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Simon Lee Gallery is proud to present an exhibition of paintings by Bernard Frize, the fourth to be held in the London 

gallery. This exhibition brings together paintings from Frize’s most recent series with works made in the decade 

from 1999 to 2008. As the Centre Pompidou prepares for its first major survey exhibition of the artist’s work, to be 

held in 2019, the juxtaposition of these works reveals both the consistency of Frize’s project, and his constant 

innovation.  

 

Throughout his career, Frize has revisited and revised his own works from earlier series. The loops and switchbacks 

of the trajectory of his career seem to echo those interweaving marks which structure many of the paintings 

themselves. He has spoken of these structures as devices for the removal of compositional decisions. The paintings 

proceed in series; the series are determined by the rules which govern them. He continues until the variations, and 

the possibility to produce new results, are exhausted. Frize’s project is, simply stated, one of reducing painting to its 

most fundamental elements, of using structure and system to govern and regulate the compositional process and 

thus absolve the artist from the decision making process, so that there is nothing more to the work than its 

physical, even technological, method of production.  

 

Given this premise, it should come as no surprise that one of the formal devices which reappears in Frize’s work 

with the greatest regularity is the grid. From the play of horizontal and vertical brushstrokes in Tonka or Rala (both 

2017), the simplicity of whose structure underlies a complex weave of anteriority and posteriority, to the 

herringbone weave of Session, the earliest work in the show (1999), or the branch-like structure of Decalque 

(2002); whether as armature, as motif or as incidental reference, a grid underlies each of the works in this 

exhibition. 

 

The grids in Frize’s paintings engage the essential contradiction that Rosalind Krauss summarised in her 1979 

essay on the subject:  

 

“The bottom line of the grid is a naked and determined materialism. But … that is not the way that artists 

have ever discussed it …. Mondrian and Malevich are not discussing canvas or pigment or graphite or 

another form of matter. They are talking about Being or Mind or Spirit” 

 

Just as one might make a case, against Krauss, that Mondrian and Malevich were indeed concerned both with the 

material and with the symbolic, so Frize’s engagement with the device also embraces this contradiction. On the one 

hand, the grid extends to its limit the artist’s abrogation of the decision-making process. The paint, the mark, the 



 

    

blur, the contamination of one pigment as it passes through another, the behaviour of wet on wet, the bleed; it is 

this “naked and determined materialism” that makes the painting. And yet, Frize’s grids have something of the fake 

about them. The brush marks of which they are constructed are logically impossible, weaves that the mind cannot 

unpick. In place of flatness, they suggest illusionistic depth. They are concerned more with presence than with 

image, and yet the marks themselves, screened beneath layers of clear acrylic read more as image than as trace.  

 

This holding in balance of contradictory forces lies at the heart of Frize’s work. There is nothing disingenuous about 

his assertion that he is not interested in the search for beauty. And yet the beauty in these paintings is inescapable. 

This exhibition, by bringing together works from a range of different series and a time span of close to 20 years, 

allows an examination of these contradictions. The systematic rigour of his painting process separates all the more 

clearly the act of making and the act of viewing. By denying his agency Frize restores ours. As much as system 

determines the making of the painting, it also gives us a path when looking. We follow the brush marks to try to 

trace back the making process, to analyse the sequence of colours and lines, but it is when we move away from this 

analytic way of looking to one that is more intuitive and start to enjoy the play of light and colour, transparency and 

opacity that we become conscious of where the power of Frize’s painting lies. It is in the works ability to pause our 

perception at that moment of transition between analytic and intuitive, between system and image, between the 

materiality of making and the pleasure of perception.  

 

 

NOTES TO EDITORS 

 

Bernard Frize was born in 1949 in Saint Mandé, France and lives and works between Paris and Berlin. He was 

recently awarded the Käthe Kollwitz Prize, Berlin, Germany (2015) and The Fred Thieler Prize for Painting, 

Berlinische Galerie, Berlin, Germany (2011). Frize’s work has been shown extensively internationally and has been 

the subject of numerous solo exhibitions, including Akademie der Künste, Berlin, Germany (2015), Fundação 

Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon, Portugal (2015), Berlinische Galerie, Berlin, Germany (2011), Musée d'Art Moderne de 

la Ville de Paris, Paris, France (2003), Haggs Gemeentemuseum, The Hague, Netherlands which travelled to 

Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst, Gent, Belgium (2002), Kunstverein St. Gallen Kunstmuseum, St. Gallen, 

Switzerland (2000), Chisenhale Gallery, London, UK (1994), Kunsthalle Zurich, Zurich, Switzerland (1993) which 

travelled to D.A.A.D. Galerie, Berlin, Germany (1994). Major group exhibitions include Weserburg Museum for 

Modern Art, Bremen, Germany (2016), Yokohama Museum of Art, Yokohama, Japan (2016), Fondation Fernet-

Brancat, Saint Louis, France (2015), Secession, Vienna, Austria (2012), Tate St Ives, St. Ives, UK which travelled to 

Mead Gallery, Coventry, UK (2012) and The National Museum of Art, Osaka, Japan (2009). His work is in major 

private and public collections including Tate, London, UK, Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig, Vienna, Austria, 

Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst, Gent, Belgium, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, France, Museo Nacional 

Centro de Reina Sofia, Madrid, Spain, Kunstmuseum Basel, Basel, Switzerland, Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, 

NY and Museum für Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt-am-Main, Frankfurt, Germany.  

 

In June 2019, his work will be the subject of a major solo exhibition at Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, France.  

 

 

 

Image: Bernard Frize, Der, 2018, Acrylic and resin on canvas, 180 x 160 cm (70 7/8 x 63 in.) 

 

For further press information, images and interview requests please contact Julia Kelly-Kennedy: 
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