Detective Superintendent Stella Gibson (Gillian Anderson), 2016
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Paint may embody a kind of visceral sticky pleasure, but that doesn't
mean it is always easy. Dawn Mellor’s paintings are funny, violent,
uneasy, satirical, pop, subversive, sexy, dirty and beautiful all at the
same time. Much of her work focuses on women’s faces - more
direct even traditional portraits transformed with layers of scrawls,
scratches, mutations, violations. It has garnered the Manchester
born, London based artist solo show at Zurich’s respected Migros
Museum and London’s Studio Voltaire. In her latest show ‘Sirens’ at
Team Gallery in New York, Mellor’s images of policewomen from TV
shows were submerged under water, caught in nets or lace balaclavas.
This is brilliant work that questions ideas around representation,
the formation of female identity and dabs a sticky finger into ideas
around political control.
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Detective Superintendent Ellie Miller (Olivia Colman), 2016

Francesca Gavin: Tell me about Sirens and where the idea for that
came from.
I started the work about two years ago. I was interested in making
a whole body of work of women in uniform, culled from British
television and cinema. It was the specificity of it being British.
I thought that that was loaded with lots of problems that I didn’t
understand, but I would work them out through making it. One of
the issues for me, when I first started making them, was around the
time of the student riots. The work for me becomes quite porous
to current political situations, I think nationally or internationally. I
also thought that it was going to be difficult to make those paintings
attractive for me to look at, because I had such a distaste for police
problems. I grew up watching, and my parents were really obsessed
with, ‘The Bill’ and so were some of my earlier girlfriends’ families
who were working class. It became a kind of running joke that ‘The
Bill’ would be this kind of oppressive TV program that your parents
would watch, that you couldn’t escape from.
The Bill had such a weird atmosphere. It used to make me feel a
bit sick.
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For me, I think it was a subjective annoyance with the programming
initially which was to do with the excessive morality of it in terms
of relationships between the players. The trite need for there to be
some crime that would be solved. I had some general ideas about
what I felt about it, but I was also interested in all the possibilities
of what me alone with a bunch of police officers staring at me would
do to me in the course of making it. I’d become sensitive to the
fact that as I’d withdrawn from the art world for a few years - an
experiment that I knew would end at some point. To face the police
that become your own internal police force in a way, as well as the
idea of an external one. The work became so expansive and so messy
that I lost control over what it was about. Then I started to read it like
any other viewer would be in terms of interpreting. I wanted to say
something about the idea of kind of ideas of policing or PC culture
or even ideas of a kind of the superego. I’m aware that I’m vulnerable
to exposing something about myself. I’m playing a game with myself
about what it is that I’m revealing or not revealing. This is so loaded
with control. It seemed to be a perfect kind of messy subject to deal
with issues of sexism, power, orthodoxies…
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The layering in your work is not only conceptual but also physical.
There’s almost a layer of violence to the way you depict any of your
characters and subjects.

Isabelle Hubbert (32), 1985

I guess the layering comes about quite accidentally. I have to live with
them for a while, and they’re very boring. I find my paintings very boring
until they’re finished. I have to build up a sense of frustration with
what they are. I can’t remember the point that I decided to put them
in underwater - maybe that was just a way of making them less stable.
And then the netting went on the head. I remember there being a point
where I wanted them to have a psychedelic atmosphere. I remember I
had this conscious thought that I wanted it to feel like I was on some kind
of a picket line. I was thinking about somebody being high and facing
the police. I think this is like the biggest mistake I see sometimes with
complicated people, artists, and students who assume that there’s this
fixed meaning.

“It creates a very paranoid space that
then becomes even more toxic.“
I agree. If it’s good art it should have complexity otherwise it really isn’t
working. I’m really interested in the idea of persona, because a lot of
your work seems to be playing around with the way identity is created
ideologically. How we are thinking about what particularly women are,
and how they’re represented. What do you think about addressing the
ideas of definitions and personas?
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I think it was clear when I was very young and then it got a little bit hazy
for me, because I wasn’t quite sure how to kind of play it. Given my
age at 47, I’ve come through that time when specifically lesbians I think
were spoken about in mainstream culture through their invisibility or
performed certain kind of criminal codes. It was really clear to me that
what I was doing - from the age of leaving college really - was creating
these personas who were criminal or perverse in a satirical way. Which I
expected, to some degree, to get projected onto me. It creates some sort
of anxiety about motivation. Who’s enacting this violence upon these
women and how you kind of fall into these kind of tropes of being like
a woman that’s painted from a male position. It creates a very paranoid
space that then becomes even more toxic. And I guess I flirted with
that. I guess that I’m loaded with lots of cynicisms, anxieties, paranoias
and flaws, which I exploit in the work knowingly, sometimes in ways that
cause me a great deal of stress and sometimes a great deal of humor,
sometimes both… I think we have multiple personas and having multiple
personas is a way of avoiding certain kind of simplistic, unimaginative
kind of internal, moral kind of moral voice.
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Jean Marsh, 2017

These are also human questions. Who are you? How do you feel
about who you are? How do you project who you are? Is it an actual
representation of you or what you’ve grown up in or feel like you’re
supposed to be socially?
I think it’s uncomfortable. I’m trying very much to find ways to deal
with asking the kinds of questions that culture doesn’t allow me to
ask myself publicly. I might be allowed to go and speak to a therapist.
I may be able to write in a diary that I burn. But I’d really rather be
able to say those things in the work or in writing.
You work does not only feel angry. It also feels like there’s love
there. The idea of being a fan of something. In your Michael
Jackson works, which you created when you were very young. But
also your images of actresses. Do you feel that there is in some
pieces a level of fantasy and love?
Painting is the space where I think there’s a kind of expression
of certain excesses and maybe they’re kind of erotic or loving or
sentimental. I’m reluctant to talk about this how it’s simply a
love letter to somebody. Otherwise it’s too personal. It’s just me
splurging out my personal business, which is really of little interest
to anybody other than myself. I think there are certain people that
I will feel more towards before I make the work, but it’s during
the making of the work that it all seems to become equivalent. It
was very difficult, for example, to paint the painting of Margaret
Thatcher that I painted for ‘Vile Affections’ years ago, because I
knew that in the act of painting there would be some empathy. I
would already get angry, let’s say, that Meryl Streep is humanizing
her in a movie. I’m angry that Helen Mirren is humanizing the
queen. I see them as kind of gestures that people who are wealthy do
not have to participate in. On the one hand there may be some kind
of feminist solidarity with conditions, but on the other hand there’s
class issues or issues of the kind of quality of the projects that they
make and the ways in which they think it’s okay to perform roles
which contribute to a culture. There’s a kind of mixed up, general
finger-wagging and pointing, which includes myself, at that culture
in a way and its mess. The politic-ing that’s done by some of these
actresses, so we’re expected to hold them up as kind of feminist role
models, I find quite offensive.
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Michael Jackson (29), 1985
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Glenda Jackson, 2017

Can I ask you a bit about process?

Michael Jackson (32), 1985
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I’m always kind of collating images. I will start with a couple of images
that are easy to find now and then I will search in the dirge of things
online usually on YouTube and I’ll take snaps of a particular actress in
a scene so that there’s an expression on a face that seems to intrigue
me or seems to offer me some kind of recognition of something
and then I’ll paint to work out what that might be. I’ll paint until I
recognize an expression or a feeling that’s either one of my own or
one of somebody that I know. Maybe many people. Sometimes a
lover. Sometimes it’s friends. Sometimes it’s somebody I can’t stand
that I would cultivate an empathy for. So, it’s usually I select…I
don’t watch the whole of programs. I don’t often know that much
about the characters; sometimes I will. It doesn’t matter if I don’t,
because I feel like I’m just using them as actresses in an unpaid
way to repurpose them to tell a different story and that that story
that they’re going to tell has to be told in collaboration with the
person looking at the work. So, they’ve got more of a kind of role
in making a kind of narrative out of those images, which I think we
can all do anyway when we all watch television. We probably do to
some degree. But maybe it’s not so articulated in the kind of mess of
watching television. Yeah, I kind of want to exaggerate that.
What interests you about faces, in particular in close up?
I think there’s something about the eroticism of the face, when it’s
that big, in that it reminds me of lovers, being in an intimate situation
with somebody. It’s very rare to be that close up to somebody’s face.
It already conjures for me a kind of eroticism of having a kiss or
gazing at somebody in bed very close-up. We know that anyway
from early cinema and these large-scale faces and the kind of ways
in which getting lost in their face can seduce you…
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