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EVEMING STANDARD

Ahove: first prize-winner Double Single by Clive
Smith, a divided composition with skilful shadow

Right: Andrew Tift's old-fashioned, intensely likeahle
portrayal of Tony Benn, which tnnl: third prizn

HE BF Portralt Award is one of the fow events in the
calendar of the art world that encourages us in the
beliefl that there is life In palnting still. The brazen
Turner Prige has nothing to do with art, even less to
do with painting and is now anticipated only as a sub-
ject of ridicule for the amount of incomprehensible
jabberwocky it engenders from art critics. The Jerwood Prize,
now cutrying favour with those at the fashionable cutting edge

‘of connolsseurship, itself makes mock of its once worthy inten-

tions. The NatWest Prize now falls into the hands of ignorant
exiremists, and even the prizges at the dear old Roval Academy
are awarded for reasons of age, Bugping' Turn, propagandas and
hoped-for prblic popularity — anything rather than virtue and
sound quality, The BP Award, however, even if most of the
prizes have on most occasions been awarded to disappointing
candidates, has invariably been an exhibition of voung and
voungizh talent (as well as dross) working in paint on canvas
rather than In video, formaldehyde and the turds of elephants,
consirained by the traditional requirements of lilkeness, char-
acter, insight and interprelation. The discipline of the genre
has kept it largely within these bounds, and if there has been
consideralile evidence of struggle against them, it 1s of
attempts to make the portrait function as a subject picture too,
g0 that it may carry an anonyvmous title — as with Douhle-Sin-
gle and Might Painting this year.

The Award has for all the 19 years since its inception, first
under the sponsorship of John Plaver, been remarkable for
bringing to public notice more good, workmanlike painting,
technically sound, more refreshing ideas, more earnestly pro-
fessional young painters, and more promise than any other
annual event in Britain — and this without a whisper of sup-
port, Interest, patronage or purchase from the Gauleiters of
contemporary art at the Tate Gallery and the Arts Council.
Last vear, however, the standards slipped a little, and this year
they have slipped even more, and though we may still be able
to point to a dozen or so good painters well worth watchlng —a
comfortingly high percentage of the 51 whos=e work is included
— the remainder are an unpromising and even distasteful
crew. The number of portraits submitted was up to avorage at
64l or 50 (one for each artist at a handling charge of £8), but as
the number hanging is down from 70 to 51 we are compelled to
ask an explanation for so severe and alarming a reduction tht
the exhibition as a whole suffers a great loss In substance,
importance and influence.

Il general weakness leads us to suppnse that the aesthetic
level of submissions must have been poor, but this is denied by
the NPG — “Well up to standard this vear, as well as number.”
S0, should we then blame the judges for poor judgment? The
last possibility is that the meagre hanging affected by the Tate
Gallery and the paucity of exhibits there {an affectation
funded, oddly enough, by the same sponsor, BP, very 1ill-
advizsed and now deeply unpopulary -— yards of empty wall so
that we may the more concentratedly contemplate what few
things can be seen — has now infected display at the NPG: if
this is so, then it is to be deplored, for we can see
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rards of empty wall at home and in the office, but
this is an exhibition to which we come in high
expectation of paint on canvas.

LIVE Smith, aged 32, iz the winner of
£10,000 this vear with Double-Zingle, in
which a sulky saturnine boyv broods on
half a double bed, apparently lying on a
duvel placed atop a ghastly silk coverlet.
Some svmbolism or a meaning is inplied

by the title; the studied separateness of the {wo equal
upright halves of the composition, the left nothing
but the bed-head, pillow and immaculate coverlet,
the ripht the boy seen d la Kodalk Brownie from large
feat to small head, sugpest something of the awk-
wartdness of bed-sharing by people who are not sex-
wal partners, or the melancholy of one who wishes to
be zuch a partner when the other does not, or the
sense of trespass rather than loneliness that some-
times overtakes the traveller when given a vast dou-
ble bed instead of the zingle in which he'd prefer to
bhe cocooned, This divided composition is nicely
pulled togother with the skilfully placed shadow, the
curved rumple in the duvet and the neat connterbal-
ances of tone and colour. Other eritics have damned
it as an imitation of Lucian Freud, but it is nothing
of the kind - the touch of precize detail and the
coherent eqguality of paint and texture are entirely
alien to Freud, and there are no passages in which
urgency, impotence or laziness have driven Smith to
do what Freud so often does and merely fill in with
illjjudged paint and broshwork: criticism has
reached a hapless state if every pale figure Iving on a
pale bed must be dubbed School of Freud.

The second prize has been  given to Robecca
Driffield for her Bovish Boo. I suppose worse pic-
tures have been painted by middle-aped Australians,
but they muost be difficult to And. This is an unde-
serving crib of an undistinguished English palnter
popular with the Serota Tendency, Tony Bevan — as
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finest

Above: Standing Figure, a
self-portrait by Desmond
Hapghton — “he really must
try to fall in love with some
other man's body™

Right: Vanitas by Benedict
Henrigues — “perhaps too

ambitions, its portrait
element submerged in the

trappings of still life”

will at once be recognised by evervone who weni to
his 1993 exhibition in Whitechapel: to give £5,000 for
stch a poor second-hand thing of tiresome tricks and
mannerisms is a betrayal of the Award's objectives.

The third prize, £3.000, was given to Andrew Tift
for a far better picture and a true portrait to boot —a
charming, old-fashioned, famous-man-among-his-
possessions portraval of Tony Benn. This is not the
swageer portrait some of us think he deserves, but
Benn as he has matured, mel-

largest picture, wcoupying the place of honour, bids
for the booby prize — Susan Eaton’s dull triptychofa
woman, three equal parts more or less life size, three
egqual portraits insignificantly varied, none worth
showing singly, let alone in triplicate.

The very able Diarmuid Kelley does himself no jus-
tice with a picture that is simply not up toscratch—a
pity, for he has shown extraordinary promise and
doesn't need the B exposure if portraiture is not one

of His matural genres. The
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So too is Lewis Chamber-
lain’s Night Painting — a girl
uncomioriable on a sagging couch next to an open
door, a very Slade or Roval Academy Schools awk-
ward piece of diligence, with wonderful stripes ina
length of cloth and a seam in her jumper that the
viewer could unpick. I have commended Chamber-
lain before (though he moves on very slowly), and
Paul Benney and Nick Botting, and all three receive
£1,000; so too does Michael Gaskefl, but I am not con-
vineced that his Jonathan is anything more than a
ring-through-his-nose exercise in hyper-realism long
after its day and really rather nasty. As for Akash
Batt's £1,000 — this is for a barber's shop of nobodies,
the quite appalling stuff of the cartoonist without a
hint of wit In the subject or understanding in the
medium he so badly abuses. There are, alas, other
corny pictures with grotesque heads and other non-
semses equally alien to serions portraiture, and the

Cecil Collins line, and the
largest of them (very large and
very mad) should at once have been bought by the
Tate; but the best piece of painting, in the sense that
the painter is so at ease with the medium, so swift and
deft with it, so aware of economy and when to stop, is
the sketch largely in vermilion and black by Tom Ellis,
percepn'f lively, and as old-fashioned and foppish as
The Portrait Award may not be the most valuable of
prizes to the painter, but it is so to the rest of us, for
every year it brings into view a small number of
skilled and Lnéellllgent }"G'l;li.lg mmda;:éil WDIILE:nm of slgaj,:i
power and lasting quality an em to fin
ﬁ mgllglles them to stalj.)rqm the profes-
101, It is, as ﬂze;r say in the most famous of history
boolks, a Good Thing.
@ NP, S Martin's Place, WC2 Mon-Sat Ifam-6pm. Sun
OG- Q:m Admission firee. Until 26 September.

FINAL NOTICE UNRESERVED AUCTION

WE ARE UNDER INSTRUCTIONS TO PAY V.A.T SURCHARGES, PAYE ’

CUSTOMS & EXCISE NO. 726934117
NO BID REFUSED 800 LOTS WILL BE SOLD

FURNITURE - OAK, MAHOGANY, WALNUT, ROSEWOOD
Coffee Tables, Bookcases, Card & Hall Tables, Welsh Dressers, Bureau's
Lamp & Wine Tables, Lowboys, Nest of Tables, Corner Wall & China
Cabinets, Desks, Chests, Dining Suites.

120 LL'ITS FROM £20

HAND KNOTTED CARPETS & RUGS WILL BE SOLD FROM £10
Persian, Turkish, Oriental, Indian, Russian 128 LOTS

MISCELLANEOUS LOTS
Rocking Horses, Crystal, Bronzes, Mirrors, Metalware,
Clocks, Lamps, Tiffany Lamps, Teddies, Dolls, Dinner Sets, Memorabilia,
Guns, Model Ships & Collectors items.

FINE ORIGINAL PAINTINGS, BRITISH & EUROPEAN. 80 LOTS
CHINA, PORCELAIN AND GLASS.
SIGNED LIMITED EDITION PRINTS. 140 LOTS SOLD FROM £10

TRADITIONAL UPHOLSTERY
Corner Chairs, Chaise, French Chairs, Grandfather Chairs, Library Chairs.

KEMPTON PARK RACECOURSE.,
PREMIER ENCLOSURE
STAINES ROAD EAST,

SUNBURY-ON-THAMES, MIDDLESEX.

PREVIEW ON SUNDAY 22ND AUGUS 1999
10.30 AM UNTIL 12 NOON
AUCTION BEGINS SUNDAY AT 12 NOON SHARP.
DELIVERY SERVICE AVAILABLE.

TO BOOK YOUR SEAT PHONE 0151 549 2911
Internet: www.national-finearis.co.uk

Cash, Master Card, Viga, American Express, Cheque cleared by Check a Cheque.
HATIOMAL FINE AATS, BRADMAN RD, KNOWSLEY IN PARK NORTH, MERSEYSIDE, L33 TUR
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