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The Enigma of Imitation:
The Metaphysical Paintings of Imants Tillers

So we come to the metaphysical aspect of things. By deduction one can
conclude that everything has two aspects: the current one which we
almost always see and which is seen by people in general and the other one,
that is to say the spectral or metaphysical aspect which can be seen only
by rare individuals in moments of clairvoyance and metaphysical
abstraction....

Giorgio de Chirico, Rome, 1919.

Imants Tillers is well-known for his large scale interpretations of

pre-existing images borrowed from a diverse range of sources which can
easily be dismissed as mere appropriations, or worse still, blatant
plagiarism. What is significant, though, in defence of his approach is the
process of selection of these images, for it bears an uncanny resemblance
to what de Chirico refers to as the “second aspect of things.” !
Tillers has said elsewhere that while there is a hierarchy of choice of
artists whose work is chosen for inclusion in his repertoire, he doesn’t
seek out specific references, but regards the process as a kind of
“rendezvous”, whereby certain images present themselves at a certain
critical moment. 2

It was in 1979 that his friend, the novelist Murray Bail, alerted
Tillers to de Chirico, the enigma, when he presented him with a note
written by the Japanese - American artist, Arakawa, who with Madeline
Gins had met the ageing and much maligned painter in New York seven
years earlier. In it Arakawa alludes to the secret process by which de
Chirico undertook to elaborate on his metaphysical discoveries by
embarking on a rigorous epistemological study. Although this process
was undertaken completely “hidden from view”, Arakawa believes that






the mysterious baths, the suns and temples in a room. In his forthcoming
interview with Evelyn Juers he says of de Chirico’s late works:

For me this immense and largely unknown output forming an expansive

“field of images” remarkably homogeneous over time, radically atemporal

in its complex pictorial and thematic interrelationships is far more sus-

taining conceptually than the work of say, Marcel Duchamp, an artist

I have also admired. 5

A vast library of pictorial references was gradually acquired - a
virtual storehouse of images - from which in late 1981 he finally began to
borrow, albeit in a stuttering fashion, producing nearly 60 works over the
next ten years, citing de Chirico in varying degrees of directness.

Suppressed Imagery, 1981, the first of the monumental canvasboard
works by which Tillers is now best known, contains the initial evidence
of the rendezvous with de Chirico, setting a tiny, tentative pencil sketch
of a de Chirico temple in a room amidst a chequerboard of images mainly
borrowed from Tillers’s’ own prior work, Visible Suspension, 1980-81.1ts
sequel Suppressed Imagery 2 and the later Invisible Helpers followed the
same model but were both destined to end up as the underlayers of
Rapture and Pataphysical Man respectively.

A further two years elapsed before the first quoted de Chirico to be
exhibited as a work in its own right, Corroboree, 1982, was included in
Masterpieces at Monash University Gallery, Melbourne, in 1983, although
this too was painted over by a subsequent Corroboree which was also
later dispersed. De Chirico’s gladiators from the group in the room in
Invisible Helpers make a second appearance in two works of the same
title from 1983 Untitled (Structure for a specific site), the specific site
being the narrow stretch of wall between pairs of windows at Yuill/
Crowley Gallery, Pyrmont, Sydney. Yet these full-scale charcoal drawings
met the same fate as their de Chiricoesque predecessors and now lurk as






We have only to look at Pataphysical Man, the huge painting by Imants

Tillers that stands out in the Australian Accent show at PS1 in LongIsland

City, Queens, to see that de Chirico is as big in the Antipodes as he is in

our own hemisphere””

InTillers’s work there isinfact acomplexinteraction (or “system”)
operating on three levels - the relationship between Tillers’s paintings
and their sources; between the new paintings and the old within the
wholesetof his works (his Book of Power); and the synchronicities between
particularimages, particular viewers and the artist. What is crucial is the
timing of these unexpected collisions of objects, destinies and events.
This third level of interaction is elusive, even to the artist, taking place
only when pursued with indifference, with the painting assuming a
lifepath of its own. (Like the magic balloon in Albert Lamorisse’s classic
film The Red Balloon, which despite being commanded by its young
master to wait for him, deliberately disobeys). These three levels are a
direct outcome of Tillers’s modus operandi of observing, referring to,
choosing to imitate images which are already in circulation. These
interactions would not be possible without this methodology of imitation.

Within the pantheon of artists appropriated by Tillers [totalling
around 200 on 33,794 canvasboard panels at the last count) are sources as
diverse and obscure, as merely fashionable or as truly great as Jackson
Pollock, Colin McCahon, Wilhelm Busch, Johnny Warrangula Tjupurrula,
Voldemars Matvejs, Anselm Kiefer, Marcel Duchamp and Barbara Kruger.
These sources co-exist as simultaneous yet divergent streams within the
image field that is Tillers’s Book of Power.

The borrowings from these sources vary in their purity from
verbatim quotations of entire originals, to hybrids, which present an
intersection of various streams - sometimes by utilising complete motifs,
at other times simply a title or some minor fragment from another
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contained within particular paintings by de Chirico by studying precisely
every piece of his work.:  Thus a particular picture of say 1912 would
require a knowledge of “another of 1930, a letter dated 1914, a page of a
novel written in 1929, a sketch for a stage design, a nco-Metaphysical
painting etc.” And so too is the significance of Tillers’s work only fully
comprehensible by piecing together the connections and interrelationships
between events and images which usually lie outside and far beyond the
painting under consideration.

Tillers has recently been drawn to Bice Curiger’s term “picture

I

molecules” rtohely  scribeacrucial part of his process. Curiger defines
a “picture molecule” as the movement in time and space of a motif or
image unit. In her example, an image of a silverware box with crossed
spoons, possibly originating as an illustration in a C19th sales catalogue
finds its way into a Max Ernst collage and from there into a Sigmar Polke
paintingof 1981 and :nintoalimited edition print executed for Parkett
by Polke in late 19¢ + In Tillers’s paintings {because they are usually
composites of canv  oard units) such picture molecules can literally
move about within his ceuvre, as they frequently do, creating the
possibility of not only new paintings but continually fluid relationships
within the total set of his images. Thus Tillers cites the example of When
False is True, 1985 which contains two such picture molecules - the
escaping lizard from Arakawa and the flying figure of Mercury from de
Chirico.Italsoincludesacouple of migratory fragments - some decorative
crosses from a long  andoned Klimt work and several “targets” from
Michael Nelson Tjakamarra, shed from Tillers’s influential painting the
Nine Shots, 1985.

In de Chirico’s ceuvre, one can observe a similar migration of
motifs from one ir e to another. Thus the flying figure of Mercury
(which appears in When False is True ) originates in de Chirico’s Ippolito
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e 1 suoi compagni, 1963 (quoted verbatim by Tillers in La Citta de Riga,
1988) and reappears six years later in an identical form in Cavalli con
aigrettes e dio Mercurio, 1969. This migration of motifs or picture
molecules is indeed analogous to de Chirico’s beloved idea of
metempsychosis - the supposed transmigration of the soul of human
beings or animals at death into a new body of the same or different species.

The movement or circulation of picture molecules in conjunction
with a certain clairvoyance on the part of the artist sometimes produces
remarkable consequences. Speaking about When False is True, Tillers
describes how he inserted a detail from Arakawa and Madeline Gins’
book The Mechanism of Meaning 1+ into de Chirico’s gladiatorial beach
scene. This small detail, entitled Escape, depicts a lizard escaping by
sheddingits tail, the squirming tail held firmly by a cat’s paw. In Tillers’s
version the lizard runs free of the wild melée on the beach, its tail trapped
by the limp arm of a fallen gladiator. As Tillers relates, “when Arakawa
and Madeline Gins saw my painting they were very impressed by this
juxtaposition of motifs. They then told me that when they’d met de
Chirico in New York in 1972 and had shown him The Mechanism of
Meaning, De Chirico had been totally disinterested until he, too, came
across this escaping lizard, This page struck a chord with him and
triggered off an enthusiasm for the rest of this volume. After thisincident,
Irealised that at the core of my work lies intuition and resonance.” s One
could add that Tillers, like de Chirico after 1919, is metaphysical not so
much in his choice of subjects but in his attitude.

Such a metaphysical attitude can also be found in Arakawa and
Madeline Gins’ recent book Pour ne pas mourir/To not to die v which is
a dissertation on and compendium of various notions of “blank” -
“formingblank”, “the atmosphere of blank”, “the morality and economy
of blank”, “the perceiving of oneself as blank” and so on. It is from this
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e Life of Blank #14 1990
charcoal, gouache, gesso, synthetic
polymer paint on 6 10 x 15"
canvas boards
NO 31081 - 31086
76.2x 76.2 ¢cm {30 x 30")
Collection of the artist

o Life of Blank #15 1990
charcoal, gouache, gesso, synthetic
polymer painton 6 10 x 15"
canvas boards
NO 31087 - 31092
76.2 x 76.2 cm (30 x 30")
Collection of the artist

Caricature of de Chirico I 1990

gouache, synthetic polymer paint on

arches paper

NO 31208

559 x 76.2 ¢cm (22 x 30")
Collection of the artist

Untitled (Implied Objects) 1991

oilstick, gouache, synthetic polymer
paint on 54 10 x 15" canvas boards

NO 31299 -31352
228.6 x 228.6 cm {90 x 90")
Collection of Qantas Australia

Study for a Life of Blank 1991

gouache, synthetic polymer paint on

arches paper

NO 32718

76.2 x 55.9 cm (30 x 22"
Collection of the artist

e The Return of Ulysses 1991
oilstick, gouache, synthetic polymer
paint on 80 10 x 15" canvas boards
N© 33487 - 33566
254 x 304.8 ¢m {100 x 120"
Collection of the artist

o Maker of a New Destiny 1992
gouache, synthetic polymer paint on
36 5 x 7" canvas boards
N© 33567 - 33602
76.2 x 106.7 cm (30 x 42")
Collection of the artist

43






	Untitled 1 to 22
	Untitled2



