
In Peril on the 
Sea: Sailing 
Ships, Stormy 
Seas

Over the years, Donald Smith, the 
Director of Exhibitions at ChelseaSpace, 
has staged a few quirky, sometimes 
whacky, and some downright opaque 
shows. Take the charming man from 
Norfolk who burned marks on everyday 
objects like garden tool handles or old 
fruit boxes with a magnifying glass. 
Or another artist who was inspired by 
notions of T-duality, M-theory and 

mirror symmetry in 
string theory. Or the 
one about aphasic 
disturbance, whereby 
‘A salient example 
from the history 
of painting is the 
manifestly metonymic 
orientation of 
Cubism, where the 
object is transformed 
into a set of 
synecdoches’. With 
this new exhibition, 
are we safe from 
these conceits, or are 
we going to be cast 
adrift up the creek in 
a barbed-wire canoe 
without a paddle? 
The conversation 
between the 
American columnist 
Joe Queenan and 
the curator Clive 
Phillpot in the 

catalogue will surely elucidate. “Who 
bought Dutch marine paintings?’ the 
writer asks. “I think it was those guys 
who were big in tulips.” “Aren’t nautical 
paintings a bit bourgeois? Was it just 
stuff to hang above the fireplace in 
jolly old Rotterdam?” “Yeah, but it is a 
positive thing”. Well, that’s cleared that 
up, then. The walls of the exhibition 
are painted a shade of turquoise-teal 

and daubed with words such as sloop, 
squall, schooner and lugger, all at a 
jaunty angle, and sets out, we are told, 
to question and explore ‘motive’ and 
‘decoy’ within artistic and curatorial 
practice. Many of the paintings of 
ships on display are reproductions from 
the Great Paintings series and feature 
such artists as Ed Ruscha, Willem 
van de Velde the Younger, Lawrence 
Weiner, J M Turner, Ludolf Bakhuizen 
and Marcel Broodthaers, whose film 
and book A Voyage on the North Sea, 
launched the notion for this exhibition 
and whose work inspired the US critic 
Rosalind Krauss to write Art in the Age 
of the Post-Medium Condition in 2000. 
In a couple of vitrines are delightful 
leporello albums by Helen Douglas and 
Elizabeth Tonnard, arranged like choppy 
seas. Phillpot had a great deal of help 
from the two dozen or so students of 
the MA Curating & Collections course 
at Chelsea, and he also acknowledges 
another two dozen people who helped 
put this show together, which is quite 
a crew - more than it would have taken 
to man van de Velde’s Mediterranean 
Brigantine Drifting onto a Rocky Coast in 
a Storm. 
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