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Last year Ronald Ventura shot into the international spotlight when his
painting Grayground broke records at Sotheby’s Hong Kong auction, but
it's business as usual at his Manila studio where the artist uses a playful
layering of images to craft his paintings, sculptures and prints.
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Words #32: Dionne Bel

ast year Ronald Ventura’s graphite, acrylic and oil

on canvas painting Grayground broke the world

auction record for a contemporary Southeast

Asian painting when it sold for HK$8.4 million

(US$1.08 million) at Sotheby’s Hong Kong
Spring Sale. The sale made waves in the region’s
contemporary art scene, but Ventura says he’s kept his
focus on creative production. “I have always believed
that the creative process is totally different from what
happens in the art market,” he says, but adds that he is
happy the sale helped to raise the profile of Filipino art
and artists.

Born in 1973 in Manila, where he still lives and works,
Ventura has become known for complex compositions
that he builds through a rich layering of images inspired
by pop iconography, exhibiting regionally and, increasingly,
internationally following his solo debut at Tyler Rollins Fine
Art in New York.

In his work he borrows as freely from traditions of
hyperrealism and surrealism as from cartoons and
graffiti, incorporating recurring motifs such as skeletons,
cartoons and mushroom clouds and constructing a
narrative from the juxtaposing of high and low, old and
new, where Disney characters rub shoulders with skulls
and human subjects take on animal attributes.

“Working and living in a visually-saturated world has
influenced me profoundly,” he says. “My son and

| enjoy watching animation as it presents a broad
spectrum of the human imagination. Often ideas from
such sources inspire my art.”

The layering of images and iconographies also echoes
the cultural hybridity of the Philippines. “Living and
working in the Philippines, one is continuously engaging
with its multifaceted society and history influenced
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AS AN ARTIST,

HAPPENING AROUND ME AND | AM TRYING TO
ADDRESS SOME OF THESE ISSUES THROUGH MY WORK
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Top: Grayground, 2011, graphite, acrylic and oil on canvas,
photo © Sotheby’s Hong Kong
L ), 20115 AR RERHEHE, EEAELREERR

Bottom: Lithograph, screen print, aluminium sheets,
rubber sheet, spray paint on wooden panel
. SBIAENRI, £MEDR], $85E. AR, B TFARIR

by Spanish, Japanese, American and indigenous cultures. My work explores these
phenomena through layers of imagery that evoke East and West, modern and
historical associations, while addressing these cultural signifiers in contemporary
society,” he notes.

Ventura hopes to draw the viewer’s attention to what he calls the “second skin” of
cultural signifiers that each person carries with him, however unwittingly. He views
this skin as an expressive surface — written on with tattoos, concealed under layers
of imagery, or exploding outwards to reveal an inner world of fantasy and conflict.

In doing so, however, Ventura’s work also addresses wider global issues: the role of
religion, commodification, consumerism, pollution and warfare. Though imbued with a
signature sense of playfulness, the dark undertones of his pieces often evoke a sense
of discomfort in the viewer. “As an artist, | find it hard to ignore what is happening around
me and | am trying to address some of these issues through my work,” Ventura says,
“but | always inject my sense of fun and humour.”

Earlier this year, Ventura completed a four-week residency at the Singapore Tyler Print
Institute (STPI), where he worked with a 12-member team on his new solo exhibition. The
over 40 new works examine our relationship with, and destruction of, the environment
and include nuclear cloud sculptures cast from paper, a tree of life series that features
paper trees made from a frottage of ornate furniture frames, skulls made from reclaimed
materials and hazard sign lithographs on aluminium sheets.

Before turning his attention to painting and sculpture around 2001, Ventura worked
almost exclusively in printmaking, and he says he is relishing his return to working with
paper. “I have always enjoyed printmaking and wanted to continue with it. Prints are
more time-consuming, labour-intensive and involve more steps than painting, but | enjoy
the various processes. I'm very happy to have this opportunity to translate my concepts
into unconventional forms and materials.”

Ronald Ventura’s exhibition of new works runs November 17 to December 15 at STPI.
Tel: +65 6336 3663, www.stpi.com.sg
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Top: Battle Field, 2010, graphite, acrylic and oil on canvas
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Bottom: Invitation to the Feast 2011,
oil on canvas © Tyler Rollins Fine Art
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