Victor Pinchuk
Requiem is not just the end but the beginning. Not just the
epitome of life but hope for the future. After night comes
a new dawn. A new page follows the one before.
I believe that Damien Hirst continues to push and challenge
boundaries with his creativity. Requiem opens a new chapter
for him. We see a different Hirst in our midst.
This exhibition is of great significance but what is most
important for me is that the opportunity to see Hirst’s new
body of work occurs first in Kyiv.
Damien’s exhibition in Kyiv symbolises the reciprocal and
mutually beneficial relationship between contemporary
Ukranian culture and that of the rest of the world. They
share a common ground.
Discover and enjoy.

Eckhard Schneider How do you see your exhibition at the
PinchukArtCentre in relation to your career as an artist?
Damien Hirst It feels like a museum retrospective, and it’s only
the second time I’ve had a retrospective show in a museum; the
first time was in Naples at the National Archeological Museum.
ES You are showing a complete sequence of new works for the first
time in Kyiv. Why especially here, and do you think the new
paintings can be compared from the artistic relevance with your
early works of the 90s?
DH The new paintings are very different, but I’m really happy
to be showing them in this context, and it’s great to show them
all together. I’ve shown here at the ArtCentre once before, and
we had queues around the block.
ES Your new paintings have an intense emotional impact. Do you
see any cultural links to the current conditions of Ukrainian society?
DH Art’s about invention, and we are all desperately trying to
invent a better future, and to learn from our past. I see a healthy,
hungry audience for art and all types of culture in the Ukraine,
and that inspires me.
ES Would you like to tell us something about your personal
relationship to Victor as an individual, and as a collector?
DH I don’t have relationships with many collectors, but I do with
Victor and a few others – Victor and his wife Elena, I consider to
be my friends. The fact that he started his collection in the year
2000 means I only just got in (laughs), but you gotta start
somewhere, and today is as good a day as any. You’ve got to be a
very brave collector to start a collection from today, but that’s how
the best collections are made: by somebody with vision and foresight
who is bold enough and generous enough to look into the future
and not be seduced by the past. And of the many people who
collect my art, and say they are going to build a museum for the
people, I believe Victor is one of the few who will actually do it
(laughs). He takes philanthropy very seriously, and to an artist,
that’s an amazing and rare thing.
ES What is for you the most exciting part of the exhibition at
the PinchukArtCentre?
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DH Seeing all my work in one space like this, together with the
new skull paintings I've never exhibited before, and knowing there’s
an audience out here that is excited about my work and wants
to see more contemporary art.

Damien Hirst, at 43 years old, has long been an artist of historical
significance, a position he has always instinctively understood. This
is shown dialectically in two fundamental stances. Firstly, he has
always insisted on making his own rules concerning the production,
reception and marketing of his work. Through all the changes of
recent years, this heightened sense of artistic autonomy is striking
in its radical consistency. And secondly, Hirst has a profound
respect for his fellow artists, combined with a curiosity and bold
admiration that characterises his direct engagement with their
artistic positions. Ultimately, however, these two qualities reveal
that the actual core of his work as an artist is his consideration
of the fundamental issues of art.
At the end of the 1980s, as a student in his mid-twenties at London’s
Goldsmiths College, he organised ‘Freeze’ (1988) and ‘Modern
Medicine’ (1990), two shows that first brought together a new
generation of British artists and made Hirst a leader of the YBAs.
Together with fellow artists including Angus Fairhurst – to whom,
twenty years later, he has dedicated a moving triptych within his
new series of works – he addressed themes of death, life and sexuality
and stirred up British society’s relationship with contemporary
art more dramatically than anyone before him, with the possible
exception of Francis Bacon.
But unlike Bacon, whom he admires and whose work has exerted
a great influence on his own, Hirst decided, with his iconic works
of the early 1990s, ‘A Thousand Years’ (1990) and ‘The Physical
Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living’ (1991),
to take a cool approach to his artistic themes of life, illness, death
and destruction. With these works and those that subsequently
built on them, he achieved a perfect combination of Duchamp’s
legacy, the American Minimal Art tradition and the fleshy
emotionality of an artist like Francis Bacon. And herein lies the
radical nature of his artistic gesture, which involves taking the
cool rhetoric of previous generations from Duchamp through
to Judd, LeWitt and Flavin, and demonstratively charging it
with existential fears.

Eckhard Schneider

Borrowing Duchamp’s concept of the readymade and the American
Minimalists’ model of neutral industrial form emptied of meaning,
Hirst was able to bring the horrors of reality back into contemporary
art all the more dramatically in the form of dead animals, pills,
instruments and medicines. In this way, he directly engages with
humankind’s desperate, and ultimately futile struggle against death.
This is what makes works like ‘The Physical Impossibility of Death
in the Mind of Someone Living’ and ‘A Thousand Years’, with their
physical and metaphorical impact, the most brutal cold-blooded
‘falls from grace’ of late twentieth-century contemporary art.
Concurrent with a major retrospective of the artist’s work, the
PinchukArtCentre is also presenting the artist’s new skull paintings.
Their exhibition, at the end of the first decade of the twenty-first
century, could be considered as radical as the historical moment
in the 1990s when Hirst first showed his aforementioned “brutal,
cold-blooded” masterpieces. For the first time, forty new paintings
are being shown, a significant cycle of works that represents a bold
new direction in Hirst’s artistic enterprise. Although Hirst has
always painted extensively alongside his work as a sculptor, in the
skull paintings which have occupied him over the last two years,
Hirst reveals the emotional nakedness of the paintings’ motifs
as well as the fragility of the painterly process.
Here is an artist who, in mid-career, dares to make a fresh start
that could not have been more dramatic after last year’s highprofile auction at Sotheby’s. Here is an artist who is reinventing
himself. Someone who for years was synonymous with carefully
calculated production within a studio system is now turning to the
most direct form of production, with all the attendant artistic
consequences: facing the canvas, the individual painterly act,
the creative process, the artist’s emotional balance – alone; being
at the mercy of issues raised by the picture, at the mercy of the
creator, of oneself.
On four exhibition levels and in the specially built cube, in a show
featuring over ninety works including iconic early pieces from the
1990s, sculptures and pictures from recent years, together with the
new skull paintings, the PinchukArtCentre proposes an entirely
new discourse on Damien Hirst’s work as it has never been seen
before. This radical and innovative concept is made possible above
all by the loaning of key works from private collections. The
selection of works and the concept for their presentation were
developed in close cooperation with Damien Hirst and Victor
Pinchuk, giving visible expression to the great passion for art
shared by the two men.
In the PinchukArtCentre’s brief exhibition history to date, ‘Requiem’
is a powerful demonstration of the artist’s unbroken creative energy
and of the benefactor’s passionate commitment to contemporary
art and to Ukraine’s ongoing cultural development.
With this exhibition, the PinchukArtCentre team is proud and
happy to be able to make an important international contribution
to the debate surrounding one of the leading artists of our time.
Thanks are due to all those who made this event a reality, to the
staff at the PinchukArtCentre and at Science Ltd, and especially
to Damien Hirst.
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A Conversation:

TM I grew up in a poor family. Until I was in elementary school,
we lived in a small shack that my father built by hand. It was the
kind of place where a simple change in the weather could drive
you mad – noisy when it rained, cold when it snowed, and in
the summer you couldn’t bear to be inside.
DH Now that you’re at the top, do you enjoy being an employer?
TM Yes. There’s something very important in the feeling that
I get from being responsible for my employees. Maybe I look at
my company as some kind of pseudo-family.
DH I remember reading something you wrote a while back about
starting to produce art in a studio or factory set-up. You wrote:

Damien Hirst

Do you ever worry about what you’re doing? I sometimes go in
the studio and think what the fuck is all this stuff? There are so
many different ideas it can often feel like the outpourings of an
insane mind.

Takashi Murakami

I’m a working-class artist, so I’m not someone who has a lot of
ideas. Instead, I take the ideas that I do have and examine every
inch of them from top to bottom, again and again. Then I work
from the results. So while I envy the crazy state of your brain, it’s
not something that I’m capable of. Kind of depressing, really.
DH I don’t mind saying I find it difficult to square up the money
and the fame with the art and integrity. Do you not care?
TM Actually, I don’t feel particularly rich or famous. My daily life
consists of eating my mother’s home-made box lunches or the food
from the local supermarket, keeping my large and creative staff on
their toes, piling up regrets, falling apart, and then exhaustedly
going to bed on a layer of two sleeping bags. These days I’ve
knocked my body out of balance and have been going to an
acupuncture therapist. But even then, I’m still a lot more blessed
than other artists. The very fact that we can exchange this back
and forth is, for me, a dream come true.
DH I sometimes think with all this success comes too much
responsibility, I kind of think I have to re-invent myself every day
and then you’ve always got to ask yourself, “in whose terms am
I successful?” And ask yourself, “is that good?” Cos there’s so
many ways to measure success. A lot of them bad.
TM I look to you, Damien, to be my significant touchstone.
I constantly study what you make, your career, your actions and
then I use that as a measuring stick for myself.

11

DH (laughs) Fuck off! (laughs) You’ve gotta have a big ego to
do what we do, don’t try to pretend you don’t. We’ve got to make
it up as we go along, don’t we?
Did you grow up with money?

Whether you are in contemporary art or not, supporting a
lifestyle with painting and art has always been severely
problematic. In fact, it should have been an impossible goal to
realize for me to live in Japan, creating contemporary art with
the management I wanted in a place where I could make what
I want when I wanted to make it. I had a number of happy
encounters, and somehow made it through, but even still
maintaining an environment where I could consistently make
good works over a time period of months and years has been
difficult in the extreme.
Since it won’t do to sit in one place and constantly make the
same thing, one always has to be making something new, and
even more so, something right. It’s a process that involves a lot
of experimentation and failure. I think that it is only with this
realization that the act of creation can truly begin, but not
many of my colleagues are of like mind. Even still, art must go
on. It must evolve. This I believe, even if it makes the task of
managing a studio difficult, an increasingly onerous burden.
This is how Hiropon Factory [my first studio] got its start, in
spite of the unrelenting reality that made it clear this was not
a one-man job. The workshop system is one that has worked in
the fields of Japanese painting and sculpture; rather, I think it
is a natural progression.1
DH I like being an employer. It scared me at first but I like the
responsibility now. I never thought in my wildest dreams I’d end
up being a successful artist employing a huge workforce of assistants,
but hey…
TM I chose to be an artist because I thought it would allow me
to work alone. Now I employ over 100 people. That part feels
a bit ‘unnatural’.
DH If it helps artists make great art then I’m all for it! (laughs)
TM It would be great if you could share with me how you have
positioned yourself (for example, your significance/value and
placement, etc.) into the annals of art history.

DH Wow! Annals of art history? (camp voice) My wife says I’m
not anal enough! (laughs) I don’t really think about it like that,
though I do remember looking at the books in the huge art library
in Leeds where I grew up and thinking FUCK!!!! I’ve got to read
all this shit before I can even start to be an artist, I must have been
about 16 years old, I never really believed that there’d be a book
about me in there one day. The sad thing though is that most of
those dudes in the books were dead.
But then Nietzsche said “art is the desire to be different, the
desire to be elsewhere”.
TM Art is the peculiar trait of human beings, wherein we find
enjoyment in meaningless behaviour.
DH How do you make art, what processes do you go though?
TM I have about four designers who undertake such steps as tracing
the draft plans and choosing the colours. Then, the data for the
plans are distributed among the studio in the suburbs of Tokyo
and the studio in Long Island City, where a total of about 40 staff
members (about 20 staff members in each studio) paint the work.
Annually, even if we put the pedal to the metal, around 30-40
works are completed.
In comparison, you create a voluminous number of works. I’m
so jealous! What about you? I would like to know more about your
process for creating work.
DH I’ve been expanding for over 20 years really, and most people
who work for me have stayed with me so I get to know people very
well, know their strengths and weaknesses, and I delegate wherever
I can. I have one guy I work with called Hugh and we’ve been
friends since I was 16 years old. He used to make art but stopped
and started working for me and he kind of stops me disappearing
up my own arse. I always look for short cuts and I’m very impatient.
Once I work out how to do something I kind of try to make a lot
quickly then move on to something else. I always OK finished
pieces and I’m the only one who has the ideas. But the key is to
delegate. And I make sure I enjoy myself.
TM What are the issues that you believe are worthy for creators
to presently use as themes?
DH I like the old ideas, life and death, good versus evil, hot and
cold, love, sex, death, desire. All the big ideas, romance. I guess
terrorism is good for today but it’s not a very timeless issue and
I think art should strive to be timeless; a dying man’s thoughts
is a better theme. I like religion, science, all that shit, the small
and the big stuff, I love painting; I love its complexity.
TM Doodles rendered in oil paints or acrylics become paintings,
so, really, it’s hard for me to speak about matters of complexity.

TM I enjoy painting. Both looking at paintings and producing
them is fun, so I can’t see how you could say the place isn’t there.
By the way, I would love to see work of yours that deals with sex.

DH Can you tell me something fundamental about your studio?

DH (laughing) I made a piece called ‘The Problems with
Relationships’. It’s an advertising billboard: a tri-vision board that
moves and has 3 images and it just keeps revolving. 1st image is
a hammer and a peach, for violence; 2nd is a jar of vaseline and
a cucumber, for sex; and the last image is the text “the problems
with relationships”. It’s not very romantic. I also made a piece
called ‘She Wanted to Find the Most Perfect Form of Flying’,
but with sex it always becomes comedy or murder with me, for
some reason. I wanted to make a piece that never got done called
‘Couple Fucking Dead (Twice)’. It was two tanks with two dead
cows that fucked in each tank until they rotted and fell apart and
there was no smell cos I was going to use filters to take away the
smell. I may still do it.

DH I let the staff control that aspect of the studio, they can paint
naked if they want as long as the end result is what I’m after.
(laughs) In your work, you deal with the big subjects, don’t you?

TM I’m sure you’re a global jetsetter; please tell me about your
favourite location in the world for good food, as well as a favourite
dish that you’ve had.

DH Do you think that there is a way to avoid banality? Would
you want to?

TM Etiquette and decorum are important.
DH What’s your favourite colour?

DH Thought so (laughs). What’s your least favourite colour?
TM Hmm. Viridian green.
DH I agree with that. If you’re gonna pray, why not pray to art?
Art won’t let you down. What’s your take on the objective and
the subjective in art?
TM I see it as it relates to ego, I see subjective as a reflection of
undeveloped egoism, and objective as the conclusion of fully
developed egoism.

DH I had a friend who once said about travelling by Concorde,
“if you wanna get there that fast, then you really shoulda left the
day before.” I once read a great thing you said about being Japanese
and equating your particular brand of beauty with the flavour
of soy sauce. In talking about your vision of beauty, you said
the following:

DH How did the computer change the way you work?
TM It allows me freedom in fiddling around with my compositions.
The flexibility is great.
DH The history of sculpture was often written by painters who
ventured into sculpture: Matisse, Picasso, etc. What about your
sculptures? Are they a painter’s sculptures?

TM I think it comes down to the ingenuity of a person’s DNA.

TM I think so. For example, I could never make anything in a
sculpture-like context, in the way that Anthony Caro does.

DH Apart from death, are you fearless?

DH So do you see yourself as a painter, a sculptor or an artist?

TM I fear a great many things. Too many to mention.

TM I’m an artist so I’m pretty bad at painting and sculpture.

DH What’s truth to you?

DH (laughing) What do you think of Jeff Koons and
Richard Prince?

TM The history of the future that I believe will remain after death.

I have the misfortune of having been born in Japan. As a direct
result, after only two days spent overseas, I start craving Japanese
food. I tried various ways to appease my imprinted urges, but
lately I just give in to my desires and dig in. My vision of ‘beauty’
is based on my desires, my body, my memories – it can’t be
helped if it stinks of soy sauce.

DH And what’s the future?
TM Hope.

TM I think Jeff is great beyond words. In some ways, the quality
of his ‘Balloon Dog’ is a milestone in contemporary art. And
Richard Prince, I love the Brooke Shields picture he did [‘Spiritual
America’]. There was a time when I created many works in the
manner of that picture.

DH The present?
Japanese contemporary art has a long history of trying to hide
the soy sauce. Perhaps they’ll strengthen the flavour to please the
foreign palette, or perhaps they’ll simply throw the soy sauce out
the window and unconditionally embrace the tastes of French
or Italian cuisine, becoming the Westerners whose model of
contemporary art they follow. We’ve been eating out for years.
Though it may be easier, that path is not for me, I think. No
matter how much trouble it takes, I see the need to create a
universal taste – a common tongue – without cheating myself
and my Japanese core. I should trust my own taste buds and
use them to guide me as I continue to blend seasonings, not
cheat myself with something else…2

TM Hell.

DH I feel really lucky to be an artist. When I was a kid, I never
even imagined that I’d ever get paid to do something I enjoyed,
did you ever feel like that?

DH Shit! That’s hardcore. Is art making life better for you?
TM Hmm, it might be so for crazy people, but for those with
their screws tightened properly, art is pretty meaningless.
DH Who are your heroes?
TM Hayao Miyazaki, Steve Jobs, Jeff Koons.
DH What about doubts? I can’t destroy paintings. I’m really
stubborn like that. I refuse to let them die. I just work on them
till they work out. Do you sometimes destroy your paintings
or work on old paintings, rework them?

DH Sounds good. What music do you listen to?

TM I never destroy them, but I very often produce new versions
of older works.

DH My partner Maia says I’ve got no taste in music, but she’s not
into the Beatles. I love the Beatles; I think they were more influential
on me than Picasso. Do you like the Beatles?

DH Do you use irony in the paintings?
TM Hmmm. I love the Beatles, but I get more of a buzz from
seeing the studios of young artists.
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TM Pink.

TM I do think that art is essentially about ‘life and death’.

TM Enya. Also, Fishmans.
DH Speaking about complexity means it’s gotta be time for a
question from my friend Hans Ulrich Obrist. I asked him to give
me some questions for this conversation, so here goes: “is there a
place of painting or is the place missing?” I love his questions, he’s
so formal; I call him Mr Enthusiastic!

TM I sometimes use it, sometimes don’t, but my happy face
flower paintings are clusters of satire.
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TM It’s just what the gods chose for you. We artists are merely
catalysts. We’re machines that receive messages from space and
then retransmit them.
DH Yeah far out, me too man. I like what Francis Bacon said,
“when I die just put me in a refuse sack and throw me in the
gutter.” Hey, maybe we won’t die? Maybe we are the first two
people who don’t die? I fuckin hate death! It’s a bummer man.
Samuel Beckett said a great line about death, “death doesn’t require
us to make a day free.” That about sums it up for me.
TM As I’m just a vehicle for the art, what I’m really worried about
is what happens after I die.
DH I hear ya. What was that great thing you said about working
for the sake of beauty?

TM I said:
I will always work for the sake of ‘beauty’… It is because ‘beauty’
gives reality to the fantasy that when [people] stand before it,
everyone is an equal, if only for a moment. It is the culmination
of people’s desire to simply understand one another. That is what
I work for. I pray every day that I can maintain this passion
until I die, that I can live earnestly and fulfil my role as a
disciple of ‘beauty’.3
DH Amen to that brother! What do you make of the art world?
TM In my opinion, the history of post-World War II art has
consistently been directed by the initiatives of the countries that
were victors in World War II. Ditto for Great Britain; ditto for
the US. What is your view?
DH There’s a great statement written on the arch around the
entrance to the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. It says,
“the excellence of every art is measured in the complete
accomplishment of its purpose.” I love that statement and think
it’s pretty much universal.
I look for universal triggers. I mean, slipping on a banana skin
is funny in any culture; always has been and always will be. As an
artist I always look for things like that. There’s that great neon
piece by Bruce Nauman with the statement, “the true artist helps
the world by revealing mystic truths.” That says it all for me,
wherever you are in time or space, in any culture.
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1. takashi murakami: summon monsters? open
the door? heal? or die?, Kaikaikiki Co., Ltd
and Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo,
eds., 2001, page 146.
2. Ibid., page 130.
3. Ibid., page 147.
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As described with such formidable clarity by the works gathered
together in Requiem, the visual impact of the art of Damien Hirst
is immediate and visceral. The viewer is confronted in each work
by the physical representation, or its meticulously honed depiction,
of those beliefs, ideas, conditions and institutions which shape the
common basis of human experience. Mortality, faith, medicine,
religion, wealth and aesthetics comprise the principal themes and
subject matter of Hirst’s paintings, sculptures and installations.
The ceaseless interplay of these fundamental concerns, and their
intrinsic relationship to the individual and society, are brought to
life in works of exquisite aphoristic refinement as well as graphic
violence and sheer spectacle.
In this, the art of Damien Hirst might be likened to a vast museum
of the human psyche, in which beauty can become the agent of
death, and science the language of religion. The materials used in
each work possess an uncompromising directness and intensity,
the combination of which serves to create their intense romanticism
and massively heightened empathetic presence. Hirst has always
made a medium of the ready-made materials of medical and
scientific packaging, symbolism and technology in his art, contrasting
their stark, clinical functionality with the messy and fragile stuff
of sentient existence. The raw residue of organic matter and detritus,
from preserved animal parts and insects to cigarette ends and scalpel
blades, are housed within pristine scientific containers and chemical
materials. From this juxtaposition of the once living and perishable,
and the coldly scientific and impersonal, a vivid aesthetic language
emerges, concise and minimalist in its brutality – as much as
a reminder of the First Anthem in the Anglican Christian service
for the Burial of the Dead: ‘In the midst of life we are in Death.’
But the visual language of Hirst’s art is as spectacular as it is touched
with dark philosophical humour. The works articulate the restless
human search for certainty, in the face of constant oscillation
between states of hope and fear. On the one hand, the art of
Damien Hirst reflects an equation between mortality and vanity
which is as ancient as the history of art itself; on the other, his
work can deploy the slapstick cruelty of cartoon humour – in
which fate will always make a comic stooge of its chosen victim.
A vivid aspect of Hirst’s art is therefore its humour – an echo of
Marcel Duchamp’s assertion (itself perhaps a joke) that art should
always possess an element of ‘hilarity’.

REQU IEM
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Michael Bracewell

Requiem contains many important works by Hirst, made between
1990 and 2008, representing the artist’s most iconic statements
and major themes. The intimation of black comedy in Hirst’s art,
created through visual formulae that describe the possibility of
collapse and catastrophe, is neatly summarised in ‘The History
of Pain’ (1999), in which a white inflatable beach ball is held in
suspension, by an electrically powered air blower, over a field of
viciously sharp and pointed knives. The viewer is immediately
attracted to the precarious, airborne dance of the beach ball – and
empathetically drawn to imagine what will happen if the air supply
wavers or stops, and the ball drops onto the unyielding knife points.
In one sense, this sculpture is a simple visual joke – told in the
classic Hirstian language of art making, in which two vividly
opposed qualities are combined to animate a further visual
proposition. But as is typical in Hirst’s work, the humour is dark
and seems to summarise a further allegory. Take the ball to represent
life, the air blower to symbolise God, medicine or fate, and the
knives to stand in for the reality of death. We are all the ball,
dependent on the unknown and unknowable power of the air
supply, but all equally certain that one day we will drop towards
the raised blades.
The conceit of an inflatable ball held in airborne suspension was
also described by the artist in a work titled ‘Loving in a World of
Desire’ (1996). Vivid with primary colours, this sculpture appeared
at once enigmatic and open-handed, industrially functional and
bright with child-like playfulness. A vital strand of Hirst’s art,
rendering operational its ability to provoke not simply intellectual
thought but deeply felt realisation, derives from such a fine tension
between apparent candour and utter portent, or even menace.
An earlier, iconically titled work by Hirst, ‘I Want to Spend the
Rest of My Life Everywhere, with Everyone, One to One, Always,
Forever, Now’ (1991), provides a dress rehearsal for both ‘The
History of Pain’ and ‘Loving in a World of Desire’. In this earlier
work, a single ping-pong ball is kept aloft by a compressor linked
by rubber tubing to a spray-gun, the mechanism clamped to the
right hand side of the joint between two sections of glass which
comprise a raised axis. There is a sculptural finesse to this work,
and a conceptual elegance, which sets in place many of the traits
of Hirst’s mature style: the use of technical equipment as a medium
for art making; the breath of comedy with which the work is
touched; and the equivalent sense of vulnerability and alienation,
all the while indicating the fragility of the human condition in the
face of an existential void. It is a work of profound formal beauty,
yet rich in inscrutability, combining wit, animation and stillness
with a sense of muscular sculptural form.

The extent to which Hirst’s art traverses, to intense moral purpose,
the perceived boundaries between ‘the serious jest’ (to borrow
Goethe’s description of his moral allegory, ‘Faust’) and a sepulchral,
meditational stillness can be seen in the works he has made using
medical equipment, clinical fixtures and drugs. ‘Where There’s a
Will, There’s a Way’ (2007) comprises a white stainless-steel frame,
housing stark metal shelves on which are set neat identical clusters
of the antiretroviral pills used to treat HIV/AIDS. Also referring
to charity (in early 2008 Hirst conceived and organised a major
auction of works by leading artists, all the proceeds of which were
used to assist people suffering from HIV/AIDS), ‘Where There’s
a Will, There’s a Way’ is accompanied by one of the artist’s Fact
Paintings (the generic title Hirst gives to his paintings made from
photographs), ‘HIV AIDS, Drugs Combination’ (2007), depicting
an outstretched hand, in the open palm of which are the same
three drugs as are grouped in the cabinet. Together, these works
conflate a form of social realistic figuration with Hirst’s distinctive
and chilling use of medical and scientific imagery. The aesthetics
of the clinical environment and the drugs cabinet are thus set
against the traditional visual language of a framed painting. This
creates an effect which is at once visually elegant in its neatness
and use of multiple items, and disquieting in the subtly morbid
coldness of the ranged pills. One might be looking at jewels,
or a pictorial representation of a remaining span of human life,
measured out in the drugs by which it will be maintained.
An analogous piece to ‘Where There’s a Will, There’s a Way’ might
be ‘Purgatory’ (2008), in which a similar framing and shelving
device (yet imperially gold-plated) is used to house hundreds of
cigarette and cigar stubs. The dangers to health of smoking tobacco
are suddenly thrown into a new configuration. As positioned by
the portentous, theological title of the work, the cigarette and cigar
ends seem to articulate despair, and ironically to enshrine a material
record of addiction and compromised mortality.
The deft conflation in Hirst’s art of scientific and aesthetic systems
tends always to create a further layer of mystery and inscrutability
to the work, a quality that is at once futuristic and elegaic, sinister
and melancholy. ‘Night of the Long Knives’ (2008) (the title,
ominously, a seeming reference to a Hitlerite purge within the
Nazi party in 1934) is both an example of such aesthetic qualities,
and also a demonstration of Hirst’s relationship to sculptural
materials and forms. A six-panelled set of stainless-steel and glass
cabinets, its shelves filled with neatly arranged surgical equipment,
‘Night of the Long Knives’ is at once chilling and compelling; the
viewer is similarly drawn to the tactile nature of the work, and its
acoustic presence. In its order and precision, this is a work which
implies there is a tension between fragility and chaos, delicacy and
struggle. Most directly, it speaks to the viewer of the reality of
surgery – a process which remains, for the most part, hidden behind
the white internal shutters of general anaesthetic.
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Hirst’s exploration of mortality, and, more important, the human
ability to conceive mortality as a fact, might be seen as the basis
of his art. The awareness of death and the lifelong process of dying
are themes which run throughout his work. But this concentration
on mortality is matched and framed by an equivalent fascination
with dramatic spectacle, awe and wonder – qualities which within
classic romantic art would fall within the constitution of the
sublime. Hirst’s art merges sublime spectacle with not only allegories
of mortality, but also direct representations of death’s reality, and
the vulnerability of the body. In the art of Damien Hirst, as in the
art of Francis Bacon, the body is often depicted in vexed and
contorted corporeality.

In an age when visual culture is ubiquitous, multimedia and
monumental, Hirst creates an art which is simultaneously refined,
poetic and declamatory. His art is precisely balanced between a
cold stillness, redolent of scientific technology, and the most vivid
depictions, in terms of both religion and natural science, of the
transience of life. This second component of his artistic language
is particularly pronounced in the works Hirst has made using
butterflies and butterfly wings. In Requiem there are several major
examples of these works, including the seven-panel butterflies on
household gloss on canvas, ‘Ariel’ (2006) (titled after the poem by
Sylvia Plath), and the six panels, butterflies and household gloss
on canvas, ‘Six Lovely Months’ (2008). These two works are
perhaps the most formally simple of Hirst’s butterfly pieces, and
they establish a powerful visual tension between the frailty and
exquisite colours of the butterflies, and the somewhat drab, industrial
colours (like shades of car paint) of the household gloss backgrounds
on which they are fastened. The effect is both museological and
poetic: the sense of a tiny life arrested, and of a transient, short
lived beauty. It is typical of Hirst’s acuity to work with a medium
– in this case butterflies – that is poetic and laden with symbolic
meanings in itself; the medium becomes the meaning of the work,
its language heightened.

‘Death Explained’ (2007) comprises a mature shark bisected down
its length, and the two halves placed in matching steel and glass
tanks, which stand side by side. This work is shown in an installation
with his ‘Death Denied’, comprising a single shark, which is the
same length as the one in ‘Death Explained’. Together, these two
works are part of a two-work series entitled: ‘Coming to Terms
with and Trying to Understand the Complexity of Feelings and
Ever Changing Fears and Doubts that Every Human Being
Experiences when Faced Every Moment with the Unfathomable
Uncertainties of Death’. This work refers in part to the now mythic
iconography of Hirst’s own art making – notably to his sculpture
‘The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone
Living’ (1992), in which, famously, a shark was placed in a tank
of formaldehyde. In the work comprising ‘Death Explained’ and
‘Death Denied’ we see a similar ensemble of media articulating
the same human consciousness of mortality. The reality of our
brief, fragile and unpredictable residency on Earth is spelt out with
the same directness – part illustration, part fable – that can be
found in pre-Christian or tribal art.

Historically, in Greek, Celtic, early Christian and Chinese
mythology, the butterfly has been regarded a symbol of the soul.
Indeed, ‘Psyche’ is the Greek word for both ‘the soul’ and ‘butterfly’,
giving rise to the notion that human souls become butterflies while
seeking reincarnation. In some Christian symbolism, also, Christ
is depicted with a butterfly in His palm. Such mythological and
religious or spiritual underpinning seems in place in Hirst’s butterfly
work ‘Karma’ (2008) – with its reference to the accumulation and
exchange of a soul’s moral balance – and the brilliantly patterned
triptych ‘Doorways to the Kingdom of Heaven’ (2007), based on
the extravagant design of cathedral windows. (Hirst has also made
several butterfly paintings titled after specific psalms.)

Throughout the art of Damien Hirst there exists a primal power
of the sort identified by the illustrious art historian E.H. Gombrich
at the beginning of his classic book ‘The Story of Art’ (1950): “We
cannot hope to understand these strange beginnings of art unless
we try to enter the mind of the primitive peoples and find out
what kind of experience it is which makes them think of pictures,
not as something nice to look at, but as something powerful to
use. I do not think it is really so difficult to recapture this feeling.
All that is needed is the will to be absolutely honest with ourselves,
and see whether we, too, do not retain something of the ‘primitive’
in us. Instead of beginning with the Ice Age, let us begin with
ourselves.” Such a founding statement of analysis and intent could
be said to describe precisely the urgency and force of the art of
Damien Hirst.

Hirst makes work which mixes media – his paintings can contain
other elements, just as some of his sculpture shares aspects of
painting. In a manner comparable to that of Marcel Duchamp
and Richard Hamilton, the art of Damien Hirst is conceptually
driven to seek the most effective and original form for each individual
idea. Unique to Hirst, however, is the constant interplay and
reference between different works and series of works. It is as
though he brings an idea to life, and then allows it to run and
develop through the continuing progress of his art. This brings
aspects of different works into sudden conflation, as well as looping
back to re-engage retrospectively with what has become the art
historical iconography of his earlier themes or motifs.

The nature of spectacle in Hirst’s art is profound. There is a sense
in which Hirst, quite simply, wants his art to take the viewer’s
breath away – to leave them astounded and awed. (Hirst has
remarked that he would like to create a rainbow in a gallery; also,
that he considers a perfect white sphere to be an ideal piece of art.)
This understanding of showmanship, and the use of spectacle
as a medium for art making, allows Hirst not simply to engage
with the viewer in a direct, highly emotive way, but also to play
conceptual, artistic and thematic games with the relationship
between spectacle and empathy.
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‘Beautiful Explosion of Vanity Painting (with butterflies)’ (2007)
combines Hirst’s iconic spin painting style with the motif of his
butterfly paintings. These spin paintings with skull images on them
are titled in a specific way: they start with ‘Beautiful’ and end with
‘Painting’, and have the name of a god and an altered state in
the title. Thus, if there are four skulls on the same painting,
there are four altered states and four gods. The result is a layered
effect – a density of Hirstian qualities, as though to concentrate
the very qualities, thematic and stylistic, for which the artist
has become so famous. There is a richness of mood to these
works, which combine various aspects of Hirst’s aesthetic,
and introduce an epic scale.
In ‘Beautiful Zeus Maia Freya Isis Meditative Hysterical SensoryDeprived Dream Painting’ (2007), for example, the dramatic
vortices of paint (at once reminiscent of acceleration and cyclone)
which typify Hirst’s spin paintings is encoded with four human
skull motifs – which in their turn bring to mind Hirst’s various
works with human skulls, and most notably perhaps his ‘For the
Love of God’ (2006). At once graphic, monumental and touched
with the spirit of Pop Art (the repeated skulls have a Warholian
vacuity to their empty yet pointed gaze), this enormous canvas
appears to be descended from a tradition of dramatic, ‘visionary’
painting. There is a quality of biblical revelation to the manner
in which the skulls appear to be manifest within a revolutionised
cosmos. At the same time, as the title of the work suggests, there
is a feeling of troubled dreamscape to the painting.
Hirst’s paintings appear at once intensely crafted and imbued
with a mechanistic impersonality. Some combine abstraction and
figuration, as can be seen in the series of skull paintings, for example,
‘Beautiful Minerva Catatonia Painting’ (2007), in which a human
skull sits centrally within the multi-coloured screaming perspective
of a spin painting. These are perhaps the closest Hirst has come
in his painting to pursuing the graphic style of Pop Art. For Hirst,
however, the cool of Pop styling is radically de-stabilised by the
dizzying use of colour to convey movement reaching critical mass.
It is a style which, in terms of Pop Art, might only be compared
to Warhol’s use of ‘camouflage’ in some of his late paintings
and self portraits.
Elsewhere, specifically in the series The Birth Paintings, made by
Hirst in 2006 within the genre of his Fact Paintings, there is an
eerily pale and watery evocation of artificial light, disclosing surgical
wounds and the newly born baby surrounded by darkness. As with
all of Hirst’s Fact Paintings, these works appear both photo-realistic
and traditionally representational – ‘Closing the Wound I, II
and III’ (2006) – an effect which radically heightens, and somehow
renders more raw, the intimate, tender and explicit nature of
their subject matter.

But one can also see how these paintings represent a major
consolidation of themes in Hirst’s art. The artist’s fascination with
surgery, medical environments and the symbolism of mortality is
combined with his enquiries into the realism of corporeality; the
internal constitution and workings of the human body are brought
to brutal light, the wonder of their ‘mysteries’ allowed to declare
itself in its own physical language, rather than through romanticised
codes. There is also a vulnerability and disquiet to these paintings;
the ‘Happy Family’ (2006), of Hirst, his wife and their newly born
child (a group impossible not to relate to biblical themes) are both
proudly happy and vulnerable – as answerable to the vagaries
and whims of mortality as the rest of the artist’s subjects.
Hirst also, in his series of cancer screening images, for example,
‘<P520/211 Cancer screening of the small intestine (normal tissue
morphology), SEM_SPL.jpg>’(2007), confronts one of modern
society’s most enduring and emotive fears. In this series of works,
combining inkjet and household gloss on canvas, with collage
elements such as glass and scalpel blades, Hirst reveals the qualities
of abstraction in the realism of medical photography. The colours
of these works – fantastical, iridescent pinks and luxuriant peacock
blue – belie the potentially tragic and immoveable nature of the
images they depict. That which appears like coral or a precious
mineral, or an imagining of a planet’s surface, might also be a
death warrant: appearance belies meaning.
As Requiem surveys Hirst’s art from the early 1990s to the present,
the viewer becomes immediately aware of the biblical scale on
which the artist is envisaging his work; in his lucidity no less than
his tireless enquiry into the unknowable sleep with which our brief
lives are surrounded, Hirst is one of the great religious artists of
the modern period. For it is only within the correlation of religion
to science, and the rational to the non-rational, that one finds the
breadth of speculation through which Hirst relates unwavering
realism to cosmic irony, bathos and splendour.
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With Dead Head
1991

Photograph on aluminium

22 1/2 x 30 in

Edition 1/15

30

A Thousand Years (detail)

Steel, glass, flies, maggots,

1990

MDF, Insect-O-Cutor, cow’s head,
sugar and water

813/4 x 1571/2 x 84 5/8 in

32

The History of Pain

MDF, stainless steel, air blower

1999

and beach ball

37 3/4 x 98 7/8 x 98 7/8 in

36

HIV Aids, Drugs Combination
2006

Oil on canvas

36 x 48 in

38

Where There’s a Will,

Stainless steel and glass

There’s a Way

with painted resin,

2007

plaster and metal pills

72 x 108 x 4 in

40

Where There’s a Will,

Stainless steel and glass

There’s a Way (detail)

with painted resin,

2007

plaster and metal pills

72 x 108 x 4 in

42

3 HIV/AIDS Drugs
2008

Oil on canvas

108 x 72 in

44

Death Denied

Glass, steel, shark, acrylic

2008

and formaldehyde solution

84 3/4 x 2021/2 x 74 1/8 in

48

Death Explained

Glass, steel, shark, acrylic

2007

and formaldehyde solution

84 3/4 x 2023/8 x 483/8 in [x 2]

50

Death Explained

Glass, steel, shark, acrylic

2007

and formaldehyde solution

84 3/4 x 2023/8 x 483/8 in [x 2]

52

Beautiful Minerva
Catatonia Painting
2007

Household gloss on canvas

96 x 84 in

54

Beautiful Quetzlcoatl
Dysphoria Painting
2007

Household gloss on canvas

96 x 84 in

56

Beautiful Osiris
Euphoria Painting
2007

Household gloss on canvas

96 x 84 in

58

Beautiful Hades
Transcendence Painting
2007

Household gloss on canvas

96 x 84 in

60

Ariel

Butterflies and household

2006

gloss on canvas

108 x 72 in [x 7]

Six Lovely Months

Butterflies and household

2008

gloss on canvas

24 x 18 in [x 6]

64

Argininosuccinic Acid
1995

Household gloss on canvas

132 x 180 in

66

Thirteen Pills
2008

Oil on canvas

48 x 36 in

68

The Last Supper
2005

Silkscreen on canvas

60 x 386 in
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Night of the Long Knives

Glass, stainless steel and

2008

surgical equipment

763/4 x 1483/4 x 193/4 in

72

Saint Bartholomew,
Exquisite Pain
2007

Silver

983/8 x 431/4 x 373/8 in

Edition 3/3

74

Doorways to the Kingdom

Butterflies and household

1157/8 x 96 in [centre panel]

of Heaven

gloss on canvas

1103/8 x 72 in [x 2]

2007

76

Doorways to the Kingdom

Butterflies and household

1157/8 x 96 in [centre panel]

of Heaven

gloss on canvas

1103/8 x 72 in [x 2]

2007

76

False Idol

Calf, gold, glass, gold-plated steel

2008

and formaldehyde solution

44 3/4 x 65 3/8 x 29 3/8 in

78

False Idol (detail)

Calf, gold, glass, gold-plated steel

2008

and formaldehyde solution

44 3/4 x 65 3/8 x 29 3/8 in

80

Karma (detail)

Butterflies and household

2008

gloss on canvas

60 x 60 in

82

Karma

Butterflies and household

2008

gloss on canvas

60 x 60 in

84

Idolisation (detail)

Butterflies and household

2007

gloss on canvas

96 x 84 in

86

Idolisation

Butterflies and household

2007

gloss on canvas

96 x 84 in

88

And the Lord God

Glass, stainless steel and

Made Them All

animal skeletons

2005–2006

801/4 x 143 5/8 x 143 5/8 in

90

And the Lord God

Glass, stainless steel and

Made Them All (detail)

animal skeletons

2005–2006

801/4 x 143 5/8 x 143 5/8 in

92

Two for Joy
2008

Oil on canvas

80 x 51 in [x 3]

95

Horror at Home

GRP composites, foam and

1995

contents of ashtray

271/2 x 96 in [diameter]

96

Never See You Again
2008

Oil on canvas

90 x 60 in [x 3]

98

Nothingness

Glass, steel, MDF, aluminium

2008

and drug packaging

72 x 108 x 12 in

100

Nothingness (detail)

Glass, steel, MDF, aluminium

2008

and drug packaging

72 x 108 x 12 in

102

Second Series Biopsy: M132/655-

UV inks and household gloss on

Leukaemia_blood,_cancer_cells,

canvas with hair, glass, scalpel

_scanning_electron_micrograph-

blades and religious medals

SPL.jpg
2008

72 x 48 in

104

Beautiful Romance in the Age
of Uncertainty Party Painting XI
1992

Household gloss on canvas

84 x 168 in

106

Birth (Cyrus)
2006

Oil on canvas

18 x 24 in

108

Closing the Wound
I, II, III and IV
2006

Oil on canvas

24 x 18 in [x 4]

111

Happy Family
2006

Oil on canvas

36 x 48 in

112

<M122/337 Breast cancer cells,

UV inks and household

light_micrograph_SPL.jpg>

gloss on linen with blades

2007

and diamond dust

144 x 96 in

114

<M865/246 Malignant

UV inks and household gloss on

testicle tumour, light_

canvas with blades, flock and glass

micrograph_SPL.jpg>
2007

144 x 96 in

116

<M210/253 Molluscum_

UV inks and household gloss on

contaglosum,_LM_SPL.jpg>

canvas with blades, flock and glass

2007

144 x 96 in

118

<P520/211 Cancer screening

UV inks and household gloss on

of the small intestine

canvas with glass and blades

(normal tissue morphology),
SEM_SPL.jpg>
2007

144 x 96 in

120

Nothing Matters/
The Empty Chair
2008

Oil on canvas

90 x 60 in [x 3]

123

The Promise of Money

Resin, cow hair, sling, chain, hook,

2003

blood, Iraqi money and mirror

Dimensions variable

124

The Promise of Money (detail)

Resin, cow hair, sling, chain, hook,

2003

blood, Iraqi money and mirror

Dimensions variable

126

Temple (detail)
2008

Lacquered paint on bronze

2597/8 x 1297/8 x 783/4 in

Edition 1/3

128

Temple
2008

Lacquered paint on bronze

2597/8 x 1297/8 x 783/4 in

Edition 1/3

130

Heaven Can Wait (detail)

Butterflies, cubic zirconia

2008

and household gloss
on canvas

36 x 36 in [x 3]

132

Heaven Can Wait

Butterflies, cubic zirconia

2008

and household gloss
on canvas

36 x 36 in [x 3]

135

Hydrogen Tetrachloroaurate

Enamel paint and household

2008

gloss on canvas

52 x 44 in

136

Aurous Bromide

Enamel paint and household

2008

gloss on canvas

69 x 87 in

138

Au-195m

Enamel paint and household

2008

gloss on canvas

76 x 92 in

140

Beautiful Zeus Maia Freya Isis
Meditative Hysterical SensoryDeprived Dream Painting
2007

Household gloss on canvas

96 x 240 in

142

Lullaby Autumn

Stainless steel and glass

2002

with painted resin,
plaster and metal pills

72 x 108 x 4 in

144

Here Today, Gone Tomorrow

Glass, stainless steel, fish, fish

2008

skeletons, acrylic, MDF, paint
and formaldehyde solution

801/4 x 144 7/8 x 144 7/8 in

148

Beautiful Elena Orchid Painting
2007

Household gloss on canvas

72 in [diameter]

150

Immortal Life

Butterflies and household

2008

gloss on canvas

96 in [diameter]

152

Beautiful, V for Victor, V for
Victory, It’s a Beautiful World
in the Japanese Garden Painting
2007

Household gloss on canvas

72 in [diameter]

154

Schizophrenogenesis

Stainless steel, glass, cows’ heads

2008

and formaldehyde solution

18 x 72 x 18 in

156

Revolution

Flies and household

2008

gloss on canvas

84 in x 84 in

158

Civilisation Follows the Plough

Butterflies and household

2005

gloss on canvas

84 x 84 in [x 2]

160

The Child’s Dream (detail)

Foal, resin, gold-plated

2008

stainless steel, glass and
formaldehyde solution

653/4 x 91 x 37 3/4 in

162

The Child’s Dream

Foal, resin, gold-plated

2008

stainless steel, glass and
formaldehyde solution

653/4 x 91 x 37 3/4 in

164

Purgatory

Gold-plated stainless steel,

2008

glass, cigarettes and cigars

93 x 1851/8 x 93 in

166

Beautiful Explosion of Vanity

Butterflies and household

Painting (with Butterflies)

gloss on canvas

2007

84 in [diameter]

168

I Want to Spend the Rest of

Glass, compressor, rubber tubing,

My Life Everywhere, with

spray-gun and ping-pong ball

Everyone, One to One,
Always, Forever, Now (detail)
1991

Dimensions variable

170

I Want to Spend the Rest of

Glass, compressor, rubber tubing,

My Life Everywhere, with

spray-gun and ping-pong ball

Everyone, One to One,
Always, Forever, Now
1991

Dimensions variable

172

Away from the Flock

Glass, steel, lamb and

1994

formaldehyde solution

37 3/4 x 58 3/4 x 201/8 in

Artist’s Proof

174

The Acquired Inability

Glass, steel, Formica, MDF,

to Escape (Purified)

office chair, ashtray, cigarettes

2008

and lighter

841/8 x 119 7/8 x 78 in

176

Epitaph

Butterflies, skull and

2008

household gloss on canvas

36 x 24 in

178

Resurrection

Glass, paint and

1998–2003

human skeleton

84 x 84 x 84 in

180

The Circle of Life
2008

Two cat skeletons and perspex

141/2 x 291/4 x 173/8 in

182
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