AVATAR: JOHN STARK’S LATEST PAINTINGS
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Recently, Stark curated a show to which I lent a piece by the artist and enfant terrible of the LA art scene, Manuel Ocampo. The choice didn’t surprise me because although very different in terms of style, they have one thing in common: they both see themselves as paradigms of purity as opposed to the corruption of the art world.

John Stark’s art is distinctive because of the highly polished craftsmanship of his paintings and that makes them a rarity in a market where galleries push their artists to manufacture as many works as possible per month. I believe the thousands of brushstrokes needed to achieve the level of shine we admire hide the key to the meaning of his work. His paintings are like mirrors that reflect a similar world to ours and at the same time, they are a testament of how hard this artist works. The question is then, which world is he reflecting and what is the point of working so hard when since the Renaissance, artist have been trying not to be considered manual labourers but intellectuals.  

Stark’s style, at first glance, conveys a rejection of being recognised. In this sense he goes against the art institution that teaches that brushwork should be the signature of the Artist (capitalised on purpose). So, is it possible that an artist working in today’s art market, which is characterised by celebrities and social status, not only wants to be seen as a labourer but also does not want to be recognisable? Well, the good news is that John Stark is not alone on the mimetic side of things as previous artists such as Gerrit Dou, Jan Ver Meer, and the Spaniards Francisco de Zurbaran and Sanchez Cotan.  The difference between the Dutch and Seville schools of mirror-like paintings and John Stark’s is that the latter replaces light with colour as the key element for depicting volume in his figures and trees, therefore his naturalism is not that naturalistic after all, the palette being either phosphorescent or bordering on the primary. In other words, these images are not mirrors of nature as in Van Eyck but a window to a different dimension. 
Being unique in this art world is not bad after all. As a matter of fact, art is a very malleable symbol of status where the unique is a scarce commodity. The curators at Tracy Emin’s retrospective at the Hayward Gallery recently showed that art is the only way that Britain accepts social ascension through money. In her work ‘The History of Painting’ Emin frames five used tampons. By doing this she transforms her body in the officiating space of that social transubstantiation. There is something Eucharistic in the way the Young British Artists believed success and money were produced. For a while, it was a matter of attitude and that’s why the art world became one where disdain and exclusion even became a marketing strategy. Anyone who knows John Stark as a person knows that he is the exact opposite of this. He is a modest man painting in a modest way. Even his prices are modest if taken into account the hours of labour undertaken. Angela de la Cruz’s ‘Nothing’ (2009), a disposed piece of canvas that takes a maximum of one hour to make costs the same as Stark’s masterpiece, ‘In Times of Exactness and Uncertainty’.  It could be said that the alchemy of art is where something worthless becomes worthy (just like Tracy Emin, as a person) or, if we use a religious impression, where bread becomes the body of Christ as in the Eucharist. Stark’s paintings function in the opposite way. The fact that more gestural figurative painters such as Frank Auerbach, Cy Twombly or closer to his generation Katy Moran, have been in this sense, alchemical, means that what is privileged by the art world is the spontaneous over the controlled and rehearsed. In other words, there is no space for the spontaneous. Everything is calculated and rehearsed to perfection because the image must be that of a frozen moment of the sublime, understood as the place where beauty and fear collide. 
The issue of puerility crosses across all these paintings. For example, in his new show’s largest painting, ‘In Times of Exactness and Uncertainty’ his palette organises the composition as in Poussin or Cezanne. At first glance, the primary colours appear childish and make everything look cartoon-like.  They bring comedy into a painting that I would call tragic through two arrow shaped curves:  the top one divides the painting in two and contains three colours, all intermediate, transitional and phosphorescent.  The way he deploys colour allows the viewer to ‘see’ a narrative or a temporality. The homage to Poussin is much more relevant than the epitaph to the right of the bee-keeper at the centre that reminds of Poussin’s Rebecca and the actual wooden construction that the same man is looking at, a shape that flirts with Poussin’s tomb in his Ego in Arcadia Fuit. This is particularly important because in a figurative painting which, by definition is either theatrical (the figures interact among themselves ignoring the viewer) or self absorptive
, he has managed to communicate a narrative not with figures but atmosphere and chromatism. For example, the space is divided in two vertical halves the one on the left is threatening and weird, the one on the right is promising and nice. The morphology of the earth echoes the narrative of the sky and the fact that the cap of the main bee-keeper is a different colour than the rest and coincides with the colour of Doom in the background says it all. The art is represented by the Donald Judd-like beehives which echo the colour of calm so we can only hope that art will survive against all odds or, even, against its own maker, as Stark’s palette seems to say.
At this point it is common place to link John Stark with the creator of the Weltlandschaft, Joachim Patinir.  For his own up to date masterpiece, Stark uses the Flemish’ masterpiece ‘Caron’s Passage’ as his main compositional and figurative source although there are elements of Brueghel and Rosa in the trees. For example, the rocky bridge on the middle ground left side is a reference to Rosa’s ‘Landscape with a Bridge’ at the Wallace Collection. What Stark and Patinir’s piece share is the split of the world in two halves, a rocky one and the prairie-like one. In Patinir’s original, the viewer (as the figure on the boat) must choose between two paths, one that leads towards a dark rocky terrain that, paradoxically, symbolises virtue. As anything truly worthwhile in life, the path to access it is narrow and tricky.  On the other side the waters are calm, the entrance is wide and quite and the planes are green and unobtrusive. It doesn’t surprise me that John has chosen that particular work by Patinir as the source for his largest piece to date which, at the same time, is his most important artistic statement in that it allows us to elucidate his previous painting and many issues that were not clear. 
The first issue is the question of allusion in this body of work. To be honest, it has been very difficult for me to know whether he used the originals as sources for his landscapes (as models), whether they were a source of authority in order to inject some credibility (out of insecurity) or whether he is adding his own voice to a trans-historical conversation with his masters of the past. As his friend, I hope it is the latter. Let’s deconstruct then some aspects of his relationship with Patinir. At first glance, there is a visual inversion for he alters the order and swaps rocky and green sides. Not ambitious enough, he is not painting a pendant piece to compete with the original and of course, someone that sees himself as a bee cannot claim to belong to the cannon of the Northern glories but to the underworld of  labourers. From the point of view of meaning, while in Patinir there are two options to choose from, in Stark, there is no choice. One path on the left is already in use and two bee-keepers can be seen heading to a green house in the back. But before that, there is another allusion because the winding path passes under a rocky bridge in the manner of Salvatore Rosa which, in the context of Starks image, loses its original function because there are simply no cars, natural accidents or danger to bridge over so it cannot be anything other than a portico or a Triumphal arch used by the bee-keepers or those who have nothing to celebrate. After this very paradoxical mini-Communist Revolution as an ornament we get to the piece de resistance of the whole painting, the green house where the bee keepers go. This building is uncanny because it is placed in a mirage of astonishing scenery, however, those who go to that building cannot see what makes the place where it is placed special. 
At this point, it is obvious that both bees and bee keepers are embodied allegories of the maker of that image, John Stark. It is touching to see that the real epitaph is not to the right of the main beekeeper in the centre foreground but in the green house (which is all of a sudden, as a mis en abime,) where a statement about his art and the general culture inserted lies within.  It calls to mind two radically different buildings that look exactly like this one but have one thing in common: the first one is the Panopticon, (originally designed by the Utilitarian, Jeremy Bentham) understood as the perfect prison and model for the bureaucratic eye that can see everything, as written about by Michel Foucault. The stroke of genius is that Stark realises that the Panopticon is also a building for horizontal control which is the way the court used to look and see before the bureaucratic state and its massification. It is the second building associated with this image that interests me the most. There was one like that in Leicester Square in 1800. Seated in darkness, which makes that wall of rocks and the absence of windows necessary, and with accompanying music, the audience of up to 130 saw a series of gigantic painted tableaux through an aperture about 2m by 3m, which had movable elements and were animated by light shining through taffeta. This panorama was another expression of the effects of massification but not through the controls that happened in the factory or at school but through leisure. This implied a different way of seeing paintings, much more superficial and that was also directly linked to landscapes. Both buildings convey an idea of control through images: the former by repressing certain kinds of behaviour through violence, as stated by Max Weber, while the latter controls through escapism. If you bear in mind that those inhabiting that building are the clones of the main bee keeper at the centre of the foreground which, in my opinion, mirrors the artist-labourer, there is only one conclusion: Stark is not only the bee keeper, he is also the viewer. This is the best homage Stark can give to one of his pictorial heroes, Francisco de Zurbaran who’s ‘Saint Francis in Meditation’ could be seen as one of the sources for his bee-keepers / monks / craftsmen / labourers. 
There is also homage to the painter whose body of work I have dedicated the last four years of my life, Diego Velazquez. The difference between Stark’s and Velazquez’s Las Meninas or for example Zurbaran’s ‘Christ with San Luke’ where a ‘cartelino’ mimetically painted ‘on’ the physical surface of the canvas makes us doubt the dimension we are witnessing, is that Stark adds the variable of power as sublimated violence through the bureaucratic state for those who get what the building is about, or for those who focus on the iconographies of the bees against the world of high art. The literature and theatre of the Spanish Golden Age discussed this extensively where life was nothing but a dream. Starks’ painting ends up as avatar.  And from that perspective of class, it is difficult not to find sad the fact that the artist ends up not knowing whether he is inside or outside his own painting. The frame of this painting seems to be definitely moving. In his own game of mirrors and unlike Zurbaran, he is not the one controlling the aporia but the riddle takes over him. On the other hand, the fact that the beekeepers cannot see the landscape they manufactured (in case the mise en abyme is not so) when inside the green house shows that the artist is not only producing this piece for us but the piece is also a product that is going to be sold and part with him. He is creating stunning beauty for others to enjoy. 
I have said so far that John Stark is modest and his brushworks adds to that modesty because instead of leaving his mark on every square millimetre of the pictorial surface he is only concerned in the outcome which is an object that, in Marxist terms, contains in itself hours of intensive labour. This is different to the intellectual and tran-substantive way the art world during the past hundred years has understood high art. There is a painting that shows this relationship between the object that changes instantaneously through conceptual strategies into Art which in real life occurs because the artists says so in a place dedicated to those kinds of alchemical conversions. Of course, I am referring to the white cube of the art gallery that has been transformed into a stage where an audience is predisposed to respect that object before anything is seen or done. These are the kind of works of art that Michael Fried calls literalists and are more commonly known as minimalist. The difference between those works and John Starks is that with the latter the theatrical context of the white cube is not needed. The opposition between the polished figurative and mimetic art that Stark practices and art that depends on the theatrics of the art institution as a context appears symbolically in the  painting ‘Black Mirror’. This is a strange image that fascinates me because it is visually and thematically linked to another symbol; the Host. There is a bee-keeper in full gear looking at a phosphorescent sphere, its centre is placed at eye level like in an art gallery showing his back both to painter and viewer and facing a sphere of light that looks like honey but it is much more than that, it is pure energy which visually appears as pure abstraction. Except for the Queen, the rest of the bees are anonymous, like Stark, they do what they have to do but they don’t leave their mark. There is another dimension to the bees as symbols that must be linked to the way Stark works and it has to do with the fact that during the Early Modern period bees symbolised in their cross-fertilisation from flower to flower the strategies of the artists for whom emulation and inter-textuality generate different dimensions of meaning. 
Needless to say that Stark references are everywhere but they are used in two ways: on one hand, to avoid referring to himself as the author, if so these paintings are not by him but referred to in the third person as ‘it looks like Patinir meets Salvatore Rosa’, on the other hand he uses references as strategic homage to specific artists with whom he wants to identify. However, in this exhibition there is one painting that gets very close to the core of the issue of representation as a strategy of ‘class’ and not surprisingly is a picture that many of the viewers might oversee because of its size and colour, ‘The Outsider’. These kinds of images were ‘still-lives’ originally supposed to function as trompe l’oeil. There is another allusion in this small painting to one of the most important fijnschilderein. Gerrit Dou painted those windows with curtains claiming his place in the canon of Ancient painting better known through the competition between Zeuxis and Parrasyus. Dou uses what for the Greeks was just art discussing art into a moralising niche that evoked the old Madonna’s in the gothic cathedrals but actually represent the realm of the private home that becomes a small and private Church in the Netherlands where the father is seen as the priest of the family. Stark goes further and strips the image of any figure. His homage to Dou is iconoclastic. He destroys the figurative and leaves an empty space that could be abstract if the bee wasn’t there, the insect appears as protagonist in this exhibition, and that in itself refers to the ‘naturalias’ of the XVI century where artists such as Pieter Saenredam used paint to represent nature as alive and dead at the same time (as in a catalogue). However, the hidden allusion here is not to the Dutch but to Zurbaran. John Stark’s approach to this painting is ambiguous because the presence of the bee destroys the suspension of disbelief necessary for abstract painting to happen. There is something that reminds me of the monumental photographs of interiors in some of the practitioners of the Dusseldorf School such as Thomas Struth and Candida Hopfer. The viewer in Stark faces a dead end, a wall, in the same way that the viewer faces a dead end in Velazquez’s Rockeby Venus and any photography by Struth or Hopfer. Michael Fried in his analysis of the theatrical in the work of the Dusseldorf school says that the way the viewer is confronted with a highly ornamented wall implies that the project of the artists is that of generating a space that is analogous to the white cube in its stage-like theatricality. Again, a bee keeper is a proxy of the viewer who, in fact, allegorises the artist himself who is represented as looking into the glowing white sphere of light as if it were a work of art. In his homage to the Northern Renaissance (that moved images from the church into the art gallery) Starks process is iconoclastic. The consequence of this was the image lost its power and presence. Hung in an art gallery, the image of the virgin is not the virgin herself but a mere representation of her. Stark takes the process of disbelief even further and places the image that has historically been placed at the ceremonial centre of the church, the one image that is so powerful that even the Catholics decided not to ornament and leave it pure. Here Stark addresses the fundamental paradox of our civilisation. The fact that at the centre of a culture that exists only through images lays a white circle of light (bread or honey for that matter) entails abstraction as the basis of the figurative in a culture of pure figuration. In a show where the forms of the body emulate geometrical figures and the colours move towards primary, Starks quest for the pure image continues. 
� See Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Chicago, 1980) 





