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Image
ridden Justin Paton

The guy ahead of me in the queue had it right. 'Too much information.' He was
responding to an art fair official who had just explained, in the kind of vivid detail
a plumber requires, why the toilets were no longer in service. For a travelling
gallery-goer at the end of a long day's looking, 'too much information' felt like
the perfect response not just to the onslaught of a European art fair but to the
state of art generally right now, when the sheer inrush of new work can leave
you feeling at once stuffed full and terminally unsatisfied.

At such moments there are two kinds of artworks I dream of coming
across. The first is a work so humble, wayward and magnetically odd that it
unexpectedly rivets your attention and makes all the glut and grandstanding
look beside the point. The second is a work at once stubborn, bold and
hopeful enough to confront the surrounding clamour and come back with a
vision of what's at stake. A featherweight work on paper by American
conceptualist Spencer Finch answered my needs on the first count. But on the
second count, no luck. So I headed back upstream through the ultra-groomed
crowd (how is it that some people appear to have actually moisturised with
money?) to the bookshop, where those who couldn't afford the art were
engaged in a frenzy of compensatory spending.

I found what I needed a few months later, in a gallery upstairs on
Auckland's K' Rd. But the verb 'found' is too feeble for the experience of
Richard Killeen's The temptation ofSaint Anthonv, 2007, a work that seems to
send gigabytes of information straight to your visual cortex (and which is, to
declare an interest, bound for the Dunedin Public Art Gallery). Local opinion
divides pretty sharply on Killeen's digital paintings of the past few years, which
if they were a movie might uncharitably be tagged 'Bob the Builder enters
The Matrix'. I like their weird, hot-cold intensity, the feeling that Killeen has the
whole history of pattern churning away in his hard drive. Above all I like the
sight of 'one of New Zealand's most important senior artists' shaking free of
that kind of bland approval and reclaiming his right to surprise - and never
more vigorously than in this swarming new work. Based on Hieronymus
Bosch's amazing sixteenth-century triptych of the same name, Killeen's
Temptation is a toyland apocalypse, a Photoshop-assisted landscape of the
mind, and an indispensable account of the life of images - and the lives we
lead among them - here at the shaky start of the twenty-first century.

It all starts at top left, with the head of Killeen's St Anthony - though 'in the
head' might be better. From this still point, a world of chaos spills out. Slabs of sky
fall away. The sunset breaks open and reveals a weird, dark chasm. Sci-fi worms
stream in through it. And into the foreground crowds an astonishing outburst of
images - a clattering procession of big-eared idols, technomunchkins, global
villagers, skittering insects and floating eyeballs. Crowded there with hoarded
possessions and their bodies abuzz with digital patterns, they look like a tribe of
refugees from some future civilisation. Unlike Bosch's demons, they don't
torment St Anthony; they just wait and look, but for what? What's happening
here? What are these digital descendants of Bosch's nasties doing in 2007 in
the studio of this famously cool-headed artist?

Killeen rose to prominence through the late 1970s and 1980s with his so­
called 'cutouts': boxed collections of crisply cut, painted shapes that owners
were free to unpack and hang as they wished. If you followed New Zealand art
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in the early 1990s, you were always hearing these works described as radically
democratic. For many, he became New Zealand's exemplary postmodernist­
light-footed, unburdened by ego, an artist of the free and floating image.

Work by work, that's a fair verdict. But looking back across the whole career
something knottier emerges - something that was overlooked in the rush to
distinguish Killeen from the angsty expressionists of the 1980s. There must be
tens of thousands of images in the full array of Killeen's cutouts, and the more of
them you see, the more the sheer accumulation starts to emanate its own kind
of anxiety. Far from setting images free, Killeen looks like someone fearfully
salvaging and stacking them in the face of some threatened cultural loss.

Not only does Temptation crank that anxiety up to a new pitch, it also winds
Killeen's past into the drama. Anyone who knows his work will notice straight
away that the patterns wrapping many of the figures and objects come directly
from past works. It's as if the forms that lie stacked in their thousands in
Killeen's archives have risen up, filled out, and begun to crowd in on the resting
figure, who becomes a stand-in for the artist himself. What we have here, I
think, is a kind of studio hallucination, an uprising in Killeen's own image banks.
And if that's right, if we can see St Anthony as the painter's surrogate, then
what a strange, ambivalent picture this is: the artist closing his eyes to the
population of images he has created, and those images waiting expectantly.

It's here that Killeen's use of Bosch really snaps into focus. In Bosch's painting,
demons try to tempt Anthony away from his saintly solitude and into the doubts
and distractions of the world. Five hundred years later, what tempts Killeen's saint
is not the world but the prospect of detachment from it - the temptation to simply
close your eyes to the pressure of images, to relinquish that sense of
responsibility, to give up the salvage operation. Most of us have felt the threat of
image fatigue, whether we're clearing spam from the inbox, watching carnage
rub up against commercials on the evening news, or for that matter shouldering
our way through an overstuffed art fair. But if you're an artist like Killeen, whose
entire career is staked on a belief that images are live presences which shape us
as much as we shape them, that (in the words of Philip Guston) 'we are image
makers and image ridden', then that kind of exhaustion is more than a passing
problem. It's a crisis, and his Temptation drops us into it.

It's a work full of chaos and clatter, but what stays with you is its stillness.
This Temptation has the tense calm of a dream in the instant before you decide
to test its reality and wake yourself up. The sky falls. Smoke rises in the
distance. And St Anthony dreams on. Despite his robotic smoothness,
Killeen's saint looks tired. Go close and you'll see his face is veined with fine
cracks, like an old porcelain vase. Will he, can he, open his eyes? On one hand,
his refusal to look signals helplessness, refusal, exhaustion - an advanced
case of image fatigue. But against that grim forecast we have to weigh the
evidence of the whole work - its surge and shimmer, its atmosphere of
suspense, the defiant vigour and strangeness of its vision. St Anthony's eyes
may be closed but the artist who made this work has his wide open. The result
is a startlingly clear view of our current confusions.
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