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George Condo Mines the Beautiful and
the Strange at Hauser & Wirth’s New

West Hollywood Gallery

BY GABE HIRSCHOWITZ

February 21, 2023
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Hauser & Wirth West Hollywood. On through April 22. © George Condo, Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth, Photo: Keith Lubow

Installation view: “George Condo: People Are Strange.”



Whatever else can be said about Los Angeles, it is a city in love with paradox.
Just consider Hauser & Wirth’s recently opened L.A. gallery—housed in a
vintage auto showroom on West Hollywood’s iconic Santa Monica Boulevard
—where the 1930s Spanish Colonial Revival’s stucco fagade currently frames
the colorful and kinetic nude forms of “People Are Strange,” a selection of

new works by artist George Condo.

“The real beauty of this space is the windows on Santa Monica Boulevard,”
says Stacen Berg, the gallery’s executive director. “There were tens of
thousands of people driving by or stuck in traffic who used to look in and see
these exotic foreign cars, and now you see these beautiful paintings. So we did

orient the show with that in mind.”

An exterior view of Hauser & Wirth West Hollywood Photo: Elon Schoenholz Photography.
Courtesy of Hauser & Wirth
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Entering the space, I seem to hear the tripping drums and piano of the Doors’

“People Are Strange” as I see a woman in a ruby flamenco dress power walk
past a man in gym clothes, leaning against a graffitied building as his bulldog
does its business on a nearby hydrant. The surprise, of course, is that this
scene—which teems with L.A.’s particular brand of well-heeled bizarreness—
wasn't painted by a native Angeleno, but by an artist most often associated

with the city he lives and works in, New York.

Yet George Condo has never been an artist easily pinned down. Born in
Concord, New Hampshire, in 1957, he studied art history and music theory
at the University of Massachusetts before spending the subsequent decades in
cities across Europe and the U.S. Likewise, the artist’s overall oeuvre can’t be
defined by one genre, or—considering his stint as a bassist for the *70s punk
band The Girls—even a single art form. Comparing his process to British
artist Francis Bacon’s, Condo says, “When you throw a number down on a
roulette table, the ball spins...and all within a matter of seconds, you're either
a winner or you're a loser. And the way I'm throwing paint onto these
canvases, it’s either a win or a loss, and I love that kind of challenge when it

comes to painting.”
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was as spontaneous as his lifetime of travel and creative experimentation
would lead us to believe. He was painting in the countryside last summer
when he decided to cue up an old record by the Doors. “The song ‘People Are
Strange’ came on, and [Jim Morrison] keeps saying, “When you're strange,
when you're straaaange...’ and I just thought to myself—watching the news
and looking at the world around us—you know what? People

really are frickin’ strange,” Condo recalls. “Not the same way that they were
probably back in the ’60s, like Jim Morrison was talking about it, but the
people like George Santos and Lindsey Graham and Kevin McCarthy and the
people who run this government and the people who created this divisive

world that we live in today.”
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Leaning into the idiosyncratic style that he’s described as “psychological
Cubism,” with his new paintings, Condo conjured a sense of the strange by
simultaneously capturing the beauty and the grotesqueness in the most
personal of human aspects, the face. “The idea of Cubism was to be able to
see a violin from the front, back, middle, and center,” he says, “and I thought,
what about the human being? What about us as people? How do we capture
the multiple emotions that we all go through and what’s going on in our
heads, and what’s written on our faces? And how do we see it all in one

moment at one particular time?”

Moreover, while there is nothing accidental about the display—the night MOST POPULAR

before the opening, Condo insisted that all the paintings in the show be
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who likens drawing and painting to “walking into a forest and finding your

“I don’t want to have a preconceived idea, but often, what happens to me is
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that an image is locked into my brain. It’s a kind of photographic thing,

where I just know what the image is going to look like, but I follow the lines

as I see them in my head.”
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heart of Condo’s genius. A few highlights from the show:

Constellation I1(2022)




George Condo, Constellation Il (2022), Aluminium, gold leaf. 78.7 x 5.3 x 52.7 cm / 31 x 21 3/4
x203/4in. © George Condo, Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth. Photo: Thomas Barratt

The bust Constellation II—a smaller sequel to Condo’s Constellation of Voices,
a sculpture unveiled on the terrace of New York’s Metropolitan Opera in 2019
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The bust Constellation II—a smaller sequel to Condo’s Constellation of Voices,
a sculpture unveiled on the terrace of New York’s Metropolitan Opera in 2019
—reveals itself as a both literally and figuratively brilliant expression of
motion and emotion. “My favorite sculptures are the Greek Classicist
sculptures because the proportions are so beautiful,” Condo says. “I thought,
‘If T use classical proportions and then incorporate my own concept of figure,
there will be a sort of gravitational aspect to the work—as weird as that might
be. It’s going to feel like you've been there before, that you've had this

experience but you've maybe never seen it.”

Transitional Portrait in Turquoise and Gold (2022)
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George Condo, Transitional Portrait in Turquoise and Gold (2022), Acrylic, metalllic paint and oil
stick on linen, 300.7 x 267.3x 3.8 cm / 118 3/8 x 105 1/4x 1 1/2in. © George Condo, Courtesy
the artist and Hauser & Wirth. Photo: Thomas Barratt

Condo’s Transitional Portrait in Turquoise and Gold immediately draws the eye
with its tonal contrasts and parallax-like effect of layering different
perspectives of the same subject on top of each other. It is one of a group of
portraits in the show that examines the ways in which the pandemic confused

and fractured people’s senses of self.

Condo recalls, “It was a psychiatrist who said to me, ‘The irony is we all feel
like we've lost two years, but in fact, we've gained two years of age during this
time that we lost those two years.” So the idea of the passage of time became a
subject matter for the paintings. Large female figures are transforming from

youth to age in a strange way—and all differently.”

Psycho (2022)

George Condo, Psycho (2022), Oil on linen, 228.6 x 215.9 cm / 90 x 85 in. © George Condo,
Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth. Photo: Thomas Barratt
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Featuring a clear, striking figure with a face full of threatening eyes as it
devours its own neck, Psycho is one of the most memorable pieces in “People
Are Strange,” as well as one of the most political. “We have a huge homeless
problem on the West Coast, East Coast—all over the world—but who are
the strange people?” Condo muses. “Are they the homeless? Or are they the

ones that make them homeless? I ask myself that question all the time.”

Transformation (2022)




George Condo, Transformation (2022), Acrylic, oil stick, and metallic paint on linen, 228.6 x
647.7 cm / 90 x 255 in. © George Condo, Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth,
Photo: Thomas Barratt

The show’s largest and most exuberant work, the triptych Transformation, was
originally its title piece, and it remains a major focus, visible to passersby
through the gallery’s massive Santa Monica Boulevard-facing windows.
“[Transformation) is a peaceful protest,” Condo explains. “It’s a group of
people, and it’s about the idea of everybody moving together in a single
painting;: figures front, back, center. I just wanted it to have that feeling of a
joyous moment, of a celebration of being together as opposed to the sort of

isolated feeling that we have in many of the paintings.”

Femme Fatale (2022)

George Condo, Femme Fatale (2022), Oil on linen, 215.9 x 228.6 cm / 85x 90 in. © George
Condo, Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth, Photo: Thomas Barratt

With its bright colors and cartoonish figures, Femme Fatale foregrounds
another explosion of levity. And yet, hovering above it all is a small but
somewhat terrifying vampyric visage in black and gray, the most clearly legible
figure on the canvas. “When we deal with the early 20th-century painters—
Picasso, Matisse, all of the great masters of the early 20th century—what they

were doing was fighting against Classicism and wanting to deconstruct it and
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turn it into Abstraction,” Condo says. “But when I was born, it was after
Jackson Pollock, Barnett Newman, De Kooning—the whole world had
changed, and so I wanted to take Abstraction and turn it back into Realism.”
With Femme Fatale, Condo had a bit of fun with that idea, imagining what
someone would look like if they were turned into a cartoon and then returned

to their original selves.

“George Condo: People Are Strange” runs through April 22, 2023.
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