Out of the Closet and into the Box 

By E. Gibbons and Lyman-Eyer Gallery
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     In the last 100 years, the male figure has been put into a closet, seen as too potent, homoerotic or even gay.  Since before Michelangelo, the male form was seen as Biblically described in Genesis 1:26 “Man was perfect, made in the image of God.” E. Gibbons is one of a community of artists reaffirming the power and sensuality of the male figure with a return to classical modes. He is among a special school of artists who have stuck with the male figure when it was at its most unaccepted, even reviled.  This coincides with the outbreak of AIDS in the 80’s but has its roots earlier in the century with Prohibition and the growing power of the religious right. Tides are turning and the winds of cultural change are coming as New York’s Museum of Modern Art begins openly collecting the erotic works of Tom Of Finland.  London’s Tate Modern is collecting works of the nude male genre, The Guggenheim too has a strong collection of Robert Mapplethorpe’s most daring works. Private collectors and museum institutions world-wide are quietly collecting the work of male nudes, even erotic works.  

     The last few decades have seen the emergence of galleries that have begun to show and even feature works of the male figure.  One of the oldest and most respected is the Leslie Lohman Gay Arts Foundation of New York as well as the Tom Of Finland Foundation of LA.  Both these organizations have helped artists of the male figure to exhibit and share their work, experiences and build community.  Other important collections can be found across the country; Provincetown’s Lyman-Eyer Gallery, Apex Gallery of Asbury Park NJ, DKC Fine Art of Palm Springs, and the new PHD Gallery Of St. Louis. Adonis Gallery of London, Manstouch Gallery of Paris are the European Counterparts also spreading the work of the Male Figure internationally.

     An artist of note, rising through the ranks is Mr. E. Gibbons of New Jersey who will be having his first solo exhibition in Manhattan for the months of May & June at Patrick’s Fine Art, 21 E. 62nd St. Gibbons has been painting the male figure since the late 1980’s, his Box Series, now in its third year in 2007 is comprised of 120 paintings. The series has undergone subtle changes and continues to mature. Often mistaken for photographs, Gibbons’ paintings of the figure are rooted in line, his passion and focus while studying in Osaka, Japan from 1987 to 1988. His lines are layered and layered to create a kind of topographical map for the human body, then blended to create rendered flesh forms. 

    Gibbons does paint female figures but 85 percent of his work is of the classical male nude. It was not always this way; in the 90s he painted equal numbers of men and women selling sketches on Ebay. Sales though of his male figures were four times stronger than those of female figures, and were bringing four times the price. Gibbons’ work was filling a great void in the market—high quality, classical male figures. Wonderful classical female forms fill galleries and the Internet, but finding the same in the male form is challenging. This began his conscious focus on male, and especially multicultural male figures, to bring balance in some way to what is lacking in the world market.


     In 2004, a vacation to Paris brought even greater focus to Gibbons’ work and style. Wandering the Louvre, day after day, he was transfixed by the masterworks of the Neoclassical period, particularly the work of David and Ingres. Sculpture too, placed in niches throughout the museum—contrasting architecture and the human form—generated a concept Gibbons incorporated into his work. Pull all that together and add a pinch of trompe-l'oeil and you have the point of germination for his work. Gibbons’ goal is to join the formalism and morality messages of the Neoclassical period with contemporary allegories, understandable to today’s viewers, yet still maintaining a timelessness. 

     Although his near life-size paintings are often sold one at a time, they are intended to be displayed in groups of 2 to 100. They are purposefully all lit from the left so that no matter the space or arrangement they are always cohesive. Like the Aids Quilt, a single painting can be touching and meaningful, but when seen with its counterparts, it takes on additional significance. Adjoining paintings influence the meaning of each work, like people in neighboring apartments. A figure listening to a wall could be paired with a figure playing music but would have a different context if paired with a figure weeping; these pairings nudge meanings in a way few other artists attempt. This is a large part of what makes Gibbons’ work different and significant—his message is one of community, relationships, and associations. Though his figures are in a box, what is outside the box is often just as important.

     Biblical, mythological, and societal themes give the work roots to which viewers can relate. Multicultural figures reflect the artist’s world travels and his intent to speak to a larger audience. Viewers bring their own packages of prejudice and background to their experience of the work. 


     Gibbons pet peeve is that viewers often dismiss his work as Photoshop blowups. It pains Gibbons that some people think all facile figurative painters must be dead; “Models pose in a real box that measures 3 x 3 feet. It is the only way to get the shadows and musculature correct.” Gibbons says. 


     Gibbons’ gallery representation continues to grow nationally and internationally—Paris, Provincetown, Palm Springs, Fort Lauderdale, New Hope, Pittsburgh, Manhattan, Asbury Park, Princeton, Wilmington DE and Philadelphia. New works are at www.lymaneyerart.com or contact the gallery directly at 508-487-3937 or e-mail lymaneyer@aol.com .
