
 

 
 

 

The Observer, The New Review 

22 February 2026 



FLAUNT
March 2024







 

 
 
 

Artforum 
01 June 2024 

 
Rodney Graham 

Lisson Gallery | Los Angeles 
 

 
 

Rodney Graham, Smoke Break 2 (Drywaller), 2012, two painted aluminum light boxes with transmounted chromogenic transparencies, overall 9' 
11 5⁄8" × 12' 4" × 7". 

 
There was an elegiac air to the first exhibition of Rodney Graham’s work at Lisson Gallery since the 
artist’s death, in 2022. Graham made the four light boxes and seven abstract paintings during the final 
decade of his life, and this fact may have added to the sense of an ending. But his work was often 
marked by a delicate melancholy, whether in its nostalgia for older genres—here, golden-age Hollywood 
films and Cubist painting—or in its evocation of those small tragicomic moments (of doubt, hesitancy, or 
absurdism) that puncture the idea of a stable “self.”  
 
The open-ended stories of Graham’s photographs are at once beguiling and impossible, fantasies to be 
reveled in and illusions to be pricked. The two-part light box Smoke Break 2 (Drywaller), 2012, which 
prefaced the first of two interconnecting spaces at Lisson, elevates a mundane incident—a plasterer on a 
smoke break—into a finely crafted spectacle. Rendered at the grand scale of a history painting, nugatory 
details acquire a heightened strangeness. In the left-hand panel, the stilts on which the drywaller stands 
transform him into a nonchalant performer. A floor-bound radio and heater in the adjoining panel 
acquire the symbolic charge of attributes in an altarpiece.  
 



 
Nothing is incidental in Graham’s art. His light-box images have the poise and contrivance of tableaux 
vivants—conveying the air of poses held to the brink of absurdity. The smoking worker, for all his 
affected self-absorption, appears acutely aware of the camera. (As when we experience Cindy Sherman, 
we are never not conscious of Graham’s playing a part for the camera.) The drying plaster wall—the 
darker sections of which hover like the colored panels of a Rothko—accentuates the staged ambience, 
flattening the pictorial space. As in Courbet’s set pieces, the scene’s ordinariness is a bluff. The everyday 
hiatus of a cigarette break becomes a theatrical act and a playing-out of allusions, not least to Graham’s 
own previous work: This scene is a successor to Betula Pendula Fastigiata (Sous-Chef on Smoke Break), 
2011 (not included in the exhibition), in which a chef sits beneath a tree, doleful as a lovelorn Romantic.  
 
The other light boxes in the exhibition shared a theme common to much of Graham’s work: characters 
at rest, seemingly caught between actions or roles. The diptych format was likewise employed 
in Tattooed Man on Balcony, 2018, where the titular figure gazes out from the balcony of a mid-century-
style Vancouver apartment building, and in Actor / Director, 1954, 2013, where Graham inhabits what 
appears to be a soundstage, decked out in eighteenth-century aristocratic attire and wielding a movie 
camera, as if he were a period actor directing a 1950s Hollywood film. Here, his character’s deadpan 
expression, together with the cigarette tucked between his fingers, undercuts the florid mood of the 
wider scenario.  
 
At first glance, Graham’s paintings seemed to share little with the light boxes. In place of frozen 
narratives, they consist of colored shapes layered together like the fragments of a Cubist collage. Yet 
these works, begun in the early 2000s, channel the artist’s sampling impulse: Each is based on a canonical 
modern painting— an Aleksandr Rodchenko, for example—obscured beyond recognition by digital 
excision and rearrangement. The resulting images suggest both the unsteady amalgams of their source 
material and something closer to what they really are: clunky virtual splicings. The oil paint was mixed 
with sand to achieve a uniformly grainy surface, contributing to the depersonalized effect. Graham’s 
willingness to subvert the aura of his own work—so often a criterion of his art—has backfired here. For 
all their boldness and crispness of design, the pictures exude a mocked-up quality. Their artifice lack the 
counterweight of feeling found in the photographs.  
 
As this exhibition reflected, Graham’s art didn’t develop in any traceable sense so much as cycle through 
ideas that are continually restaged and reduplicated. To assess the relative dates of his works on the 
basis of viewing alone would be hard, and the dynamics within a given composition are typically more 
arresting than the relationships between the works. It was apt, then, that the display was 
nonchronological, aside from its ten-year focus, sampling painting and photography with something of 
Graham’s own breezy insouciance. A slice rather than a survey, the exhibition nonetheless captured the 
twin currents of sincerity and irony that have run through his art from the outset.  
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Rodney Graham 
performing in Dan 

Graham's Stage Set 
for Music no 2 for 

Glenn 2018 

Dan Graham: Rock 'n' Roll 

Rodney Graham: Central 
Questions of Philosophy 

Lisson Gallery London 3 October 3 November 

Dan Graham and Rodney Graham are friends, paired in a double 
show where Rodney Graham played guitar and sang in Dan 
Graham's pavilion. Dan Graham has frequently engaged wi th 
performance, and his pavilion wil l also host a gig by Thurston 
Moore; but this show's double focus invites reflections on the Dan/ 
Rodney Graham relation. Dan Graham's two-way mirror pavilions 
dispose viewers' images of themselves amidst others in amusing 
but often disconcerting ways. It is not just that we see ourselves 
as others may, but also as other than we have supposed. In his 
Book of Disquiet, Fernando Pessoa wrote: 'Each of us is several 
. . . a profusion of selves.' Dan Graham's mirror-windows induce 
such profusions, and as much as his pavilions enact what Thierry 
de Duve called a 'critique of artistic autonomy' - they cannot 
be reduced to minimal objects - they also disturb participants' 
confidence in their sense as stable subjects. De Duve was describing 
Dan Graham's Performer, Audience, Mirror, which used a feedback 
loop to loosen his audience's certainty as to who was producing 
the affect of their mutual presence in the event. As I observed in 
my feature'Looping The Loop' (/4M406), it might be in Dan/Rodney 
Graham's common use of looping that their affinity originated. 

But there are differences. Dan Graham works socially, mediating 
relations of subject-object and subject-subject amid webs of 
feedback and reflections. Rodney Graham, too, has worked by 
staging reflexive mediations; yet his subjects have not been social but 
recondite and romantic: an errant melancholic in 'Lenz' was looped 
into a circular labyrinth of repeating text, and his How I Became 
a Ramblin'Man set a wandering cowboy in a video palindrome. 
Gradually, however, the motifs that Rodney Graham caught within 
loops, interpolations or cultural cliches shifted from nature - a 
waterfall in Two Generators, inverted trees in camera obscura, 
or textual and musical systems in Landor's House, or School of 
Velocity-towards himself as others, in images of what Pessoa called 
'Heteronyms' (personae staged amid their worlds, in meticulous 

detail). Already, he appeared on the cover of his Verwandlungsmusik 
CD as if on a 1950s LP of a Viennese modernist composer like Anton 
Webern. Since then, Rodney Graham has staged himself as, amongst 
others, a 17th-century sailor, prisoner, barfly, 'gifted amateur' 
painter, 'avid reader', skuller (after Thomas Eakins), concertinist (after 
Georges Braque) et a l . . . 'Amongst others' is where Rodney Graham 
has dispersed - but not disguised - himself. We can't say 'disguised' 
because, as if among mirrors that never quite displace him, 
Rodney Graham is always recognisable. This double-take has been 
emphasised by his virtuoso use of high-definition lightbox photos. 
The photos, like 19th-century 'problem paintings', provoke minute 
scrutiny of details that leave nowhere to hide yet expose Rodney 
Graham to plain sight. His heteronyms as such present no problems, 
for their premise is as evidently sham as their 'gifted amateur' was 
ham. Nor is Rodney Graham's self involved. These are not Rembrandt 
costume self-portraits; and not like Cindy Sherman's studies in 
identity. Droll and arch, their play is with media images from mid-
brow culture, as in the tit le work here, The Central Questions of 
Philosophy-adapted from a paperback cover of AJ Ayer's popular 
summary. Four photos show RodneyGraham as Ayer sitting wi th 
his dog, as Ayer wi thout dog, the dog, and the empty chair. Shelved 
behind him are Ayer's works wi th others by JL Austin. Maybe 
among these is dispersed an allegory of Ayer's account of the 
problem of induction: 'the problem of f inding a way to prove that 
certain empirical generalisations which derived from experience 
wil l hold good also in the future.'Or maybe not. But to decide that 
would require a reading of Ayer as close as our gaze into Rodney 
Graham's four lightboxes. 

Moreover, Rodney Graham's recent works disperse his subjects 
even further, by fabricating props from their ostensive worlds. They 
appeared as actual paintings by Rodney Graham's fictive artists, 
and continue here with Vacuuming The Gallery1949, a four-part 
lightbox showing a gallerist (based on New York dealer Samuel 
Kootz) preparinga show of abstract paintings in a style adapted from 
Alexander Rodchenko. Around this at the Lisson are actual paintings 
like those in the lightbox. The temporal looping in Rodney Graham's 
earlier works has now become a spatial circulation of actual and 
represented things, reminiscent in form - not content - of Joseph 
Kosuth's 1965 One and Three Chairs. Ezra Pound said that 'Art is news 
that stays news'; but in times of 'fake news', Rodney Graham's works 
make faking it into a comedic and elaborate capriccio. I 

Brian Hatton teaches at the Architectural Association in London and 
Liverpool John Moores University. 
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Rodney Graham Gateshead
Here’s a photo of a plasterer 
taking a quick fag break perched 
atop his metal tradesman’s 
stilts, the banal routines of the 
workaday world seemingly 
corresponding with the ritualised 
absurdities of performance art. 
In fact, it’s been staged by highly 
influential Vancouver-based 
artist Rodney Graham, who 
quotes influences ranging from 
Sigmund Freud to Black Sabbath. 
The deadpan conceptualist 
assumes all manner of make-
believe personas, as he shape-
shifts between a dilettante 
specialising in pipe-cleaner 
sculptures and an abstract artist 
who indulges in a bit of drip 
painting in his kitchen before 
breakfast. Thankfully, nowhere 
in this role play pretence does 

Opening this week

Jean Painlevé 
Birmingham

Jean Painlevé, whose career 
spanned most of the 20th 
century, was all the more a 
surrealist for not being a signed-
up member of the Parisian 
movement. Through technically 
meticulous magnification and an 

almost entranced focus, his films 
and photographs of octopuses, 
sea urchins, crabs and lobsters 
reveal the seemingly limitless 
strangeness of the natural world. 
One photo print, simply titled 
Lobster Claw, faithfully captures 
what looks like a childhood 
nightmare. Meanwhile, his 
underwater film The Seahorse 
celebrates the male both 
fertilising and obligingly giving 
birth to the cloud of eggs passed 
to him by the female. Overall, his 
work brings together surrealist 
wonderment and the amazement 
of an obsessively curious – not 
to say slightly eccentric – 
zoologist. It is no surprise, then, 
that Painlevé’s waking-world 
weirdness appealed so much 
to outcast surrealist eroticists 
such as Luis Buñuel and George 
Bataille. This first UK solo show 
of his photographs, “micro-
cinema”, experimental music 
films and – bizarrely – seaside-
inspired jewellery, promises 
to be a real treat. Robert Clark 
Ikon, Wed to 4 Jun

Graham descend into elitist 
parody. Indeed, if anything, he 
appears to genuinely celebrate 
the creative potential of post-
punk DIY defiance. RC 
BALTIC, Fri to 11 Jun
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