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When JD Malat had the idea, last summer, of giving isolated artists a London showcase
in the exhibition Isolation Mastered, Andrew Litten was one of the artists selected. His
work touched a nerve, forcefully evoking the physical and emotional fragility exposed
by the Covid pandemic. On the strength of it, the gallery offered him a solo exhibition.
Litten is essentially self-taught. Like other self-taught artists, he was drawn to art because
there were things he urgently wanted to say that couldn’t be put into words. He wasn’t
interested in objective representation; he was searching for emotional expression.
Human frailties and compulsions explored in recent paintings like Nail Biting and Alcohol
Now have always been a central theme of his work. But the support of others during
this extraordinary year, in which he also suffered a personal bereavement, have made
him suddenly aware of how sharing our vulnerabilities is a way of nurturing meaningful
connection – a realisation that inspired the theme of this show, Fragile Together.
Emotions are not just difficult to articulate in words; they are also impatient of the rules
of art. To facilitate expression, rules must be bent and it is often the self-taught artists –
Vincent van Gogh, Paul Gauguin, Francis Bacon - who dare to bend them. Litten ranks
among the rule benders. His paintings are unapologetically figurative but refuse to
follow figurative convention. They sit on the fence between individual consciousness
and objective reality: to borrow the title of one of his paintings, on a Liminal Stage.
This picture shows no respect for visual logic. The chair the man seems to be sitting on
has no legs, while the child leaning towards him across the table appears to have put
on an alarming growth spurt and acquired the legs of an adult. At the opposite end of
the scale, miniature cats patrol the tabletop. Even the setting is disturbing, with the
kaleidoscopic chequered flooring coming to a sudden stop at the left-hand edge of the
orange table, cut off by an emerald green and amethyst backdrop that drops down to
the floor like a stage curtain.

Litten’s work is full of echoes of past masters in new combinations: in Liminal Stage
the woozy brushstrokes of Edvard Munch meet the pulsating palette of Pierre Bonnard.
Almost all the figures in his paintings are off-balance. They lean at angles, as if pulled
or pushed in different directions through no will of their own. Unstable as flames in
a draught, they seem in constant danger of losing definition and merging with their
surroundings or each other. In Existing Together, two overlaid figures do appear to
merge: it could be a picture of wedded bliss, but although the two figures have become
one their backgrounds are different. Their co existence could come apart at the seams.
Regenerate, the monumental triptych Litten calls his ‘big life-and-death painting’, mimics
the form of an altarpiece, but unlike hieratic images of saints its restless collection of
ragbag figures won’t stay still; they slope in and out of the frame like fleeting figments of
Carel Weight’s imagination, far less corporeal than Stanley Spencer’s resurrected bodies.
What’s happening here? Floral tributes tied to a railing appear to commemorate a death,
but the people drifting past to the left and right avert their gazes; only the figures in
the centre stop and look. We, the viewers, are cast in the role of mourners, standing in a
house of mourning looking out.
For any artist confronting the universal human themes of love, death, bereavement and
endurance, sacred art provides a time-honoured template. The head-and-shoulders
images in Hooded recall Flemish Primitive diptychs of the Man of Sorrows and the
Mater Dolorosa, though Litten’s three heads all belong to the same hoodie-wearing girl,
engaged in a three way conversation with herself. The wing-backed chair in which the
woman sits cocooned in Drugs Combination3 glows like a mandorla; in Rest, the wings
appear to lift her off the ground, transforming her into an angel.
Art is a bad liar. Many contemporary painters aspire to a raw, self-taught aesthetic, but
their rawness quickly reveals itself as cooked-up. Litten’s bears the stamp of authenticity.
The meanings of his images may be elusive, but they work on our feelings because they
are felt.
Laura Gascoigne
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Andrew Litten in his studio, 2021.
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Ventriloquist, 2021
Oil on canvas
74 3/4 x 66 7/8 in
190 x 170 cm

6

7

The Clouds, 2020
Oil on canvas
66 7/8 x 82 5/8 in
170 x 210 cm
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Alcohol Now, 2020
Oil on canvas
59 1/8 x 47 1/4 in
150 x 120 cm
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Liminal Stage, 2021
Oil on canvas
74 3/4 x 110 1/4 in
190 x 280 cm
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Father And Child, 2021
Epoxy clay (bronze edition of 5)
26 3/8 x 13 3/4 x 6 3/4 in
67 x 35 x 17 cm
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Drugs Combination3, 2020
Oil on canvas
70 7/8 x 51 1/8 in
180 x 130 cm
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Rest, 2021
Oil on canvas
33 1/2 x 21 5/8 in
85 x 55 cm
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Rest2, 2021
Oil on canvas
33 1/2 x 21 5/8 in
85 x 55 cm
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Future Adult, 2021
Board in picture frame with legs on wheels
21 5/8 x 12 5/8 x 1 5/8 in
55 x 32 x 4 cm
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Nail Biting, 2020
Mixed media with hair on paper
39 3/8 x 27 1/2 in
100 x 70 cm
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Paranoid Head, 2018
Mixed media on paper
39 3/8 x 27 1/2 in
100 x 70 cm
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Couple, 2021
Epoxy clay (bronze edition of 5)
9 7/8 x 9 7/8 x 11 3/4 in
25 x 25 x 30 cm
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Existing Together, 2021
Oil on canvas
78 3/4 x 63 in
200 x 160 cm
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Hooded, 2021
Mixed media on paper
32 5/8 x 70 1/8 in
83 x 178 cm
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Leading An Old Dog, 2021
Mixed media on paper
35 3/8 x 25 5/8 in
90 x 65 cm
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Regenerate, 2020
Oil on canvas
86 5/8 x 66 7/8 in / 86 5/8 x 47 1/4 in / 86 5/8 x 66 7/8 in
220 x 170 cm / 220 x 120 cm / 220 x 170 cm
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The Condition, 2020
Oil on canvas
59 1/8 x 47 1/4 in
150 x 120 cm
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Red Car Significance, 2021
Oil on canvas
31 1/2 x 35 3/8 in
80 x 90 cm
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This catalogue was produced by JD
Malat Gallery for the exhibition 'Fragile
Together' by Andrew Litten.
Laura Gascoigne is an art critic,
commentator on the visual arts and a
regular contributor to The Spectator,
Apollo, RA Magazine and Country Life.
info@jdmalat.com

Detail image of Regenerate, in artist’s studio.
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Ventriloquist, 2021
Oil on canvas
74 3/4 x 66 7/8 in
190 x 170 cm
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