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The technical challenge of depicting the swimming pool, coupled with the i :
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 Kun

ive with me for a moment into the aqua depths
of asinglc image: a swimming pool. Crisp and
blue like a shining sapphire, it stands there
clean, defined by a sinuous edge, waiting
buoy you In the sun; it is a flat amnion for all of
us who yeam for the carefree life of an embeyo; i is a wheel we
work in baps; & i loksure 0n a primal kevel. Who wouldin't love 2
picturce of 2 swimming pool? Pools themsehves have been with us
at least since Roman times, of course, although it was only in the
first haif of the 19th century - in England, by the way ~ that they
began to gain popularity with the middie classes, and it would
tke far Jonger, more than a century, for the image of the
swimming pool to start tickling our optical fancy. Although its
image In contemporary art s now ubiquitous, swimming pools
were first embraced by artists in the Fop era, at about the same
time that suburbia came 1o dominate the Amenican landscape.
Which is why, I suspact, the swimming pool appeared to, and
appealed to, an Englishman, one who had hnded in suburban
Southern Californka, just in time to became entranced with this
symbol of middle-class luxury. As far as I can tell, no significant
images of swimming pools occur In Western modern ant before
1964, when David Hockney painted his first ~ a detall really, out
back behind the house in Caltfornia Colector. It didn't become
the central image of a painting until kuer that year, with his
Picture of a Hollywood Swimming Pool. Nawrally, the canvas
that sparked my interest in images of pools was A Bigeer Splash
(1967), seen at the Tate when | was a child. At the time Hockney
painted it, it must have scemed the height of California

insouctance. Today it's hard not 1o regard thae Brde spout of
whitc water in the painting as the tinier splash: its abstract
expressionist squiggles and gestures arc like a passing emotional
squall about to be absorbed into the flat, skyblue plane of the
pool and, more generally, into the hard lines and cooler aims of
Pop art. Earier artists grappled with occanic feclings, it soems to
say; the emblem of the now art willl be the happy swimming pool,
an occan contained. To Hockney, who 1 belicve still holds the
recoed for swimming-pool Images, painting them began, he has
sald, mainly s a formal problem - how to paint water, "beciuse
it can be anything. .. It has no st visual description.’ P
That explains the water but not the pool. My point is that, like
an emply Canvas, a swimming pool bs something of a ububi s,
a blank screen on which any number of notions or craotions
might be projected. Yet 2 swimming pool ks 2 canvas that tends -
10 reflect back only 2 namow - though intense ~ range of colours.
It Is not surprising that the other inaugucator of swimming-
poot imagery, Ed Ruscha, was also a denizen of Los Angeles.
Taking a sertal and bluntly documentary approach, he produced
“Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass', a set of photographs,
in 1968, That same year he made Fool, 2 gunpowder deawing of
the word. As 2 conceptuad refraction of the image, & romains, in
my mind, unsurpassed. Martin Kippenberger had a photo taken
of him in 1988, standiing in a pool in Seville, while holding onc of
his Street Lamp for Drunks sculptures. There the beat mp was
further bent by the refracting water; but the photograph wasn't
part of the work, it was just commentary. In that sense, it s
similar to Helmut Newton's David Hockney, Piscine Royale, »
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A pool is a visual metaphor for a
painting, a background of colour
against which the image floats

4 Raris, a 1975 image in which a shirtless Hockney stands next o
a pool. Newton has another kconic image of a pool, Sainr Tropez,
June 1975. 1t depicts a woman in goggles and cap floating on her
back in a pool, ignoring the woman sitting on a zebra-print couch,
in a striped dress, before a zchra skin: a wonderful study of
contrast and affinity between the reflected blue-and-white ines in
the pool and the black-and white lines on nd. Very glamorous.

That sense of sportas-luxury, sport-as-leisure has been
continually updatedl. There ks Cindy Sherman'’s Unititled Film Sl

46, from 1979, where only the lovely, sun-striated water (in black
and white) counterbalances the ceriness of the swimmer’s eyes
looking out from her absurd and giggle-inducng dive mask
Maore recently, the photographer Ryan McGinley put together, in
2004, his ‘Olympic Portfolio’, capturing the allure of Olympic
swimmers” perfect bodics as well as the surreal silliness of gravity-
defying underwater views, goggles and bathing caps. This month,
Oliver Wilson also explores the underwater workd 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 Pools’
Nothing distracts us from thedr ordinariness, they are unused
pools: fancy or plain, commercial or prvate. Even the quictest
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amang them cin't help standing for our common yeaming for
free tme and sun and a good body - they're objective
correlatives for Vague. As though in homage to Ruscha, 2 newbic
photogrupher, | Bennett Fitts, this winter exhibited a series of
documentary-stylke images of motel pools, called “No Lifeguird on
Duty’, at the Los Angeles gallery Paul Kopeikin

Clearly there s no lifeguard policing the activity in Dash
Snow's untitled Polaroid of a girl poolside holding two cherries 1o
her nipples. And there Isn't much help for the dead, naked
dface of Sendoritas Suicidio, a
t and Jeffrey Reed. Both

women foating just at the su

magnificent 2005 C-print by Luis Gisy

partake of what onc might call dirty glamour, which isn't
samething we normally assoctate with those heliotropic folks one
Then |

usially finds poolside If one ignores the louche

aspect of pools, one necessanly ignores their dark psychological
implications: fear of death by drowning; the womb; sex. For me,
both Snow’s Polaroid and the Serrforitas arc close in spirit o Eric
Fischl's murky pool scenes, such as the painting Sleepwoalier
(1978-9), in which an adolescent boy wanks in a backyard wading
pool. And he has others: Barbogue (1982), Far Kockaroay (1986)

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

waste-high In water watches another doing the dead man’s float

Under artificial Hight [lluminating the scene, the deck glows red
So a pool is a scrim for our fantsies, be they gloomy or
cheerful. Or, as in the case of the Turkish-bom painter EIif Uras,

cheerfully parodic and thus tinged with menace. Her painting

Swing (2004) puts a swimming pool at the centre of a kind of

Eden, the kind one encounters in the better Maami hotels, and
abowve the pool swings a nude Venus, or Eve - it depends on how
one feels about the surmounding foltage. Unlike Uras, for whom
the hotel Is the setting for her stoey, Julian Opie, in his sedes of
paintings called *We played in the hotel pool® (2002), brackets out
everything but the water. These are formal studies in which colour
sets the tone — the royal blue wavelets of moming, the grey blues
of a doudy day - and everything is reduced almaost 1o the point of

abstraction. Entirely abstract are Sarah Morris's fools - Century

(Miamit) and Pools - Cocowalk (Miami) (both 2003), vertiginous
grids of syncopated colours, parchwork quilts of pools as seen
from the nir.

What the abstractions chiefly suggest is that a swimming pool is
a visual metaphor for a painting: a background of colour against

which i, float. Make the image literl, as in the sculpture

Vecinos by Los Carpinteros, and you have a sort of painting
contraption: two scuat structures float in a fibreglass pool the size
of a small table or medium-format canvis = as they move about,
the picture chunges, Even more literal was Leanddro Edich’s

contribution 1o the 49th Venice Biconale, The Soimming Pool

(19989), a S40cm high shallow-bottomed pool that one could

actually walk into, get behind and beneath the picture plane, as it
were, Inside one could stay submerged as long as one wanted.
considening the pool from its keast common vantage

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

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

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



