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Random Hlusion' serves as an eloquent phrase fo describe the basic operating
principle within the work of Peter Phillips since 1960. Devised by him as the fifle
of a series of large paintings he made in 1968-9, it describes not just his
approach o image-making but his system of belief as an arfist. In the second
decode of the 20th century, the Dadists had already laid themselves open o
chance in an anarchic, anfi-art gesture against convention. For Phillips, by con-
frast, it was not a question of confinuing fo fight batfles that had long since been
won but simply of accepting the random nature of experience and the unpre-
dictable aspeds of visual stimulation as a foct of modem life.

The ideer of randomness might bring to mind o refinquishing of responsibifity, an
amoral purposelessness or a haphazard and disordered way of encountering
information. For Phillips, on the other hand, it has always connoted a kind of
controlled use of unprediciable combinations of elements dravwn from an alreadly
selected pool of possibilities. In his first Pop paintings of the early 1940s, he had
afreadly fixed his aftenfion on certain cotegories of imagery derved from the
mass media, i'ni:lllxl'i'ng such f:fngs as comic sirips, decals, ﬂqarg cards, the
colour photographs of mass-circulation magozines, the eye-popping designs
featured on amusement-arcade games and diogrommatic renderings of
machine parts. While the various dasses or types of moterial were consciously
chosen in advance, the choice of particular motifs for any given painfing, and
the way they are ploced in relation to eoch other; could be @ much more spon-
faneous matter: Any mofif, any geometric pattern or any colour could be made
fo work, imespediive of what meanings might already be oftached to them. This
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available. As the American Robert Rauschenberg had writien in 1959, ‘Any
incentive fo paint is as good as any ofher. There is no poor subject.’ Phillios was
parficularly quick fo respond to this wayy of thinking and in the process has pro-
duced some of the most surprising and mysterious compositions of the late
206 century.

The Dadoists, of course, had refied on chance decades before Phillips was bom
not just as o violent assault on prediciable methods of creating art, but also os a
way of bypassing the siructuring principles of the conscious mind. The conviction
demonstrated in Phillips's paintings and prints that there is an underlying order
at work in oll things was already embodied in collages by Hans Arp 'arranged
according fo the fows of chance'. And Phillips himself was already quite con-
vinced about the reliabifity and rightness of his methods when he became more
aware in the 1980s of the paraliels with scientific research: it was thus without
hesitation that he embraced fractl patiems and chaos theory as legitmate
sources for his loter work.



Phillips also had ot his disposal the modemist history of collage, especially in ils
Surreafist incarnation, as an alfemative fo the pos-Renaissance tradition of the
picture as a view info a homogeneous space populated by elements placed in a
sirasightforward and coherent diclogue with each other. With colloge, unlikely
and unexpedted juxopositions of unrelated elements are not just possible but
welcome. In the case of Phillips's paintings and prints, it is imelevant whether or
not the found elements are glued onfo the surfoce, reproduced by phoio-
mechanical means or painstakingly copied by hand. The principle is always the
some, and the only criteria by which to judge the effectiveness of ihe result are
cesthefic ones. The component parts of a picture must spark off each other visy-
ally, emotionally and psychologically, and they must be wholly convincing in
their material presence. The actual surface in Phillips's paintings and prints alike
ahvays strives for a physical density that is somehow deeply sofisfying in itseff.
This helps account for the variely of procedures that he has invesfigoted as o
printmaker. Although he has fovoured screenprinting for ifs even deposits of flat
colour, he has combined it with collage and with other fechniques and has also
made lithographs, collotypes and more recently Iris prints created directly from
digital compurer files.

Toge‘f‘nerwiﬁr cther artists of his generafion, parhwhrf}f those involved in the cre-
ation of Pop Art, Phillios succeeded impressively in invigorating the pradtice of
picure-making through his willingness fo toke inspiration from visual forms out-
side of the fine art tradition. Having a quick, intuitive infelligence, and coming
from a working-closs background, he was prepared o trust his responses wilh-
out asking foo many questions and cerfainly without ruling things out because
they might be inappropricie in the confext of painting. There was simply no
place in his mind for a snobbish distincion between ‘high' and fow" culture. It
seemed natural fo moke art that reflected his way of living, the objects he vsed
and the places he inhabited. The fun-fair, the cinema, the razzle-dazzle of o city
street could provide as much inspirafion as museums fwhich, incidentally, he also
visited with his eyes wide open, finding pre-Renaissance painfings particularly
rich in possibilities).

As a siudent, Phillios enjoyed the thrill of riding molorcydles, which even more
than cors repre::..ied adventure, risk-faking, rebellious youthfuf independence
and pure sexudl aftraction. IF was perhaps inevilable that he would moke refer-
ence fo the new pradiice of customising both automobiles and motorcycles: that
is o say, of decorating their gleaming surfaces with sleek designs so that they
are tumed info objects of pure fontasy conveying the outgoing and unconven-
tional persondlities of their owners. Having infroduced such imagery imo his
paintings as early as 1962, on his move to the United Stotes o years later he
began work on a series of forge canvases entitied Custom Painfings which he
hod plonned while still living in England. In these dynamic compositions, car
headlights, dashboards and motor parfs josfle for affention with zig-zag designs
and moiré patterns. The frequent use of reflective metaflic painis, exaggeroaling

the glamoraus look of their machine aesthetic, wos perfedly in sync with their
flnwdessly smooth surfaces: surfoces painted nof with arfists' tools but with air-
brushes, mechanical instruments very similar fo those used for spraying an even
layer of colour onio car bodies.



Readfing against the overt expression of the artist's personafity through the auto-
graphic mark and the manipulation of paint by hand, Phillips discovered he
paradox by which his own individuality could best be expressed through found
images and equally enonymous standard geometric forms rendered in a cool
and apporently depersonolised fashion. Echoing Duchamp's notion of the found
object as one chasen with a profound disregard for good or bod taste, he has
ofways insisted that nothing should be reod even into his selecion of imagery:
no social comment, no celebration or condemnation of consumer sociely, no
opinion about Americanisation or the relative merits of Americon and European
design. His selection is made impulsively and intuitively, on purely visual grounds
and with & genuinely democratic acceplance of all possibilities no matier what
their derivotion. Perhaps for these very reasons the process of choosing and
composing laps directly info his visual way of thinking and his subconscious pref-
erences for parficular types of imagery, for certain forms ond even for various
kinds of colour combinations. In spite of the aggressively flounted anonymity of
his art, every painfing and every print comes out unmistakably os his own.
When Phillips devised the ferm ‘Random llusion' he meant fo give equal weight
to the second word as fo the first. The ilusion con be o purely spotial one con-
shructed from independent, abstroct elements, but there is no geffing away in his
work from the powerful and immediate imagery that calls ottention o iself as
vigorously as the consumer produds in advertising or as the sexy bodies and
faces of celebrities in magazines. A convincingly realised representation has
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er fo connect the art 1o the contemporary world of images with which he or she
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Given the extent to which Phillips has relied on printed sources, there was an
inevitable move from the printed look of airbrushed perfection in his poinfings fo
his actual use of phote-mechanicol methods - above all screenprinting and more
recently Digital Iris prinfing - for his edifioned work. long before the advent of
cheaply available home computers, Phillips had been fascinated by the possi-
bilities offered fo the ortist by new technologies and had exploited them as for
as science and his finances would permit. Some of the patterns employed in his
paintings of the 1950s look fike the randomly generated designs now commen-
by ovailoble on home computers, and may even have influenced them. With the
availabifity of ever more sophiskicated sofware, it is no fonger necessary to make
collages by cuifing and pasfing the octual pieces of paper by hond: the process
of storing, alfering and reusing found images in an endless variely of combina-
tions has opened the way fo the production of virtual colloges on screen, with
the added odvaniage thet elerments con be moved or altered ot will o the click
of a mouse. Phillips's recent painfings (which are carefully plotted on screen) as
well as his Digital Inis prints moke full use of these possibilthies.

Phiflips was undeniably one of the inveniors of Pop Art, and one of the very
youngest at that, much younger than his American counterports, such as Andy
Warhol, Ray Lichtensiein and James Rosenquist, who were working on simifar
lines in New York before they had even heard of eoch other's existence. He pro-
duced such masterpieces of the genre as For Men Only - Starring MM and BB
and War/Game as early as 1961, when he was just 22 years old, devising his
own brand of Pop not out of any intelleciuol theorising but os o dired result of
his wide visual interests and of the prodtical craflsmanlike skills he hod leamed
at art school when he was shill in his mic-teens. He was never one fo write man-
ifestos or o creote elaborate verbol justifications for his discoveries. Nor did he
ever have o programmatic approach to his choice of popular imagery from the
cinema, pop music, advertisements, packaging, car design, pin-up ilusirations
and the like; in foci, he has afwarys felt free to combine such elements with refer-
ences fo painfings and other works of art, seeing them all as equally legitimate
for him to use. For neary forty years he has been adamant that it would be fuife
fo affempt fo decode symbolic meanings from his mofifs. From the very begin-
ning, even as a young man, it simply seemed natural fo him fo make use of the
vibrant, sexy, somefimes amusing imagery he found all around him. Warhol
once defined Pop, rather fippantly but with o deodly seriousness, as ‘liking
things'. For Phillips, foo, the direciness and simplicity of such unchecked respons-
es remain vital fools in the moking of pictures that remain as fresh now as when
they first appeared.
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