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Experiencing Cecily Brown’s “Themes and Variations” this past spring,
I felt like ’d walked into an old masters’ presentation—I forgot about
life outside the show as I reveled in the sheer oily lushness of the artist’s
paintings. (For a moment, I didn’t even think about the first big protest
against the current Trump administration in the United States, which
took place on the day I visited the exhibition—April 5—and which I
attended.) Eugéne Delacroix likely would have called Brown’s canvases
a feast for the eyes. The beholder can only luxuriate in her brushwork,
which is juicy, impassioned, and impetuous. But her deft, economical
gestures elegantly consolidate the myriad and often chaotic elements
comprising every picture. Across most of the thirty-one works on view,
one could not help but admire Brown’s virtuosic sense of color, her
dramatic use of chiaroscuro, and the delicacy with which she renders
flesh. Even the pictures from early in her career show us a painter who,
practically fresh out of art school, was possessed of extraordinary
inventiveness and talent.

Brown paints with gusto, and her intricately conceived composi-
tions—mostly tight, though on occasion surprisingly airy—are skillfully
laid out. Her best works, executed with an instinctive certainty, sit on
that fine line between steadfast flatness and remarkable depth, between
bold figuration and numinous abstraction. Douglas Crimp once argued
that behind every picture is another picture, and this is absolutely true
of Brown’s art: We can locate references to the Baroque, Mannerism,
and Rococo, as well as the grand panoply of painterly innovations that
occurred during the 1900s. Everything that occurs in her canvases is
rooted in a deep familiarity with the history of her chosen medium.
Consider Saboteur Four Times, 2019, a sprawling, horizontally oriented
tableau that’s more than seventeen feet wide. There’s a figure in this
work that resembles one from Piero della Francesca’s Baptism of Christ,
1437-45. This epic canvas celebrates itself, even gets high off itself, yet
it remains poised, self-possessed—remarkably controlled.

This ecstatic quality can be seen in the artist’s works from the 1990s,
which were gathered in a part of the presentation titled “Painting
Flesh.” Here, we witnessed a seemingly endless array of orgiastic fig-
ures, rendered in various permutations of red: blanched, beat-up, even
bloody. These canvases made me think of the group exhibition “Sensa-
tion,” which introduced the world to the Young British Artists, or
YBAs, near the end of the past century. (The show caused a stir when
it traveled to Berlin, where I saw it in 1998, and created an actual
scandal when it came to New York in 1999.) “Sensation” didn’t include
Brown’s work, though these early pieces—with their unbridled ferocity
that calls to mind Otto Dix and George Grosz—wouldn’t have been
out of place in it.

In the past few years, Brown has turned to still-life painting, though
I do not quite know what to make of this shift. Of course, many of these
works—including Lobsters, Oysters, Cherries, and Pearls, 2020, or the
roughly nine-by-twenty-six-foot triptych The Splendid Table, 2019—

20—are executed with her customary bravura. But missing from these
is the danger and strangeness of her earlier paintings. During my second
tour of the show, I kept wondering how many of the artist’s newer
pieces spoke to the contemporary world. Perhaps there is something
brave in exiting the chaos in order to embrace some form of quiet. But
in comparison to paintings by some of her peers—such as Nicole Eisen-
man, Wilhelm Sasnal, and Amelie von Wulffen—Brown’s more recent
output seems rather out-of-date.

—Georg Imdahl

Translated from German by Gerrit Jackson.



