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A shot in the arm
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absolutely dread going to review
exhibitions at the Mall Galleries

i fortwo quite distinct reasons: the
spacesthere, which consist of one large,
rather gawkily unattractive open-plan
gallery, and several smaller ones, are
generally hung as if everybody in the
world has been encouraged to try and
get alook in. Paintings are stacked up
the wallsin Pitti Palace style, one upon
another. In short, it is an unbelievably

¢ unattractive clutter, a mess. But that

‘is not a sufficient reason for feeling
quite as depressed as Iusually feel when
I walk in the door. No, it is also some-
thing to dowith my assumption about
the kinds of works that I'will see on the
walls of this place. I associate this gallery
with a particularly dreary and back-
ward-looking view of the importance
of figurative art. A tame art, of aca-
demic refinement, and rather narrow
social compass, which has quite delib-
erately set its face against modernity
and all that modernity represents. .

But today things look a little differ-
ent. Today it is the turn of the Thread-
needle Prize, an annual, open-submis-

sion competition which is now into its
second year. To my amazement, I see
that there are far fewer works on the
walls, and that there is therefore some
breathing space in which to feel and to
think something about one work after
another. In today’s show - which
consists predominantly of paintings,
though there are some sculptures too
—fewer than 100 works are on display,
selected from a shortlist of more than
2,000 by a good team of judges.
But this exhibition also feels more var-
ious than usual, more pleasingly ven-
turesome, more open to conversations
with the rest of the art of the last 150
years. We don’t feel as if we are
standing in Prince Charles’ last dusty
redoubt, fingering our blunderbusses,
simpering alongside a brave few
like-minded fogeys.

There are paintings here which make:

anunpredictable splash. Look, for ex-
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‘For once in the Mall
Galleries, we don’t feel
as if we are standing
in Prince Charles’

last dusty redoubt
alongside a brave few
like-minded fogeys’

ample, at the two gutsy, offbeat and
slightly crudely fashioned works by 74-
year-old Rosie Wylie, for example. They
have a kind of bold, cartooning quali-
ty about them that we often associate
with the late works of Philip Guston.
Near to Wylie’s The Manufacturers,
thereis avery strange painting by Sara
Rossberg called Accumulation, which
shows a ghostly group of figures clus-
tered together beside ariver. Thereis
something fascinating about the way
this has been painted, all these slight-
Iy globby encrustations of paint, which
has helped to produce an otherworld-
ly ethereal sheen. It’s a little reminis-
cent of Burne-Jones. All over this show
you come across works which are using
figuration asa point of departure, and
then taking a serendipitous walk to a
slightly different place, or which have
taken a subject, and treated it in a way
whichis oddly appealing and thought-
provoking. Look at Beatrice Haines’
CornerShop Customers, for example, a
series of 20 beguiling portraits, dis-
played as a single panel, and all drawn
on the kinds of paper bags that any
shopkeeper would once have filled up
with gobstoppers and licorice allsorts.

Andthenthereisaroom entirely de-
voted to a work by Tim Shaw called
Middle World. 1t is the public which gets
to decide who wins this prize - worth
£25,000 - by voting online, or by vot-

Bleak vision: Tim Shaw’s ‘Middle World’ is on display at Mall Galleries

ing at the gallery itself. My vote went
to Tim Shaw: Imagine something akin
to a gothic structure, the blasted
fragmentary nave end of some
monstrous cathedral, with a piazza in
front of it, where strange, tiny figures

play and stand around - onelies on his .

back, balancing a skull on the end of a
stick. I marvelled at this work’s
imaginative verve, and the delightful
intricacy of its making. Have a look
for yourself.
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