PAINT IT BLACK

PAINTING AS A ZOMBIE MEDIUM

Mika Hannula




Dm S CONTEMPORARY PAINTING mernit
our attention? To answer this question
is both very simple and slightly complicat-
ed. It is sample 1n a general sense, but obva-
ously gets tangled up in various contexts
and histories when one attempts 1o be more
precise. However, this is exactly what I will
try to do in the following text. I will focus
on Nordic painting, and seck to provide an
abstract and practical framework as a reply
1o this question

Starting from an abstract level, if and
when we hold true to the principle of being
against formalism of any kind, and conse
quently, if we prefer coptent and content-dn-
ven practices, | think it is crystal clear that as
such there is nothing special about contem-
porary painting. The point is, of course, what
is done and said with it. Therefore, painting,
or any given medium of expression, is
meaningful and deserving of fully attentive
recognition if it is able — night here, right
now 1o be critical but constructive, self
reflexive, aware of its past traditions but not
stuck in them, tolerant, and open-ended. In
other words, painting is in a constant
process of trying to question, refigure, and
think through what it is, what it wants, and
what it might become, Only when these no-
tions come together can painting avoid
being boring and painful, and instead, really
emerge as something pleasurable,

That was, let’s say, the philosophical
part, Easy, isn’t it? But what happens when
this is combined with the day-to-day prac-
tice of painters? Do we have (and this is put
with just a tiny bit of irony) a Leninist situ-
ation where the reality, like it or not, must
succumb to the demands of the theory? Or
are we so lucky that both sides could actu
ally support one another? My modest claim
15 10 try to demonstrate how both sides can,
in the best of cases, imentwine and cohabit
in a very fruitful way.

I will concentrate on Noedic painting be
cause of my own background, and because of
a senies of three exhibitions on contemporary
Nordic painting that [ have been rescarching
and working on during the last two years. |
curated these shows — all carrying the same
title “Stop for a Moment™ — together with
Kari Immonen, curator at the Nordic Institute
of Contemporary Arnt (NIFCA). Each of the
exhabitions explored a different theme and in-
cluded a different group of artists. They took
place first at Giivle Konstoentrum in Sweden
in February-March 2002 ("Painting as a
Place to Be™); then at Projedl. in Istanbul,
Turkey, in Apnil-June (“Painting as Nama-
tive™); and the kast will happen in the Wilind
Aaltonen Museum in Turku, Finland, this
September-November (“Painting as Pres-
ence”). Therefore, not only are my views
transparently personal and biased, but they

are proudly so. This is how I situate myself

And now, finally, to the cases. 1 will
begin with a quote by the Danish artist Tal
R, which magnificently charactenizes a spe-
cial attitude and a strategic sea-change:
“Painting 1s a zombie medium. As a painter
you are a little bit like a guy showing up in
a tiger suit at a techno party. So your dress
code is outdated, but you might sull have
the best moves on the dance floor”

What is so significant to me here is the
artist’s ability to laugh at himself, and to si
multancously laugh heartily with the medi
um. We are witnessing an attitude that has
moved beyond the beavy burden and the
troublesome past of painting. It knows its
past, but it moves forward with dedication.
It has a perspective, and a strong enough
sense of itself to be able to question and to
keep on keeping on, shaping and shaking
the possibilities of painting.

Admittedly, this strategy requires nerve,
and it presupposes a well-developed identity
You have to have a lot of guts, or in the words
of a not so famous pop song, you need balls
bigger than King Kong's. But seriously

JUKKA KORKEILA, Untithed, 2002, Water-
color and pendil on paper, 42 x 60 co. Courtesy
Anhava, Helsinki. Oppesite: TAL R, Visier,
2002, Ohl paint and crayon on canvas, 200 x 200
cm., Courtesy Contemporary Fine Arts, Berlin,
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From top: BIRGIR S, BIRGISSON, Blond Nurses, 1998-2000. Oil on canvas, 160 x 110 cm.
Bload Nurses, 1998-2000, O4l on canvas, 130 x 160 cm. Phe Viglus Birgisson.

Opposite: MARIANNA UUTINEN, Open, 2002, Acrylic on canvas, 0 x £0 e,

Courtesy Anhava, Helsink
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Mika Hosnu

Artx in Heluinks, Fir

Flash Art 77



