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‘Girls Painting’
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Galleria Continua is delighted to present ‘Girls Painting’, solo show of the British artist Julie Roberts.

Photography has always played a vital role in the production of her paintings and she has often relied upon photographic evidence as her starting point. To this end she obtained the photographic archival file of Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s masterwork, the Glasgow School of Art from which she developed a new body of paintings entitled Girls Painting, exhibited here for the first time.

‘Girls Painting’ depicts scenes from four artists studios circa 1900 and mainly concentrates on female students in the act of painting. The school was noted for its progressive attitude towards women’s education (which was radical for its time) and as a direct result of such a policy, a distinguished group of women artists emerged onto the international scene. Roberts herself followed in their footsteps almost one hundred years later when she entered the school in 1988 as an MFA student in painting. ‘Girls Painting (The Artists Studio)’ depicts the very same studio in which Roberts produced her first oil paintings.

Roberts’ painting style is sumptuous, with lavish applications of oil paints that achieve a creamy density. Picking out every architectural detail with delight, she plays more freely with the reduced abstraction of painterly layers, neither realism or abstraction, but simultaneously a hybrid of both.

‘The Dead Artists’ is a series of graphite drawings completed in 2003 and forms the counter-argument to ‘Girls painting’. It consists of a series of portraits (mainly male) of a group of artists, poets, and figures from history and literature, which includes Rodin, Jean Cocteau, Munch, Victor and Madam Hugo laid out in deathbed scenes. Each portrait shows us a final glimpse of the last mortal moments of these much-admired famous figures. Roberts made a return to drawing in order to concentrate the mind on careful study of the particular; the scale of each work and the sharp realism convey a tender intimacy not usually associated with artists enduring public lives.

In these two collections of works Roberts quietly ponders the parameters of artistic life, where one group moves from centre-stage to make way for the new, whereas in historical terms both still very much entwine.

Julie Roberts was born in North Wales in 1963, and lives and works in Carlisle, England.   Since graduating from Glasgow School of Arts MFA programme in 1990 she has exhibited extensively in Europe, USA, and South America, and was included in the Aperto, at the Venice Biennale in 1993 and in the British Art Show 5 in 1995.   She is included in the collections of Tate Britain and the Hirshhorn Museum, Washington DC, as well as museum and private collections throughout the world.

During the first ten years of her practice her paintings were associated with a strong visual iconography consisting of a single image, (usually medical) isolated against a saturated colour ground, which gradually extended itself into tableau settings.   Her painting style eloquently balances a stark and sophisticated contemporary gaze with a nostalgic though unsettling glimpse of human frailties.   This balance always strikes to maximise the tension between attraction and repulsion, the real and the perceived and between abstraction and figuration.
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