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Mercurius Duplex


Conner Contemporary Art is pleased to present John Stark’s first solo exhibition in the U.S. The London-based artist makes his much anticipated American debut with a powerful new series of paintings in oil on wood panel, Mercurius Duplex. An innovator in the dark undercurrent of London’s contemporary art scene, Stark integrates styles and themes from recent and past artistic traditions to form his own system of meaning. 


The show’s title, meaning “Dual Mercury,” reflects the artist’s conception of his work as a Mercurial marriage of ‘high’ and ‘low’ art. Stark’s paintings contain a world of desolate landscapes, imaginary destinations appearing at moments in crisp, exacting detail, only to dissolve into light or mist elsewhere. Never giving away too much information, or surrendering to academic formulas, he converses easily with traditions of landscape and figure painting, while also evoking colorful sci-fi posters, or 70's- style rock band album covers. Stark presents us, in one painting, with a spare, moonlit terrain that echoes the cool stillness of Caspar David Friedrich. In another, he conjures the cosmic symbolism of Albrecht Altdorfer and Matthias Grunewald, painting a vivid sunrise, glowing with otherworldly colors, and lit with hints of meteorological phenomena. Stark updates these German masters with pop culture humor, populating his unattainable, foreboding spaces with skulls and grim, hooded figures, which can read dually, as memento mori, or as death/metal emblems that might decorate the walls of teenage boys’ bedrooms. 


If Stark’s style refuses to be pinned down, his imagery also resists a fixed narrative reading, and instead, invites fantasy and speculation. He alludes to a post-apocalyptic, psychological landscape, which may be seen as either primitive or futuristic. The suggestion of the aftermath of some unknown catastrophe, past or future, is all the more significant because of this exhibition’s context, in Washington, DC, on the anniversary of the September 11 terror attacks. In some of Stark’s pictures, decaying corpses, supported by rustic funeral pyres, identify their locations as sites for ritual. In others, hooded figures engage in cryptic activities, burying the dead, or perhaps performing incantations. Their anonymity and solemn aspect indicate a higher spiritual order, or a sect with special power, and secret knowledge. Their environment is variously crystalline, vaporous, or filled with falling snow, or ash. Whether they’ve endured chemical warfare, a solar storm, or a plague, is unknown. 


Stark encourages multiple readings of his subject by exploring the rich medieval history of the compound Mercury in his imagery. Flasks of liquid and salamanders symbolize Mercury’s function as a catalyst in the alchemical transmutation of base matter into gold. Could Mercury have been the cause of the unseen calamity that struck Stark’s imagined world? Or, maybe it provides the antidote? The artist’s ambivalence stems from his interest in the medical use of Mercury to treat victims of diseases, like leprosy and syphilis. While some patients benefitted, others died of mercury poisoning. Both fixed and volatile, Mercury was thought by alchemists to combine the solar and lunar types of consciousness. Said to be the child of chaos, Mercury was identified with the devil. However, the name of the Roman messenger god also evokes the planet Mercury’s role in the order of the cosmos. Submerging viewers in a realm between light and darkness, Stark suspends us within a strange, uncertain time. Is this the end of a forgotten era, or the dawn of a post-industrial age? Stark’s paintings provide fertile ground for further discovery. Using, at every turn, the slippery nature of Mercury as an analogy, he undermines serious academic enquiry with humorous references to death metal album art. As he does so, Stark moves deftly back and forth between the roles of a black magician - who masterfully calls forth our superstitions, fears, and fantasies with paint - and a diabolical trickster - who wittily cajoles us into laughing at our own seriousness. 
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