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Why All the Fuss Aboul ¢

Gregory Gillesp je?

By Jo Ann Lewis

Gregory who?

Last night the work of a 4l-year-old
American painter named Gregory Gil-
lespie went on view at the Hirshhorn
Museum. To accompany the show, a
112-page catalog, fully illustrated, has
been published, with an introductory
essay by Hirshhorn director Abram
Lerner, a Verbatim interview with the
artist, and, throughout, a tone of rev-
erence one might expect to find in an
enterprise having to do with the elder
Titian,

Why such a fuss? “I just think he’s
a spectacular painter,” says Abram
Lerner, a former painter himself,
“and he hasn't been shown. That's
what gny modern museum worth its
salt is supposed to do on occasion—

show artists they're excited about. I
think Gillespie may be the greatest of
the young realists.” Critic John Cana-
day has gone even further, to suggest
that Gillespie “just might emerge as
the most important painter at work
today."

Despite a devoted underground fol-
lowing, Gregory Gillespie’s work is
not widely known, no doubt in part
because his brand of realism—which
at first glance has a distinctly old-
world, old master look about it—has
not been in fashion during the 15
vears in which he has been at work.

In addition, after three years at
Cooper Union and two more at the
San Francisco Art Institute (where he
studied with Richard Diebenkorn,
among others) Gillespie went to Italy
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on a Fulbright-Hays Grant,.and - with
the help of three Chester.-Dale TFellow-
ships at the American Academy in
Rome, remained in Italy for 8 years,
until 1970.

There his work became even more
Buropeanized, i subject matter, tech-
nique and form, incorpo ating  ele-
ments of Flemish realism with a touch
of surrealisin, an Italianate religiosity
and a Germanic  melancholia.  As
American ort was becoming largder,
brighter, more cool and ahstract, Gil-
lespie was working on smaller, darker,
more introverted paintings. Had he
sot out, to buck the tides of fashion
(which he had not) he couid not have
Jone a better job.

But now, with the realist resurgence
a seeminuly permanent late 20th-cen-
tury phenomenon, the art world may
be ready, once again, for realist art
with content—something beyond the
mere virtuosity of the photo- and hy-
per-realists.

Gillespie's art is loade with con-
tent, provocative but elwsive, which
Lerner compares to the films of De
Sica and Fellini. “Gillespie’s subjects

i reflect the traumas and- anxicties of

our time.,” says lLerner. “Each paint-
ing is a kind of theater in which ob-

| jeets or characters act oul ampiguous
| dramas, their roles rveversed, rede-

fined or shifted, Gillespie is not an
sy artist, for these arve not happy
pictures. They must be looked at
closely, and peonle have become ac-
customed to louking at art {rom
across the room.” )

Many of Gillespie's paintings ave ir-
resistible however, even from across
the room, luring the viewer into
closer inspection and ultimate .in-
volvement with the mysteries and am-

~higuities therein.

In spme of the Italian piciuves, fov
example. one reatizes that within this
seerminuly traditional look and formal
— Gillespie paints only in 0il on wood
_—there is a distineiy modern artist
at work. In a painting ol a trattoria
interior in Rome for example, there is
a window actually cut into the panch
with a picture vosteard Lehind the
glass, and a bulb illuminatina  the
seene. Tt is a construction, and what
seemed ‘to be two-dimensional has
three dimensions, and just as often
the opposite is true. “NMy art is based
on contradiction: there's noething sim
ple in it. It's always multiple.” savs
the artisL. 7

In his early works. Gillespie alway:
started with photographic images. "1
toke a photograph from a newsbupt
or mazazine and glue il to a panel
he savs. “Then L would ‘Rorsch
into the scene. Certain [ligures woeu.:
be painted out, others leit in s0 i
would he composed. Then 1 weuld @
dress some of them. Or T would at

things. Some are sexunliy wvery o
plicit, It was a Kind of improvi i
that ¢ame out of adolescent and 1
pressced sexuality.”

Y Giliespie’s art is autobiographic:
and =elf-analytical in this way, revea

ing troubled man whose art &
seri Lis, intense struggle 1o des
with inner feelings, whether of 1

confinement, isclation o
frusicotion.

AMany of -his paintings have cen
out of repression or a reaciion to |
savs Gillesple, who had a strict Cath
lic uvpbringing: One picture, “7Tw
' from the Whitney Musew
imittedly- made out of “the

pi ¢
the panel, hoth women weare drpsse
Now oue is nude, not sensuousi

hut very matter-of-factly nute, T
picture was defaced when iow
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