ITALIAN PAINTINGS 1990-2010
     It is with great pleasure that I have the opportunity here to say a few words about the work of painter Neil Moore and indeed to introduce him to the public at large, as the exhibition at One Mallord Street which forms the starting point for this catalogue is his most significant in 20 years. I am of course running something of a risk here, as Neil is famous for responding to requests for explanations of his work by saying that the paintings themselves should do the talking, but a few remarks by someone who has come to know him quite well over the last few years are,  I believe, more than justified.

     To begin with, and without wanting to diminish in any way the evident complexity of the work, I would say that the art of Neil Moore is very easy to like. This is because he has succeeded in putting beauty back on the agenda, appealing as it does to a fundamental human need. There’s no amount of theorising that can take the place of the longing we all have, and will always have, for the physically appealing and for the well made, hand made, thing, and it’s the lack of these qualities in much contemporary art that goes a long way in explaining why the visual arts have become so cut off from their wider audience. By beauty I don’t of course mean the stereotypical and superficial thing that our culture so often deals in but a much deeper quality which can also have an unsettling, even alarming side. Many of Neil’s paintings deal in what some would describe as inherently ugly things – old tyres, accumulations of rubbish, abandoned buildings and so on - but this material is  painted with such passionate attention to its specific nature, and is so clearly integral to the paintings it appears in that they overflow with positive energy, even a kind of love. And amongst the objects that Neil takes such obvious pleasure in depicting a special place is clearly occupied by tools – the foreground of his self portrait is a good example – and I would hazard the interpretation that they stand as a kind of symbol for him of the vital part played by manuality and craft in his work. 
     But it’s with the human form that I think Neil really comes into his own. He is a humanist in a sense of the word that connects him directly with the art of the Italian renaissance and before that to a pagan, Greco-roman tradition that continues to throb at the heart of European culture. Man – and possibly even more so, Woman - is the real focus of his art and here again he connects with what I consider to be our needs on a very deep level. It’s a refreshing thing to see in a contemporary artist such great technical mastery in the handling of flesh, in the rendition of its luminosity, its many colours, its satisfying sensuality. The treatment of the human body has always been a kind of benchmark for artists – it’s famously the ultimate test of technical ability -  and stands at the core of the great painting tradition that has come down to us, and here once again the ideology of Modernism with its inbuilt hostility to that tradition (though it should also be noted that there is an accompanying hunger to inherit its prestige!) has meant that  there is remarkably little really beautiful painting of the human form in contemporary art. What Neil’s work manages to do, in my opinion, is overcome this longstanding embarrassment and  re-establish a fruitful dialogue with the great painting tradition that our museums so rightly celebrate but which is so much ignored in modern practice.
     There are no doubt many and complex reasons for this rejection, but one of them must be that great skill in painting is not something that’s at all easy to do, or to teach, and the fruitful dialogue I mention above can only really occur amongst equals. Modernism in art is a phenomenon whose ideal environment is the art school with it’s accompanying ideology of rebelliousness and rule breaking, even if it’s the same rules that have been broken for generations now and the whole functions as an academy as restrictive as any of the past. What Neil’s work stands for is an alternative system in which change occurs through evolution, not revolution, and whose natural expression in the past was the master apprentice connection. In this context it’s interesting to note that as far as the practice of art is concerned he is completely self-taught – the period he spent as a student and then teacher at the University of Sydney was exclusively theoretical and historical.
     But I don’t want to give the impression here that Neil’s is some kind of nostalgic return to the art of the past, because it’s not. Apart from the very prominent role that uncompromisingly modern objects – satellite dishes, a mobile phone, graffiti -  play in his work, even a cursory glance shows numerous influences of the art of the twentieth century, chief among them being Surrealism. Once again I know I’m on difficult terrain here as Neil  has made it clear to me that surrealism as a movement doesn’t mean a lot to him, and the only Surrealist he considers could really paint - Dalì – he’s not too keen on. Nevertheless I would say that his sometimes striking deformations of the body – the Saint Sebastians, for example, or the Goddess from 1993 –   would be inconceivable without the liberating effects of various movements of modern art, chief among them being Surrealism and Expressionism. The attentive viewer will also notice a predilection for distorted perspective in many of the paintings here which I find reminiscent of the early De Chirico, though this could equally be seen as coming from the art of the Middle Ages or early Renaissance with which Neil is surrounded in his home in Umbria. One of the delights of looking at these paintings, in fact, particularly for someone with a little familiarity with the history of art, is that they are full of references to many periods and many masters, and by no means always in a serious way either. The Saint George of 1991, for example, is clearly an affectionately derisory view of the hero and heroine concept, with a cartoon version of the Sydney Harbour Bridge as the backdrop. We have here a kind of double dip with an iconic image taken both seriously and light-heartedly. Similarly the Reclining Figure of 2008 with his Mickey Mouse ears is both moving and strangely funny at the same time
.      What all this adds up to – the essential aspect of Neil’s achievement - is that he has effectively internalised a great deal of what we might say is the history of art, and  then manages to creatively transform it with great technical skill into what is unmistakeably his own thing. I personally have never seen paintings that I would confuse with these and nor are they simply modernized versions of one or another master of the past. He offers us a bridge, an alternative way from the great art of the past to a fully contemporary present which takes what it needs from modernism but is not hampered by any sterile hostility to tradition.

     One last point. The exhibition and this catalogue have the titles Bella Pittura and Italian paintings for the quite obvious reason that Neil’s art is deeply connected to Italy. He moved there in 1988 when he first began to paint and it clearly provides him with an environment that nourishes his work. That his focus is essentially Mediterranean can be seen in his predilection for mythological subjects, the Ledas, The Icarus legend, the helmeted Goddesses. To some extent this might be simply his appetite for taking on some of painting’s iconic themes – other examples could be the explicitly christian ones of The Crucifixion or Saint Sebastian, for example - but the deeper level I would say is the pagan one, and his love of Italy is connected to the fact that in that country the ancient myths still seem to emerge naturally from the landscape.     
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