
 

 

GRIFFITHS: THE REAL WORLD AS IMAGE AND IMAGE AS ‘REAL’ 
 
CATHERINE MCCORMACK 
 
‘Realism is not something given once and for all; it can exist only provided it takes into account the 
new facts.’ 
Roger Garaudy 
 
Under the glare of a raking spotlight a male body swoons. In agony? Ecstasy? Oblivion? Who is to 
say? There is an illicit thrill in looking at this body, as it seems to be both corrupted and beautifully 
sensual. It is an idealised, Apollonian Christ taken straight from the Old Master life class, 
immediately reminiscent of a deposition from the cross following the crucifixion. But rather than the 
throng of angels or saints that we might expect in such a scene, a chorus of grotesque figures 
surrounds this body, gurning and gawping, clutching empty bottles and lager cans as if they were 
talismans. An enthusiastic groupie snaps an image on his phone, evidently excited by the spectacle. 
On the other side of the painting stands a suited figure, conspicuous in his different clothing. His 
white collar and tie suggest a different social stratum; he is perhaps a personification of the 
establishment. His expression is judgemental and sneering, but it is not clear whether he is 
proffering or withdrawing the bottle of beer – maybe it is teasingly both? Amid this rabble there are 
two figures whose gazes we cannot decipher. A blonde female kneels solicitously, even possibly in 
reverence, before this body like Mary Magdalene at the foot of the cross. Directly opposite her on 
the diagonal is a hooded presence in blue. This monk-like figure’s gaze is shielded by shadow but 
seems to confront the beholder as the limp wrists of the central character are held aloft. Are we, the 
observers, to blame for this scene of depravity? And what are we looking at, anyway? 
 
With nine almost life-size figures, The Inebriated Nation is the most technically complex of Mitch 
Griffiths’ compositions to date. It is also a work in which many of his preoccupations are distilled: for 
example, issues of class and nationalism; consumption and consumerism; the body and the self; the 
nature and power of images, both traditionally rendered and digital; the secular and the religious. In 
composition and painterly style The Inebriated Nation immediately takes us back to the narrative 
altarpieces of European art history. We recognise the inky black grounds and piercing accents of light 
from the work of 17th-century Italian artists Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio and Guido Reni; the 
pathos-laden images of crucifixions and martyrdoms by Peter Paul Rubens (Fig. 1); and the attention 
to flesh and the drama of human suffering from the greatest triumphs of Western art history. These 
artists (of the period often referred to as the ‘baroque’) harnessed the illusionistic possibilities and 
vivacity of oil paint as a medium to make more palpable the sacred mysteries that were central to 
the drama of Christianity – life, death, sacrifice, sin and redemption, resurrection. However, we are a 
long way here from any Christian narrative. The cast before us comprises not distant figures from 
the Bible but recognisable social archetypes, many from the white British underclass. It appears, 
irrepressibly, throughout Griffiths’ work, often marked out by the ubiquitous signifier of ‘chav’ 
culture, the hoodie. She is there as the bare-breasted woman in Idolescent, as the self-harming 
youth in Cutting Edge; he is the young, hooded smoker in Fitting Room I, whose exposed torso 
presents a mixture of both desire and sinister threat. 
 

 
Fig. 1  Peter Paul Rubens, Descent from the Cross, 1611–1614. Oil on panel, 4.21 x 3.2 m (13 ft 8½ in 
x 10 ft 6 in). Cathedral of our Lady, Antwerp, Belgium 



 

 

These are archetypal portraits of members of a social class in contemporary Britain who are often 
demonised by the media and oppressed by the establishment, and Griffiths brings them quite 
literally into the spotlight. This is not for the first time in art history. It was Caravaggio who initially 
brought the profane world of the 17th-century Roman streets into academic painting, casting the 
Virgin Mary as a contemporary buxom Roman matron, or the evangelist St Matthew as a simple, 
rough-footed peasant (Fig. 2). It is this that has helped to construct an understanding of Caravaggio 
as experimenting with a form of realism, bridging the gap between the lived world of the seamy city 
of his day and the represented world of the image. While his paintings concerning sacred themes 
were ostensibly biblical in their iconography, they demanded a confrontation with the secular and 
profane of real life. For this reason, Caravaggio’s contemporaries received his work with no 
uncertain degree of discomfort, even suggesting that he had destroyed the art of painting by making 
it too ‘real’.1 
 

 
Fig. 2  Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, St Matthew and the Angel, 1602 (destroyed 1945). Oil on 
canvas, 2.95 x 1.95 m (9 ft 8⅛ in x 6 ft 4¾ in). Contarelli Chapel, San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome 
 
Similarly, Gustave Courbet’s and Jean-François Millet’s monumental representations of the humble, 
everyday lives and deaths of 19th-century French peasants brought this underclass into publicly 
exhibited images which, until then, had been reserved only for grand portraits, scenes of history or 
religious altarpieces. This time, without the mask of an aggrandising biblical or mythological 
narrative, the real, lived experiences of a social class were made visible in images and treated with a 
new reverence and dignity.2 At the other end of the spectrum, many artists from the 16th century 
onwards have depicted the everyday life of farm labourers and urban working classes for the 
entertainment of wealthy patrons, able to ogle lower-class subjects from a safe distance with a 
mixture of desire and scorn. Others – such as Hogarth, in prints that cast light on working-class vice 
and excess in 18th-century London – have been caustically satirical (Fig. 3). 
 

 
Fig. 3  Hogarth, Gin Lane, 1751. Etching and engraving on paper, 35.7 x 30.5 cm (14¼ x 12 in) 
 
Griffiths’ preoccupation with the working classes in these images neither completely dignifies nor 
ridicules, but rather puts them on an ambiguous pedestal which no less demands our attention. For 
example, in Pavement we are brought down to the gutter, a place of spilt chips and dreams, where a 
young couple are lying. Yet they are treated with a romantic sympathy. The background of effulgent 
pavement may remind us we are just above the sewers, but the bodies of the young man and 
woman seem to be experiencing an apotheosis of sorts. Her dress unfurls like the billowing robes of 
an angel, while the crystalline detail in the background suggests with poetry that the same light is 
reflected on the street as among the celestial stars. 



 

 

 
Griffiths’ employment of a historical style is a persistent issue in critical discussion of his work, 
usually because the tradition is now considered a moribund medium. Once the most lauded of all art 
practice by the academies, large-scale narrative oil painting is now somewhat scorned as something 
of an unfashionable hanger-on at the party. Yet in the midst of conceptual installation work, and 
alongside digital culture’s privileging of the fast-moving and ephemeral, painting of this nature offers 
a different experience, insisting on slow looking, both for the practitioner and the beholder. 
Photographs from Griffiths’ studio offer an insight into the lengthy process involved in the 
orchestration of the image, the arrangement and rearrangement of weight and gravity for each 
member of the tableau and the involvement of the body of the artist himself. Rather than 
representing an outmoded practice, Griffiths’ self-conscious referencing of religious baroque 
altarpieces points to a present moment in which images have arguably taken on a similar sacred 
reverence, albeit in a secularised society. 
 
The seductive power of representation has been such that debates about idolatry – the veneration 
of images as if they were actually real – burned through the churches of Europe in the 16th century 
and led to the destruction and literal defacement of many sculptures and altarpieces.3 Certain 
echoes of this animistic power can be found in the current environment: now, perhaps more than 
ever, images act as conduits through which we gain our emotional satisfaction and play out our 
aspirations, desires and anxieties – nowhere more than in the domain of digital technology. Griffiths’ 
2013 exhibition Iconostasis, from which many of these works are drawn, specifically engaged with 
the role of images and issues of spiritual faith. Taking as its point of departure the iconostasis (a 
screen of images between the nave and sanctuary in Eastern Orthodox churches), the exhibition 
explored the very different contemporary screens in which we search for access to an idea of a 
‘secular sacred’, as through smartphones. This has parallels with a passage from Ali Smith’s 
acclaimed novel How to be both,4 in which a character from a Renaissance painting finds himself 
time-travelling to our contemporary moment. He is struck by the number of people he sees 
touching, gazing at and holding close to their faces what he mistakes for religious icons; they are in 
fact smartphones. While the altarpieces of Rembrandt, Rubens and Caravaggio that Griffiths 
references converted the experience of Christian devotion into palpable images peopled with real 
and fallible humans, Griffiths chooses to depict real and fallible humans under the sway of an 
alternative, mesmeric force in a secularised society. 
 
In Build Your Altar Here, the bare torso and head of a kneeling male figure emerge through an empty 
picture frame while his arms are pinioned by two smaller frames, one on either side. As such, his 
body is turned into a triptych, a three-panelled devotional image; he is also visually crucified and 
imprisoned by the frames. What is inferred is that converting the body into an image may create a 
focus for worship, but it may simultaneously act as torture and imprisonment. In The Temple of Skin 
and Bone, attention is drawn to the absurd vanity of worshipping the cult of the youthful body 
beautiful, while in The Muse is Dead we are witness to the reification of the narrow ideal of female 
beauty as sacrificed in an offering to medical aesthetics and the paparazzi. Here a female body is 
converted into capital by the greedy market of plastic surgery, founded on insecurity and body 
dysmorphia, and then stimulated by the incessant gaze of media that thrive on policing female 
beauty in celebrity culture. 
 
And so it is the issue of time (and not mimicry or imitation) that emerges in these works, as a style 
that may exist outside its contemporary period but can also fold time itself back to reveal certain 
similarities between past and present. This is something Griffiths expresses elsewhere, as in 
Everything has Changed, Nothing has Changed. 
 



 

 

Through the rise of everyday digital technology and social media we have all become both architects 
of the image and victims of the vanity it engenders. These are continuing themes that Griffiths 
explores, from the snap-happy groupie in The Inebriated Nation to the widespread manufacturing of 
self-portraits through the ubiquitous ‘selfie’. Griffiths himself repeatedly appears in his work in 
varying guises, thus calling attention to the long tradition of artists’ self-portraiture. In his Armoured 
Heart, as featured in the BP Portrait Award publicity in 2001 (Fig. 4), Griffiths appears as the dynamic 
hero, grappling with the material of his profession. This is a confrontation with his own self as both 
object of the image and subject that creates it. In this he alludes to the Renaissance period in 
Europe, when the social status of artists could not be taken for granted. They were compelled to 
construct their own personal iconography: as philosopher, gentleman or even – as in the case of 
Albrecht Dürer – drawing parallels with a divine hand of God through their power to literally make 
present (re-present) the living world.5 
 

 
Fig. 4  BP Portrait Award poster: Mitch Griffiths, Armoured Heart [details], 2001. Acrylic on board, 
full image 91 x 91 cm (35⅞ x 35⅞ in) 
 
As Rembrandt explored through almost a hundred self-portraits over the span of his career, the idea 
of selfhood is not fixed but composite. These past instances of Old Master self-portraiture are 
testimony to the power of images to manipulate and construct self-identity, much as in today’s 
world of online avatars and carefully curated social-media identities. In The Artist, Critic and Model, 
Griffiths engages with just this multiplicity, picturing the splitting of the artist’s subjectivity when 
acting as his own subject. Although each figure bears the same facial features and distinctive tattoo 
as Griffiths, the executor of the work, the artist as ‘model’ sits somewhat weary and passive in the 
corner of the room. Meanwhile the ‘artist’ carries out his work barefooted, in dungarees, with the 
tool belt of a day labourer. The suave, suited ‘critic’ seems to arrange and dictate the composition to 
the workman-like artist, perhaps suggesting the tensions and disparity between the artist’s creation 
and subsequent interpretation of his work. Or there is even a more cynical possibility – that of 
manipulation and self-regulation in response to the voice of an imagined critic ever on the artist’s 
shoulder. 
 
Griffiths appears in yet another guise in Sending Message: Be my Wife. We are in a space 
reminiscent of the Wunderkammer or ‘cabinet of curiosities’ made popular by intellectual collectors 
in 17th-century Europe (Fig. 5). While the historical ‘cabinet’ might have contained fragments of 
geological samples, objects of natural history, zoological specimens, coins and relics, all placed 
together as a microcosm of knowledge in an era before the separation of science and philosophy. 
The contemporary equivalent lays bare the ephemera of the studio – a place in which the seemingly 
mystical or divine act of painting, as well as the life-defining moment of a marriage betrothal, is 
treated with bathos among the flotsam of everyday life. 
 

 



 

 

Fig. 5  Johann Georg Hainz, Cabinet of Curiosities, 1666. Oil on canvas, 115 x 93 cm (45¼ x 36⅝ in). 
Kunsthalle, Hamburg 
 
Like much contemporary art, Griffiths’ work explores 21st-century consumerism and alludes to a 
sharp anxiety that art is no longer a possibility because commodity culture – especially technological 
items such as the smartphone, and corporate branding – is so aestheticised that it provides an 
alternative to experiences delivered by older cultural enterprises, such as paintings. Griffiths’ 
canvases resemble the altarpieces of the past in the service of religion as much as his images 
resemble the billboards and magazine spreads of today in the service of market capitalism. Critiques 
of the utopia promised by advertising have been manifold since artists engaged with the visual 
aspects of commodity culture in the 1950s, for example in Pop Art and through the Situationist 
movement of the 1960s.6 In particular, the philosopher and Marxist Guy Debord identified a 
colonisation of all social life by the images of advertising and the mass media, observing that ‘all that 
once was directly lived has become mere representation’ and stating that life in consumer society 
has been downgraded from ‘being’ to ‘having’.7 Griffiths returns repeatedly to this colonisation by 
brands of all social life and embodied life. For instance, Commercial Gangster (Fig. 6) is literally 
branded by the commodities he consumes, which inevitably consume and own him. The expression 
of these brand logos in the form of tattoos here is particularly compelling; after all, the tattoo is a 
mark that is read on the surface of the skin, but it is also indelibly absorbed by the body. Likewise in 
21st-Century Boy, in which a Christ-like figure wearing a halo of credit cards in place of a crown of 
thorns is tattooed with the Coca-Cola logo, but he additionally bears the lacerations of self-harm. 
Like his own emotional malcontent, the brand has a place inside and on his body and has entered 
into his very bloodstream. In doing this, Griffiths draws attention to the crossover between the 
production of fine art in the traditional medium of oil paint and the aesthetic presence of advertising 
and corporations. Perhaps we are even made aware of the supreme illusionistic accomplishment of 
oil painting, in that it can imitate effectively both the flesh of bodies and the graphic design of brand 
logos with fidelity to the original index. 
 

 
Fig. 6  Mitch Griffiths, Commercial Gangster, 2007. Oil on canvas, 130 x 112 cm (51⅛ x 44⅛ in) 
 
Mankind’s commitment to consumerism is killing us; that much is clear from such works as 
Consumption, presenting another youthful body, laden with supermarket shopping bags which 
overflow with branded water bottles, suspended from an electric power lead in an act of presumed 
suicide. This work introduces another theme that is of persistent concern to Griffiths: the 
consumption of oil, its by-products and the geopolitics of ‘petromodernity’ – a term that refers to ‘a 
modern life based in the cheap energy systems long made possible by petroleum’.8 Included in the 
many objects that enter into the market in this way are plastic bottles, plastic bags and 
smartphones, all articles that clutter and invade the experience of everyday life. 
 
Works from Griffiths’ Enduring Freedom exhibition depict an imagined conflict environment steeped 
in oil. Soldiers in combat gear reveal fingers dripping in it; a young woman tightly swaddled in an 
American flag seems to be gagging on it as rivulets run over her milky skin in the ‘Ransom’ series; 
and Gorgon Head shows a disembodied head drenched in oil and dollar bills. This last example draws 
wittingly on Caravaggio’s painting of Medusa, the Gorgon queen (Fig. 7), who according to Greek 
mythology literally petrified those upon whom she gazed, making her image a popular design for the 
surface of shields to be used in combat. However Griffiths’ Gorgon head is so saturated with oil that 



 

 

her eyes are sealed shut and her power is curbed. In this regard the image points perhaps to the 
futile inevitability of a petromodernity that is seemingly without alternative9, in which the organic 
(the human) and the man-made (petrol) intermingle in a poisoned hybrid. 
 

 
Fig. 7  Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, Medusa, 1597–1598. Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 60 
x 55 cm (23⅝ x 21⅝ in). Uffizi Gallery, Florence 
 
The ‘Call of Duty’ series resuscitates the style of contemporary history painting (extremely out of 
vogue since its last gasp in the 19th-century), confronting American and subsequent British 
investment in military intervention in the Persian Gulf – an enterprise that has been tied up 
politically and economically with Saudi Arabian oil resources since the 1920s.10 The central occupant 
of these images is a soldier inscribed with a tattoo of words taken from the World War I poet Wilfred 
Owen’s grim poem ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, which ends with Horace’s ‘lie’: Dulce et Decorum est/Pro 
patria mori, or ‘How Sweet and Fitting it is/To die for one’s country’. The soldier’s body is articulated 
with the same raking chiaroscuro light and shadow that appears on Caravaggio’s altarpieces; 
however, the pose of the soldier is also suggestive of how an arch-satirist would mimic the pose of a 
fashion model at a magazine shoot. Combining its visual message with a reference to the popular 
video game of the same name, the series invites us to consider not only the politics of oil and 
militarism but also the entangled web of images from overlapping systems of representation in 
which we can, if not careful, become trapped. 
 
Griffiths’ latest work visualises nondescript and universally melancholy shores in response to the 
refugee crisis. Both Earthling and Oath recall the stylised format of Quattrocento Renaissance 
patrician portraiture, in which the sitter is depicted in head-and-shoulders profile against a 
landscape (for instance, Piero della Francesca’s portraits of the Duke and Duchess of Urbino, Fig. 8). 
But whereas this 15th-century style of portraiture acted as an anchor for securing the status of an 
individual and the posterity of a name and house, both of Griffiths’ women remain anonymous. 
Their gestures are identical, each with hand on heart, and both are adorned with a swathe of fabric. 
Yet, despite these immediate echoes, the implied reality of their individual lives could not be more 
different. For in Earthling the female figure is a refugee, wrapped in an emergency foil blanket which 
is so dazzlingly metallic that it resembles space-age attire – a suggestion, perhaps, that her reception 
on European shores is as if she were an alien. In Oath, the female figure is enveloped in the star-
spangled banner and her gesture probably points to an unflinching commitment to preserving all it 
stands for, at an unwitting and real cost to the lives of others. 
 

 
Fig. 8  Piero della Francesca, Battista Sforza and Federico da Montefeltro, c. 1472. Oil and tempera 
on panel, each panel 47 x 33 cm (18½ x 13 in). Uffizi Gallery, Florence 
 
This preoccupation with the plight of refugees persists in Griffiths’ 2016 work, The Things they 
Carried. The image is of a vulnerable and semi-conscious woman, barely covered by the gleaming 



 

 

folds of an emergency blanket. She is being dragged along the beach by a policeman in riot gear. The 
landscape and treatment of the figures recall equally forlorn depictions of the fate of real human 
lives in the face of political unrest that appear in Romantic history painting, for example in Eugène 
Delacroix’s images in response to the Greek War of Independence (Fig. 9). Around the figures lies the 
detritus of the migrant journey: the discarded life-jackets and makeshift raft material, but personal 
ephemera too, of soft toys, toothbrushes and painkillers. The addition of lemons here (used by the 
refugees as cleanser and antiseptic) and the arrangement of the red life-jackets like folds of fabric 
make this composition reminiscent of 17th-century still-life paintings (for example, Jan Davidszoon 
de Heem’s Still Life with Lobster, Fig. 10). That still-life tradition communicated the luxuriant 
abundance afforded by the owner of the image, but it also brought the everyday life of the table to 

the foreground of philosophical contemplation, grounded in real objecthood.11 Griffiths attempts 
something similar in this work by making the objects the centre of the narrative. However, in this 
instance they convey a sense of destitution as opposed to wealth.  
 
In referencing Dutch still-life painting and the grandiose manner of past history paintings, Griffiths 
borrows from the visual language of images that have already earnt their place in the canon of art 
history. They are works that falsely or rightly command esteem on account of their inclusion in the 
world’s most illustrious museums and thus we feel obliged to look and pay attention. The reality of 
the current refugee crisis seems to be that not many people are paying attention to their needs. 
Images of reality as conveyed through the news are somehow just not sticking.  Griffiths has 
converted scenes of trauma into a different sort of image – one that borrows from the authority of 
the past to make us look again, with curiosity and respect as opposed to indifference. Once again, by 
translating the reality of everyday events into a self-consciously constructed image, in The Things 
they Carried Griffiths points to our faith in the reality of images and our relative blindness to real life. 
 

 
Fig. 9  Eugène Delacroix, The Massacres at Chios; Greek Families Awaiting Death or Slavery, 1824. Oil 
on canvas, 4.19 x 3.54 m (13 ft 9 in x 11 ft 7⅜ in). Louvre, Paris 
 

 
 
Fig. 10  Jan Davidszoon de Heem, Still Life with Lobster, 1643. Oil on canvas, 79.2 x 102.5 cm (31⅛ x 
40⅜ in). Wallace Collection, London  
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