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Why All ike Fuss About
Gregory Gillespie?
By Jo Ann Lervis

Gregory who?

Last night the work ot\a 41-year-old
American painter named Gregory Gil
lespie went on view at the Hirshiiorn
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 afu.ss? "I jtist think he's
a spectacular painter," says Abram
Lerner, a former painter himself,
"and he hasn't been shown. That's
what ̂ ny modern museum worth its
salt is supposed to do on occasion—-

.show artists they're excited about. I
think Gillesoic may be the greatest of
the young realists." Critic John Cana-
day has gone oven 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
years 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) Gille.spie went to Italy

See GfLLESPIE, CJ4, Col. 1
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(111 a Fulbi-ight-Hays Grant, .and with
the help cf throe Chester-Dale Fellow
ships at the American Academy in
Home, remained in Italy for 8 years,
until 1970.

Thci-e hi.s work became even more
Kuropeanized. in subject matter, tech
nique and form, incorporating ele-
meni.s of Flemish realism with a toucli
of surrealism, an Ualianate religiosity
and a Germanic melancholia. As
Amorican art was becoming larger,
l)rig!iler, more cool and abstract, Ciil-
Icspic was working on smaller, darkei-,
more introverted paintings. Had bo
set om. to buck the tides of fashion
(which he had not) he couid not have
.'lone a bettor job.

Hut now, with llm reali.st rc.surgence
a seemingly permanent late 20th-cen-
tur>' phenomenon, the art world may
he "ready, once again, for realist art
with content—something beyond the
mere virtuosity of the photo- and hy-
jjei'-realisls.

Gillcspie'.s an is loe.tied with con
tent, provocative but ciuMve. which

j  l.ernor corri))ares to the film.s of De
' Siea and Follini. --GiUespie's subjects
' reflect the traumas and- anxieties of
our time." .says Lerner. "Fach paint
ing is a kind of theater in which ob-

] jcct.s or characters act out ambiguous
1 drama.s. their roles rcver.sed. rede
fined or shifted. Gillespie is not an
easy arli.st, for these are not hapj)y
idciures. Tltey must be looked at
closely, and people have become ac
customed to looking at art from

I  across the room."
Many of Gillespie's pninling.s are ir

resistible however, even from aco-ss
the room, luring the viewer into
closer inspection and ultimate -in-
\'olvemetn with tlie my.sieries arid am
biguities therein.

/. ^ vi

In some of the ilali.m plciurc-^, fm-
example, one realize,s lhai within this
.seemin.-'ly Iraditioiicil look and formal
— Gillespie paints only in oil on wood
— there is a distinctly modern artist
at work- In a painting of a iratioria
interior in Rome for example, there is
a window actually cut into the panel,
with a picture postcard bohintl the
glass, and a bulb illuminating the
scene. Jt is a con-slrticlion, and whai
.seemed to be two-dimensional hr.s
tliree dimensions, and just as often,
the opposite is true. ".My art is ba.sed
on contradiction; there's nothing sim
pie in it. It's always mtilUple." say.-
the arti.sl.

In his early works. Gillespie alway-
.siai'ted with photographic images, "re
take a photograph from a ncvsijapej
or maua'zine aiul glue il to a panel,
he sues. "Then I would 'Rofschaeii
into the scene. Certain figures woul:
be painted out. others iciT in so i'
would 1)0 composed. Then 1 wtntid uii
dress .some of them. Or I would aui
Ihines. Some ai'C sexiudly very e>.
plicit. it was a kind of improvi.>auo.
ih.at came out of adolescent an<l ri'
pres.'H-d .scxiialily."
'  Gil:v.c,7ie's art is autobiographic;

and s.-lf-analytical in this way, i-ovea
in? a troubled man whose art ch
scribes his,intense stnieele lo dc;
with he-: inner feelings, whether of vi
pro.'s.on; confinement, isolation o.
fru.sLc-! ion.

Many of his paintings have I'oii -
out of"repression or a reaclion to i
says Gillespie, who had a strict Cath-
lie ivibringing. One picture. "'I'm
tVomeu," from the Whitney Miireu!
wns admittedly-made out of "liie ii
•pul.-:e lo do sacrilege." In the origin,
phot:--',-aid). wh;cii was coll;. oui
Iho ;nncl, both women were clre.-'s;'
Now one is nude, not sensuously i
but very rnalter-of-factly nticle, T1
picture was defaced wlicn it w:
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