John Hampshire A Circuitous Route

I nt o T he L abyrinth

Just as the Labyrinth that the artist often uses as the signifier of his
hyper-graphic works, John Hampshire lures you into a world that is
as seductive as the Sirens of ancient Greek lore. Where first your
senses are filled with the expectation of straightforward gratification,
the viewer soon discovers that s/he has rather been drawn into an
experience that encapsulates more than the mere visual delights that
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are immediately discerned.
This is not to make light of the intense mark making that characterizes
his work. Even the casual observer cannot but wonder at the imagination
that invented these marvels and the patience that carried them out.
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within. In mythology the reasons for doing so are often deceptive, manipulative, and mischievous. In art, it is not necessarily so.
Much more generously, in these works I believe it is the artist asking the viewer to come along with him to see what together
you might discover. A key point not to be ignored is that the painter discovers his own experiences in the act of creating them.
In his most recent portraits (a core interest and subject) Hampshire unveils a new development that is certain to enrich his
already impressive work in this genre. Previously, his paintings of individuals utilized a slow buildup of forms from a controlled
beginning with larger brushstrokes, which were gradually covered with increasingly refined cross hatchings carried out with
marks that are infinitesimally small. The process reminded me of the development of images in analog photographs, as they
proceeded from indistinguishable patterns into sharp focus, revealing the precise reality of the objects themselves. Most, if not
all, of the looser underlying work was covered over.
But in these latest portraits it is as if an atomic nucleus has exploded in a frenzy of strokes that can initially overwhelm. A
dizzying array of colors and large linear movements dance across the canvas, whirling dervishes that can merely hint at what
is to come. I’ve been privileged to see these new paintings in their earliest stages, and it is only upon faith that one believes
that eventually they will morph into striking and highly recognizable images of people that the artist knows. To follow the
development is delicious, so I urge viewers to do their best deciphering the progressive journey that Hampshire has taken. This
will take concentration, but the effort is well worth it. For as stated earlier, as the artist creates the complex pathways in a
frenzy of discovery, he simultaneously invites the viewer to join him in that journey. And this makes these images very honest,
the accumulated product of searches for an unknowable ending. The promised treasure inside is available for all of us.
By their very nature, the Tornado Series images provide an opportunity for Hampshire to really let loose with his mastery
of forms, and to explore a freedom unavailable in depicting the human face. The reality of these storms is frightening, the very
shape of them projecting a massive force about to be unleashed upon a world that previously appeared to be safe. Tornadoes
literally blow that feeling away. Yet the destructive essence of them provides a particular potency for this visual artist, a way
to create an atmosphere of deceptive confusion from which something concrete can be coaxed into being. In the safety of
creating a picture of this dangerous event, Hampshire is able to paradoxically construct a beautiful array of shapes and colors
that further reveal his underlying talents as an abstractionist.
In total this exhibition serves as an intriguing moment in the ongoing development of a young artist who is prodigious in
his output, uncompromising in his reaction to his own work, and as totally committed to the act of painting as anyone I have
known. While delighting in these works, I for one cannot wait to see what comes next.
John Caputo
Professor of Art, Curator of Art
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artist ’ s statement
The work in this exhibition is the bulk of what I have produced during my spring sabbatical. This body can be broken into two
categories– composite tornadic weather-scapes and portraits.
The weather-scapes, many of which are titled “labyrinths”, are based from multiple, appropriated storm images and
imagination. In the act of making these, I bend, distort, combine and invent imagery, thus constructing a completely new
image. The term labyrinth refers to the structure and process through which these drawings are created.
The portraits, which I started in February as a relief from the intricacies of the process for the storm drawings, are a bit different
in nature. The storms are ephemeral and fleeting, implying past and pending change. The portraits are tangible subjects that
are recognizable to the point of allowing an immense amount of abstraction. In both subjects, I am interested in delicate and
dramatic changes of light, whether across form or through space. Contrasting these transitory qualities is the definite and
assertive presence of marks which both define and interfere with the implied image. Whether in paint or ink, I apply material
to a surface with little or no manipulation. Even the paintings (with one exception) are very non-painterly, with no pushing,
blending, scumbling or glazing occurring. The process is something I want to remain apparent to the viewer. I want the start,
middle and end of the works’ creations to be visible simultaneously.
My drawing process is easier to describe than the painting process due to the more direct, and perhaps singular, nature of the
drawing. It starts with a very long line, usually a spiral, of late. I continue to make lines with the “rule” that I not cross any of
the previous lines. The result is a self refining process. At the beginning, the lines or marks are very loosely responsive to the
image I am building. As this progresses, the white spaces I have remaining to put lines in become smaller and smaller, and the
information that gets built into the drawing becomes more and more specific. This synthesis of process and image, while very
time consuming, feels very fluent and natural to me. The act of making these drawings, I imagine, is like jumping into a big vat
of molasses; the initial descent in would be fast, but then the submergence would get progressively slower until movement
stops, because of the viscosity of the medium.
While the images or initial marks may be energetic in nature, perhaps even violent, these energies are embedded in an
extremely meditative process, involving a repetitive and seemingly mindless routine that is comparable to the mantra of
sweeping or raking.
I omit the charcoal drawings from the rigors of the above descriptions. These were done purely for play. More closely related to
what I do as demonstrations for my classes, they are direct and not in any way work. Since I was not teaching any classes this
spring, the making of these drawings served as a surrogate for that missed activity that I otherwise routinely engage in.
I would like to thank the entire SUNY Adirondack community for the support and the opportunities that my sabbatical this past
spring provided. I hope that the work in this show reflects some of what I was able to accomplish and the impetus that has
come out of this time to focus. I would also like to offer my sincere gratitude to the Gallery Director, Rebecca Pelchar, for all of
the hard work she put into this show, which would not have occurred without her. Her time, support and camaraderie have
been invaluable and she is a cherished colleague.
Finally, I would like to thank my wife, Mary Beth, for her endless support and tolerance of the toll daily studio activities (as well
as a month long residency) can take on domestic time. Art making, while addictive, is not always an easy choice and Mary
Beth’s understanding in these regards has been a wonderful gift.
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