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Seth Chwast, Blowan® in Bha wand 83, 43x24, ol on cANVEE

It art could speak.



y feeling is that people
go 1o the Mational
Ciallery™s new exhis

bitbom. “Seth Chwast, leons of
Cayman', not because they care
aboud arl but because they feel
soary about the artist. All night, |
confess: | am the guailty ome who
was ininigued mostly because
the artist happens to be autistic.
And, oh, yes, my curiosity was
fuclled when [ heard that he
rarely talks or leoks you in the
eyes. What would his paim-
ings look like? Do we applaud
them simply because they are
an explodt, like we applaud the
first words of a child? lsn't voy-
eunsbie cnj:l;r:,'m:nl: the inten-
tion of the show? And so, much
thaugh | felt compasssonate and |
bowve 1o e treated B a little bit of
existentialist melancholy, | wem
with the detesmination o beave
my emodions 81 home, The only
emotional effects permitted here
woalkd be the ones expressed by
the arisi.

And what a  surprise!
Supposedly, an sutistie person

is suffering. Therefore, of 50 the
argumient mins, an sutistic amist
would produce images that are
sad or furiously lowd, like The
Seream by Munch. But instead,
we are shown images that arc
remarkably peaceful and happy.
The colours are bright and yet
exude stunning tranqguillity; bug-
tery wyellows and welvely rads
smepth the surface of the canvas
alongside each other, bud withous
ever agitaling each other. Each
colowr belongs o a space, and
cach space to a colour.

lsn®t this neatmess, oo, umbex-
pected? We are used to am,
at least since the American
Expressionisiz, being all aboui
dripping. smearing and leiting go
of vourszll., 50 when a bocked-
up burst of creativity is suddenly
unleashed, we anticipate images
that are huarried and caneless,
even if they are figurative., B
book a1 Chwast’s paintings. They
are o pamstakingly detailed,
we find ouwrselves confronted by
extreme control and orderliness,
The reduction impmacd |'.r_'.r lh:

anist on e unlverse is lidines
indeed. where clouds are com-
pact, stones are polished amd
grass is sleek. The shapes are
trimmed down lo bare oullines,
almost to the poit of sketches
and nullity, and*te compensate,
every decorative detail is ren-
dered whenever poasibbe, in the
service of which patterns such as
siripes, zigzags, and polka-dols
nre ndispenzable,

S0 what is the antist saying?
Standing there, in from of his
quict pictorial utteramces, | was
reminded of the opportunity
| was givem by ihe film The
Diving Bell and the Butterfly to
enter the mind of a paraplegic
who cannol move nor speak.
Like the character in the film
who feels locked inside his body
s af 1l wad a -d.i\.'inl.: bell, Seth
Chwast 100 5 locked nlo his
own world, even though he s
abbe Lo move around if. And now,
all of the sudden, he is giving us
images which supposedly reflect
his inmermaost. Al speciators
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st have felt, ke | dul, that they were being
granied an extraondinary privilege. Only, how
are w 1o understand these paintings?

Let's be homest about cur expoctations. We
wish we could decipher these images like if
they were hicroglyphs, that we could find in
Chwast's art the Rosetta Stone with which
we woald unleck the mystery of Autism,
Why not? Art 15 often said to be a language.
Linguists and an art histonans have compared
the way elements of a painting are composed
io the way words are amanged in a syntax;
the repetitive patterns Chwast uses could be
a set of symbols; their acsthetical relation-
ships may reveal a structural system similar
1o a grammar. Afier all, colours and shapes
are often used to signify something: blue for
sky, green for grass, a dotted line on a map
for a pathway or wavy lines for a river. The
comparison is templing, only Chwast doesn'i
paint in A systematic and conventional wy,
His horses are red and smile. Hig ociopus has

cariing, soulfil eyes.

When it coamees to conlemporary art, we oflen
i to the atist i explain himseif, 5o 1 looked
for the comments on the gallery’s walls, | foumd
thait they were odd in that they didn’t seem io
relate much o the paintings they're supposed
to be sboul. Disconcerted, | bl i check twice
the position of the label for Blowin® in the
wind #3, a staggering semi-abstract landscapes
sectioned into multiple parts. The label reads
that *the grass has different hues of greens”, but
there isn't much green i the pamting; thal “the
groumd 5 brown', although there 5 no such
ground either; and that “the chouds are differemt
hues of Kelchup, Tomatoss, Barboque swaces,
Mustards, Strawberry Jellics, Chemry Gelatins,
Fruit Punches amd Fieal Cabe Frostings', but the
paintireg is mostly & mosaic of blucs. All at onee, |
fielt that eenturies of ambitson wo ranskae an ino
wirds was being shanered away.

The real, disappointing tnth? Mone of us
knew what these paintings are saying. And
why should they be saying anyihing at all?

Before the 16th century, arists represented
the world around them in order 10 express
something, usually God's greainess: a cathe-
dral was a prayer in slone, Images wene 0ols
o communicate an bdea, an was a vehicle.
Since then, however, artists like Yves Klein
with his blus monochromes have shown that
art can also be am end im itself, a pure aesthetic
experience which doesn't always meed . 1o
make sense,

So perhaps, Chwast is ot sayving anything
afier all. Perhaps he just enjovs painting., and
il 30, this unusual exhibition is a anigqwe invi-
tatiom o join his revenie.

This article is based on the lunch lecturs
given by the author on 261h Movember

at the Mational Gallery. Lunch lectures
ralating 1o the axhibition then cwment

ara given at 12.15 pm on the fourth
Wednesday in sach month. Refreshmants
and Admission are CI$5 per parsan (free
Tor members). For mong information call
845 8111 or emall nat.gal@candw.ky



