter is speaking another language; 

one that is exclusive to the painter’s compulsion, the strangeness of their profession and the 

exclusivity of their knowing.

In his correspondence with art writer Ross Feld, Philip Guston often addressed the strangeness 

that constitutes those unrepeatable moments that equate to the painter’s success. In one letter 

he says, ‘Perhaps one should be satisfied just to stay on the treadmill-to remain on it… to baffle 

oneself-to come in the studio the next day and feel-I did that? Is this me?’ (Guston cited in Feld, 

2003, p.99). Guston, Richter, or any other obsessed painter, will understand why the painting is 

or is not working, yet cannot explain why to anyone else. They are not interested in what the work 

means but in whether the painting succeeds. Their fascination hinges on that illogical moment of 

surprise that constitutes success. In a recent example Caleb Followill with Beard (2016) I worked 
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for the usual day-long slog, pushing through dozens of potential resolutions of the rock star’s bust, 

before reaching the suitable end point: a dozen crude brush strokes juxtaposed against angular 

areas removed with a small paint shaper and a whack of emerald green paint. Why I was able to 

stop there and why it amounted to one of the finest paintings yet to my mind, I cannot say. This 

result in fact had nothing to do with Followill’s face - in specific terms of the subject matter or the 

concept of portraiture - at all.

Let us consider plainly the subjects/concepts of my work spanning the past five years: Deep Zen 

Pill (2011), though its ambition may have been greater, was a group of paintings of Led Zeppelin. 

The Ozzy paintings that made up the 2012 show Atrocity Kitchen at RM Gallery were basically 

the result of a Man Crush and a concurrent fascination with the 70’s heavy metal pioneers, Black 

Sabbath. In the case of the 2013 show 666 Chapter One I sourced images of “evil” buildings (i.e. the 

houses from The Exorcist and Poltergeist) to provide blueprints for six landscape paintings. In the 

George Fraser show 666 chapter Two (2013) an interest in Aleister Crowley was pursued through 

painting his portraits. The Beard Portraits lead me to images of bearded men who, for me, involved 

a facet of, once again, Man Crush; mainly rock stars and painters alike that I admired. 

The ideas behind these works, in terms of the source images, not how they are made, are 

indisputably absurd. This does not especially matter. The images and subject sourced, for me and, 

I suspect, many painters who work from images, needs to be of suitable intrigue and inspiration 

to get them working. I need to be interested enough in the image to be motivated to really make 

a painting from it and make it work. Similar to De Kooning’s point about talent over ideas, 

contemporary painter Tal R says:

I think I’m really an expert on doing the paintings. I’m not always sure if I’m 
an expert on reading the paintings… The painting, in the end, should always be 
more clever and have more depth than what I can explain afterwards... I spend 
so much time and effort in loading the painting and I think if I should also be 
the one that should be an expert in reading them, I would be a clown. (Tal R, 
quoted in Cfa Berlin, 2011).

4. Provisionality

In the journal article Provisional Painting Raphael Rubinstein addresses a recent trend for 
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contemporary painters to ‘deliberately turn away from “strong” painting for something that 

seems to constantly risk inconsequence or collapse’ (2009, p.123). In the introduction I quoted 

Rubenstein’s parting comment that ‘the provisionality of their work is an index of the impossibility 

of painting and the equally persistent impossibility of not painting’ in conjunction with Dave 

Hickey’s revelation about the underlying strangeness in the motivation to repeat the act of painting 

(2009, p.135). Both writers acknowledge that painting is something that must be pursued yet 

the reason for this pursuit is unclear. If this pursuit equates to what I call the compulsion to 

repeat the act, then the apparent collapse of the composition – the badness, act of negation, or 

‘provisionality’ – might be one way in which the repetition of painting, or ‘staying on the treadmill’ 

as Philip Guston refers to it, happens. And here we can connect the dots between Rubenstein’s 

‘provisionality’ concept and my discussions on paint before image and painting’s self-employment. 

At this point let us revisit Beech’s discussion on de-skilling. If industrialisation posed a double-

sabotage to the state of painting, making it an obsolete currency and demeaning its attributes of 

skill, then painters since have responded potentially in double-defiance; if industrialisation makes 

painting redundant of anything outside of itself then they will make painting self-referential, hence 

“self-employment” and allegory. And, if industrialisation negates the value of skill then they will 

integrate the deliberate negation of skill into art practice, hence provisional painting.

My work, I think, plays more within the ball park of ‘provisionality’ than, say, Luc Tuymans, who I 

consider a type of contemporary old master. To elaborate:   across a career timeline Tuymans’ work 

has a sense of learned old school technical expertise i.e. he finds a way to convincingly, if often 

unusually, represent a landscape, a mouth, a shirt on a hanger. A relatively recent Tuymans such as 

The Exorcist (2007) is comparable to Goya or Rembrandt in terms of being as surprising to observe 

in the flesh as it is technically apt. He typically maintains an obvious, if ambiguous, connection to 

the image. The same is true of my work only in as far as it remains representational on some level, 

because it emerges from source images. The ‘provisionality’ in my recent work is potentially related 

to having studied within an institution where traditional training for a medium such as painting 

was no longer provided and ideas or conceptual approaches were prioritised.  As already discussed, 

the adoption of the harebrained is of benefit to this methodology; a type of seeming- incompetence 

spawned from the anxious hunch that making a convincing painting is very difficult in the 21st 
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century, potentially more so in the presence of traditional training. Hence, making a work that 

seems completely wrong in so many ways, both in subject and execution, may be the answer. 

Georg Baselitz, speaks in interview of the ‘provisionality’ concept – Guston’s treadmill /my vehicle 

for repetition - via the act of negation. Best known for his crudely painted upside-down figures, 

Baselitz refers to his weariness regarding the notion of the correct tendency: 

These days I would say: many things are possible. Even, I think, if the tendency 
is dangerous or wrong or phoney. The pictures can still be good. There really 
is a certain something – I can only call it quality – which constitutes a picture 
(Baselitz, 1990, p.24). 

This is to say that today there are no absolutes in terms of right or wrong in painting: quality 

presents itself in subtleties. It is the object’s birth, its coming together; its self-penetration that 

testifies its own logic. This, and the notion of the self-employed object, are echoed in James 

Cousin’s remark on his own practice: ‘It’s contrived completely, but then you critique that or 

respond to it by doing something that is equally contrived but in a different way. You get to a point 

where the painting tells you what to do.’ (Cousins quoted in Gordon-Smith, 2015, p.3).

Referring again to the collectors’ angle, Charles Saatchi discusses the subtle difference between 

truly bad painting and that which is deceptively brilliant, ‘The repellent ones repel you for right 

reasons 99% of the time, but every now and then something that looks weird wins you around 

and turns out to be something special’ (p.148, 2010). This is to say that, in painting, an apparent 

badness or negation of skill is not necessarily what it appears to be, similarly to how beauty cannot 

be so easily defined. Guston attributes ‘staying on the treadmill’ as relying on his being baffled by a 

painted result. Likewise, Baselitz equates the idea of correctness in painting as something likely to 

fail via its own predictability, subsequently linking wrong-ness or the phoney with the possibility of 

good painting. If these two perspectives can be considered unanimous, then the perceived wrong-

ness in painting could in some cases be considered an un-obvious act of professionalism; A way, 

in fact, of making an original picture; prioritising materiality over illusion; paint as more essential 

than beard; meaning over image. There is a fine line in understanding the difference between 

whether ‘provisionality’ in painting equates to goodness or badness. I venture it is the strangeness 

that defines the difference; what Baselitz refers to a ‘certain something’; an indefinable quality 

which makes the picture good. Though Hickey discusses strangeness in terms of the pursuit and 
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I address it here in terms of a result, both points fundamentally address a goal or result whose 

success or purpose cannot be measured or explained logically. Given art’s subjective nature, there 

is no real way of determining this. 

Professionalism can be present in that which appears crude though I think people can be 

misguided. A good example is a conversation caught by the prolific YouTuber James Kalm, a New 

York artist who handy-cams many of the city’s painting shows. At a 2009 Dana Schutz exhibition 

Kalm encounters Brett DePalma whom he engages in conversation about his admiration of Schutz’s 

work. DePalma states that he likes ‘all the badness’ of the work and when Kalm asks if he means 

the ‘good bad’, De Palma replies that he means the ‘bad bad’ (Kalm, 2009). I would venture that 

De Palma was misguided here. To think a painting is truly “bad” is to spurn it; to consider it the 

opposite of good and therefore incapable of one’s acceptance or respect. Judging it as actually bad 

means suspecting it of holistic incompetence; that it is wrong in a way that cannot be accepted. In 

order to consider “badness” to actually be worthwhile in painting, surely it would have to equate to 

a deceptive form of expertise.

Bringing the conversation to my own work, I was, in truth, perturbed, potentially disgusted, by 

the result of the previously mentioned Caleb Followill with Beard (2016). It had to be turned to 

the wall for several weeks and receive glowingly enthusiastic feedback from respected colleagues 

before I began to understand its merit. The painting had been metaphorically bled for via Baron 

Yeti’s ritual before reaching a point where the composition prospered. Even then the result was 

so unlikely, so seemingly crude and unflattering to the source image, that I initially suspected it of 

being dreadful. There is no way to justify why those final unfussy moments brought Caleb Followill 

to victory, other than my own understanding of the activity; my own professionalism. The success 

had much to do with the way the areas of paint removed by a small paint shaper breaks up the 

composition in relation to the large impasto stokes below it; to the way the splatter of emerald 

green sits at the zenith of these removed areas and the aggressive way flake white wash was worked 

vigorously into the sap green/poppy red background as a finishing touch. None of these decisions 

conform to traditional notions of skill, so much as to the standards of the compulsive painter’s 

pedantic eye. 

Painters are warned strenuously against allowing their paintings to become “muddy”. As a base 
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rule, at least, this is a no go.  However, there is bad mud and there is good mud. From my own 

perspective I would loosely define “good mud” as the direct afterthought of a merging of colours 

that were mixed/created by the artist themselves. The beard portrait William Dart with Beard 

1982 (2015), is an example, I think, of good mud. Fought over for a whole week to get it right, the 

portrait eventually developed its own muddy areas in pools and drags, generally the result of a 

clashing of my specifically mixed flesh tones and my blacks created from mixtures of greens and 

reds. The mud here is something whose despicability is exceeded by the success of its knowledge. It 

is too researched to actually be bad.

The last century of painting’s history testifies that some of its greatest moments came from the 

artist’s willingness to explore the wrong way, or the way of unbridled freedom. The controversial 

criticism Guston received from the New York scene, when he defied the popular school of Abstract 

Expressionism in favour of figuration, altered not the fact that forty years on he is hailed as a hero 

by some of contemporary painting’s biggest names. A few examples of his protégés being Baselitz, 

Schutz, Tal R. Ross Feld refers to Guston’s cynicism towards modernism’s self-consciousness as 

‘false anxieties of painting’, insinuates that discovery, originality and progression in painting is 

possible once pretentions of rightness or style are put aside (2003, p.99). Guston’s scorn at the 

falsity of Abstract Expressionism’s guise of purity, synonymous with Natasha Conland’s statement 

about the error of the modernist tautology, suggests painting succeeds as a self-referential and 
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open-ended enquiry, rather than pandering to hierarchies or perceived notions of validity or 

rightness.  The terms “validity” and “hierarchy” here can be considered in many historical moments 

for painting: from the pre-industrialisation painting genres or religious commission, to, more 

recently, the burdens of conforming to club-house-type mentalities of the Modernist school, as in 

Guston or De Kooning’s case. 

Success for Guston or De Kooning perhaps meant disengaging from the popular and returning to 

figuration. For Baselitz, his portraits were turned on their heads and painted with uncompromising 

crudeness. My own case involves working from the image but in a way that wilfully removes itself 

from the image. My most successful work of 2013 from the 666 Chapter Two series was a case 

in point. The small painting Aleister Crowley, aged 14 (2013) concluded with a group of thick 

streaks of titanium white and pthalo green paint on a black background and a small area of reddish 

underpainting, a result which arguably bears no figurative resemblance to its source photograph: 

the title the only real clue. Another example is John Bonham with Beard and Hat (2014), an 

earlier beard portrait less focused on the gestures of the actual beard, barely recognisable as figure 

if not for the suggestion of shoulders below what stands for the head. The head itself amounts 

to a few areas of putty-like white triangles carved into a greenish-black backing. Allan Smith 

with Beard, glasses and long hair (2015) presents a tragic looking figure with the suggestion of 

beard and glasses yet minus, once again, any real attention to facial detail, crude and unflattering 

in appearance. Features are defied rather than defined through the uncompromising use - the 
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gestures - of paint. The obscenity of these compositions are struggles of perfectionism, not callous 

acts of piss-take. When to start, when to stop, the colours, mixtures and consistencies of paint, the 

rules within the ritual; all these things took not only hours of preparation each day but years of 

prior experience.

Referring again to Ulrich Loock’s discussion of Luc Tuymans, the picture should be considered 

important in as much as one could claim that for a serious painter it is crucial the outcome 

be successful painting. Professionalism should be present, even if perceived notions of skill 

are apparently absent. This will vary from painting to painting and painter to painter.  The 

tragedy of Guston’s compositions involves the most exquisite paint handling and colour palette 

within its seemingly monstrous realms; pay off from a previous four decades of hard work and 

experimentation. And the badness that makes Guston’s work good is not the same as the badness 

that makes Baselitz’s paintings good. The badness of Baselitz’s work is something closer to truly 

dreadful yet is mastered with ferocity, solidly unsentimental and learned. Where the artists 

mentioned all appear to be ‘seeking an escape from the compulsory discourse of modernism’ via 

an ultimately representational approach to painting, not one artist does it the same, yet there is 

the commonality of the provisional and of allegory (Loocke, 1992, p.38). ‘Provisionality’, when 

unanimous with professionalism, is the artists’ wilfulness to sidestep obvious academic stereotypes 

of skill, in favour of the mystery of discovery. Allegory is ever-present in the sense that the 
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paintings are forever about painting as a thing; this is an admission of their wilfulness and vanity. 

The perpetuating cycle of ancestry and vanity, the quasi-religious quest for meaning, remain 

through lavish painterly statements. The ferocity, enthusiasm and devotion, similar to a tribute 

rock band echoing their heroes, lingers. The majority of the Beard Portraits ended up being rock 

stars or painters and whichever was depicted, both ultimately are messiahs or icons.  The rock star 

brandishing his guitar before the masses, echoes the bearded artist brandishing his paintbrush 

before the easel, “paints them” ironically as the last gods or high priests of the new world and it 

parodies them through allegories of the compulsion.
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In this exegesis compulsion, sentiment, vanity and legacy have been embraced as essential to 

painting. Romantic inclinations, appreciating beauty and enjoyment have been celebrated. The 

wilfully repeated point, in relation to these ideas, has been the strangeness I consider present in 

the production of paintings. This strangeness is part of a fascinating mystery. For example, when 

this investigation started in 2013 I could not have perceived that the conclusive exhibition would 

amount to a portrait series of bearded men. This unforeseen result is, I believe, the painter’s 

number one prerogative when entering the studio: a goal of progression, of evolution, of moving 

gradually from one point to another more sophisticated, less known point. In painting, as in life 

and relationships, our greatest gratifications arrive when we give up expectations and the need for 

certainty. And, as in life, the painter is jaded by the repetition of it all – accepting the uncertainty of 

the future results whilst obsessively moulding memory into an adhesive.

Ambition could have shifted my actions outside traditional limitations of painting, expanding 

the act off the canvas and onto floors, into sculpture, non-gallery settings, tricking it up with 

conceptual chatter. But my instinct is that such ambitions hold little, if any, interest for me. The 

Baron Yeti pseudonym led to a metaphorical dead-end street, a doorway into a place historical and 

wondrous perched at its sidewalk: embracing the unreasonable obsession and even more so, the 

painted outcome as an inanimate physical thing. I am intrigued by these traditions of the stretched 

oil on canvas, by its restrictions. My exploration prospers within the sheer ‘thing-ed-ness’ of this 

thing’s legacy.

Even in the instances where painting’s traditions have been questioned, for example, turning 

an audience’s attention to the back of the stretched canvas, and the signature, rituals and other 

Conclusion
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information included, the point was not to defile painterly tradition, as I feel it might have been for 

Niki de Saint Phalle with her rifle. The point was respectful of the activity called painting and the 

luxury item called the painting. With the canvas leaned against the wall, its face facing away, the 

aesthetic broadens to experience how the honey-like grey-green oil writing retreats on the back of 

the canvas behind the framing of the stretcher; to observe the artist’s feverish muddy finger print 

smudges from when the canvas was shuffled around mid-painting session; to note the attractive 

way the stainless steel staples fasten the linen around the back of the pine or cedar frame. Being 

made to look at the back only increases one’s desire to experience the front. 

The Beard Portraits are a personal embarrassment; one that paradoxically leads to relief. I can 

admit to the harebrained logic of my work: like the lofty buffoonery of Baron Yeti or the irrefutable 

fan mentality of making Zeppelin or Sabbath paintings, the beard is an icon that revels in the cringe 

of the Man Crush phenomenon. The painter’s humility is his or her acceptance that they are a fool 

for painting. Like those canvases I turn around to expose the writing on the backs, the beard is 

an allegory of obsession, like a person chasing unrequited love. The idea of the bearded man that 

other men admire is intriguing, but even if I claim the act of painting is tribute to this idea, then 

the beard idea is still humble fodder for the painting compulsion. When painting becomes logical 

or clever, strangeness wills it back into the schizophrenia of its compulsion and inability to explain; 

something alluded to by De Kooning and Tal R, and in Guston’s below statement:

Do not make laws 
Do not form habits 
You do not possess a way- 
You do not possess a style- 
You have nothing finally but some “mysterious” urge-to use the stuff- the 
matter 
(Guston cited in Feld, 2003, p.51-2).

Constantly discarding known gimmicks is essential to painting’s growth. The painter must always 

admit to being somewhat lost to their occupation. Our habits and knowledge must always be 

confused, reinvented, turned on their head, as did Baselitz with his portraits, because this is when 

discovery takes place. 

As the investigation concludes I wonder about recent habits of my practice. There are enough 
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beards to paint forever. It would be a staple project and catchy trademark. But it risks inhibiting 

future painting process – confronting this motif of thick straggly facial hair whenever approaching 

the canvas can create a stumbling block, interfering with painting’s best unexpected moments. I 

suspect it will only become the elephant in the room. It has served its uses but it is time to find new 

pastures.

The rituals, likewise, I sometimes find perplexing. They have produced successful results and 

would seem to be still essential at least to starting a painting; to finding a way into it. But consider 

the final sentence of the ritual inscribed on the back of Jim Morrison with Beard (2015):

Only The Doors listened to. Anticlockwise marks one song. Downward diagonal 
marks the following song. This routine repeated. Evolved into more intuitive 
approach over three-day working period.

This sentence is common to at least a dozen paintings completed during the investigation. 

The ritual, like the subjects or other ideas, so often dissolves at the hands of the medium’s 

unpredictability. More than any ritual that invoked the painting, the chance encounters were what 

precipitated its finest moments. If anything, the ritual teaches that no system can govern painting’s 

complexity; that the triumphs of those strange moments cannot be explained by something as 

conventional as a set of basic rules. 
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I recently sent former teacher Judy Millar images of the backs of the paintings and she mentioned 

to me her suspicion of artists bringing written elements to this visual form, asking me if it was 

meant to be ironic. I replied, yes, it was completely ironic – that the written ritual did not so much 

challenge painting but more knelt down before it. True as this was, Millar’s inquiry provoked 

thought. Documentation on the paintings’ backs has functioned as a form of artefact, cataloguing, 

and a facet of compulsion during this investigation. With the investigation closing, though, does 

the written ritual become over kill? Should painting not be allowed its right of complete mystery? 

Perhaps the ritual should remain but not be written. Perhaps the backs of the canvases should 

contain poetry, random thoughts that occurred, appropriate song lyrics, Bible Revelations, 

Confessions of Baron Yeti?

And why do I draw attention to these personal moments of artistic self-doubt at this seemingly 

inappropriate late point in the game? Because painting must remain unstable and strange to 

me for it to continue to be interesting, and these adjectives must remain to be scrutinised in 

an uncomfortably personal manner. Like the wilfully opinionated arguments of this exegesis - 

from beauty to beards - painting briefly articulates intense moments of clarity before becoming 

perplexing again, even antagonising. That is the revelation of this investigation: one’s approach 

to art making, like our loves, relationships, opinions, wisdoms and philosophies, are in a constant 

state of change; forever in flux and impossible to completely pin down. And we are equally 

bewildered by and enamoured of them.

This inquiry has involved much use of the personal pronoun “I”, there is little other option in an 

exegesis based around one’s time “duking it out” in the studio. I have not always come across as 

optimistic. When reading these opinions, you    might be tempted to compare my mentality to the 

thoughts expressed by the boy in Frank Sargeson’s short story ‘An Attempt at an Explanation’:

If I’d been older perhaps I would have made a picture for myself of the earth as 
just a speck of dirt drifting in space, with human creatures crawling over it and 
crouching down and holding on tight just as the lice had done on the back of 
my hand.  
(1964, p.16).

But no, not really. The things we love with obsession and compulsion bring us meaning and hope. 



95

Hope goes on in the face of futility. So I conclude on this note, and not without a hint of smugness, 

that long from now paintings will reside in the world, the fronts and backs of which confidently 

attest to the indisputable truth that Baron Yeti Lives!
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