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MICHAEL BILSBOROUGH TALKS TO ANA FINEL HONIGMAN

From Saatchi Online: www.saatchi-gallery.co.uk March 2007

As Gang of Four sang on the soundtrack to Sofia Coppola’s movie, Marie Antoinette, “the problem with leisure/
is what to do for pleasure”. Twenty-eight-year-old California-born artist Michael Bilsborough provides some el-
egantly, decadent possibilities. Bilsborough, who received his BA at Columbia University and his MFA at New
York’s School of Visual Arts, uses sinewy, slinky, lines reminiscent of Jean Cocteau’s lines drawings and Andy
Warhol’s homoerotic illustrations to serve them up.

In “The Name of this Show is Not: Gay Art Now,” a group show curated by Jack Pierson at New York’s Paul
Kasmin gallery from June 8 - July 14, 2006, Bilsborough’s drawings were exhibited alongside work by Rob
Pruitt, Matthew Barney, Kembra Pfahler, Elizabeth Peyton and Collier Schorr.

Bilsborough’s line drawings and wall mural in “Yourlineismakingmesowetrightnowiloveit,” the February group
show at New York’s Sara Tecchia gallery, were described by critic Doug McClemont as “cheeky explorations of
gender roles, literature and substance abuse... among the most original and strangely potent works currently on
view in New York.” Bilsborough and I walked through the show on its closing day and discussed his

methods and motives.

ANA FINEL HONIGMAN: Why is the mural a single sex scenario?

MICHAEL BILSBOROUGH: I design each mural for the space and themes surrounding it. This show’s title is
very female-specific, so I did an all-female scene.

AFH: Can you walk me through the some of your references?

MB: This mural is loosely based on ‘The Raft of the Medusa’ with the angles and weird drama. I composed this
ring of women all flying through the air and each moves in space differently. One of them hovers midair, either
ascending or descending. Another succumbs to gravity, collapsing as she falls asleep, or faints, or expires.
AFH: The figures look remarkably similar. Are they all the same character?

MB: I use repetition in different ways, and here it’s unclear whether we’re dealing with one or many people.
AFH: You mean whether there is a single protagonist or multiple participants?

MB: Yes. To admit that uncertainty overturns any hierarchy among the characters that the composition or narra-
tive might imply. And it collapses the idea of time within the image. So maybe there is one person moving from
place to place and we’re seeing a progression in time; or perhaps there are twins simultaneously performing
similar acts; or different people alternately existing in different spaces. It’s unclear. On purpose.

AFH: But the spaces are not clearly separate?

MB: It’s clear where walls and halls and air would be. I want that stability. But I wanted to confuse who the
characters were.

AFH: So you’re interested in visual effects, and less interested in telling a story the viewer can understand as a
narrative?
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MB: I don’t want a simple narrative explained with ease. And I’'m connecting the visual, formal parts and the
narrative parts, juggling them simultaneously. Every formal, abstract choice simultaneously fulfils a narrative
goal, and vice versa.

AFH: Do you think it is important for artists who do figurative work to continue drawing from the model?

MB: I think it’s more important to explore ways that the figure is useful. I’ve done lots of figure studies but now
work from my imagination - no models, no photos - because that method feels more direct and natural. I know
my way around the body and when in doubt, I glance at my reflection or feel around like a blind man to con-
clude where things go. I am not totally dutiful to natural physiology, but I emphasize some body parts: ribs and
vertebrae peek out visibly through the skin of my figures.

AFH: Why? Is it because your body-type preference is for the very thin?

MB: Could be. I'm in the Kate Moss generation, after all. But personal preference is insufficient motivation for
art. This figuration fulfils narrative and conceptual purposes. You suggested that there is something I might be
saying about the ‘figure’ but I think this could be as much about the ‘body’.

AFH: What are the distinctions between those terms for you?

MB: The ‘figure’ is more narrative, allegorical, and theatrical. It is about mood and character and stories. But
‘the body’ is more about physiology. Made of cells, bones and hair - physical, breakable, dependent parts and
processes - it’s more about vulnerability. So ‘the figure’ feels pleasure or excitement, while ‘the body’ circulates
serotonin.

AFH: The notion of the body as vulnerable is interesting in your work, because your bodies don’t appear vul-
nerable to threats within their environments. In fact, they seem to meld into their environments and become part
of them, because your use of line unifies the bodies to their surroundings.

MB: True, there’s unity. And the bodies don’t dissolve, but are strongly determined. But I draft the architectural,
environmental parts with really consistent and rigid lines. And I do the bodies with brush, to get modulation and
irregular shapes. That sets up variation within the larger unity you observe. The irregularity of the body opposes
the clean, Euclidean environment.

AFH: Are you referring to the sexual and emotional vulnerability you represent in your images?

MB: Implanting vulnerability or at least ambiguity in an orgy scene complicates the sexual content. I want to
do that because in real life, sex isn’t always the one-dimensional thrill that we sometimes naively imagine it to
be. Sometimes, it’s scary or awkward or regrettable. That’s important in this drawing, called ‘The Sorrows of
Young Werther Werther Werther’. It’s more morbid than other drawings. Here, the figure is a narrative device -
it is a person walking though a room and doing unsettling things.

AFH: You’re using the singular now. Have you have settled on defining the figure as an
individual character?

MB: Does it seem like one figure or many to you?

AFH: It seems like a single protagonist to me. In fact, I like the sense of disassociation that comes from seeing
an individual performing phases of an action. It is almost like seeing a cartoon illustration of someone recount-
ing an experience they had.
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MB: In many of these drawings, a single pose recurs in different places and you decide whether it is a single
figure. One person and his or her imagination? One person moving through time? Or it could be several drones
carrying on. They could be performing because of their chemically determined behavior. You’re looking at me
funny.

AFH: You lost me with the drones.

MB: Oh, I just mean that some behavior seems like a reflex response to stimulation, so the responder is like a
drone or zombie, carrying out behavior without uniquely originating it. Especially with sex. I guess we’re back
to ‘The Body’ now. I'm thinking of things like Richard Dawkinsa!” selfish gene theory, that people are just con-
duits for the behavior programmed into them.

AFH: Reading your images left to right, as if they were narrative sentences, it seems that many of them are
depicted behavior you are portraying as self-destructive. Particularly in ‘The Sorrows of Young Werther Werther
Werther’.

MB: I'm not saying ‘self-destructive,” you are. But maybe you’re right. Self-destruction often mixes with
hedonism. Look at the language used. Instead of saying ‘to get drunk,” we use the more severe ‘get fucked up,’
or the violent ‘hammered,’ or the grotesque ‘shitfaced.” As you noted, ‘Werther Werther Werther’ works like a
sentence. Each figure represented is like a word within a sentence. And each action is a verb. So, you have ‘to
blow,” ‘to choke,’ etc. It is like a language game. Instead of an anarchic parade of people filling a room, I sought
a single unit, that particular pose, to build up the scene.

AFH: You say it’s a language game, but you’re using the language of maths.

MB: Well, multiplication and repetition construct this picture. But repetition is also central psychoanalysis or
Sisyphus or Nietzsche, or even religious ‘resurrection’ or ‘reincarnation.’

AFH: What are your thoughts about the spaces where you’re letting your figures occupy.

MB: In the drawing, ‘An Enema Mamma Mia,’ it’s a Baptism scene and so it makes sense to have the setting be
a bathroom. I mean: if you hosted a Baptism in your house, you’d likely use the bathtub.

AFH: And your style here is very draftsman-like.

MB: I use T-squares, rulers, compasses, a calculator, and other tools. That cerebral process keeps me out of the
sexuality and chaos in the acts I depict.

AFH: Are these drawings allegorical? Is there a moral component to your decisions about what to depict and
how to depict it?

MB: Not in a judgmental way. The spaces, at least for me, feel neutral and I don’t want them to become surro-
gate judges. Possibly, a scene with peeling paint and broken tiles might imply a judgment.

AFH: So, you’re saying that a messy room would sway the viewer’s judgment more than seeing emotional or
sexually messy situations?

MB: I don’t know what the viewer will think. But maybe the messy situations are hard to explain and therefore,
hard to judge. But environmental disorder might suggest degeneration. I want ascetic, disinterested environ-
ments.

WWW.INVISIBLE-EXPORTS.COM



AFH: But if you are working within a Romantic tradition by evoking Werther, for example, then don’t you as-
sume scenes of decay, hedonism and denegation would seduce your viewers?

MB: I admire the Romantic tradition, but I think I’'m more Neo-Classical. Then again, I cited a Romantic paint-

ing earlier. So maybe I self-identify as Neo-Classical but have occasional Romantic tendencies. No, I think
Werther is an isolated incident. I was just experimenting.

AFH: What is the significance of the Catholic iconography in your imagery? Is that a personal commentary on
your background?

MB: I grew up Catholic but I think I’ve outgrown it. Yet, I constantly stumble into Catholic iconography! I sit
and draw and then later discover these Catholic references. I bet that when I am old and crazy, I’1l just keep
drawing the crucifixion.

AFH: Are you really not Catholic anymore? One’s upbringing is always in there somewhere.

MB: I'm trying to drink it out of my system. But you’re right - those things get planted and you just have to try
and try to cough them up.

AFH: Even a lapsed Catholic is still within the spectrum of Catholic identity. I just have a hard-time believing
there are ex-Catholics.

MB: That’s why we say “recovering.” Catholicism perpetuated concepts I just couldn’t intellectually accept. But
that process was something that happened in my head, and not really deep inside. Once you’ve been baptized
and been to church every Sunday, you’re just stuck with it. I was baptized and my family went to church every
Sunday.

AFH: It’s cellular now.

MB: Totally. There is the selfish gene, right there.

AFH: Are you now in agreement with the activist atheists like Dawkins?
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YOURLINEISMAKINGMESOWETRIGHTNOWILOVEIT AT SARA TECCHIA, NEW YORK

From Saatchi Online: www.saatchi-gallery.co.uk February 2007

Sara Tecchia Gallery seems to have veered from its typically more restrained program to present “Yourlineis-
makingmesowetrightnowiloveit,” a group show of dirty drawings, a video piece and reflective collages. The
exhibition showcases artists whose work is sometimes as wacky as it is provocative.

Elena Monzo contributes portraits of women in panties that are influenced by sources as diverse as Rita Ack-
ermann and Egon Schiele. Her attractive unfortunates take up a relatively small part of the white fields they
inhabit. Their maladies -a Caesarian scar or a nosebleed becoming lip color - are rendered with a gentle touch
and constitute the core of the subjects’ scrappy, sultry charm.

Gallery artist Robert Brinker’s cut paper and Mylar constructions hang dignified on the walls like surrealist
hives. The works successfully bring to mind sculpture and painting simultaneously and since details are slow to
emerge, reward prolonged viewing. Hans Bellmer is represented here by a few etchings from the seventies that
depict womendolls struggling within the contorted lines of their bodies. Though sex pervades these examples,
they are among the tamest of Bellmer’s later works. Their inclusion in the show feels like an afterthought to
bookend the other works.

The Rotterdam-based collective Antistrot has come armed with Sharpies and technical skill. Their drawings,
cultural doodles and realistic cartoony portraits culled from the “consumerist” flotsam and jetsam of their lives,
emit an Exquisite Corpse style of execution, since each of the six men contributes part of the work. The twist is
that they all work at once. There’s no attempt to be profound here, merely to fill the space and respond to what
the others are creating. It is intriguing to imagine the artistic enthusiasm and territorial bickering of the process.

Undoubtedly the show belongs to the talented Michael Bilsborough. His sharp and distilled ink drawings house
the deeply buried memories/fantasies/exploits of some unknown protagonist. These mysterious narratives and
the sparseness of detail draw us in whether we like it or not. Bilsborough’s black-and-white playlets are effort-
lessly shocking in content and, despite the limpness of the characters, his lines almost architectural in their pre-
cision. Certainly there’s an element of high camp in the works: a tall female poised in a La-Z-Boy recliner can
represent unvarnished libido, and lethargy often signifies sexual cynicism. I asked the artist about the recurring
depictions of generic naked victims with closed eyes. Bilsborough tells me that he wants to keep us in the dark
as to “whether they’re intoxicated or sleeping or dead.” I suggest that they might just be faking this indolence
and he enthusiastically agrees. Bilsborough’s cheeky explorations of gender roles, literature and substance abuse
are among the most original and strangely potent works currently on view in New York.

-Doug McClemont Doug McClemont is the former Editor-in-Chief of HONCHO.
He is currently writing about his adventures as a Mortician.
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ArtInfo Student Artist Makes Good with Appearance at Paul Kasmin Gallery

From Art Info, www.artinfo.com July 2006

NEW YORK — ArtInfo expected great things from Michael Bilsborough when we decided to feature him last
month in our Discover New Talent/Student Artist section. We just didn’t know that his work would be displayed
in a blue-chip gallery quite so soon.

Three of Bilsborough’s impressive drawings can be seen through July 14 at “The Name of This Show Is Not:
Gay Art Now” at the Paul Kasmin Gallery in Chelsea, in a show curated by the noted photographer and concep-
tual artist, Jack Pierson.

Bilsborough’s work hangs in some pretty impressive company, amongst such names as Nan Goldin, Marsden
Hartley, Robert Rauschenberg, Robert Indiana, Matthew Barney, Louise Fishman and Gilbert & George.

The polite, modest Bilsborough, who received his MFA from the School of Visual Arts this May, attributes this
rapid ascent to showing alongside such august company, in part, to luck.

“By chance, I met Jack Pierson at a birthday party and again later at a gallery opening. I asked if I could email
him and then sent him an invitation to my studio. He was generous enough to visit, and we had a long conversa-
tion about drawing, and he listened very thoughtfully to what I had to say about my art.”

Soon after, Pierson asked him to be in the exhibition, which has 50 artists, not all of whom identify as gay. The
link among the works, Pierson has said, is a shared sensibility.

Bilsborough said his own work “fits pretty ideally” into the context of the show. “[The theme of the exhibition]
expresses the difficulty now in expressing art with gay-related themes; gay is so mainstream now that using a
label like “gay art” is passé. The art I’'m making intentionally sets up sexual ambiguities—gay? straight? bi-
sexual?—in these sexually charged scenes. I’ve had people tell me they assume the work was done by a female;
a comment like this makes me feel I’ve been successful in achieving what I want to with these drawings.”

Bilsborough has sold one of the works included in the show (Untergehen). The other two (“But Our Parents
Love Us” and “There’s a Place for Us”) are available for $1,500.

How does he think having a Paul Kasmin show on his resume will affect his career? “It’s a high-profile gallery
with a show curated by a really significant artist, so I hope a lot of people will see it and it will expand my audi-
ence. [ want to get as much a response as possible to my work.”

And Bilsborough is keeping the momentum going: He recently received a grant from the Lower Manhattan
Cultural Council, and the Sara Tecchia Roma New York gallery will be showing his work this weekend at Scope

Hamptons (work which the gallery describes as “formalist, neo-pornographic drawings”).

“I worked really hard in grad school, so I’'m happy that it’s all starting to happen.”
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ARTFORUM

"Neolntegrity"

08.06.07

AUTHOR: MIEIAM KATL
O7.19.07-08.24.07 Derek Eller Gallery

This gallery is currently emanating some seriously positive vibes. Upon entering "Neolntegrity,” a group

exhibition curated by artist Keith Mayerson, viewers are immediately flanked by emblems of love—aon the
left by Lisa Kirk's Hope's Tree, 2007, a copper beech into which is carved a heart dedicated to the artist's
rmother, and on the right by the late Wendy Moore's photograph of a traffic sign—turned—-amaorous missive,
Can't Sfop Loving You, 1984. Emotions continue to soar throughout this densely packed 190-arist show.

In an assembly this large, there are bound to be some misses, yet despite the exhibition’s chaotic feel, the
hits here truly resonate. The tender visage depicted in Jack Pierson’s Franz Kline-ike painting Melancholia
FPassing info Madness (7), 2006, presides lovingly over the scene. The gilded frame and gold paint of
Michael Bilsborough's Commisarate Commemarate, 2007, a sweet homage to River Phoenix, indicate
reverence for both the actor and the curator, whom the piece addresses directly: | MISS HIM TOO, KEITH.
Also notable are Tom Palumbo's 1950s and '60s black-and-white photographs of Jack Kerouac, Miles
Davis, and Mia Farrow, who appear solemn and deeply pensive.

While most anyone could draft a personal list of favorites, the real strength of "Neclintegrity” lies in its
theme: “'real’ artists making 'real’ art for ‘real’ reasons.” This message, however, proves bittersweet; itis
somewhat distressing to need reassurance that artists "still make work for themselves.” Nevertheless, the
show provides a welcome combination of the idealistic and the down-to-earth. It's high time we were offered
a little positivity.
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