
For eight out of the last sixteen years, Liverpool has been host to a sixteen-week festival 

grandstanding the Arts across the board.  As with any such event, the work on display is a bit 

of a mixed bag, ranging from the oblique to the staggering (I do not suggest that oblique is 

meant as a derogatory term), which incorporates the John Moores Painting Prize held at the 

Walker and a special event at the Tate (this year saw an exhibition of Piet Mondrian, which 

sadly I missed). 

   Starting the day well with a healthy dose of the conceptual, A Needle Walks into a Haystack 

(“an exhibition about our habits, our habitats, and the objects, images, relationships and 

activities that constitute our immediate surroundings. It’s about effecting larger questions 

facing contemporary life and art, from an intimate and tangible scale that’s within everyday 

reach”) is situated in the Old Blind School. Founded in 1791 by William Rushton, the 

building is also a former police station, music venue and base for the Merseyside Trade 

Union – evidence of which can be found inside the dome of the building which features a 

crumbling Socialist fresco.  The first thing one encounters upon entrance is an ice machine, 

such as can be found in any pub or café.  Ice cube are scattered around its base, and an 

expanding puddle of water inexorably flows from it: the machine is broken, or so the 

beholder is led to believe (the door has simply been left open).  Curators are regularly duty-

bound to mop the spillage in accordance with Health & Safety.  If this sounds like a 

somewhat half-baked piece, Michael Stevenson’s doors comes at you from the other way, 

being a work which has clearly had a large amount of meticulous thinking through, yet 

ultimately fails to deliver.  Although Stevenson is obviously of a scientific mind, this piece is 

offered in such a clinical and straight-faced manner that any observations made by the artist 

appear to be lost in translation. 

   Other articles of note included Bonnie Camplin’s pseudo-scientific The DSV Technology 

for the Deeper Observation of Small Objects, an entirely over-convoluted way of conveying 

precisely nothing and a booming sound room alternates between sinister whisperings and 

Negativland-cum-Residents-cum-Foetus-style noise collage. 

   All in all, A Needle Walks into a Haystack leaves the viewer/participant with a feeling of 

not quite getting it, which I’m sure is the collective’s intention.  The problem is that when a 

process is overthought, as a good seventy percent of this stuff is, the observer leaves with a 

sense of the artist as awkward and pretentious, rather than dazzled with wonder. 

   On then to the Bloomberg New Contemporaries, a slightly more coherent body of work 

from recent graduates around the country, situated on the first floor of the Liverpool World 

Museum.  Before one is even through the door, Alice Hartley’s We’re All Very Disappointed 

is commanding all but the visitor’s peripheral vision, which being a keen exponent of the 

larger scale I more than happily doff my cap to.  De Kooning tries Pop Art is as good a 

description as I can muster at this time of night.  The Guardian by Henry Hussey is also 

rather appealing, combining fabric and screen print with Red Wedge and sociology.  

Miroslav Pomichal also pleases the eye with his neo-Futurist Mismatched Couple.  In the 

artist’s own words, “my practice makes constant reference to the work and ideas of early 

20th century avant-garde artists, who for me epitomise the highly problematic nature of 

violence. In doing so, on a more analytical level, I question the moral legitimacy of 

Modernism itself and, by extension, that of later Western art.” 

   Since 1957, the John Moores Painting Prize has, according to its first catalogue, “give(n) 

Merseyside the chance to see an exhibition of painting and sculpture embracing the best and 

most vital work being done today throughout the country” and “encourage(d) contemporary 



artists, particularly the young and progressive.”  Previous prizewinners have included such 

luminaries as David Hockney, Richard Hamilton, Peter Doig, Tim Head, John Hoyland, 

Bruce McLean, Keith Coventry and Lisa Milroy, and I recall the last biennial being heavy on 

the side of Bratby-and-Auerbach-esque stylings from the likes of Enzo Marra, Laura 

Lancaster and Brendon Lancaster, whilst also featuring the surrealist work of Damien Meade, 

the monochrome Peter Halley echoes of Oliver Perkins and the geometric abstraction of 

Kevin J Pocock.  I find it heartening to see such prestige awarded to painting, one of my 

favourite disciplines, in the modern age and although the work on offer isn’t always to my 

taste, The John Moores is to my mind the finest reason one can think of to visit Liverpool. 

   Taking my cue from the previous visit to the Walker, the first thing I headed for was Louis 

Daguerre’s stunning Ruins of Holyrood Chapel, circa 1824.  Better known as the inventor of 

the daguerreotype, Daguerre (born Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre in Val-d'Oise, France on 

the eighteenth of September, 1787) lost the battle of the photograph revolution to Henry Fox 

Talbot, owing almost entirely to the reproductive potential of Talbot’s photography.  This 

historical head-to-head has sadly obscured Daguerre’s beautiful paintings, of which 

‘Holyrood Chapel is, to my mind, the finest example.  This large-scale wonder has been in 

permanent residence at the Walker Gallery since 1864, and shows off –with full gothic force- 

the brooding majesty of Holyrood Abbey in Edinburgh, which was built by James IV in 

1501.  Daguerre himself was so enamoured by the building that he exhibited several dioramas 

of the abbey around Paris. 

   This time, as the last, I spent a good twenty minutes in the presence of Daguerre’s 

masterpiece whilst all others cooed over Juliette Losq’s photorealistic Vinculum which was 

audibly being tipped as prizewinner by the gallery attendant.  As much as the focus of the 

student is meant to be directed at contemporary art, the shame is also upon the latter-day 

would-be-artist that not nearly enough time is spent looking at the beautiful works from 

previous centuries. 

   All that said, this year’s Painting Prize had one or two interesting pieces.  Gideon Rubin’s 

Three Girls evoked Richard Prince’s Nurse series; Neal Rock played with the Altered Canvas 

with Inked Prosopon / 0813; Frank as Androcles by Robert Fawcett is Lucien Freud in all but 

signature.  Elsewhere, Photorealism seems to be the name of the game, with the 

aforementioned Juliette Losq, Paul Collinson, Wayne Clough, Jo Berry, Tony Noble, 

Nicholas Middleton, Mandy Payne and Carlos Zuniga all casting their lot in with Chuck 

Close et al.  The cream of this bunch was undoubtedly Hynek Martinec’s Every Minute You 

Are Closer To Death, which depicts a dear moments after death and displayed on a dinner 

table.  The attention to detail is flawless, and more than anything else on offer seems to have 

its genesis in the school of Daguerre.  Dark, sombre and brooding, this is neo-Gothic at its 

slickest. 

   After three galleries in the space of a few hours, all that remained was for me to get stung at 

the book shop, pick up a few postcards for Alfie and enjoy that comforting tiredness one 

encounters on a return coach journey.  The service station also put in a valiant bid for my 

cash, but I fought back as best I could.  As the burger greased its way down my throat, my 

thoughts drifted to that dead animal slumped on its meticulously-painted table… 

    


