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* Works find poetry in tawdry headlines
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A few weeks ago, Gil-
bert Proesch and
(George Passmore, the
London-based artist duowhogo
by the name Gilbert and George,
sat side-by-side in the basement
theater of the Guggenheim Mu-
seum. They were promoting
their upcoming show, “The
London Pictures,” which opens
this: Thursday at the galler-
ies Lehmann Maupin and Son-

nabend, with a talk on their life.

and works to a packed house
that featured familiar faces like
Downtown dealer Gavin Brown
and Christie’s honcho Amy Cap-
pellazzo, who wore a suit that

- seemed to be a tribute to the

signature kind always worn
by the two men onstage. Both
of them are now pushing 70,
and despite being at the fore-
front of the avant-garde in their

‘time, and the fact that neither

“Everybody’s
ending up as Father
Christmas.

crossed a leg during the talk,
they sounded a little On Golden
Pond as they reminisced about
a trip to the countryside.

“We said, isn’t this just ab-
solutely glorious?” George
said in his soft English accent,
his three-piece suit off-orange
to Gilbert’s off-green. “We
shouldn’t be against our back-
grounds, being from the coun-
tryside at all, it’s beautiful. And
we came upon a medieval par-
ish church, and outside of the
parish church was a boy and a
girl, ayoung couple, with ababy
in a pram, and that seemed to
complete this idyllic, wonder-
ful paradise.

“And we turned to the young

couple and we said, ‘Good
morning,’ and the young man
turned to us and said, ‘Fuck off,
you weird-looking cunts."”

“That was the last time we
went to the country,” Gilbert
added, his Germanic lilt mak-
ing it matter of fact, after the
laughter died down.

Since 1967 the men have
identified as a “living sculp-
ture,” and that night they were,
in keeping with the laws they
wrote to govern their actions as
awork of art, “smartly dressed,
well groomed, relaxed, friend-
ly, polite and in complete con-
trol.” It’s not easy to describe
how Gilbert and George carry
themselves, because what they
dois not satire, though it seems
as though these laws are run-
ning through their heads con-
stantly. Calvin Tomkins, in a
1971 Talk of the Town, called
their politeness “excruciating.”
During their presentation at
the Guggenheim, they said the

~ word “extraordinary” 14 times.

The London Pictures were
shown in their namesake city
last year, at every branch of
the tony White Cube gallery,
and stick to a series of rigid for-
malistic rules as well. Each one
is laid out on a grid overlaid
with black text from the post-
ers that advertise headlines at

- newsstands in England, which

tend to be even more reductive
and grabby than the headlines
themselves, grouped by subject
and with the repeated word,
also the title of the work, in red.
Porn, for example, includes the
paper-movers “Sick Porn Scan-
dal,” “Porn Factory Raided” and
“I Looked At Porn Says School
Head.” There is Murder, Brothel,
Man, even Sex Attacker. Afford-
able reproductions of Islam are
apparently very popular with
young people. For six years,
the artists say, they stole these
posters from Liverpool Street
station, near where they live.
Gilbert and George appear
behind the words in photo



negative, as they do in most of
their two-dimensional works,
though while most of their best-
known wall pieces look like gar-
ish stained glass, the gestalt for
the London Pictures is black-
and-white, rife with CCTV-
style images of English streets.
It’s anti-anarchy in the UK.,
down to the currency image
of the queen in the lower right
of every work, though dur-
ing an interview at Lehmann
Maupin Gallery the day after
the Guggenheim event, George
insisted that the two are “West-
ern” artists more than they are
English ones.

“The posters enabled us to
address subjects that would be
very difficult with any other
forum,” George said, seated on
the visitors side of a desk next
to Gilbert, as though in a two-

man job interview (which is fit-
ting, as the two men consider
themselvestobe asingleartist).
“Try to start drawing ‘rape,’ or
‘pedophile’ How would you
do it? It’s impossible. Even if
you started writing about it, it
would be very patronizing. This
is some sordid reality.”
“Sordid reality,” Gilbert
agreed. “And then we made
the images look journalistic in
some way, poor quality. They
are just a reflection, ghostlike,
we call them, but behind it. Just
like a spirit of London. The per-
fect image of memory.”
“Though you can’t compete
with the text,” George contin-
ued. “We can’t come up with as
powerful an image as the text.
None of the images come over
the text, and the text is always
on top, that’s one of the rules.”
“The whole idea is to do it re-

*

lentless,” Gilbert interjected,
“like a mantra that you speak
for hours and hours and hours
and hours. That’s why we did
two 292 pictures.”

“Because that’s the er
that the piles of p s%ler;]' ﬁﬂ%gw

ed,” George said. “There were
3,712 posters, and if you divide
them into subjects, you auto-
matically get 292.”

However compelling the Lon-
don Pictures are, any Gilbert
and Georges available to buy
will always be secondary to the
work of art that is the two men.
They met as students at St.
Martin’s College and as far as
anyone cantell have beeninsep-
arable since then. Some of their
earlier work involved sending
postcards memorializing mo-
ments spent together—postal

* sculptures, in their estima-

tion. Their breakthrough piece
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Arson (2011) by Gilbert & George.

was The Singing Sculpture, first
performed in 1970, which had
the two of them crooning the
vaudeville ballad “Underneath
the Arches” for hours at a time,
standing on a table in metal-
lic makeup, and their suits."The
dealer Konrad Fischer, who in-
vited them to make the statue at
his gallery in Diisseldorf, want-
ed something he could sell so
they made some big charcoal-
on-paper sculptures and
priced them at 1,000
pounds apiece, hop-
ing to shock with the
audacity of the price.
They all sold the next
day. “And after that we did a
drinking sculpture!” Gilbert
said, after he'd recounted the
story at the Guggenheim.
“Gilbert and George soft-
boiled an egg and that was a
sculpture,” Anthony Caro, the






