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Euphorie backgrounds and hallucinogenic flesh; a 
mournful hilarity built from a loose accumulation of 
paint so tough it knits bones. Swirls of concrete fog 
are rendered with glassy smoothness while polluted 
hands and acidic limbs emerge from a bloated head; 
it's like looking at a Goya dancing beneath a strobe 
light. 

His first major influence was a book of reproduc­
tions: Images of Horror and Fantasy (1978) by Gert 
Schiff. He treats other people's paintings like ready­
mades. He wonders out loud how a child in a Rem­

brandt painting would enjoy a disco.2l He says he 
enjoys the word "disco." He says he "paint[s] 
paint,"3) and has declared art a form of "entertain­
ment."4) 

I visit his studio; it feels like I've interrupted a 
post-mortem. Four as of yet untitled, unfinished 
paintings are on the walls. Flesh is peeled back from 
a skull; what seems at first to be a cloud, and then a 
ghost, morphs into a woman. In these paintings the 
most hair-like of veins and translucent folds of skin 
are scrutinized to an unnerving degree. Something is 
disturbing in their evocation of memorable paint­
ings; you feel you know the source, but can't quite 
name it-the sheer virtuosity of the paint application 
is distracting. Like a morbid whirlpool, colors clash 
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I'm rather like Dr Frankenstein, 
constructing paintings out of the residue 

or dead parts of other artists' work. 1) 

and spin, drift in and out of focus, build in intensity 
before being knocked back. There is something 
faintly violent in such dissection and rearrangement. 

People may think that a single painting stimulates me to 
make a "copy, "but I never make a direct quotation.5l

As if time were as pliable as paint, the artist flings 
his subjects into temporal tornadoes, blasting the 
past into, and then confusing it with, the present. 
Brown plunders images from his pantheon of 
favorite artists-including Jean-Honore Fragonard, 
Georg Baselitz, Frank Auerbach, Rembrandt, and 
Chris Foss ( the science fiction illustrator)-and 
reworks them (or parts of them) into something 
aggressively new and often contrary. He also loots the 
titles of songs he likes, and then applies them to 
paintings that seem to have nothing in common with 
the songs. Like fragments of partially remembered 
nightmares, a child from a painting by Fragonard, 
say, is reborn with de Kooning flesh and thrown 
head-first into the 1970s (DISCO, 1997-98), while a 
delicate little echo of a Rembrandt painting is thrust 
into the twentieth century via its vaguely Gerhard 
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Richteresque background and futuristic 

title, I LOST MY HEART TO A STARSHIP 

TROOPER (1996); a portrait of an eigh­

teenth century woman is titled after a 

song by the post-punk band Public Image 

Limited-DEATH DISCO (2004)-and a 

painting by Frank Auerbach, his HEAD OF 

J.Y.M. (1973), is reborn as seven different 

paintings christened with titles as varied as 

THE MARQUESS OF BREADALBANE (2000) 

and LITTLE DEATH (2000). Brown men­

tions that the reproduction of the Auer­

bach portrait he had "was so old, discol­

ored and blurred that it allowed me room 

to stretch, tilt and alter the composition 

and color in seeming infinite ways." 6) 

Appropriation runs amok to such a 

degree it has become an apparition, a sur­

face on which non-sequiturs create their 

own strange logic. The world, these pic­

tures declare, doesn't need any more 

reproductions, it needs reinvention; most 

importantly, perhaps, it needs laughter­

however dark. 

1 am not happy until I have disoriented 

viewers by disrupting their perspective and 

their perceived place in the world. 7) 

A fresh and filthy flower, a flourish 

stilled; a stretched torso; a face built from air. 

Details-a sickly eye, a boneless hand, a bloated 

toe-repel and attract with the confusion of a vicious 

joke turned tender. Every one of Brown's elegant 

arrangements of paint is an idea leavened with 

humor; greatness is simultaneously punctured and 

paid homage to. Such a mix of hyper-reality ( the 

kind of reality that can only exist on canvas) and illu­

sion can be disorienting; it is difficult to grasp that 

such complication is simply pigment painstakingly 

applied to a canvas with small brushes. Take for 

example THE OSMOND FAMILY (2003), named after 

one of the most saccharine, bloodless family bands 




