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sources, grafted f
jetsam of consumer society which Hurley
ﬂnds in flea markets, antique stalls and
junk shops. Wearing their foibles on their
sleeves, or as hairpins, Hurley paints his
characters with a knowing sense that
their blankness is a foil. Each mute
character is built up, accreted in painted
or paper layers as an antidote to a
contemporary culture which already has
too much history, too much information.

Like the Kuleshov Experiment in
cinema, Hurley's works draw on found
material. Russian filmmaker Lev
Kuleshov conducted the experiment
around 1918, inter-cutting a blank close-
up of aTsarist matinee star with footage
of a plate of soup, a girl, a child’s coffin.
The audience attributed an entire
vocabulary of emotions and moods to the
re-appearing face, even though in each
case its expression did not change at all.
Hurley, like many other contemporary
artists, exploits this effect of emotional
projection in his dispassionate character
studies. Roni Horn's diaristic portraits
use near identical close-ups, juxtaposed
with other imagery to suggest how a
person can "feel” like the weather, or a
landscape, or the environment —a
technique that draws on the Kuleshov
Effect. (Like Horn, Hurley also uses
repetition, often painting the same
character over and over with minute
differences, prompting us to reconsider
the context of looking, and the neglected
art of seeing.)®

When you know Hurley's pictorial
devices have a history, it prompts you to
speculate on their ancestry. For instance,
a found photograph of a floral anchor
became a touchstone for his Salty Yarns
Of The Sea series. The photograph is a
marker of Hurley's particular form of
nistoricism —one that he constructs
from incidental visual footnotes. The
"ibbon claims the project for Greenwich
Royal Hospital School, and ties up the
oouquet with an innate sense of duty,
service, bravery and time off for good
oehaviour. That anchor motif makes an
appearance in Girl With Anchors And
Yarn Hurley's portraits offer cult figures
an afterlife, complete with pot-boiled
memento mori relics and the accoutre-
ments of maritime life. These characters
are the undead. With these inscrutable

nalities the cu

from their original purpose. Hurley's u
of recycled paper draws neatl K
the metaphor of a blank page. The
inexpressive face and the blank page
merge. Hurley's works can't help but
point out that the blank face and the
blank sheet of paper are both already
full of meaning, even if they only denote
impassivity or the absence of a mark.

Hurley's blankness has a grain. The
surface texture of linen plays across his
subjects’ faces, giving them the quality
of tweedy hardcover books, the kind that
are now relegated to second-hand
stores. That bookish quality makes the
faces appear as if they are emerging
from the pages of history, as if they have
been, not buried, but perhaps sub-
merged, under the weight of it. Their
eyes, cheeks, lips are all enmeshed with
the same flat texture, the pallor of
memory.

Over decades, blankness has been
mined and in-filled to the point of no
return by artists, actors, supermodels,
puppet politicians. For contemporary
audiences, the head shot is more likely
to evoke a marketable individuality or
brand than an essence or emotion.
Hurley’'s women are full frontal, disem-
bodied heads. Like ornamental busts
or cameos, they are literally fragments.
The men’s more naturalistic three-
quarter poses anchor them in pictorial
space. Blankness is associated with
flawlessness. But Hurley's clip-art
collage aesthetic is often more akin to
a Mr Potato Head expressiveness than
a sublime tabula rasa. These works
suggest an operating mode where
expression can be adopted from a
prescribed range of emoticons, or a
set of found props.

Hurley's portraits can be compared
with the works of American painter of
middle class blankness, Alex Katz, who
much more readily adopts the props of
fashion and the details of textiles in his
works —the trappings of biography. Both
artists use traditional conventions of
portraiture. Like Katz, the inclusion of
incidental props locates and individual-
ises the sitter: the lap dog or hanky, fan
or piece of drapery. But in Hurley's
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ian, but Hurley's portraits,

provide ample space for projection. Zo=
artists exploit that contemporar .

tive experience, as an indeterm
space for recognition that exists
where between seeing and know
Like stuffed animals, his portraiis
explore the possibilities of express -
lessness, returning a steady gazs
steadily. These mute, carefully ns_
studies approach blankness precis=
so that they can be used as a spacz ¢
subjective experience.

1. Ralph Rugoff "Head Shots" in Circus
Americanus London/New York: Verso 7222 o=

2. Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe Beauty And The
Contemporary Sublime New York: Allwzr-
Press 1999, p116.

3. Roni Horn has said, "as we go forw
so-called ‘information age’, paracv= ca -
recognise less and less, because we .2
experience less and less.” See,
www.contemporary-magazine.com,/prot es5s

4, Julian Opie Portraits Zurich: Codax 2002, o7 2=
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c.‘[ions using collage and a cut-
] arv'ies over into the finished paint-
ngs, with Jch ‘dressing” his canvases like manne-
] - ber's blocks. He interlocks discrete
shapes—r o[ﬂsentmg facial features, hair and items
tdent\ktt style. He avoids naturalism,
nally modelled areas with areas of flat
ted colour or pattern in a manner ultimately
=r ved from synthetic cubism, particularly Fernand
g This brand of cubism saw a more colourful
=rolay of painting and collage, a search for “the
of the pictorial ground”. This mix is at the
o7 Hurley's knowing picture-making. His bold oil
7 ngs and modest paper collages inform one
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in frontal or three-quarter view, faces are
e to the picture plane with little illu-
behind. Backgrounds are either
coloured or scrubbed, or decoratively
with faux wood grain. Any sense of space
m the subject, the delicate angle of the
nose. the thickness of the neck, the occasional drop
snzdow Trom a collar or falling hair. Hurley also
SUDDresses -Vjchologmal or narrative depth. The
=sull is an affectless graphic treatment, naive but
ng. ,_‘n ky yet formal Hurley pursues evenness
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gmatic aoswactlon or retrograde figuration.
—urley prefers subjects from times past, be it a

or centuries ago. While earlier paintings
ented images of old school friends as children,
atest paintings are more overtly anachronistic,
ng back to 18th century seafarers, worthy explor-
wicked pirates. Hurley plays up the clichés. In
With Anchors And Yarn, a woman, maybe the
- Anne Bonny, Calico Jack's lead lady, takes on
Tz appearance of a ship's Fgurehead with a necklace
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b adge to prove it. A swarthy Spanish bucca-
00ks shifty. Second Mate wears a striped navy

L. current mod fashion as much as pirate garb. His

n suggests soap-operatic evil machinations.

th century was the time of Queen Charlotte,

nd Beethoven, copyright law, and the spread

" prints and physionotraces, which lead to
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cock demanded his stars not to emote. Hurley, like
Hitchcock, prefers art direction to method acting.
Imagine a stiff, starched and slightly wooden Jimm
Stewart on deck as boy scout, cowboy, private or
pirate.

Equally vogue and vague, Hurley perversely renders
18th century quaintness into the visual language of
early modernism, evacuating history as much as
celebrating it, probing what Joanna Woodall calls “the
historical contingency of likeness.” He is not after a
specific direct likeness. Instead he uses characters to
allude to an over-all period feel, and yet disrupts this
by painting subjects from one period in the manner of
another, hinting at the constructed nature of histories
and problems of re-presentation.

Leger is a perennial influence on Hurley, both for his
style (Leger pioneered the formal conceit of combin-
ing flat areas and shallow modelled ones) and his
content (Leger's everyman proletarian chic, his deco
comic-book heroism). Leger's Le Mecanicien —a
psychologically vacant "portrait” of a generic French
mechanic in profile in a black singlet, smoking,
moustachioed, sporting a handsome anchor tattoo —
is a touchstone for Hurley, who acknowledges his debt
to Leger in a recent work Bless The Beast, which
features Leger’s parrot.

In 1771 Sir Joshua Reynolds' decreed, “A history
painter paints man in general, a portrait painter, a
particular man and consequently a defective model.”
By this measure Hurley is neither a portrait painter
nor a history painter. He manoeuvres between depict-
ing a certain person and a type of person, between
specific and generic traits, the topical and the typical.
He toys with traditional portraiture and its concern
for verifiable likeness and the assumed elevation of
the sitter. His paintings undermine the sitter's claim
to fame, their authority and identity. He undercuts the
cherished idea of distinct autonomous individuals by
creating a genus, a makeshift assorted family of
characters, a rogue's gallery.

In the 18th century, bourgeois humanist subjectivity
and the cult of individuality were cemented with the
rise of portraiture as public image. Hurley's work
conjures up the 18th century as the great age of
portraiture, but provides an antidote to its presump-
tive humanism. His work has more to do with the
debasement of that tradition in Warhol's post-human-
ist silk-screened celebrity ocr“raﬁs Hurley's portraits
those iconic, tightly cropped head-
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Gavin Hurley is a full-time artist
based in Auckland. He was born in
Auckland in 1973. He graduated
from Elam School of Fine Arts,
University of Auckland, in 1998, with
a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Painting.
He has exhibited at the Anna Bibby
Gallery since 1999, presenting the
solo exhibitions School Portraits
(2002), Agent (2003), My Sad Captains
(2004) and Effigies And Paper Dolls
(2005). Salty Yarns Of The Sea, an
exhibition of paintings and collages,
is his fifth solo show with the
Gallery. He has been included in
curated exhibitions such Portraiture:
The Art Of Social Commentary (Te

B Tuhi/The Mark, Pakuranga, 2003),
egmm Mixed-Up Childhood (Auckland Art
Gallery, 2005) and Birds: The Art Of
New Zealand Bird Life (Pataka
Museum of Arts and Culture,
Porirua, 2006). In 2004 he embarked
on a research trip to London to visit
the Greenwich Maritime Museum.
In 2005 he travelled to New York in
search of American colonial
portraiture and folk art images.
Salty Yarns Of The Sea features
images sourced from these trips.
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