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John Beard is offering his own, highly individual solution to a problem that has also been recognised (and 
tackled in their various ways) by some of the most important painters of his generation. To appreciate this degree 
of commonality, we perhaps have to return to the perceptions of such artists as they are on record from around 
1990: that is to say, from the very period when Beard embarked upon this long-term programme of work. As it 
happens, the recent republication of an interview by William Furlong with Brice Marden, dated 1988, provides 
a passage which seems to me to go to the heart of the issue. The interviewer begins an exchange of views 
by commenting on the fact that, contrary to the practice of Kiefer and Schnabel with their ‘heavily encrusted 
surfaces’, Marden himself has tended to work ‘in a reductive way rather than through an additive process’. This 
gives a cue for Marden to explain by comparison with other relevant contemporary examples the motivation that 
lies beneath his own artistic and technical development:

Schnabel’s plate things were an obvious sort of reaction – modern art has worked its way right up to the 
surface and the person who is handling it in the most refi ned manner now is Robert Ryman. He can still 
make a thorough and beautiful painting, maintain the plane and have the painting being meaningful, 
whereas someone like Schnabel has to break the plane or activate it in some way. It becomes collage. 
The same is true of Kiefer. When you are using collage you use real form and you lose the whole idea of 
illusion, which I consider to be one of the most important elements in painting. It is about the lack of ability 
to resolve what you want to say on the plane.i                       

The fact that Marden’s work has taken quite a different trajectory from Beard’s does not prevent his comment 
from being exceptionally pertinent to the latter’s work. For Beard, it is certainly not just a matter of ‘reductive’ 
or ‘additive’ processes, of  choosing between ‘heavily encrusted surfaces’ or thin layers of paint. It is a question 
throughout of maintaining the picture plane against the threat of disintegration (the endemic condition of 
‘collage’). This is the constant objective that underlies, in my view, Beard’s resourceful mode of painting, whether 
the medium is deftly applied and scumbled with a ‘refi nement’ reminiscent of Ryman, or whether it achieves 
a high level of opacity with the surface appearing to be virtually without painterly incident. I also fi nd it rather 
curious and illuminating that Marden (of all people) should champion the cause of ‘illusion’ in this context. For 
in Beard’s work, also, the wager has been precisely that of maintaining the integrity of the plane without having 
to sacrifi ce the effects of illusion. Or, to put it the other way round and perhaps more truthfully, Beard has held 
on to illusion in the conviction that it will powerfully underpin the coherence of the plane.

There is both a medium-term and a long-term perspective against which we could view this dedicated stand. 
The notion of collage as a protocol for picture-making has had (as Marden implies) a triumphant progress in 
the modern world. From the early experiments of the Cubists to Schnabel with his application of jagged plates, 
and beyond, such procedures of fragmentation have been massively infl uential in defi ning a contemporary 
aesthetic. Indeed Adrian Stokes refl ected in 1967 that it was no longer possible to represent the human body 
in its wholeness, and that collage represented at least the honest admission of this modern failure: ‘there is a 
sense also in which the abandonment of imitation for the use of actual things in collages and assemblages 
partakes of a stubborn, unidealised affi rmation that good objects, whole and part, survive, if barely’.ii But he 
went on to speculate that this was possibly a new beginning: ‘we may in art eventually proceed to construct more 
generally whole objects that are rich; to re-construct the nude’. However far we may still be from such a project 
– which Stokes himself qualifi ed as a ‘pious hope’ – it is possible to see Beard’s work, in its dogged rejection of 
fragmentation, as a move in this direction.

For the long-term view, I can only refl ect again on the reference that I made in 1995, à propos of the fi rst 
Adraga exhibition, to Hubert Damisch’s study, Theory of the Cloud (1972), which is a meditation on the pictorial 
development of Renaissance perspective.iii Damisch views the ‘cloud’ as the counterpart to the ordering of single-
point perspective: the semiotic element that defi es, and at the same time extends, the language of Western 
painting from Correggio’s vaporous domes to Turner’s visionary landscapes. The central hypothesis here is 
that there had to be a stage in the early Renaissance when the conditions of perspectival representation on the 
plane were codifi ed. The mythic event that supported this achievement was Brunelleschi’s demonstration on the 
steps of the Duomo in Florence, where the view of the Baptistry coincided precisely with the mirrored image of 
the tavola, or panel painting, held up in front of it. Damisch has himself commented in later writings on the 
way in which this founding moment recurs in the historical development of Western painting. One might say 
that Beard’s extracts from Velázquez and Vermeer are symptomatic of the trust that he places in tradition. His 
concern to maintain the integrity of the plane is no mere formalist idiosyncracy. It is in effect the life-line of his 
art through history. 
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