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Antony Micallef's London studio. Photography by Thomas Butler
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Pearl Lam Galleries is delighted to present the first solo exhibition in Asia of works by
British artist Antony Micallef (b. 1975) at its Hong Kong Pedder Building space. The
artist’s new series of paintings and studies explores the relationships of the mechanics
of artistic intent, representation, and the use of paint as a material for expressing
emotions.

Known for his visually charged figure paintings, Micallef has enjoyed international
success since he placed second in the BP Portrait Award 2000, hosted at the National
Portrait Gallery in London. Other key exhibitions include at the National Academy of
Fine Arts, Sofia, Bulgaria; the National Museum in Warsaw, Poland; the Royal Academy,
London, UK; the ICA, London, UK; Tate Britain, London, UK; and Dallas Contemporary,
Texas, USA.

Micallef's new series of works are a complete departure from his earlier artworks. He
builds up a relief-like surface with heavy paint to depict a figurative mass in front of
a muted background. By using an impasto technique, the material is pushed to its
extreme and blurs our reading of painting and sculpture. Confronted with the sheer
physicality of the painting as an object, the depicted subject takes on its own life and
existence. Furthermore, the use of gestural abstraction resonates with the traditions
of action painting from the 1940s and the School of London from the 1970s.

The title of the exhibition, Raw Intent, refers to a seemingly unmediated yet highly
conscious process of manipulating the material during the act of painting. Micallef
states his intention:

Raw Intentis abody of work that uses the mechanics of paint to unearth and excavate
emotion using myself as a vehicle. | want the medium to evoke something visceral
and emotive without illustrating it ... | am interested in that space where the figure
almost disintegrates but somehow stays intact, leaving a sense of friction and raw
distortion. The medium is celebrated and used in full force in many different ways
with many different tools to render life that echoes traces of our emotional field.

Even though Micallef uses his reflection in a mirror as a starting point, he does not
intend for his paintings to be read as portraitures. The face becomes a conduit for
exploring the hidden potential of the base material. The action of throwing paint
mixes it in mid-air or when it impacts the actual surface. Given the weight and
quantity of paint, this particular method of working is a laborious one; hauling the
paint on a regular basis is an integral part of the work. Through the use of tools such
as scrapers and palette knives, Micallef literally twists the paint to further distort the
depicted figure in the hope of realising an embodiment that will “breathe” on its own.

The placement of artworks in this exhibition illustrates different stages of working
with the figure, oscillating from a clear distinction between the figure and the
background to the two being interwoven with one another. The audience goes through
a metamorphosis. Emotions are captured via these “found” figures that undergo a
perpetual fragmentation.

Raw Intent contemplates the very substance and void that makes us human in the first
place. The real intent is to short-circuit our narcissism and provoke us to contemplate
what makes a painting after all. Micallef's preoccupation is not to merely create
imaginary subjects, but to capture an emotive moment that both the artist and the
viewers can share. Micallef says, “Painting is like a snapshot, like a still of life. Life
contained by its still.”
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Q&A with Antony Micallef

By David Ho Yeung Chan

How did you become an artist—more specifically, a painter?

| have always loved drawing since a very young age. When | was at school, Art
was the only lesson | really enjoyed and it gave me confidence. | always wanted
to become a painter, but | never thought it was possible. | guess becoming an
artist is a trial of stamina because unless you are helped along the way, all the
odds are stacked against you. The hunger to create and make is what carries
you through.

What is your working process?

My working process is all based on the medium and the best way | can
maneuver the paint. In order for me to make these paintings, | have to be
fully confident and attack these paintings with full energy. It is physically
very demanding and can leave you emotionally drained once finished. | use
various tools: scrapers, knives, and all different sizes of brushes. It's a very
immersive way of working with paint, as literally your whole body can get
covered in paint when trying to put on this quantity of paint. It's like trying to
evoke an accident within the paint to work in your favour, hoping the paint will
do something you haven't thought of. The process is about the mechanics of
the paint and how it correlates with itself, and it's about the conversation of
different mark making.

How do you define the point of accident? Can you elaborate on the very
nature or the mechanics of the paint itself?

The point of accident is when you deliberately throw or maneuver the paintin
such a way where you are not sure what the outcome will be. You have left the
end result to chance. When this happens, the painting can take an unexpected
turn and send its “projection” in another direction or another path that you
hadn't considered.

The mechanics of paint is the medium itself. By using oil paint in such vast
quantities, the paint becomes very physical and malleable. It folds, curls, and
moves. It can be sculpted, pushed and pulled, and thrown. It's no longer used
just to depict an image or a representation. The very nature of the medium is
the expression and the work itself.

What are some of the key influences from art history, e.g the tradition/
genre of self-portrait and iconography, in relation to your artworks?

| think this latest body of works is an amalgamation of different influences
from different artists in art history—not necessarily just painters, but also
sculptors as this body of work is so sculptural. A lot of the energy was derived
by looking at physical forms and wanting to extract that. For example, I'm
attracted to the solidness | feel in Bernini's sculptures. The twists and turns
of his figures make them very theatrical, making the stone animated and
become something else. | want the paint | work with to almost embody itself
and celebrate the medium it is. It almost becomes solid tissue as it forms
its relief.

Influences range from artists such as Velasquez—his portraits of the two
dwarves being a favorite—Rembrandt, and Van Gogh's intensity of mark
making to George Bellows's fleshy portraits, to more contemporary artists
such as Thomas Houseago.

What is your view on the School of London approach to painting?

| think the School of London explored the human figure and its relation to its
environment. The artists had a very direct way of working with paint where
the mark making and intensity of paint made the work seem visceral. This
was integral in shaping their work and | think defined them and also related
their works together. The country was in shock and reeling from the scars of



the Second World War, and this affected the way they painted and made them
prominently focus on the human psyche through painting. | think it was only
natural that we as artists became introspective and analytical, looking at the
human condition and questioning what we are surrounded by and feeling the
scars of war.

Your idea of the paint embodying itself is rather provocative. What
you are proposing is that paint has its unique properties and an innate
physical form. What is that form? Can you cite an example?

From the very beginning of working with this method, it has been a physical
process. The paint is literally scooped out of very large tins with a trough,
a tool used for cement. It's not used in the traditional sense of squeezing a
little bit out from a tube and using a thin brush to apply it. In this sense, the
very nature of the medium is enveloping. It has a huge tangible presence. The
weight of the paint is always noticeable—the smell, the texture. You become
very aware that you are using something that has come from the earth in
some ways. A slab of oil paint on a palette is put side by side with an opposing
colour. When this is thrown at the canvas, the oil paint mixes in mid-air and as
it impacts the surface. It does things | could never have imagined painting. |
guess this can be an example of when the paint correlates with itself. It twists.
[t turns. It does things my hands could never do. I'm letting the paint be paint.

Is there a point when it becomes impossible to build up the impasto to
the extent that the surface cannot hold the paint anymore?

It's generally not a good sign when we (the painting and I) get this far. It means
alot of things | have tried have failed and now I'm getting desperate. The paint
moves like lava and becomes uncontrollable and too heavy for your tools. It's
a horrible stage as it means it's generally time to scrape everything off, as
the paint is getting too muddy as it's no longer usable because all the colours

have fused together. You are desperately trying to rescue the painting at this
stage, and this is often the time when you pull out your more drastic moves
as a painter in your inventory to somehow rescue it. It can be a crucial period
as sometimes it has forced me into a corner where the painting is about to
implode, but where one lucky mark or stroke can turn it right around and finish
it off too. If this happens, and it has occasionally, you're absolutely ecstatic. Like
you've just knocked out a prizefighter with one lucky punch who is two weights
heavier than you as you were about to go down yourself... If this doesn't happen,
it means you've been beaten and everything you have just fought for in the last
8 hours is lost.

Why did you title the show Raw Intent? How do you define rawness?
What are your intentions?

| wanted to call the show Raw intent as | feel it describes the physical process
of the work, which is so integral to the way they are conceived. | feel these
pieces are very raw in their use and manipulation of paint, and also their
physical appearance. The intention was to describe emotion with the heavy
use of paint without trying to illustrate it.

Do you consider the series of paintings on view at Pearl Lam Galleries
Hong Kong as self-portraits? How do you see them?

[ think these paintings have moved on from the last series of work (Self, my last
solo show). When painting these pieces, | consider myself a vehicle to make
the pieces rather than actually see them as me. I'm the physical structure
where | can see and record the light that is hitting my face; | am simply the
aide. | feel these faces have their own sense of being and | simply unearth
these beings, excavating emotions and twisting the paint until the work starts
to form a figure. | go through a constant process where the figure and heads
change and morph until they convey the feeling and emote what | want to say.



What are the tensions you want to achieve between the figure
and ground?

Most of the paintings’ backgrounds are influenced by looking at Rembrandt’s
and Velasquez's backgrounds. The foreground figure and the background are
treated differently to create a contrast that propels the figure forward. It's also a
contrast in texture that helps the painting look more dynamic. The background
gives the figure a context and a setting for the figure to inhabit. Its environment
helps create a mood and a stage to enhance the emotion | want to project. Their
own sense of being is like staging an alter ego, and painting becomes an
improvisation for taking on different personas.

Canyou talk a bit more about the metamorphosis thatis taking place
between you as the subject and the painting? And where do you
draw the line between the depiction of self and the representation
of the figure?

I think | see a departure from my physical self fairly early on. At the beginning,
my essence of energy is used and passed on like a catalyst, like an ignition.
This is like a kick start, trying to start an engine...trying to charge this ‘thing’
full of energy. Like trying to give life to a body—to resuscitate it. The aim of
the paintings is to eventually get to a stage where the piece can “breathe” on
its own. At that stage it no longer just becomes paint to me.

You have mentioned, “The figures are distorted, pushed and pulled
until they start to ‘breathe’ on their own”. What is it like when the thing
depicted on canvas is staring back at you?

| think when this moment happens | feel utter joy. | feel a release of tension
and | become so excited. It's quite a difficult sensation to describe because
it feels like you have given birth to something that is very still and doesn't
move, but has life. Of course it is just a canvas, but there is something very
different about it at that present stage. At this point, every mark is working
and is functional as if veins are pumping blood around the body in all the
right places at the right time. Of course, because of the very nature of the

painting, there is panic and a sense of urgency too as most of the time when
these paintings are created, they need to rest on the floor before parts of
them fall off to the ground below. That's why they all have painterly hand
marks around the edges, as | quickly try and make room for them on the
studio floor to preserve them, so they can dry a little to be safe enough to be
moved. It really is the best feeling when you capture that moment. It makes
painting so worthwhile. It's also a weird feeling because a lot of the painting is
done at such speed and at such an unconscious level that you can’t actually
remember how you created it. | think this notion adds to the feeling it's no
longer me but a separate entity. I've used my hands to help it “breathe”, but
now it is independent of me...if that makes sense?

How do you define a void mentally and visually? Is there something you
want to reconcile through painting, e,g. anxiety?

| think there is a tension | want to capture—like a snapshot, like a still of life.
Life contained, but its still.

[ wouldn't say I'm trying to reconcile anything like anxiety, but there are a lot
of mixed emotions, thoughts, and feelings in there all at once. I've mentioned
a friction before, and | think that's one of the only ways | can really articulate
it versus before, just feeling it in my body. | get to a point where | can no
longer verbalise it with spoken language, but | feel I'm able to convey it with a
pictorial language. The reason why | feel compelled to paint pictures like this,
| guess, is because | want to express an emotion of how | feel inside and how
| assume other people feel.

Are there other intents you have in mind when you paint?

As | said previously, my intention is to inject life or a sense of “being”. These
figures have to have enough energy to “live” on their own—to become more
than just paintings. Essentially, I'm using coloured bits of earth and applying
them to linen. If | can give this a life somehow then | feel like I've made
something that matters to me.
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Antony Micallef: Raw Intent, Pearl Lam Galleries, Hong Kong Pedder Building, May 2016 RH/E - BExrghk: (BE) . BEMMER, FBEITT, 20164558
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