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JP MunroOs most recent exhibition of new paintings and drawings are evelibitio@us than usualis
characteristic nasve-neoclassical world of imagery remains theidanhilcation for these new quasi-
mythological scenes. While Munro clearly draws from an extensive anchgaseliection of compositiahand
stylistic art historical references, his pictures have the overwhekefifiect of lurid friezes, plagpg off classical
Roman tropes while distorting bodies into more uncomfortable and more distuoblednnproportions. &ked
male bodies clash in battle, men and women hump amidst ruinsiragid-like overgrowth, and femaleides
writhe in male orgiastic fantasies. Perhaps something betweenav@ugloreau and Les Nabis, his ptdet
invests heavily in luminous oranges, ochres, yellow-greens, and warm braintssRjenerally appd thinly
and dryly in layered daubs. There is a deliberate poverty of traditional technique.

One striking tableau cast atypically in a cool, dark green payl look like a pornographic stilldm Lars Von
TrierOs new hellish, x-rated horror fil&nti-Christ but Munro captions his sexual maelstrdhre Golden Age
implying another primal and almost free-love, back-to-the-earth subtext: doguigures nestle thiween the
shaking roots of a tremendous tree and explore a range of oral sex p@ssibilén walk around witterrific
erections and women splay their thighs.

In fact, in all of MunroOs paintings (with the notable exception ofawge, Ibeautiful figure-lesstreetscape of
his Silver Lake neighborhood), the proliferation of bodies are de facto pornograpHiy@eredmascuhized,
not merely by the actions they may or may not be pictured doing, butebgtiffness in which theyra
consistently rendered. MunroOs bodies are rigid, hard robotic things with tdilcsfaoulders and
Manneristically torqued torsos. Their very posture and muscular tautogsaunicates the embodimeuit
adolescent sexual drive that runs through the more, or less, explicitrymbagss massive or sculpal than
flatly linear, they are the refined and elaborate development of dlagydream doodlings drawn dmetcovers
of folders and notebooks. His figures are often as orange as carrots arahgjubar anatomies astylized,
awkward, nearly sickly affairs that spring from his imagination rathan tobservation. Expressios not
human or facial, but melodramatic and theatrical, gestural and choreagjingteling limbs. Romaticism is
caricatured as pastiche, and Symbolism is simulated for iteemyst coded narratives and its insation of
allegorical possibility. These are dense private fantasies. Andtlewegh Munro musters a tititiag sense of
forbidden intrigue and mock-heroic antiquity through his flea-market approximationsassical gers
painting, it is the bizarre stiffness of his bodies that ultimageins up his peculiar and excitingsion. For
Munro, bodies appear poignantly as piercing tragic-heroic emblems of potencgleifidd disfigurabn, often
insect-like and contorted. Perhaps their stiff severity metaphorizesrd®s unwavering and rigorous
commitment to his stridently idiosyncratic, even absurdly anachronistic world of imagery.

-Sarah Lehrer-Graiwer

Image courtesy the artist and China Art Objects.
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¢ by Michael Archer

JP Munro's relatively small
Green Jungle Hell {2005)
initially gives the kind of feeling
that its title suggests, being
nothing more than a section of
rich, dense vegetation through
which strong light plays. There
is a suggestion of a clearing,
though it is really just a gap
between plants into which
the eye is led only to become
even more ensnared in the
scene's visual impenetrability.
Once trapped, the eye asks
more questions. True, the
gentle dabs of oil paint that
describe the scene are rich
and green, but they don't
possess quite the overblown
succulence that might be
expected of jungle vegetation.
The more one looks, the
more it appears that one is
witness to a temperate rather
than a tropical scene. It's a
confected jungle, a giimpse
of a steamy imagination
rather than a record of an
actually witnessed event.

This happens time
and again with Munro's
paintings: they offer cues
to interpretation, but these
result more in perplexity
than enfightenment. What to
begin with looks like a fun
game of spot the reference
quickly becomes a kind of
hell for amateur art historians,
a trap for the not-quite-
knowledgeable — which is to
say, a trap for all of us. There
is in his involved, grandiose
and violently energetic battle
scenes a bit of Jacques-Louis
David, a touch of Delacroix, -
a spot of Poussin out of
Raphael, and so on ~ it's all
so apparently meaningful.

Michael Archer, ‘JP Munro’
Art Review, September 2005

The inference to be drawn

~ from his taking French history
* painting of the 18th and early

18th centuries as a mode!

is that there must be some

pretension to intellectual

and moral substance. But,
Munro seems to be asking,
is that really possible? You
come here searching for an
answer, yet if these things are
worth anything as paintings,
that's the very last thing

- you're likely to find.

If the allusions to classical
history and mythology indicate
a general area of concem,
it is one that we all currently
inhabit. Alexander Deposits
the liiad in the Coffer of Darius
and Battle of the Hydaspes
(both 2005) bring us to the
Asian conquests of Alexander
the Great, and it would be
difficult to think about the
building of an empire
stretching from the Balkans
round the Mediterranean to

- North Africa and across the
Middle East through Iraq, Iran,

| Afghanistan and Pakistan to

! Kashmir without at least giving

| anod to the way in which

! those places have figured in

' recent history. However, the
manner in which Munro paints
these and other scenes steers
well away from portentousness
or pomposity. The discomfiting

“anomalies of scale, the

- awkward poses of the bodies,
the bizarre dreamiike
1iuxtaposiﬁonsallspsakof
 the fetid bedroom rather

~ than the airy coolness of the

seminar. What price history
painting in today's leisure-
drenched, media-saturated,
lazity over-indulgent climate?



JP Munro at China Art Objects Galleries, Los Angeles By Malik Gaines

IP Munro’s 5" for Sardanapalus (2001-02), a standout work in an eloguent first solo
show, is @ mid-sized painting depicting a legendary array of men and beasts, arrested in
a hazily violent and layered world. The center of the canvas portrays sword-slashed
maidens, rearing horses, sultans, warriors, and strange Orientalist figures set amidst
spectacular tumult. Composed of washed-out colors and clunky articulations, these
characters appear to be the product of a half-concocted fiction. This carefully delineated
scene floats upon the painting, slightly separated by technique and intensity from its
ground, a brownish space of semi-decorative structures. Here is to be found a pyre of
wood made from lines more drawn than painted. A flat, hored creature sits gargoyle-
like in a corner, catching the eye of a vividly orange tiger that has been wrought with all
of the devotion and enthusiasm due a beloved high-school mascot. This feline
cynosure is chained to its place, unable to complete its charging, predatory instinct. A
few absent-minded brushstrokes lie nearby, insisting that this painting, though highly
deliberate, did not get there through consistency.

Like other paintings in the show, this work is breathtaking in its bizarre detail, wry
constructions of surface and depth, and uncommon play of colors (while Munro seems
to have an affinity for muddy browns, it is likely that a bloody red, a neon yellow, of
a lush blue will cut through at just the right moment). Upon my first glance at this
particular image, | was struck by something familiar. After doing a bit of homework, |
discovered that the entire central scene is an askew replication of Eugéne Delacroix's
1827 masterpiece, The Death of Sardanapalus. In fact, Munro's paintings frequently
re-deploy old art, creating a nineteenth-century sense of melancholy through a
conflation of Romanticism, Symbolism, and Neoclassicism. They typically contain
radical displacements of content, such as the fusion of a youth's head onto an aging
aristocrat's body frozen in Permanent Death (2002), and of form, as in Munro's
attentively rough-hewn brushwork that does not replicate the perfection attributed to
the fathers of Western painting. While reiterations of the past are often painfully
conservative gestures, Munro’s displacements create unstable worlds alive with power,

vengeance, and decay, elements that still thrive unchecked under America's own
contemporary hegemony.

Itis also worth noting that for each Delacroix there is, at a minimum, a Rubens and a
Michelangelo by which the artist's imagination has become possessed, and from which the
artist will lift anachronistic sentiments and whole writhing figures to transport them into
his own pictorial creations. In this context, Munro's representations need not be read as
ironic as so much postmodem image-appropriation. As is true of Cryptic Dweller (2002),
a small painting of a Napoleonic emperor enthroned within a spooky cavern, awkward
distortions play off 200-year-old expectations, affording the works a thrillingly unsettled,
magical complexity. While this odd, rotating exhibition includes too many studies and
drawings supporting notions that are already rather obvious, the artist's best paintings
suggest that we have not seen the last of JP Munro's macabre and mercurial vision.

he exhidition ran from iday 25 i0 june 22, 2002. (Right) 1P Munro, Cryptic Dweller, 2002, 0il on lien. Courtesy Ching Art Otyects Gallenes,
s Angeles.












