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GEORGINA
GRATRIX

Born in Mexico City, raised in Durban, and based in Cape Town, South African artist Georgina Gratrix both antagonises and 
admires the art historical canon of painting. She is an artist who wrestles vigorously with paint – both its material qualities and its 
historical complexities, weighted with, she says, “so many stodgy, stoic canvases by so many important men”.

In the self-titled monograph on Gratrix’s work, published by SMAC in 2016, Emily Friedman discusses the bizarre admission of 
an emoji or emoticon – officially known as the ‘Face with Tears of Joy’ – into the Oxford English Dictionary. 
“There is a certain devious absurdity to the selection.” says Friedman. “This weeping hieroglyph insinuates more a sense of 
ridiculous tragicomedy, or melodrama, rather than tearful glee. It hints at the rhetoric of playwright and satirist Nikolai Gogol, 
wherein “laughter through tears” is the climax of dark absurdist humour, and that is precisely where the pictographic language 
intersects with the work of artist Georgina Gratrix.”

Gratrix’s work is positioned at the interplay between critique, mockery and frivolity – offering the visual quintessence of what it is 
to be a contemporary painter in a world saturated by images (and emoticons). “Culling building blocks from her childhood in the 
shade of Durban’s verdant subtropical forests, and her adulthood in the shadow of the Internet, Gratrix repeatedly incorporates 
this collection of hyper-kitsch icons into her heavily layered paintings and drawings,” says Friedman of the artist’s reference 
materials. “Prototypes of popular culture, they serve a foundational purpose in the construction of her paintings: a platform to 
build from and on which to play.”

The prolific availability of almost anything in image form in the current age is evidenced in Gratrix’s references, ranging 
bewilderingly between high art and popular or kitsch; between Henri Rosseau’s verdant vegetation and ‘LOL cats’ and ‘doggos’. 
The fulcrum of her practice is in confronting the assumption that oil paint as a medium should be treated as “deadly serious”.
Gratrix applies her paint abundantly, weightily, with a palette knife or brush, working uncompromisingly in layering the paint as her 
work develops in an intuitive flow of thought through paintbrush. “In a world of excess and kitsch and general ‘too-much-ness’, I 
want my work to feel the same way”, she says. She employs her skill at manipulating paint to incorporate her particular brand of 
uncanny, grotesque humour and blithe tropical aesthetics.

The squelching, dripping thickness of Gratrix’s painted surfaces consistently brings our attention back to the corporeal body of 
the paint itself, exposing the playful tension she creates using the traditional medium of paint to produce seductive, illusionistic 
surfaces, in spite of the of the dense, viscous nature of the medium. This is seen particularly in the works Study 1 and Study 2. 
The commemoration of these frivolous and seemingly banal still lifes command the viewer’s engagement with their dazzlingly 
thick swirls of colour, even in spite of their smaller size.

Preferring to operate from within difficult and familiar painting genres, such as portraiture and still life, the artist effectively 
showcases her own brand of domestic satire.

Gratrix describes her still lifes as “gushy pop songs”. In works such as The Somnambulists, The Garden Party and Arrangement 
for Mr Hankey, she melds the emoji-aesthetic of the digital age with references to the ‘still life with flowers’ paintings of South 
African Modernists like Maggie Laubscher (1886 - 1973) and Irma Stern (1894 - 1966). Peeping from behind thickly rendered 
flora cuttings are gaudy ‘smiley faces’ on stems with thick, black U’s for mouths and, perched at the base of a vase, squats the 
definitive example of an icon combining symbols that convey disgust and glee – a representation of the ‘Smiling Poop’ emoticon.

Her portraits demonstrate the complex layering technique of the artist’s painting process. “I do often start with these very cute 
images,” Gratrix says, which are frequently pulled from pulp fiction magazines and stock image databases, “but they become 
grotesque because the subject matter has to become darker to make the image interesting.”

While varied in execution, each of Gratrix’s portraits has an underlying aesthetic in common, which is, according to Freidman, “at 
once familiar and alien, humorous and unsettling, visually pleasing and yet slightly disturbed. The result is a sardonic style that 
subverts the historical painterly language with revisionist tactics.”
Her thorough investigation of these conventional genres has seen her expanding her practice further beyond the surface of the 
canvas. In 2015, Gratrix began including plastic ‘googly’ eyes, plastic jewels and other found objects into the thickly applied paint, 
a process she describes as “bedazzling”.

31 . 03 . 2017
02 . 04 . 2017



In her solo exhibition, Puppy Love at SMAC Gallery, Cape Town, in 2016, she extended this enjoyment of working with ‘things 
that exist’ into a new series of paint sculptures that saw her characteristically voluptuous use of paint extended to found porcelain 
puppies and second-hand ceramics in a syrupy, sardonic inversion of their original functions. Fashioned with glitter and bejewelled 
with plastic crystals and goofy smiles, these curious objects stage a new extension of Gratrix’s discoveries on two-dimensional 
surfaces.

“Gratrix’s paintings are a cleverly enacted technique of bathos,” comments Friedman, “a lapse from the sublime into the trivial, 
which acknowledges the essential banality of the popular aesthetic”. 
Amidst the variety of eccentric portraits and still lifes built using a strong vocabulary of kitsch and cute, Gratrix is representing 
serious, if not sometimes sombre, themes.

While seemingly playful and slap-dash, her work hints at a worrying trend in both Modernist painting and contemporary tourism to 
exoticise and temper artworks for the consumer market. It is in the uglier representation of otherwise conventionally pretty things that 
Gratrix’s impasto paintings find their foundation, a pithy remark on a devolving hierarchy of canonical art.

Gergina Gratrix has presented numerous successful group and solo exhibitions, both locally and internationally. Important group 
exhibitions include: Thinking, Feeling, Head, Heart, curated by Marilyn Martin at New Church Museum in Cape Town; THERE AND 
BACK at W|E Projects in Cape Town; and Dialogues with Masters: Visual Perspectives on Two Decades of Democracy, curated by 
Thembinkosi Goniwe in Johannesburg in 2014.

In 2013, Gratrix’s work was included in The Beautyful Ones, curated by Storm Janse van Rensburg at the Nolan Judin Gallery in 
Berlin, and Paddle 8: Curator’s Selection by Tania Pardo, at ARCOmadrid International Contemporary Art Fair in Madrid. In 2010, 
Gratrix’s work was shown in From Pierneef to Gugulective at the South African National Gallery, Cape Town, 2010 and, during 2011, 
she participated in ¡ALPTRAUM!, which travelled to Washington D.C., London, Berlin, Los Angeles and Cape Town.

In 2013, Gratrix presented The Berlin Paintings at Die Tankstelle in association with Nolan Judin Gallery in Berlin. In 2014, the 
exhibition titled Recent at W|E Projects in Cape Town was Georgina Gratrix’s fifth solo presentation. Prior to this, In 2012, SMAC 
Gallery hosted My Show, Gratrix’s third solo exhibition. In her international debut, Everything Ecstatic was held at Ten Haaf Projects 
in Amsterdam in 2010.

Most recently, in February of 2016, Georgina Gratrix presented Puppy Love at SMAC Gallery in Cape Town, her fourth solo exhibition. 
The exhibition was extremely well received and ran concurrently with the Cape Town Art Fair, at which Gratrix’s work was also 
exhibited. Coinciding with Puppy Love, Gratrix’s first publication, titled Georgina Gratrix, was published – which is already in its 
second print run.
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