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Many fans of British painting might not be aware that
Swindon Museum and Art Gallery (SMAG) in Wiltshire
is home to a noteworthy collection of works by British
artists, particularly twentieth-century painters including
Lucian Freud, Howard Hodgkin, Gwen John and Graham
Sutherland. While the museum could do with some
serious funding (or even the entirely new premises they
are hoping to build to house and develop the collection
in a way fit for the twenty-first century), the museum’s
passion for paint made it the perfect venue and
partner to present an exhibition of work by the winner
of the inaugural prize of the artist-led organisation
Contemporary British Painting - a group that has done
much to promote painters in Britain over the past few
years. In autumn 2016, following the selection of her
winning entry from an exhibition of the fifteen short-
listed artists at The Riverside Gallery in Richmond, in
addition to a solo show at SMAG, London-based Cathy
Lomax (b. 1963, Croydon) was awarded £2000, with
which her winning painting Black Verus (2014-15) was
acquired for the Priseman Seabrook Collection.

A year later, the resulting solo exhibition was a small
but perfectly formed painterly tour-de-force with its
sights firmly set on shattering the facade of beauty and
perfection that society, and in particular for Lomax,

the film industry, foisted upon women throughout the
twentieth century and which in many ways continues.
A number of paintings in the exhibition, from the

two series ‘Masquerading’ and ‘Mirror Stage’, recall
moments from the history of the silver screen in which
women are featured in scenes with mirrors, whether
doing up the clasp of a gold necklace (Hooking Up, 2017),
putting their hair up (Up Do, 2017), having their hair
brushed (Static Electricity, 2017) or various other scenar-
ios. The irony of these beautiful high-profile women,
who have been styled and groomed to ‘perfection’ in
readiness for filming, pretending to do everyday wom-
en’s beauty routines is a double patriarchal blow that
Lomax targets with great acuity. With a background as a
make-up artist for fashion magazines and music videos,
Lomax is no stranger to the mechanics of beauty in
front of cameras. In her lo-fidelity painterly language,
she makes paintings that are beautiful yet also some-
how subversively rough and ready, with women, often
stars, either beautifully depicted or the conventions of
beauty they embody called into question through her
treatment of them. Paint is sometimes thinned out and
applied in swift, loose, dripping washes; other times

it is applied with an uninhibited impasto and left as it
lands; brush marks are often simple and left exposed,

74 Cathy Lomax

Jessie, 2017. Qil on linen,
35 x 25 cm

unworked, while on other occasions there is a real
lightness of touch and a greater sense of care in the
mark making. It is an aesthetic that Lomax has been
refining since she graduated from Central St Martins in
London in 2002, and is a sensibility that can regularly
be detected in the programme of exhibitions and
publications Lomax makes in her capacity as director
of Transition in Hackney, East London, which she
founded in the year she graduated - an organisation
that has also done much to champion painting in Britain.

Another body of work presented in the exhibition was
‘The Merry Maidens’, comprising around twenty small
canvases hung salon-style, each depicting the head of a
young woman as if carved in marble or cast in bronze.
Veering towards the monochrome, occasionally ventur-
ing beyond black, white and grey into muted pastel
pinks and greens, the series was inspired by a journey
the artist made to Cornwall where she encountered a
neolithic stone circle of the same name that is said to
represent nineteen young women who were turned to
stone in punishment for dancing on the sabbath. Using
this as a metaphor for the treatment of women by the
male-dominated media and society (‘frozen images of
women are less troublesome than real women,” explains
Lomax, ‘they have been silenced and made into unreal
ideals”) the artist collated photographs of young women’s
heads from various sources and turned them into stone
within her paintings. To each of these petrified portraits
of unidentified women she gave names taken from a

list of the most popular baby names of today, hence we
see individual works such as Mila and Jessie (both 2017)
among the memorable, if generally unmerry, assembled
faces. Together they form a strong and striking series of
female, if not also feminist, anti-portraits.

As if an ode to Wiltshire’s contribution to women stars
of stage and screen, Lomax presented a work entitled
Adors (2014-17), picturing the head of Swindon’s much-
loved answer to Marilyn Monroe, the late Diana Dors,
on a pedestal on a fluted plinth. The painting thus
becomes a portrait of a sculpture. In liquorice blacks
and Black Jack greys, it hovers between confectionery
and industrial equipment. Perhaps this could be read as
a metonym for Lomax’s practice as a whole - a curious
conflation of glamour and brutalism, of real women
seen through an oppressive prism of male power

and desire.












	Painting Anthology 74
	Painting Anthology 75
	Painting Anthology 76
	Painting Anthology 77



