Brian Whelan at Pitzhanger Manor Gallery

by Will Teather

Brian Whelan brands himself as London-Irish although, in fact, he has
been based in East Anglia for over 20 years. When one encounters the
artist and his work though, his heterogeneous identity becomes easier to
understand. Whelan was born in London to Irish emigrants and his work
continues to draw heavily upon his childhood experiences.

Furthermore, his work has found strong support within the Irish
community of London, leading to a solo exhibition at London City Hall to
coincide with St Patrick’'s Day 2007 and, more recently, his curating a
group exhibition of London-Irish artists at Pitzhanger Manor in Ealing, the
London borough where his artistic studies began.

So it comes as no surprise that Whelan describes the issues within his
work as inextricably linked to his origins:

‘| was struck by the themes that London-Irish artists of my generation
shared. It isn't that they are Irish themes exactly, but they are certainly
not part of any English tradition that | have ever heard of. And there is
something really interesting happening when we all paint pubs and
churches.... pop concerts, football matches, buses, trains and boats.’
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Whelan seems to be describing ‘the experience of the immigrant,” of how
the everyday can be observed as both familiar and exotic. Whelan’s
particular fascination with buses, evident in his painting City of the Red
Bus, might be explained by his father working for London Transport and
the bus acting as a sort of ‘créche’ for much of his childhood.

Looking at Whelan’s work in terms of post-modernist preoccupations with
the merging of different discourses, there is a curious mix of low and high culture in his work. Beer mats feature within his
images, alongside toffee wrappers reinvented as guilding, whilst the sacred themes of the church are boldly depicted in
marker pen and acrylic paint.

The flattened perspective of his work and deliberately naive depiction of subject matter is both reminiscent of folk art and
comic books, whilst also reinventing mediaeval religious paintings from the churches of East Anglia. As Whelan’s
biography states: It is the vestiges of an art form that resonate with his Irish Catholic roots, back to a time when there was
one church and from its painted walls great stories were told.’

For those wanting to see these stories closer to home, Whelan's work can often be found on display at the Crome Gallery
in Norwich.
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