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A Year of Painting

A year of painting is 2 marriage between constants and clunges—n isas wxh abom the restatement of past concerns as it is about new
ideas, sharper ambitions and fresher ways of working. In he exhibition at IKON Gallery and, hopefully
creating a context in which the changes become apparent, it is necessary to consider those concerns which have been cosatants in
Stephen Cooper's work since his student days.

He has lived in Bristol for some two of three years. To get from his house, where an upstairs room is used for painting in, to his studio
‘proper” on the docks, one must first climb Brandon Hill to the Cabot monument, then descend into the city, walk along the dockside
past Amolfini, cross the swing bridge under repair and walk down and aloag the other side past the cranes, trains and moored boats.
It is a spectacular walk with, especially from Brmdon Hnll sp«ucuhr views across the city. The city itself is spacious, uncluttered,
suggesting distance and a freedom to bo! 1o that of the average, cramped Birmingham inhabitant.
Whether Stephen Cooper’s paintings refer to landscape~studied, ghimpsed or invented—it is hard 1o pin down and, probably, not
worth the attempt. That they suggest a sense of space—large, deep spaces—is a result of the artist consciously trying to provoke such
responses.

An ambition, as a student at the Royal College of Art, 10 paint the saddest picture in the world, was probably not achievable. Buta
constant need to deal equally with both formal and emotional concerns demomxr:m that, although the question may have changed,
the business of questioning in the present works is from the same root, The of formal and i isstill the
force behind these paintings.

The paintings achieve their emotional impact through a sense of placement across the canvas, Earlier work developed an assumption
that some areas of the canvas will be focused while other areas are forced intoa blur. This is a sensitivity to amnmm; certain areas,

stated over and over again in the wor| hs ibition. The angling and ing of the * *in the "black paintings®
are echoes of a similar angling and positioning in earlier pnmmp. although now the characters have changed.
Stephen Cooper's working methods are 2 number of t the same time, using smaller canvases as

notations or to capture spin-offs from the larger activity.

These are not paintings that have been made quickly and quick painting is not a constant element in his activity, These are paintings
that evolve over a lengthy period of time where the time spent sitting in front of the canvas is as crucial to a painting’s success as time
spent working on the canvas. Some of the paintings, and especially some areas of some of the paintings, have taken several months to
resolve, months in which the altering of the painted surface mirrors the exterior experiences kag on the artist.

The work has always been knowledgeable of the wo(ko(oumurlul\vh«h« they be Spanish P I To
an extent, the paintings and drawings have been a gh of this i I response. This is
true of the body of work in this exhibition, but this year of pmmln; has seen lm time spent looking at the work of others, less time
travelling and researching. The degree of personal ibility taken for the paintings at IKON suggests that this is almost a first year
of painting.

The key to the changes during the year lies in the black drawings, only a selection of which are in the exhibition. This is drawing as a
process of clearing the uound—o( ‘condensing” or ‘editing” a lot of what was going on in earlier work, More importanly, these are

drawings that itics of painting, the realisation of which forced many of the changes noticable in this exhibition.
Sonx thirty olrony drawings were mdeulbe start of the year—a body of work that filled the studio and created a physical
hich the “black ngs' in their layers of paint would pay reference to before moving on to develop their

m-denunes.
Thei iacy of the drawings s ooly i PR . be black paintings". Th of addi s
«oghc c "lbf‘ . v mmmomthddmgotmlpum colour into colour, and the resulting
build up of paint layers, is evidence of Despite th ing, the black paintings” are a reflection of not being
sure and of the search for a picture.
This is not to deny the strength of the *black paintings’ but rather 1o be made ' icali inga breadth
of sensation and a delicacy that does not border on the precious. Yet, if th i ing fc
would emit a muffled sound. lndnﬂnmmmhmmtmkwwmmum p-n. with tension.
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that the medium had allowed i he dockside studi beth ignifi h
year of painting. This is a reversal of some ten  ago, when many arti yli ith oil paint in a hope of
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