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In the studio with abstract painter 
Ian Davenport  
Emily Tobin visits the abstract painter known for his cavalcade of bright hues and unconventional 
methods in his south London space 

EMILY TOBIN 
AUGUST 26, 2020 

Ian Davenport approaches paint like a scientist might approach a new specimen – it is something to be tested, 

something to explore and challenge. Painting has been the subject of his research for the best part of 30 years. He 

was a key figure in the Young British Artists scene in London in the Nineties and the youngest person to be 

nominated for the Turner Prize in 1991. Even back then, he was preoccupied by the relationship between shape, 

colour and material. ‘My paintings are about fluidity, movement, liquidity and how movement affects installations 

and spaces,’ he says. 

His studio in south London is something of a Tardis. Located off a residential street, it is a vast space that allows him 

to experiment with different techniques and scales. Ian creates many of his paintings by pouring paint down smooth 

surfaces in linear patterns. In a recent body of work, these kaleidoscopic lines puddle in swirls at the base of each 

painting, resulting in something nearing sculpture. There are the diagonal works in which paint is poured from 

opposite sides of the surface and merges in the middle, then there are the Splat pictures, which he creates by 
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squirting paint onto a vertical hanging surface and letting it trickle into random patterns. Each iteration is a form of 

experimentation. ‘If you get really good and skillful, you have to find a way of usurping that skill and making it fresh,’ 

he explains. 

 
Ian mines the palettes of other artists for his work. The Harvest Study (After Van Gogh) 3 uses the same shades of 

yellow, ochre, gold, copper and bronze that Vincent van Gogh employed to depict the countryside near Arles in the 

summer of 1888. In a different piece, he adopts Pierre Bonnard’s blues, lilacs and pinks. Other works draw on the 

colours he saw in an episode of The Simpsons, the sprawl of scarlet and green observed in a poppy field, and the 

purple and cobalt from a meadow of bluebells. ‘Lifting colours from another source makes for unconventional 

combinations that, for me, are more intriguing,’ he says. 

 

It comes as no surprise that there is a gleaming set of drums in the corner of the studio. Ian’s work is intrinsically 

rhythmic; composition, order, timing and meter underpin all that he makes, while his colour combinations pulse and 

are made all the more impactful by their repetitions and reversals. Music, it appears, is an essential part of his artistic 

process. 
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He uses high-gloss enamel paint to create pieces such as Cobalt 
Blue Hue, 2020.  Photo by Joshua Monaghan. 
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Ian Davenport: Pouring, Dripping, 
Puddling 
EMILY STEER  
AUGUST 28, 2018 

“Sometimes the dialogue around art can become so convoluted and wordy and verbose that it puts people off.” Ian 

Davenport has always shared a decidedly irreverent approach to art making with his YBA peers. Here, he talks to Emily 

Steer about making pancakes, the influence of Velázquez and kebab shops, and his monumentally scaled Poured Line 

paintings. 

I first meet Ian Davenport on a frenzied, albeit invigorating preview day for the 2017 Venice Biennale. We speak 

initially for four minutes, one of many four-minute interviews the resolutely upbeat British artist gives that day to an 

apparently never-ending line of press. His presence in Venice marks the culmination of a project for Swatch, for 

which he created an original watch and an expansive 14m-wide painting, Giardini Colourfall, comprising over a 

thousand poured lines of paint and situated in the open air—in stark contrast with the many national pavilions, 

where the big names sit behind the odd, characterful walls of each country’s structure. 

Photos by Enzo Barracco of Ian Davenport’s studio, South London, August 2017 unless 
otherwise stated 
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“What I am interested in is visibility,” he tells me later, when we meet again at his South London studio. “I enjoyed 

putting work out into the public realm at Venice. I know it’s within the Giardini but it is a wide audience and there 

are a lot of families going there. In a gallery context, we’re trained to react to something in a particular way and it’s 

quite a conservative reaction. Out in the open space people were jumping in front of it and having their photograph 

taken and it was really nice. I think artists in general are very drawn to that and don’t want to just reach a rarefied 

audience. Having said that, I think it’s doing it in a way that doesn’t dumb down the work. I don’t make a distinction 

between what I do for Swatch or a work that is going to be shown at Tate.” 

Davenport has always had a decidedly irreverent approach to art making—one that is shared by many of his art-

school peers (he graduated in 1988 from the YBA-spawning Goldsmiths and participated in the era-

defining Freeze show)—although his practice isn’t derisive: rather than taking the piss, he simply offers a direct 

engagement with the work. “When I was at college that was something that came out of that whole art education 

process,” he tells me, “and growing up in the seventies and eighties with punk, seeing art and culture and wondering 

who it’s for. There is no big didactic message.” 

He’s used cooking analogies numerous times to describe his process, comparing it at points to making pancakes or a 

stir-fry. “I made paintings where I was turning them upside down and making these big circle shapes,” he tells me of 

the pancake analogy. “It was a way of describing how these paintings were made to a person who might not be too 

familiar with it, and it’s kind of funny as well. Sometimes the dialogue around art can become so convoluted and 

Light Blue, 2010. Acrylic paint on aluminium, mounted on aluminium panel, 200 
� 200 cm. All non-studio images © the artist, courtesy the artist and 
Waddington Custot
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wordy and verbose that it puts people off. The jargon of it can be a bit heavy. You can still convey pretty difficult 

ideas to people, it’s just about making it approachable. 

“[The Circle Paintings] were probably the most technically difficult things I’ve ever tried to do and I think that interest 

in architecture came from those big dripped arch shapes, and then I started thinking what I really wanted to do was 

painting on buildings and walls. I went on a research trip to Florence to look at frescoes. I love the directness of 

them, it feels really honest and straightforward.” 

His recent Poured Line and Puddle Paintings are the result of long-perfected but simple techniques. In these works, 

often hundreds of lines of paint are precisely poured from top to bottom, sometimes diverging from their deeply 

satisfying regimentation to form an equally pleasing pool at the foot of the canvas. His Staggered Line works of 2010–

12 have a notably human irregularity when viewed even from far back but his more recent pieces are almost flawless 

in pattern, creating a moment of tension as you approach the work when the lines begin to give way and reveal 

drips, crossovers and tiny sections where the paint may not have quite hit the canvas on its roll downwards. I 

wonder how many of these elements are strictly controlled by the artist. 

“With the painters I really like, like Velázquez—and I’m not trying to compare myself to Velázquez—there’s 

something lovely about the magicianship when he paints a collar and you look at it from far back and your brain 

understands it as lace, but when you get close you understand the marks. There’s something so vital and assertive 

that is just amazing. It’s a fine line between controlling it and making sure it doesn’t become too contrived.” 

Yellow, Turquoise, 2001. Household paint on medium density fibreboard, 
39.4 � 39.4 cm. 
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Once Davenport hits on a new process he works with it for a while (there are clearly defined chapters in his work) 

but this happening upon different processes—whether pouring, dripping or puddling—is often the work of chance. 

Walking around the studio, he highlights the tiny, delicate coloured splats of paint that have been left behind on the 

walls from a much larger work. Everyone in the studio loves them, he says, and they could spark a new way of 

working. Similarly, the luscious puddle of paint that sits at the bottom of many of his paintings took shape after he 

noticed the way this happened naturally when he was making poured line works. “I think it’s having the confidence 

to allow that to happen and thinking ‘that could be a great piece of art’ rather than having to have a theoretical 

reason there,” he says. “I think my generation of artists weren’t worried about that so much and made work that was 

very visually dynamic.” 

Similarly, Davenport’s colour palette is led by the eye rather than theory and has, in the past, taken inspiration from 

sources as diverse and culture-clashing as Tintin, The Simpsons, Hans Holbein and Vincent van Gogh. “It’s not at all 

scientific,” he tells me as we stand in front of one painting with a particularly complex-looking colour combination. “I 

trust my eyes. I don’t really buy into the theory of colour. It’s not what I want to look at in a painting. When I was 

younger my mum bought me a book on Cézanne that said when you looked at the set-up of a still life in one of his 

paintings there was a pyramid and a cone and a triangle, and there were all these lines connecting it up. I thought he 

must be a scientific genius. I was talking to one of my tutors at college about it and he said, ‘No, Ian, he didn’t do that. 

He will have been looking at all the objects on a table and will have thought: I’ll tip up the bottle, I’ll angle the banana 

over here, actually the drapes need to be there…” Of course that’s how he did it! It wasn’t to do with triangles and 

lines. Things are much more obvious. 

“When I was at college I wanted to learn about Pollock and Morris Louis and people like that,” he says. “I looked into 

a lot of American painters like Brice Marden and other people I admired and I started reading a lot of discourse 

around it but I was trying to talk about kebab shops as well. There would be a conversation about rhythm and music 
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and melody and anti-melody, and I’d say: ‘Yeah, but there’s this great kebab shop at the end of the street with these 

fantastic stripy curtains and they were blowing in the wind. That’s why I realized that the stripes could become a bit 

more irregular.'” 

Davenport’s works are eventful; often large-scale, always impactful and undeniably enjoyable on the eye. He started 

out at Goldsmiths planning to be a sculptor but, in an unusual move for the art school that notoriously guides its 

students away from brushes and canvases, was encouraged to start painting. One tutor in particular noticed that he 

handled paint in a natural and unique way. “I put that together with just feeling more comfortable in the sculpture 

studios,” he says, “and looking at how sculptors handle materials and question approaches to making art. It’s a 

sculptural approach to painting but it’s still painting.” 

It’s common to see an artist’s work gradually expand as their means do, but Davenport began working large-scale 

straight off the bat. “I was really lucky when I left Goldsmiths,” he tells me. “There was someone who worked there 

and her partner had a massive warehouse on the river. I worked in this old dog biscuit factory, right by the Thames, 

and parts of it were completely abandoned, so if I wanted to make a really big painting I could. You have to 

remember I was in shows where people were cutting up dead animals and projecting naked ladies onto walls, so I 

had to deal with that. It was one way of literally creating space for myself, having presence, making something 

dynamic and me feeling I had a language that could compete in that kind of environment.” 

Staggered Lines Three Columns, 2015. Acrylic on paper, 153 � 122 cm 
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His studio space now is unexpectedly pristine and feels like a suitable mirroring of the controlled chaos suggested by 

his paintings, ordered and cleanly designed but also vivid and rhythmic. Towards the back of the studio, a cleanly 

gleaming silver drum kit sits ready for bashing. Rows and rows of coloured paint sit neatly ordered on tables. There’s 

something a bit sci-fi about it, the way an advert on TV might suggest a car factory looks. “I actually had a very, very 

messy painting studio and got bored with it,” he tells me. “I really enjoyed the fact it was so mentally messy. After 

about twenty years of that I thought: you know what, this is really uncomfortable. 

The studio consists of Davenport and a few long-term gallery assistants who seem to fit into slightly different roles—

often supporting with commercial projects, planning painting mock-ups in Photoshop and mixing colours. “It opens 

up more possibilities and it’s a balance of using that in a fruitful way so it feels like you’re being inventive with it,” he 

says of his expanded team. “There are a lot of large projects. Physically mixing paint can be very time-consuming. It’s 

fun but the results are hard won.” 

“We have the crazy Bee Gees falsetto choir in the studio,” he tells me later. “When you’ve got other people around, 

it’s a way that we can bond and it doesn’t become too serious. I’ve always played music, drums and guitar, and now I 

look at the paintings and I realize there is a sort of parallel between musical rhythm and the pulsing lines and striping 

beats. A lot of abstract painters are interested in the discourse between music and visual art. Kandinsky was talking 

about it in the early twentieth century. The fact that I play music a lot makes it feel quite natural to me.” 



509 West 27th Street New York NY 10001   + 1 212 563 4474   kasmingallery.com 

Ian Davenport’s Stunning Waterfall of 
Color Turns Heads at Dallas 
Contemporary 
Up Close With a Masterpiece — and the Artist 

MAX THROWBRIDGE 
OCTOBER 10, 2018 

It was utterly my most memorable moment of the Venice Biennale in 2017: the midmorning Venetian sun cast 

radiance over the Venice Park, Giardini della Biennale, like a thin veil of veneer, perfectly reflecting the vibrancy of 

color that poured from Ian Davenport’s masterpiece painting, Giardini Colourfall. 

So mesmerized by its dominance, I gravitated towards the linear kaleidoscopic fresco, a staggering 46-feet wide and 

13-feet tall of colorful paint and puddles. I will never forget the powerful vivacity and awe that encompassed my first

morning at the Venice Biennale 2017, standing in the presence of this waterfall of color.

La Mer (After Bonnard), 300 x 300cm (with floor) Acrylic on aluminium mounted on 

aluminium panel, 2018 
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Now, this prodigious artwork highlights Davenport’s exhibition at Dallas Contemporary. 

British abstract artist Ian Davenport’s career flows much like his artistic and investigative method, with meticulous 

precision, but also influenced with an element of chance. “I was thrilled to have the opportunity to make a 

monumental painting in such a wonderful context,” Davenport recalls. 

“In 2016 I was invited to do a temporary installation project at the Jemoli department store in Zurich, whilst the 

building was being refurbished. I was able to wrap the sides of the building in an enormous printed image of one of 

my paintings. By a stroke of good luck, the creative director of Swatch, Carlo Giordanetti, came to the opening event 

and really liked my work. We got talking, and he mentioned about Swatches’ involvement with the Venice Biennale 

and their interest in art — as main sponsors for the Biennale, Swatch has its own pavilion, and it sounded like it 

could be a potentially great opportunity.” 

Not long after his first encounter with Giordanetti, they connected again in Milan. 

“I met Carlo again by coincidence outside the Pinacoteca di Brera Art Museum,” Davenport says. 

“I had been looking at Old Master paintings and gathering research. We talked about the paintings by Raphael and 

Perugino in the museum collection, and it became clear that we shared similar interests about Italian and 

Renaissance art history. I explained how I use the colors from Old Master paintings as inspiration for my own work. 

After this meeting in Milan, Carlo asked me to collaborate with Swatch and create an artwork for their pavilion.” 

Prior to the Swatch commission, in 2006, Davenport created a major public outdoor artwork underneath Southwark 

Bridge in London — resulting in a monumental mural, a landmark not far from the Tate Gallery. 

“One of the things, which are very important for an artist, is reaching as wide an audience as possible, but this 

doesn’t have to be an audience that is necessarily familiar with contemporary art,” Davenport says. 

“Southwark has to deal with ‘streetscape’ and the relationship between artwork and architectural buildings, buses, 

lorries, large numbers of people in the local surroundings. To make a painting that can be viewed as you’re traveling 

in a car is quite a challenge. It resulted in 150-feet long mural made in materials to withstand the harsh conditions of 

its outdoor location.” 

For the Venice Biennale commission, Davenport investigates his method further from Poured Lines to Puddle 

Paintings, introducing a dimensional aspect to his vertical panels. The linear enamel and schematic colors are 

perfectly controlled, yet the crescendo — a moment of chance — ends with a puddle, a dimensional continuation. 

Now with a captive contemporary art-enthused audience, Davenport says, “With the pavilions’ incredible position in 

the Giardini della Biennale I knew I must take full advantage of its potential impact and the extraordinary morning 

light. Making a painting that over 600,000 people may see is very exciting.” 
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Known for his artistic vision of movement and light, Davenport enlightens to the fact that, “Venice is famous for 

painters who explore color and light and I felt it was an opportunity to continue that tradition and make a 21st-

century fresco for the Biennale.” 

With many complex aspects to consider, Davenport shares. “Sight lines needed to be carefully thought about — how 

the composition of the painting would hold attention from far away and then as the viewer moves closer; offering up 

a different experience,” he says. “I decided to compose the painting in a sequence of colors that was repeated twice, 

to give the work symmetry, balance and a sense of classicism. 

“There is a sculptural element too, as paint flows from the wall onto the floor and one can see the liquid paint flood 

out almost like a lava flow, or a multi-colored waterfall.” 

No small feat, and with opportunity comes challenges, as Davenport elaborates, “Logistically speaking, a studio team 

of five people worked on the painting for over four months doing all the preparation including mixing hundreds of 

liters of paint, setting the work up, varnishing it, doing fine detailed touch ups etc. Then I worked on the painting 

every day for a month and was completely exhausted by the end of the process. I felt I aged a good 10 years!… 

“When we finally got to Venice, the actual installation was also an enormous challenge. The week we were installing, 

there was a high tide, and St Mark’s Square was flooded. The banks of the docks, used to unload the painting were 

drenched and the boat, with our crates, just managed to travel underneath the low-lying bridges. Fortunately, the 

boat arrived early — the sailors said if they had left it an hour later, they wouldn’t have been able to get under the 

bridges as the water level had raised so much! 

Ian Davenport’s masterpiece painting, Giardini Colourfall. 
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“Venice has extraordinary weather: Venetians laugh about the fact it has ‘four seasons in one day.’ We experienced 

storms, rain and sometimes sunshine at 80 degrees, all within a 24-hour period. Definitely some logistical 

challenges!” 

A STAR IS BORN 

Ian Davenport’s career has seen a fluid motion of success and luck — with significant highlights along the way. 

“I had a lot of early success, at my first exhibition at Waddington Galleries in 1990, aged 23,” he says. “The Tate 

purchased one of my paintings from the exhibition. A year later I became the youngest person to be nominated for 

the Turner Prize. To continue that momentum was difficult.” 

Later, projects came at Birmingham’s Ikon Gallery, Tate Liverpool, and Dundee Contemporary. There was his 

Southwark commission in 2006, which Davenport says, “was very special for the way it brought my work to an 

entirely new public audience.” 

Still, the Venice Biennale takes the cake. “It is most certainly a significant moment,” he says. To reference the 

importance of Giardini Colourfall, Davenport exclaims, “It’s the centerpiece for the [Dallas Contemporary] exhibition, 

and the recent accompanying works have developed some of the similar ideas.” 

To wit, Davenport is no stranger to the Dallas art scene. 

“We hosted Ian’s one-person exhibition in ’94,” says art advisor and Dallas Art Fair co-founder Chris Byrne. “It was 

exciting to welcome him to our Dallas gallery [Turner & Byrne Gallery]. I remember being quite impressed with his 

approach to the work. He compared the making of his paintings to two distinct activities: the precise steps and 

gestures of ballet and an assembly line worker who refines their movements each time they repeat the same task. 

“Ian’s exhibition was well received in Dallas — several young collectors, as well as the Dallas Museum of Art, 

purchased work for their collection.” 

Dallas-based art collectors, Eva and Hooman Yazhari are also Davenport fans. 

“Ian’s piece was one of our earliest acquisitions and holds a special place in our collection,” says Eva. “It is the first 

piece we see when we enter our home. The print’s vibrancy married to serenity, with a clever twist at the foot of the 

piece, never fails to make us smile. We also love the virtuosity of printmaking, which Ian displays in making such a 

complex piece. When we met Ian at MTV Re:Define this year, we enjoyed his wit and down to earth character.” 

Curator of the exhibition, Peter Doroshenko, executive director at Dallas Contemporary enthused: “Creating and 

expanding a unique signature style of working since the late 1990s, Ian Davenport has never looked back. The deep 

thought processes behind each work creates a layering of information that few artists can maintain. Having 

Davenport’s first museum exhibition in the USA at Dallas Contemporary will highlight his rich history and newest 

artworks.” 



 

 

 
 

La Biennale di Venezia 57th International Art Exhibition,  
in pictures 

 
May 12, 2017 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Credit Marco Secchi/Getty Images 
 
The 57th International Art Exhibition of La Biennale di Venezia will be open to the public from May 13 to 
November 26, 2017. There will be 120 artists exhibiting their work hailing from 51 different countries.  
 
An Installation Sponsored by Swatch created by Ian Davenport and called ‘Giardini Colorful’ is seen at Biennale 
Giardini 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/05/12/la-biennale-di-venezia-57th-international-art-exhibition-
pictures/installation-sponsored-swatch-created-ian-davenport-calledgiardini/ 



 

 

 
 

2017 VENICE BIENNALE 
Scenes from the Venice Biennale: Day 2 

 
May 10, 2017 

 
 Katherine McMahon 

 

 
 

Venice Biennale-goers enjoying the weather in front of Ian Davenport’s Giardini Colourfall. 
 

The second day of the Venice Biennale press preview began today. Below, a look around more of the 
action in and around the Arsenale and Giardini. 
 
http://www.artnews.com/2017/05/10/scenes-from-the-venice-biennale-day-2/ 



 
 

 

 
Editors’ Picks: 8 Art Events to See in New York This Week 

September 5, 2016 
 

 
Ian Davenport, Cadmium Yellow. Courtesy of Paul Kasmin. 

 
“Ian Davenport: Doubletake” at Paul Kasmin Gallery�The British artist is debuting a new series of 
paintings inspired by “the chromatic essence of historical masterpieces,” as the press release 
notes. Expect glitchy color combinations, which create drippy psychedelic moments pooling at the 
bottom of the canvases. 
 
Location: 293 Tenth Avenue 
Price: Free 
Time: Opening reception: September 8, 6:00–8:00 p.m. 
 
—Kathleen Massara 
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In the studio with abstract painter  
Ian Davenport  
 
Emily Tobin visits the abstract painter known for his cavalcade of bright hues and unconventional 
methods in his south London space 
 
EMILY TOBIN 
AUGUST 26, 2020 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Ian Davenport approaches paint like a scientist might approach a new specimen – it is something to be tested, 

something to explore and challenge. Painting has been the subject of his research for the best part of 30 years. He 

was a key figure in the Young British Artists scene in London in the Nineties and the youngest person to be 

nominated for the Turner Prize in 1991. Even back then, he was preoccupied by the relationship between shape, 

colour and material. ‘My paintings are about fluidity, movement, liquidity and how movement affects installations 

and spaces,’ he says. 

 
His studio in south London is something of a Tardis. Located off a residential street, it is a vast space that allows him 

to experiment with different techniques and scales. Ian creates many of his paintings by pouring paint down smooth 

surfaces in linear patterns. In a recent body of work, these kaleidoscopic lines puddle in swirls at the base of each 

painting, resulting in something nearing sculpture. There are the diagonal works in which paint is poured from 

opposite sides of the surface and merges in the middle, then there are the Splat pictures, which he creates by 

Photo by Joshua Monaghan 
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squirting paint onto a vertical hanging surface and letting it trickle into random patterns. Each iteration is a form of 

experimentation. ‘If you get really good and skillful, you have to find a way of usurping that skill and making it fresh,’ 

he explains. 

 
Ian mines the palettes of other artists for his work. The Harvest Study (After Van Gogh) 3 uses the same shades of 

yellow, ochre, gold, copper and bronze that Vincent van Gogh employed to depict the countryside near Arles in the 

summer of 1888. In a different piece, he adopts Pierre Bonnard’s blues, lilacs and pinks. Other works draw on the 

colours he saw in an episode of The Simpsons, the sprawl of scarlet and green observed in a poppy field, and the 

purple and cobalt from a meadow of bluebells. ‘Lifting colours from another source makes for unconventional 

combinations that, for me, are more intriguing,’ he says. 

 

It comes as no surprise that there is a gleaming set of drums in the corner of the studio. Ian’s work is intrinsically 

rhythmic; composition, order, timing and meter underpin all that he makes, while his colour combinations pulse and 

are made all the more impactful by their repetitions and reversals. Music, it appears, is an essential part of his artistic 

process. 
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Red Burst, 2019 

	



 
 
 

509 West 27th Street New York NY 10001   + 1 212 563 4474   kasmingallery.com  

 
 

509 West 27th Street New York NY 10001   + 1 212 563 4474   kasmingallery.com  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo by Joshua Monaghan 

	
He uses high-gloss enamel paint to create pieces such as Cobalt 
Blue Hue, 2020.  Photo by Joshua Monaghan. 
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Ian Davenport: Pouring, Dripping, 
Puddling 
EMILY STEER  
AUGUST 28, 2018 

“Sometimes the dialogue around art can become so convoluted and wordy and verbose that it puts people off.” Ian 

Davenport has always shared a decidedly irreverent approach to art making with his YBA peers. Here, he talks to Emily 

Steer about making pancakes, the influence of Velázquez and kebab shops, and his monumentally scaled Poured Line 

paintings. 

I first meet Ian Davenport on a frenzied, albeit invigorating preview day for the 2017 Venice Biennale. We speak 

initially for four minutes, one of many four-minute interviews the resolutely upbeat British artist gives that day to an 

apparently never-ending line of press. His presence in Venice marks the culmination of a project for Swatch, for 

which he created an original watch and an expansive 14m-wide painting, Giardini Colourfall, comprising over a 

thousand poured lines of paint and situated in the open air—in stark contrast with the many national pavilions, 

where the big names sit behind the odd, characterful walls of each country’s structure. 

Photos by Enzo Barracco of Ian Davenport’s studio, South London, August 2017 unless 
otherwise stated 
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“What I am interested in is visibility,” he tells me later, when we meet again at his South London studio. “I enjoyed 

putting work out into the public realm at Venice. I know it’s within the Giardini but it is a wide audience and there 

are a lot of families going there. In a gallery context, we’re trained to react to something in a particular way and it’s 

quite a conservative reaction. Out in the open space people were jumping in front of it and having their photograph 

taken and it was really nice. I think artists in general are very drawn to that and don’t want to just reach a rarefied 

audience. Having said that, I think it’s doing it in a way that doesn’t dumb down the work. I don’t make a distinction 

between what I do for Swatch or a work that is going to be shown at Tate.” 

Davenport has always had a decidedly irreverent approach to art making—one that is shared by many of his art-

school peers (he graduated in 1988 from the YBA-spawning Goldsmiths and participated in the era-

defining Freeze show)—although his practice isn’t derisive: rather than taking the piss, he simply offers a direct 

engagement with the work. “When I was at college that was something that came out of that whole art education 

process,” he tells me, “and growing up in the seventies and eighties with punk, seeing art and culture and wondering 

who it’s for. There is no big didactic message.” 

He’s used cooking analogies numerous times to describe his process, comparing it at points to making pancakes or a 

stir-fry. “I made paintings where I was turning them upside down and making these big circle shapes,” he tells me of 

the pancake analogy. “It was a way of describing how these paintings were made to a person who might not be too 

familiar with it, and it’s kind of funny as well. Sometimes the dialogue around art can become so convoluted and 

Light Blue, 2010. Acrylic paint on aluminium, mounted on aluminium panel, 200 
� 200 cm. All non-studio images © the artist, courtesy the artist and 
Waddington Custot
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wordy and verbose that it puts people off. The jargon of it can be a bit heavy. You can still convey pretty difficult 

ideas to people, it’s just about making it approachable. 

“[The Circle Paintings] were probably the most technically difficult things I’ve ever tried to do and I think that interest 

in architecture came from those big dripped arch shapes, and then I started thinking what I really wanted to do was 

painting on buildings and walls. I went on a research trip to Florence to look at frescoes. I love the directness of 

them, it feels really honest and straightforward.” 

His recent Poured Line and Puddle Paintings are the result of long-perfected but simple techniques. In these works, 

often hundreds of lines of paint are precisely poured from top to bottom, sometimes diverging from their deeply 

satisfying regimentation to form an equally pleasing pool at the foot of the canvas. His Staggered Line works of 2010–

12 have a notably human irregularity when viewed even from far back but his more recent pieces are almost flawless 

in pattern, creating a moment of tension as you approach the work when the lines begin to give way and reveal 

drips, crossovers and tiny sections where the paint may not have quite hit the canvas on its roll downwards. I 

wonder how many of these elements are strictly controlled by the artist. 

“With the painters I really like, like Velázquez—and I’m not trying to compare myself to Velázquez—there’s 

something lovely about the magicianship when he paints a collar and you look at it from far back and your brain 

understands it as lace, but when you get close you understand the marks. There’s something so vital and assertive 

that is just amazing. It’s a fine line between controlling it and making sure it doesn’t become too contrived.” 

Yellow, Turquoise, 2001. Household paint on medium density fibreboard, 
39.4 � 39.4 cm. 
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Once Davenport hits on a new process he works with it for a while (there are clearly defined chapters in his work) 

but this happening upon different processes—whether pouring, dripping or puddling—is often the work of chance. 

Walking around the studio, he highlights the tiny, delicate coloured splats of paint that have been left behind on the 

walls from a much larger work. Everyone in the studio loves them, he says, and they could spark a new way of 

working. Similarly, the luscious puddle of paint that sits at the bottom of many of his paintings took shape after he 

noticed the way this happened naturally when he was making poured line works. “I think it’s having the confidence 

to allow that to happen and thinking ‘that could be a great piece of art’ rather than having to have a theoretical 

reason there,” he says. “I think my generation of artists weren’t worried about that so much and made work that was 

very visually dynamic.” 

Similarly, Davenport’s colour palette is led by the eye rather than theory and has, in the past, taken inspiration from 

sources as diverse and culture-clashing as Tintin, The Simpsons, Hans Holbein and Vincent van Gogh. “It’s not at all 

scientific,” he tells me as we stand in front of one painting with a particularly complex-looking colour combination. “I 

trust my eyes. I don’t really buy into the theory of colour. It’s not what I want to look at in a painting. When I was 

younger my mum bought me a book on Cézanne that said when you looked at the set-up of a still life in one of his 

paintings there was a pyramid and a cone and a triangle, and there were all these lines connecting it up. I thought he 

must be a scientific genius. I was talking to one of my tutors at college about it and he said, ‘No, Ian, he didn’t do that. 

He will have been looking at all the objects on a table and will have thought: I’ll tip up the bottle, I’ll angle the banana 

over here, actually the drapes need to be there…” Of course that’s how he did it! It wasn’t to do with triangles and 

lines. Things are much more obvious. 

“When I was at college I wanted to learn about Pollock and Morris Louis and people like that,” he says. “I looked into 

a lot of American painters like Brice Marden and other people I admired and I started reading a lot of discourse 

around it but I was trying to talk about kebab shops as well. There would be a conversation about rhythm and music 
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and melody and anti-melody, and I’d say: ‘Yeah, but there’s this great kebab shop at the end of the street with these 

fantastic stripy curtains and they were blowing in the wind. That’s why I realized that the stripes could become a bit 

more irregular.'” 

Davenport’s works are eventful; often large-scale, always impactful and undeniably enjoyable on the eye. He started 

out at Goldsmiths planning to be a sculptor but, in an unusual move for the art school that notoriously guides its 

students away from brushes and canvases, was encouraged to start painting. One tutor in particular noticed that he 

handled paint in a natural and unique way. “I put that together with just feeling more comfortable in the sculpture 

studios,” he says, “and looking at how sculptors handle materials and question approaches to making art. It’s a 

sculptural approach to painting but it’s still painting.” 

It’s common to see an artist’s work gradually expand as their means do, but Davenport began working large-scale 

straight off the bat. “I was really lucky when I left Goldsmiths,” he tells me. “There was someone who worked there 

and her partner had a massive warehouse on the river. I worked in this old dog biscuit factory, right by the Thames, 

and parts of it were completely abandoned, so if I wanted to make a really big painting I could. You have to 

remember I was in shows where people were cutting up dead animals and projecting naked ladies onto walls, so I 

had to deal with that. It was one way of literally creating space for myself, having presence, making something 

dynamic and me feeling I had a language that could compete in that kind of environment.” 

Staggered Lines Three Columns, 2015. Acrylic on paper, 153 � 122 cm 
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His studio space now is unexpectedly pristine and feels like a suitable mirroring of the controlled chaos suggested by 

his paintings, ordered and cleanly designed but also vivid and rhythmic. Towards the back of the studio, a cleanly 

gleaming silver drum kit sits ready for bashing. Rows and rows of coloured paint sit neatly ordered on tables. There’s 

something a bit sci-fi about it, the way an advert on TV might suggest a car factory looks. “I actually had a very, very 

messy painting studio and got bored with it,” he tells me. “I really enjoyed the fact it was so mentally messy. After 

about twenty years of that I thought: you know what, this is really uncomfortable. 

The studio consists of Davenport and a few long-term gallery assistants who seem to fit into slightly different roles—

often supporting with commercial projects, planning painting mock-ups in Photoshop and mixing colours. “It opens 

up more possibilities and it’s a balance of using that in a fruitful way so it feels like you’re being inventive with it,” he 

says of his expanded team. “There are a lot of large projects. Physically mixing paint can be very time-consuming. It’s 

fun but the results are hard won.” 

“We have the crazy Bee Gees falsetto choir in the studio,” he tells me later. “When you’ve got other people around, 

it’s a way that we can bond and it doesn’t become too serious. I’ve always played music, drums and guitar, and now I 

look at the paintings and I realize there is a sort of parallel between musical rhythm and the pulsing lines and striping 

beats. A lot of abstract painters are interested in the discourse between music and visual art. Kandinsky was talking 

about it in the early twentieth century. The fact that I play music a lot makes it feel quite natural to me.” 
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Ian Davenport’s Stunning Waterfall of 
Color Turns Heads at Dallas 
Contemporary 
Up Close With a Masterpiece — and the Artist 

MAX THROWBRIDGE 
OCTOBER 10, 2018 

It was utterly my most memorable moment of the Venice Biennale in 2017: the midmorning Venetian sun cast 

radiance over the Venice Park, Giardini della Biennale, like a thin veil of veneer, perfectly reflecting the vibrancy of 

color that poured from Ian Davenport’s masterpiece painting, Giardini Colourfall. 

So mesmerized by its dominance, I gravitated towards the linear kaleidoscopic fresco, a staggering 46-feet wide and 

13-feet tall of colorful paint and puddles. I will never forget the powerful vivacity and awe that encompassed my first

morning at the Venice Biennale 2017, standing in the presence of this waterfall of color.

La Mer (After Bonnard), 300 x 300cm (with floor) Acrylic on aluminium mounted on 
aluminium panel, 2018 
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Now, this prodigious artwork highlights Davenport’s exhibition at Dallas Contemporary. 

British abstract artist Ian Davenport’s career flows much like his artistic and investigative method, with meticulous 

precision, but also influenced with an element of chance. “I was thrilled to have the opportunity to make a 

monumental painting in such a wonderful context,” Davenport recalls. 

“In 2016 I was invited to do a temporary installation project at the Jemoli department store in Zurich, whilst the 

building was being refurbished. I was able to wrap the sides of the building in an enormous printed image of one of 

my paintings. By a stroke of good luck, the creative director of Swatch, Carlo Giordanetti, came to the opening event 

and really liked my work. We got talking, and he mentioned about Swatches’ involvement with the Venice Biennale 

and their interest in art — as main sponsors for the Biennale, Swatch has its own pavilion, and it sounded like it 

could be a potentially great opportunity.” 

Not long after his first encounter with Giordanetti, they connected again in Milan. 

“I met Carlo again by coincidence outside the Pinacoteca di Brera Art Museum,” Davenport says. 

“I had been looking at Old Master paintings and gathering research. We talked about the paintings by Raphael and 

Perugino in the museum collection, and it became clear that we shared similar interests about Italian and 

Renaissance art history. I explained how I use the colors from Old Master paintings as inspiration for my own work. 

After this meeting in Milan, Carlo asked me to collaborate with Swatch and create an artwork for their pavilion.” 

Prior to the Swatch commission, in 2006, Davenport created a major public outdoor artwork underneath Southwark 

Bridge in London — resulting in a monumental mural, a landmark not far from the Tate Gallery. 

“One of the things, which are very important for an artist, is reaching as wide an audience as possible, but this 

doesn’t have to be an audience that is necessarily familiar with contemporary art,” Davenport says. 

“Southwark has to deal with ‘streetscape’ and the relationship between artwork and architectural buildings, buses, 

lorries, large numbers of people in the local surroundings. To make a painting that can be viewed as you’re traveling 

in a car is quite a challenge. It resulted in 150-feet long mural made in materials to withstand the harsh conditions of 

its outdoor location.” 

For the Venice Biennale commission, Davenport investigates his method further from Poured Lines to Puddle 

Paintings, introducing a dimensional aspect to his vertical panels. The linear enamel and schematic colors are 

perfectly controlled, yet the crescendo — a moment of chance — ends with a puddle, a dimensional continuation. 

Now with a captive contemporary art-enthused audience, Davenport says, “With the pavilions’ incredible position in 

the Giardini della Biennale I knew I must take full advantage of its potential impact and the extraordinary morning 

light. Making a painting that over 600,000 people may see is very exciting.” 
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Known for his artistic vision of movement and light, Davenport enlightens to the fact that, “Venice is famous for 

painters who explore color and light and I felt it was an opportunity to continue that tradition and make a 21st-

century fresco for the Biennale.” 

With many complex aspects to consider, Davenport shares. “Sight lines needed to be carefully thought about — how 

the composition of the painting would hold attention from far away and then as the viewer moves closer; offering up 

a different experience,” he says. “I decided to compose the painting in a sequence of colors that was repeated twice, 

to give the work symmetry, balance and a sense of classicism. 

“There is a sculptural element too, as paint flows from the wall onto the floor and one can see the liquid paint flood 

out almost like a lava flow, or a multi-colored waterfall.” 

No small feat, and with opportunity comes challenges, as Davenport elaborates, “Logistically speaking, a studio team 

of five people worked on the painting for over four months doing all the preparation including mixing hundreds of 

liters of paint, setting the work up, varnishing it, doing fine detailed touch ups etc. Then I worked on the painting 

every day for a month and was completely exhausted by the end of the process. I felt I aged a good 10 years!… 

“When we finally got to Venice, the actual installation was also an enormous challenge. The week we were installing, 

there was a high tide, and St Mark’s Square was flooded. The banks of the docks, used to unload the painting were 

drenched and the boat, with our crates, just managed to travel underneath the low-lying bridges. Fortunately, the 

boat arrived early — the sailors said if they had left it an hour later, they wouldn’t have been able to get under the 

bridges as the water level had raised so much! 

Ian Davenport’s masterpiece painting, Giardini Colourfall. 
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“Venice has extraordinary weather: Venetians laugh about the fact it has ‘four seasons in one day.’ We experienced 

storms, rain and sometimes sunshine at 80 degrees, all within a 24-hour period. Definitely some logistical 

challenges!” 

A STAR IS BORN 

Ian Davenport’s career has seen a fluid motion of success and luck — with significant highlights along the way. 

“I had a lot of early success, at my first exhibition at Waddington Galleries in 1990, aged 23,” he says. “The Tate 

purchased one of my paintings from the exhibition. A year later I became the youngest person to be nominated for 

the Turner Prize. To continue that momentum was difficult.” 

Later, projects came at Birmingham’s Ikon Gallery, Tate Liverpool, and Dundee Contemporary. There was his 

Southwark commission in 2006, which Davenport says, “was very special for the way it brought my work to an 

entirely new public audience.” 

Still, the Venice Biennale takes the cake. “It is most certainly a significant moment,” he says. To reference the 

importance of Giardini Colourfall, Davenport exclaims, “It’s the centerpiece for the [Dallas Contemporary] exhibition, 

and the recent accompanying works have developed some of the similar ideas.” 

To wit, Davenport is no stranger to the Dallas art scene. 

“We hosted Ian’s one-person exhibition in ’94,” says art advisor and Dallas Art Fair co-founder Chris Byrne. “It was 

exciting to welcome him to our Dallas gallery [Turner & Byrne Gallery]. I remember being quite impressed with his 

approach to the work. He compared the making of his paintings to two distinct activities: the precise steps and 

gestures of ballet and an assembly line worker who refines their movements each time they repeat the same task. 

“Ian’s exhibition was well received in Dallas — several young collectors, as well as the Dallas Museum of Art, 

purchased work for their collection.” 

Dallas-based art collectors, Eva and Hooman Yazhari are also Davenport fans. 

“Ian’s piece was one of our earliest acquisitions and holds a special place in our collection,” says Eva. “It is the first 

piece we see when we enter our home. The print’s vibrancy married to serenity, with a clever twist at the foot of the 

piece, never fails to make us smile. We also love the virtuosity of printmaking, which Ian displays in making such a 

complex piece. When we met Ian at MTV Re:Define this year, we enjoyed his wit and down to earth character.” 

Curator of the exhibition, Peter Doroshenko, executive director at Dallas Contemporary enthused: “Creating and 

expanding a unique signature style of working since the late 1990s, Ian Davenport has never looked back. The deep 

thought processes behind each work creates a layering of information that few artists can maintain. Having 

Davenport’s first museum exhibition in the USA at Dallas Contemporary will highlight his rich history and newest 

artworks.” 



 

 

 
 

La Biennale di Venezia 57th International Art Exhibition,  
in pictures 

 
May 12, 2017 
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The 57th International Art Exhibition of La Biennale di Venezia will be open to the public from May 13 to 
November 26, 2017. There will be 120 artists exhibiting their work hailing from 51 different countries.  
 
An Installation Sponsored by Swatch created by Ian Davenport and called ‘Giardini Colorful’ is seen at Biennale 
Giardini 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/05/12/la-biennale-di-venezia-57th-international-art-exhibition-
pictures/installation-sponsored-swatch-created-ian-davenport-calledgiardini/ 



 

 

 
 

2017 VENICE BIENNALE 
Scenes from the Venice Biennale: Day 2 

 
May 10, 2017 

 
 Katherine McMahon 

 

 
 

Venice Biennale-goers enjoying the weather in front of Ian Davenport’s Giardini Colourfall. 
 

The second day of the Venice Biennale press preview began today. Below, a look around more of the 
action in and around the Arsenale and Giardini. 
 
http://www.artnews.com/2017/05/10/scenes-from-the-venice-biennale-day-2/ 



 
 

 

 
Editors’ Picks: 8 Art Events to See in New York This Week 

September 5, 2016 
 

 
Ian Davenport, Cadmium Yellow. Courtesy of Paul Kasmin. 

 
“Ian Davenport: Doubletake” at Paul Kasmin Gallery�The British artist is debuting a new series of 
paintings inspired by “the chromatic essence of historical masterpieces,” as the press release 
notes. Expect glitchy color combinations, which create drippy psychedelic moments pooling at the 
bottom of the canvases. 
 
Location: 293 Tenth Avenue 
Price: Free 
Time: Opening reception: September 8, 6:00–8:00 p.m. 
 
—Kathleen Massara 
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