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BEAUTIFUL MONSTERS

Horror Master Clive Barker Finds a New Audience With a Downtown
Exhibit of His Paintings

by Kristin Friedrich

It's not the monsters in Clive Barker's head that are the most shocking. It's
that they share space with so many other interests.

Barker is a lesson in
dimensionality: The horror
impresario has built a fiction and
film empire on bloodlust and
demons, but he also pens fantasy
stories for young readers that sell
millions. Since the early '90s, he
has also been painting. Though
when discussing the madness,
unearthly creatures and erotic
elements in his canvas work, he
could just as easily be talking
about the weather.

This is not to imply that Barker,
whose name is a veritable horror
franchise, is fearless. In fact, he
cops to trepidation - about having
his paintings go up at the
Downtown Los Angeles gallery
Bert Green Fine Art. Entries from Barker's Visions of Heaven and Hell
show are on display at Bert Green Fine Art through
"I was nervous as hell," Barker  Jan. 28.

admitted the morning after the show's December opening. "I think when you
make something, and you make something from some deep place in
yourself, and you put it in front of people, [only] a fool wouldn't be."

The Fifth Street show, titled Visions of Heaven and Hell (and Then Some), is
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filled with beautiful monsters - paintings and drawings of humans and not-
at-all humans, tortured and calm, kind and sadistic. There's a roped-off
section of erotic art, which Green said was Barker's idea: The inherent
appeal of forbidden subject matter is a Barker specialty (and includes a
participatory element this week). Many of the pieces appear in a book of his
art called Visions of Heaven and Hell. A few are character studies for his
multi-novel youth saga Abarat.

It was Abarat, in fact, that inspired much of the work. When Barker initially
pitched the idea for a series of novels for young readers, his publisher turned
him down.

"I was doing very well with books for adults with lots of sex and violence,"
he said. "They weren't interested in going in a different direction. My
response was, without any conscious intention on my part at all, to go into
the studio and paint pictures. Gradually, it occurred to me - though it might
very well be that this is simply 20/20, after the fact knowledge and it may
well be that this is not true at all - that when I was told I couldn't write,
maybe my imagination took all those ideas and made them into paintings."

Barker was born in Liverpool and today lives in Beverly Hills with his
partner, photographer David Armstrong, their teenage daughter, and an
assortment of dogs, fish, geckos and parrots. To stay busy in the face of a
bustling household, or perhaps to combat the swirling images and ideas in
his head, Barker keeps a rigid schedule and compartmentalizes his creative
spaces. His property includes three separate homes: one for living, an office
for writing (where he sits under a huge crucifix), and a studio.

By day, he writes and attends to the business of his film company. He's
handwriting The Scarlet Gospels now, a book that will purportedly end the
shenanigans of Pinhead, the wisecracking centerpiece of Barker's Hellraiser
franchise. "I'll be on page 3,345 by 6 p.m. tonight," he said. "I finish 20
pages a day, and I don't leave until I do."

After a change of clothes, he heads to his studio to paint, and on a good
night, works until 11 p.m. He attends to several canvases at a time, and is
prolific, except when - in moments perhaps dominated by his monsters - he
slashes canvas.

Most people would call that frustration. Barker terms it "vengeance."

The Pain of Paint

Barker says painting brings an intense immediacy, and consequent
vulnerability, that he doesn't find in other mediums. '"When you write a
script, the process to get that on the screen has so many other people
involved. So even though Hellraiser may be my movie, it's got all kinds
of other wonderful people working on it.

""When I write a novel, it's going to take 18 months of my life and in
that time, I change, because 18 months of my life pass, and you
discharge energies into the book which are no longer part of you. You
deliver the book to the publisher, and a year later, it comes out into the
marketplace, people buy it and reviewers comment on it. So though it
came out of a very deep place, that place is by that time very remote. In
the case of a painting, six of them didn't exist last week. If you touched
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them at the opening, you would have smeared the paint."

Barker began painting about 15 years ago, but does not show often. (Los
Feliz's La Luz de Jesus hosted an exhibit a few years ago, and in 1995,
he appeared at the Laguna Art Museum.) Gallerist Green had been
pursuing Barker for several years. After he moved his space from Los
Feliz to Downtown, Barker came to have a look, and agreed to display
his work.

Foot traffic for art spaces is typically slow in December, but Barker's
name has kept things busy, and diverse. '"We get Clive Barker fans,
looky-loos, my regular collectors, Latino families shopping," Green
said. ""They're intrigued to see that, in fact, he's a fine artist."

Green said that as of last week, half of the 57 pieces had sold, and he
expects that by the time the show ends, it will likely be the most
successful exhibit of his gallery career. Barker said he was pleased by
the reception, but admitted it hurt to let the pieces go.

On Jan. 12, Barker will appear at Green's space for a live body painting
session and photo shoot, in which he'll work on five nude men and place
them against a backdrop. The public is invited to take pictures of the
result. "My take," Green said, ''is that he likes the idea of public access
to the things he experiences privately. It's cathartic."

Visions of Heaven and Hell (and Then Some) is at Bert Green Fine Art
through Jan. 28, 102 W. Fifth St., (213) 624-6212 or bgfa.us. The live
body painting is Jan. 12, 5-9 p.m.
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Horror superstar Clive Barker's first published
collection of paintings is a perverse stained-glass
window into his fractured soul By Michael Rowe

me, saying, ‘No one makes money as a
painter.’” They urged him to go to uni-

versity instead. “I studied philosophy out
of sheer perversity, because no one makes money as a
philosopher either.”

The rest of the story is history. Barker’s third career
choice, writing, earned him a for-
tune, won him Stephen King’s
papal blessing as “the future of
horror fiction,” and made him the
genre’s first out superstar. Dozens
of books, plays, films, comics, ac-
tion figures, and related projects
later, Barker says his work and
life have finally come together in
the pages of his first major art
book, Visions of Heaven and Hell
(Rizzoli, $50). “It’s

started out wanting to be a painter,” says
Clive Barker, “but my parents dissuaded

been a long time Mt more
] complex
coming,” he says. vision of
As a painter and  religion”: art

; from Visions

a writer, Barker of Heaven

points to influences and Hell
as- diverse as
William Blake and
Dante. “Part of my
education in under-
standing the para-
doxical heavenly
and hellish visions
came from Blake,
who gave us a devil
who was terribly
smart and full of
wise perversities,”
he says. “That’s
something I hope
T've been able to give
to the villains in my
books over the years: [an understanding] of their own
conditions and their own evil.”

Barker also references the homoerotic work of the

19th-century French artist M.G. Darré. “They’re sort of

like 19th-century S/M illustrations, full of beautiful
naked bodies writhing and suffering,” he says gleeful-
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Iy, “and it’s very obvious the
artist had a fun time drawing i —
them. Whenever you are offered a more complex
vision of religion than the simple ‘good and bad,” some-
thing sexual is allowed to emerge.”

A glorious stained-glass window into the depths of
his psyche, Visions of Heaven and Hell also serves as a
visual memoir, Barker says. “The paintings, much
more so than the writing, are
statements of how I feel at a given
time. Writing obligates you to get
up on Monday morning and go to
a place in the narralive where you
left off Sunday night, and it may
not be what you're feeling.”

Like a diary, he adds, “I hope
that this is a book of pleasures
and perversities side by side.
There are pictures that are there
to entertain and others that
were painted on some very dark
days that declared exactly how I
felt at that moment.”

If all human beings are made
up of multitudinous solitudes,
the artist is ideally
gifted to give them
each a voice. It’s a
particularly fitting
task for Barker,
who writes sexually
explicit horror, chil-
dren’s books, and
sprawling novels
that explore the
very nature of
faith. “This may be
the first book in
which the extremes
have been allowed
to coexist,” he says.
“And they coexist because each page is a different
part of my mind.” H

Rowe is the editor of the Queer Fear short-fiction

anthologies and author of Looking for Brothers,
a collection of nonfiction.
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