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Though not necessarily a solely American 
activity, Pop-Art has cast a long shadow; 
its practices of appropriation that an-
nounced postmodernity and prefiguring 
much that is current in contemporary art. 
Always the cheeky kid on the art block, 
American Pop-art rejected modernist ortho-
doxies such as Abstract Expressionism, an 
art officially sanctioned as a muscular bas-
tion of freedom in the Cold War; a high art 
to fight communism with the ubiquity and 

the omnipotence of American popular cul-
ture. Though on the surface seemingly a 
celebratory of this progressive dream, 
Pop-Art was always much more nuanced 
in its borrowings from popular culture, one 
not afraid to be off message.

Nathan James is one such artist using the 
darker tradition of Pop to shout loudly, off 
key and most definitely off message. In his 
Creepshow series, he is part of a line of 
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North American artists who jump in 
and get dirty with the culture, not 
afraid to question this American 
dream, to gate-crash the celebra-
tion and sully the icons. Jasper 
Johns did it with his encaustic flag 
painted on so much bad 1950s 
news, Warhol did it with his recy-
cling of death and celebrity.

Philip Guston turned Abstract Ex-
pressionist phallocentric posturing 
into something comic, bedridden 
and sickly. Today John Currin, 
George Condo’s and Paul McCar-
thy’s wallow in this darker seam 
with grotesque abandon, good 
taste expunged as emetic after-
taste. In our postmodern present 
the spirit of Pop-art’s persists, but 
in these artists hands it has a 
darker dalliance with the anti-
aesthetic, an exploration of ugliness in an ugly world that turns culture to 

counter-culture; it is kitsch as agitprop.

Nathan James’ work owes a lot to McCar-
thy and to Condo, but into the mix goes 
50’s film posters, Michael Jackson and 
Disney, the flavour of tattoo parlours, ver-
nacular homespun pleasantries made 
unspun and unpleasant. A flavour of 
Koons is there too, but rather than the 
cheesy gloss of Reagan’s supply side 
euphoria, Nathan’s queasy vision gives 
something a lot darker, a trawl through 
the pop aesthetic of an Americana re-
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fracted through a mirror distorted by eco-
nomic decline and self-doubt. Instead of 
Norman Rockwell we are given Freud, 
the fear of sex, the dissolving sexual kiss 
of Edvard Munch rendered as so much 
chewing gum, pinkly stretching as if from 
the sole of the shoe, sinuous and sickly. 
Obama becomes a face of tongues, wet 
and lascivious. Faces melt. Burgess 
Meredith turns into a bogeyman, a smok-
ing glaring half-skull cartoon, with the bul-
bous gloved appendages of Mickey 
Mouse. Throughout his work these 

gloves form a leitmotif, some-
times grasping, sometimes reach-
ing for control but always sinister, 
evoking nothing more than awk-
ward impotence, a sheathed un-
feeling. Gloves as symbols of our-
selves as Homo Inhabilis; the de-
scent of man.

This is not easy art, not on the 
eye nor the stomach. It is Grand 
Guignol, the fool farting at the 
king, the clown throwing a pie at 
our sensibilities. Such art that is 
not afraid of ugliness may seem 
easy to dismiss, but its dyspeptic 
vision, its weapons grade kitsch 
reminds us that ugly truths lie be-
hind the high gloss pop culture of 
Hollywood celebrity and slick uto-
pian advertising. Nathan James 
offers a glimpse under the mask.

- Nick Galvin is an art historian, photographic ar-
chivist and lecturer.
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An Exhibition of New Paintings by Nathan James 

Curated by Bakul Patki

Justin Quirk Presents

  Nathan James’ current series of paintings are based on the idea of 
Pessimist Pop. A reaction to the highly-polished, busy, celebratory 

work of Koons, Murakami et al, His paintings deal in the same sort of 
bold shapes and cultural iconography, but look at the underbelly of 
these images and contextualizes them in a real, unforgiving world. 

James focuses on the lives and worlds of the underclass, failures, per-
verts and slackers, rather than beautiful, successful people. Bleak 
comedy and personal tragedy sit uncomfortably close together in 
James’ characters, which draw on both the failed industrial back-

ground of his childhood and the current mood of insecurity and para-
noia present in contemporary society.

28th January - 25th February 2013. Open 12-6pm daily
Private View: 30th January 2013 6-9pm

The Vacant Space Gallery
40 Greek Street

London
W1D 4EB

United Kingdom

Please note that the above info is for placeholder purposes only and
has yet to be confirmed.
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Creeps, oil on canvas, 30 x 40 inches (76 x 102 cm), 2012.



Drifter, oil on canvas, 16 x 12 inches (41 x 30 cm), 2012.



Indifferent Grandfather, oil on canvas, 12 x 16 inches (30 x 41 cm), 2012.



A Friend Indeed, oil on canvas, 16 x 12 inches (41 x 30 cm), 2012.



Prettyboy Pretender, oil on canvas, 30 x 24 inches (76 x 61 cm), 2013.



Burnout Breakthrough, oil on paper, 9 x 7 inches (23 x 18 cm), 2012.



Origin Story, oil on canvas, 40 x 30 inches (102 x 76 cm), 2012.



Directions, oil on canvas, 24 x 36 inches (91 x 61 cm), 2012.



Serendipity-Doo-Dah ;), oil on canvas, 30 x 40 inches (75 x 100 cm), 2013.



Drugs’ll Fix It, oil on canvas, 24 x 30 inches (61 x 76 cm), 2012.



Paint What You Know, oil on linen, 30 x 24 inches (76 x 61 cm), 2012.



Who Needs Friends?, oil on canvas, 24 x 30 inches (61 x 76 cm), 2012.



Yoof, oil on linen, 20 x 15.5 inches (50 x 40 cm), 2012.



The Translator, oil on canvas, 20 x 20 inches (51 x 51 cm), 2012.



Right-Hand Man, oil on canvas, 48 x 36 inches (122 x 91 cm), 2012.



Everybody Knows, oil on canvas, 24 x 36 inches (61 x 91cm), 2012.



After The War, oil on canvas, 36 x 24 inches (91 x 61cm), 2012.



Sweet Nothings, oil on canvas, 30 x 24 inches (76 x 61 cm), 2012.



Imagine What Home Feels Like, oil on canvas, 60 x 48 inches (152 x 122 cm), 2012.



Post-Apocalyptic Idealistic Phase, oil on canvas, 48 x 40 inches (122 x 102 cm), 2012.



I See How They Look At You, oil on canvas, 48 x 36 inches (122 x 91 cm), 2012.



Second Chances, oil on canvas, 72 x 48 inches (180 x 120 cm), 2012.
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From www.port-magazine.com — November 21, 2012

Nathan James: Riff Raff
Jenny Cusack talks to London-based Canadian artist Nathan James about his brand of “pessimistic pop art”

The term "Pessimistic Pop" is an interesting one and it lies at the heart of Nathan James' work, blending the iconic style of American pop art 
with a bleak, lonely and overwhelming sense of hopelessness. The industrialised Canadian town of Hamilton, Ontario can take credit for these
dark motifs, the place James grew up in before heading to the bright lights of Toronto. After spending most of his life there, he's now based in 
London because, "London is…well, London."

James' body of works titled Riff Raff carries the concept in a robust, character-led narrative. Experimenting further with these ideas, his solo 
pop-up project Creepshow has taken a vibrant blend of modern imagery, layering and then stamping it with his signature cartoon aesthetic.
Talking with Port ahead of the show's launch, we found an enthusiastic and energetic soul behind the work's weighty subtext.

Jenny Cusack: Your work is very stylised, influenced by American Pop art. How did you gravitate towards this style?

Nathan James: I think it came out of my childhood interest in cartoons and comic books, like Batman, Spiderman, Archie, Mad Magazine, and 
Disney classics. They used to sell compilations of old cartoons on VHS tapes at the grocery store near our apartment. My mom would buy 
them and I would wear them out. Great stuff: Looney Toons, classic Tex Avery and black & white Betty Boop. I've revisited some of it recently 
and it's incredible 
how dark they are. I don't think you could get away with a lot of that stuff these days.

When I was a little bit older I became interested in more adult oriented work; the original Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle series, Predator, the 
Batman: Dark Knight comics (the ones the most recent films are based on), Spawn, and Robert Crumb. The first things that I remember 
drawing in earnest were somewhat surreal superheroes, often based on dreams.
My friends and I used to take it very seriously. We'd imagine the development of our crudely drawn sketches into fully realized characters, fit for
the superhero pantheon — that they, (and we,) would be famous one day. I used to have binders full of these drawings on lined paper, but I'm
not sure what happened to them. That was the first visual language that I learned. It reoccurs in my work in different manifestations again and 
again… I guess it stuck.

Jenny: I’m interested in the idea of Pessimistic Pop as an idea and the desolate, broken nature of Riff Raff’s characters. Can you tell 
me about some of the characters in your paintings and the stories behind them?

Nathan: The kernel for my new work came out of my trying to connect with some negative experiences and twist them around in order make 
some darkly cheery paintings. I wanted to take some of the worst things in life — death, parental abandonment, unemployment, violence, drug 
abuse, bullying etc. — and pair them with more conventional pop iconography in order to subvert both elements and create a visual tension. I 
once read a thing from the liner notes of the Ramones album, Rocket To Russia. The author wrote that the genius of the band was, with songs 
like Rockaway Beach, their ability to make celebratory pop anthems by inverting rotten, nasty elements from their lives that were actually quite 
horrible in reality. With those paintings I'm trying to explore just that.

Jenny: I read that you make your own paints. Is this true? If so, how and why did you start? Why is it important for you to this?

Nathan:I do make a lot of my own paints. It's something I've come to recently but I enjoy it. It adds to the alchemy of painting and a feeling of 
being connected to the entire process. It's magic. A scoop of coloured dust and some honey-like liquid miraculously changes into oil paint, that 
in turn transform into characters codes and symbols, which construct significance in the mind of the viewer. You don't get the same feeling from 
buying a tube in the shop.

Jenny: Do you have any upcoming projects you’re working on or are you planning to enjoy the fruits of Riff Raff for now?

Nathan:I've got a solo show — Creepshow — sometime (soon) in London. We're doing it as a pop-up in a vacant retail space and the nature of 
these venues is that they come up last minute. I've been working on it since the spring. I’m very much looking forward to a week or 2 of rest 
once it's all done.



NATHAN JAMES: CREEPSHOW
By Justin Quirk /January 17, 2013 from http://www.monolithmagazine.co.uk

Nathan James is a South London-based, Canadian painter. Originally specialising in glossy, ultra-technical pop art pictures, he’s 
returned after a battery-charging break with CREEPSHOW, a radical new set of paintings that recently caught the attention of Jake 
Chapman and form the basis of James’ London pop-up show later this month. Drawing on the surroundings and culture of his up-
bringing in Hamilton, Ontario, MONOLITH met with James to talk about changing direction, drugs and pinball.

This latest work is very different stylistically to your older work. Was that a conscious decision, did you have a 
break in between the two phases?

I kind of ran out of steam with the Pop paintings. I wasn’t entirely satisfied with what I was doing and had said about all I had to 
say. It’s like I was singing but not really using my own voice, you know? It was a gradual transition, beginning with a stronger em-
phasis on the cartoony bit and moving towards incorporating that aesthetic into the figurative elements.

There’s a slightly psychedelic feel to some of your work, but more in that sense of ‘nagging aftermath of a bad 
trip’ rather than ‘the dawning of the age of aquarius.’ Have you ever experimented much with drugs, are they 
part of your creative process etc?

When I was younger I experimented with all sorts of substances. And yeah, maybe my work reflects that I don’t deal well with 
hangovers. I think that the biochemistry of my brain is precariously balanced to begin with and any nudge can mess up my mood 
for days. So in that way I’ve never found that psychoactive substances help me creatively. I’ve read a few articles and heard a cou-
ple of podcasts lately that got me thinking a mushroom trip would be a fun thing to do. However, about a week ago I smoked a 
small joint and had a pretty bad time. It was like it amplified all my negative feelings and emotions. It even made my back pain 
worse, or maybe just focused my attention on it. Anyway, it was such a bad experience that it made me reconsider the psychedelic 
adventure I’d been planning. Maybe I’m too old and broken for that stuff?

A lot of these images feel like glimpses into a much bigger story or world for the characters. Do you have a narra-
tive in mind for them when you paint, or are they just isolated images?

When I first started this work I had in mind that I would create a world of these types of characters and reuse them in different sce-
narios. It is still such early days that that may eventually happen but for now I think it’s more about a particular perspective. Like 
seeing the world through a broken, dirty, old kaleidoscope.

I know Jake Chapman’s been very complimentary about your work. Is there anyone else working at the moment 
who you find interesting, or consider a peer?

At the moment I really like Dawn Mellor, Kaye Donachie, Nigel Cooke, The Chapman Brothers…but none of them are my ‘peers’. 
My friend Joe Becker is a peer and a superb painter. He’s helped me out a lot in terms of introducing me to new artists and figuring 
my own work out.

Is smalltown Ontario really that weird?

Hahaha, well, that’s all I knew growing up…but even still, yes it is.

I heard you’re a total demon on pinball. Any other secret arcade skills we should know about?

Do they even exist anymore? As a kid, arcades were my favourite places to hang out. The one in my hometown was called The 
Games Room. Even when we didn’t have any money we used to just sit on our skateboards out front and smoke. My favourite game 
there was Street Fighter 2. That was before it came out for Nintendo (and even when it did it wasn’t as good). When I was 11 I beat 
Super Mario 3 in about 20 mins without dying. Does that count?

http://www.monolithmagazine.co.uk
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http://www.jakeanddinoschapman.com/


All images are copyrighted © by Nathan James and may not be used without permission 
of the artist.
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