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ve with me for a moment Into the aqua depths
of @ singhc image: a swimming pool. Crisp and
blue like a shining sapphire, it stands there
clean, defined by a sinvous edge, waiting to
buoy you I the sun; it ks a flat amalon for all of
us who yeamn for the carcfroe Itfe of an cobeyo; & is 2 wheel we
work in baps; % is Jobsure on a poal kvl Who wouldin't love 2
picturce of 2 swimming pool? Pools themsehies have been with us
at lewst since Roman times, of course, although it was ooly in the
first half of the 19th century ~ in England, by the way ~ that they
began 10 gain popularity with the middle clhasses, and it would
tke far Jonger, more than a century, for the image of the
swinming pool 10 start tickling our optical fancy. Akkhough its
image In contemporary art ks now ubiquitous, swimming pools
were first embeaced by artisty in the Fop era, a1 about the same
time that suburbia came 10 dominate the Amencan landscape.
Which is why, 1 suspect, the swimming pool appeared 1o, and
appealed o, an Englshman, one who had kinded in suburban
Southern Californks, just in time to became entrunced with this
symbol of middle-class Juxury. As far as 1 can tell, 0o significant
Images of swimming pools occur In Western modorn an before
1964, when David Hockney palated has fiest - 2 deeall really, out
back behind the howuse in California Colfector. It didn't become
the coniral image of a painting until kuer that year, with his
Picture of @ Hollywood Swimming Fool. Naturally. the canvas
that sparked my interest in images of pools wis A Rigwer Splash
(1967), scen at the Tate when [ was a child. At the ume Hockney
painted it, it must have scemed the height of Calfornia

challenge of depicting the swimming pool, coupled with the ambiguous
behaviour and relationships of the people it attracts, have been a productive source
material in the 40 years since it entered the art vocabulary, observes Daniel Kunitz
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Insouctance, Today it's hard not to regand that e spout of
whitc water in the painting as the tinier splash: s abstract
expressionist squiggles and gestures are Bke a passing emotional
squall about to be abwsorbed into the flat, skypblue plane of the
pool andd, more genenally, into the haed lines and cooler alms of
Pop art. Earlier artists grappled with occanic foelings, it soems o
say; the cmblem of the new art willl be the happy swimming pool,
an occan contained. To Hockney, who 1 believe stll hokds the
recond for swimming-pool Images, painting them boegan, he has
said, mainly @ a formal problem - how to paint water, ‘beciise
it can be anything. .. It has no set visual description '

That explains the water but not the pool. Mypohun-.ﬁ

an empXy canvas, a swimming pool ks something of 2 tbuba s,

2 blank screen on which any number of Botions of cmotions
might be projected. Yot 2 swimming pool s 2 canvas that fends

10 reflect back only 2 namow = though intense - rnge of colous.

It is not surpeising that the other inaugueator of swimming-
poot imagery, Ed Ruscha, was abso a denizen of Los Angeles.
Taking a sertal and bluntly documentary appeoach, he produced
“Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass', a set of photographs,
in 1968, That samc year he made Aol a gunpomder daming of
the word. As 2 concepeua! refraction of the imoge, & romaias, in
my mind, unsurpassed. Martin Kippenberger had a photo taken
of him in 1988, standing in a pool in Seville, while holding onc of
his Stroet Lamp for Drunks sculptures. There the bent hmp was
further bent by the refracting water; but the photograph wasn't
pant of the work, it was just commentary. In that sense, it b
similar to Helmut Newton's David Hockniey, Piscine Royale, ¥
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A pool is a visual metaphor for a
painting, a background of colour
against which the image floats

€ Farts, 2 1975 image in which a shirtless Hockney stands next o
a pool. Newton has another konic image of a pool, Sain Tropez,
Jume 1975. 1t depiets a woman in goggles and cap floating on her
back in a pool, ignoning the woman sitting on a zebaa-print couch,
in a stiped dress, before a 2cbm skin: a wonderful study of
contrast and affinity between the reflected blue-and-white lines in
the pool and the black-and-white ines on knd. Very glamonous.

That sense of sportasduxury, sport-as-leisure has been
continually upckatecl. There ks Cindy Sherman's Untttled Film Sell

46, from 1979, where only the lovely, sun-stnated water (in black
and white) counterbalances the ceriness of the smimmer’s cyes
looking out from her absurd and gigele-indudng dive mask
More recently, the photogmpher Ryvan McGinley put together, in
2004, his ‘Olympic Portfolio’, captuging the aliure of Olympic
swimmers” perfect hodics as well as the surmeal silliness of gravity-
defying underwater views, gogales and bathing caps. This month,
Oliver Wilson also explores the underwater world of pools, and
people ottering through them, in a comely show at the Mark
Jason Gallery in London

More intriguing than the obvious glamour of the swimmer is
the empty glamour Ruscha found In ‘Nine Swimming Fools'

Nothing distracts us from thelr ordinariness, they are unused
pools: fancy or plain, commercial o private. Even the quictest
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amang them cn

Ip standing for our common yeaming for
free nme and sun and a good body - they're objective

correlatives for Vagre. As though in homage to Ruscha, a newbic

photogrupher, | Bennett Fits, this winter exhibited a series of
documentary-style images of motel pools, called “No Lifeguird on
Duty’, at the Los Angeles gablery Paul Kopeikin

Cleardy there i no lifeguard policing the activity in Dash
Snow's untitled Polaroid of a girl poolside holding two cherres to
her nipples. And there isn't much help for the dead, naked
e of Sendoritas Sufcidio, a
t and Jeffrey Reed. Both

women floating just at the suk:

magnificent 2005 C-print by Luis Gisy
partake of what onc might call dirty glamour, which isn't
something we normally assocate with those heliotropic folks one
usually finds poolside. Then agiin, If one ignores the louche

aspect of pools, one necessanly ignores their dark psychological

implications: fear of death by drosning; the womb; sex. For me,

both Snow’s Polaroid and the Serrforiitas are close in spinit 1o Eri

Fischl's murky pool scenes, such as the painting Sleepuocilieer

(1978-9), in swhich an adolescent boy wanks in a backyard wading

pool. And he has others: Barbogue (1982), Far Kockaray (1986)

Each reflects the seamicr aspeats of the blue suburban jewel
Equally lurid is painter Helen Verhoeven's canvas Near Dl
Material (2003), a night scene in which one bikini-clad worman

waste-high In water watches another doing the dead muan’s flost

Under artificial Hight (lluminating the scene, the deck glows red
So 4 pool is a scrim for our fantasies, be they gloomy or
cheerful. Or, as in the case of the Turkish-hom painter Bl Uras,
cheerfully parodic and thus tinged with menace. Her painting
a ki

Swing (2004) puts a swimming pool at the. centre o

Eden, the kind one encountens i the better Miami hotels, and

above the pool swings a nude Venus, or Eve ~ it depends on how

one feels about the surmounding folfage. Unlike Urs, for whom
the hotel Is the setting for her stoey, Julian Opie, in his sedes of
paintings called *We played in the hoted poal’ (2002), beickets out
everything but the water. These are formal studies in which colour
sets the tone = the royval blue wavelets of moming, the grey blues
of a doudy day - and evenything is reduced almaost 1o the point of
abstraction. Entirely abstruct are Samh Morris's fools - Century
(Miami) and Pools ~ Cocowallk (Miami) (both 2003), vertuginous
grids of syncopated] colours, patchwork quilts of pools as seen
from the nir.

Whiat the abstrictions chiefly suggest is that a swimming pool is

2 vissal metaphoe for

painting: a background of colour against

which i, floae. Make the image lreml, as in the sculpture

Vecinos by Los Carpinteros, andd you have a sort of painting
contraption: two scuat structures float in a fibeeglass pool the size
of a small rable or medium-format cinvis = as they move about
the picture changes, Even more literal wats Leandro Edich’s
contribution o the 49th Venice Biconale, The Soimming Pool

(19989), 4 540cm high shaliow-bottomed pool that one could

acnually walk into, get behind and beneath the picrure plne, as it
were, Inssde one could stay submerged as long as one wanted
considening the pool from its keast common vantage

Wee could remain submenged in the image ~ there are myriad
other pools in which to dip 2 1o¢ = but it’s time 1o come up for air

Oliver Wilson: Refractéed Realism, 2-24 Fob, Mark Jason Gallery,

London (+44 (0)20 7258 5800, markjasongallery.com)
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