
David Hutchinson  
 
The Block Paintings 
 
“Like the best theory-driven art, Hutchinson’s work is not a watered-down illustration of 
someone else’s ideas. Instead, his practice activates theory and puts it to work without 
forgetting the particular opportunities and necessities of work in a visual medium.”  
Leo Costello, ARTL!ES, vol. 41 
 
The group of paintings in this exhibition evokes a strong sense that more is present than 
can be seen. The lush surfaces and curious formal compositions subtly lure the viewer 
in, encouraging acts of associative reflection while motivating intuition to explore the 
work’s underlying structure.  
 
The Block Paintings – seen here for the first time - represent a continuation of 
Hutchinson’s longtime dedication to the ostensible incommensurability between text and 
visual language.  
 
Hutchinson’s work is influenced by text-based theory and phenomenology. Unlike the 
cynicism sometimes present in current post-structural and post-modern philosophy, 
these paintings engage communalities of the human condition: perception and 
communication. The work’s commitment to formalism as a constructive purveyor of 
Hutchinson’s ideas, enables the viewer to approach the work with a vague sense of 
familiarity.  Hutchinson’s considered approach comfortably grabs the viewer’s attention 
while gently supplanting comfort with other, less obvious ideas.  
	  
In 1992, Hutchinson completed Philosophy PhD coursework at the New School for 
Social Research, the Graduate Faculty, with the intent of becoming a critical art theorist. 
While there he came under the influence of philosophers such as Husserl, Merleau-
Ponty, Sartre and Derrida.  Afterwards, Hutchinson recognized that the most natural 
approach to realize his own ideas was to actualize them through making art. Fascinated 
with the connection between language and communication, his work steadily evolved 
into a full-fledged examination of the transferable nature of linguistic signifiers and visual 
codification.  
 
Referent Alphabets 
 
Hutchinson paints visual ‘translations’ of texts, utilizing two simple, yet constant, 
mechanisms: a chromatic alphabet (where letters of the alphabet are signified by the first 
letter in a color’s name: aquamarine = ‘a’, blue = ‘b’, crimson = ‘c’, etc.) and an 
achromatic alphabet (where ‘a’ is white, ‘z’ is black, and all other letters are appropriately 
proportioned in between).  The Block Paintings emphasize the achromatic alphabet, 
exploring Hutchinson’s interest in grisaille painting.   
 
In its historic employment as monochromatic under-painting, grisaille can be seen as the 
originating locus of a painting’s form, the shaped foundation on which the particularities 
of the colored picture are based. For Hutchinson, it is grisaille’s universalizing impulse 
that appeals. In his Block Paintings the use of grisaille directly references the 
monochromatic appearance of the printed page with rows of gray rectangles graphically 
characterizing a de-personalized, everyman’s diagram of a printed word or phrase. 
 



To add yet another layer of ‘translation’, some of Hutchinson’s paintings use a ‘count’ 
alphabetic that stresses the numerical placement of a letter within the alphabet. In 
paintings like ‘Angel/Animal – White Rules’ the letter ‘a’ has only one long white block 
while ‘n’ has 14 blocks. This is because ‘a’ is the first letter of our alphabet and ‘n’ is the 
fourteenth.  So yet another ‘alphabet’ creeps in, enlarging the vocabulary of alphabetic 
referents to be used in graphic ‘translations’ of originally printed texts.  
 
Jean Genet, and David Bowie and Querelle  
 
Hutchinson encountered Jean Genet’s writings through his studies of Sartre and Derrida.  
Upon reading Genet, he was struck by how eloquent, formal language was used to 
seductively entice and guide the reader through uneasy descriptions of morally 
questionable material. It was Genet’s innate respect for the beauty of language, coupled 
with his presentations of challenging content, that impressed upon Hutchinson the 
strength of formalism as a morphing vehicle of message delivery.  
 
The elusive fluidity of identification and meaning infuses the dramatic spectacles of 
David Bowie’s early, carefully staged personas. As a shape-shifting performer with a 
crooner’s presentation, Bowie paraded the chameleon like nature of intentionality. An 
important case in point: In 1972, Bowie released ‘The Jean Genie’, a tightly produced 
single with a main character who, in Bowie’s words, was a ‘closet intellectual who 
wouldn’t want the world to know that he reads.’ Upon being asked about the title’s 
punning of Jean Genet’s name, Bowie was quoted as saying that the reference was 
"subconscious... but it's probably there, yes".   
 
Even if the connection with Genet was not conscious for Bowie, Hutchinson intuits 
sympathetic parallels that led to the cross-fertilized Genet/Bowie paintings. The largest 
painting in the exhibition is a grisaille painting with selected chromatic inserts.  This 
painting diagrams the refrain of Bowie’s ‘The Jean Genie’: 
 
The Jean Genie lives on his back, 
The Jean Genie loves chimney stacks, 
He’s outrageous, he screams and he bawls, 
Jean Genie, let your self go! 
 
In the ‘Querelle and Bowie’ paintings, Hutchinson slyly overlays his achromatic 
‘alphabet’ over his ‘count’ alphabet. In these works, grisaille excerpts from David Bowie 
songs are superimposed over rows of blocks (count) that ‘spell out’ character names 
from Genet’s Querelle de Brest. This layering and ‘alphabet confusion’ thematically blurs 
the line between identity and identification.  
 
Querelle Hierarchies 
 
The Querelle Hierarchy paintings take two thematic shapes as organizational patterns: 
the pyramid and the chandelier. The stacked block groupings are names of the main 
characters from Genet’s Querelle de Brest, hierarchically arranged according to the 
themes of Love, Theft, Murder and Betrayal.  In these paintings, the use of 
white/gray/black gradated bars as the background ‘field’ elicits ethical overtones – white  
= ascending; black = descending). 
 
Oppositional Words Pairings 



 
Four paintings in the exhibition are meditations on oppositional word pairings: 
‘angel/animal’ and ‘savior/predator’.  Flanking the left and right edges of each painting, in 
vertical columns of colored blocks, are the ‘opposing words’ that theme the painting.  
When the left half of one painting features ‘angel’, the right half features ‘animal’.  From 
the sides of the painting to its center, the horizontal bands of blocks are proportionally 
gradated between white and black, thereby creating the sense of slow, gear-like 
rotational movement. Visually, the ‘words’ on the left and right hand sides of the painting 
appear as dimensional cogs that perennially spin into each other, with the edge of each 
word interlocked by its opposite. 
	  
“Ultimately, the artist points out the familiar in unexpected ways that forces viewers to 
reevaluate perceptions and reveals the commonplace as exceptional.  Unaware of all 
the underlying theory, a viewer can simply appreciate the work as visually seductive 
pictures.  It can be enjoyed solely on a visual level—much the same as a medieval 
artwork can be enjoyed without a knowledge of its attendant iconography.  But it is 
always there.  There is always a sense that there is more here than meets the eye.  The 
moment a viewer delves into it, it becomes increasingly rich and complex.  We are left 
thinking of Wollheim’s “The more urgent a formalism, the more vividly it seems to open 
into the artist’s process of constraining form in relation to an assumed representality.  
We feel translated…to the artist’s perception of form.””  
William McCauley, ‘Engaging Ideas: Form and Formalism in the Work of David L. Hutchinson’ 
 


