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London Underground

In the twentieth century the zeitgeist has oscillated,
arguably, between Amenca and continental Euroge. To
some extent Brilain's cuiture and the London art scene
have been sidelined by Germany (Berlin), France (Paris)
and United States (New York), although there have been
a number of outstanding British artists throughout this
period who have contributed 10 the world art scene, such
as Henry Moore, David Hockney and Stanley Spencer to
name bul a few. In the last decade of the twentieth centu-
ty, London has commanded centre stage and is now
widely regarded as one of the most vital and exciting

places to practice art.

People have attributed this rejuvenation to many factors -
an improved art educational system, a growing contem-
porary art market, and to government art initiatives. A
more fundamentai cause, | believe, is that London, which
was always a cosmopolitan city, has in {he {ast twenly
years developed a complex multinational and multiculiur-
al , identity that is truly its own, and it is this that has
fuelled the creative spint of artists who live and work in
the city.

London has always been a city where strong cuilural cur-
rents collided. Think of first and second generation emi-
gres such as Mark Gertler, Lucien Freud, David Bomberg
et al, and continental European cultural influences are
slill very apparenl. Today, immigrants and their children
from all over the worid are also having an impact an
London's cultural scene. Since the collapse of the
Communist regimes of Eastern Europe, Czechs,
Hungarians, Romanians, Russians have setiled in large
numbers in the capilal. The economic boem in the Orient
has also seen an Asian diaspora grow in Western Europe
and particularly in Britain, and, of course, one cannot
ignore the great influx of Australian, New Zealand and
South African visitors. Distinctive ethmic communities

have formed in specific areas all over the capdal. Greater
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London has the largest community of Indians outside
India itself. The Chinese community in London s the
largest in Europe and the Japanese, the largest in the

world after America and Brazil.

London, then, is a city where one can sense American,
continental European, African, Indian and Onental cul-
tures, as well as that of the indigenous population.
London has been for some time now not only a cily of
pinstripe-suited-gentlemen and fish-and-chip shops, but
also of Indian cumry houses, ltalian coffee bars, Japanese
department stores, African Carnivals, Jazz bars,
American pizza and hamburger houses, Arab cafes,
Lebanese kebab houses and Chinese and Korean

restaurants.

Art, design, fashion, ethnicily, high and low art have
forged together to form a hybrnid cullure which is con-
slantly rejuvenating the creative environment, creating an
art scene thal is one of the most diverse, crilical, and

active in the world

But why call this exhibition 'London Underground'?

The word underground, to a non-Londoner, signifies a
trend or a movement that 1s politically radical, anti-gov-
ernment, going agamst the accepted manner of things To
a Londoner, however, the word also signifies an under-
ground mass transporlation system. akin to New York's
Subway system or, indeed. Taipei's MRT. As the oldesi
system of its kind it has, arguably, the largest exiended
system of tunnels and trains in the world, carrying mil-
lions of commuters everyday. It is a place where those of

different race. class andg culture mix,

It those who travel in London overground have their visu-
al senses filled with old buildings, statues and structures
which are essentially static, then those who travel on the



London Underground system are inundated by a tran-
sient and constanlly changing visual culture. If one
accepts, today, that change is the only thing that is con-
stanl, then London Underground is the perfect symbol of
contemporary London, far more so than Big Ben, The
Tower of London, or Trafalgar Square. And the ullimate
aim of this exhibition is to celebrate the fount of creative

energy which explodes out of this environment.

It 1s very difficult, if not impossible, to fully describe or
highlight the art scene of any period, let alone this period
in London. The aim of this exhibition is, therefore, not to
show the history of contemporary art in London, but 1o
show a snapshot of the current London art scene, focus-

ing on lhe art of making.

The fifteen artists whose works are presented in this
show form a group that is diverse in age, experience and
cultura! background. Most of them are not London born.
Some were not even born in 8ritan. They have, however
a number of things in commeon: they all work and reside
in London, they experience and feed off London's cre-

ative energy, and ther works are well made.

As one of the oniginal Young British Artisis (YBAs) Simon
Patterson was one of the exhibitors at the 1988 ‘Freeze’
exhibition (curated by Damien Hirsl), and was nominaled
for the 1996 Turner prize. He first became widely known
to the public for his conceptual work, ‘The Great Bear'.
Based on the original London Underground map
designed by Harry Beck. Simon Patierson's aim was io
use the electrical flow of the London Underground system
to visually express our thoughts and neural links. By
replacing lhe place names with the names of philoso-
phers, comedians, footballers, galaxies, actorsfactresses,
musicians and artists on a map that is also very colourful
and detailed, the work shows the hybrid nature of culture

in Landon, and is the showcase piece of this exhibition,

The exhibition highlights the work of mid-career artists
who are professionally well-established, and responsible
for the art educational programmes within the mamn art
training centres In Lendon, namely Goldsmilhs College,
the Royal Coliege of Art, the City University (Dept. of Arts
Policy & Management) and the Royal Academy Schools.
Gerard Hemsworth, Brian Falconbridge, Graham

Crowley, Eric Moody and David tMach belong to this
group.

The other group whose works we have the pleasure of
showing are at the point of establishing themselves in the
art world. Tomoko Takahashu & Ruperl Carey, Andrew
Norris, Don Bury, Jon Lewis, Sadie Murdoch, Young In
Hong. Goshka Macuga and Martin Westwood belong fo
this group. It is interesting to note that only Sadie
Murdoch and Andrew Narris are British. Tomaoko
Takahashi is Japanese, Young-in Heng I1s Korean,
Goshka Macuga is Polish and Don Bury and Jon Lewis

are Canadian.

It 1s iImpossible to talk about one contemporary London
art group, although there is a loosely affiliated collection
of artists calling themselves the Londen Group. However,
one thing is cenain-lhe London contemporary art scene,
fuelled by variety and reaction, continues to move for-
ward, like the electrical flow of the London Underground

itself, with only a few short cirguits

In the end, of course, the aim of this exhibition is to show
art with universal appeal which captures the eternal and

ihe here and now.



