Process described physically

I primed the surface of two 2’x3’canvases (15oz cotton duck) with thixotropic alkyd primer. I did this 7 or 8 times – sanding in between to get a very smooth surface that didn’t show the weave of the canvas.

I sourced the lyrics of Cher song ‘Believe’ from the internet and slightly edited it.  Then I selected a font and typeset into the same format ratio as the canvas. 

I took a disc with the text to a sign printers and got it printed out on one sheet the size of the canvas in blue vinyl sticky back letters. By sticking a clear sheet over the top of the letters I could keep them spaced as they were printed and pull off the backing sheet.  I then stuck them on to the canvas surface and rubbed the letters so that they adhered to the canvas surface. Then I very gently pulled off the clear plastic sheet – leaving the letters on the surface.

I took a large amount of white oil paint and mixed it with a cobalt dryer. With a palette knife I  ‘buttered’ the surface of the canvas with the paint.  I then took a wide, soft brush and gently brushed the surface of the paint, so that the horizontal, even brush marks covered the surface. Then I took off the vinyl letters using a scalpel, before the oil paint had dried, to avoid the paint cracking.  I then let the paint dry for several days.  I washed with oil paint dissolved in turpentine, staining it various colours (different reds, violets and browns).  I then put it away for two years.  Then I washed it again with a thin paint/turpentine mix, brushing it on with a wide soft brush and then wiping it over with a soft cloth.  I changed the colour several times, sometimes working over and sometimes wiping off the layer of colour.  This took several weeks

I washed the other canvas with thinned yellow oil paint and put it next to the finished text canvas to decide upon the colour relationship. I made the yellow paler by rubbing some of it off with a soft turps soaked cloth, making sure it was evenly applied onto and into the surface. I took a series of digital photographs of my daughter over several weeks. I chose one and edited it in photoshop to bleach out the colour and have with less contrast. I took a slide of a printout and then projected it onto the canvas and drew round the outline.  I then painted the image using 3 different versions of the photoshoped image for reference.  This took a several hours to complete.

Process described conceptually

I aim to explore the relationship between reading and looking with my paintings 

I have used text in my painting as a way of introducing a range of authorial voices that speak of experience and emotion.  In early works I used friends' dream and diary texts. More recently I have included lyrics from pop songs. The lyrics often speak of heightened emotion and there is a sense of immediacy and urgency.  This sense of  ‘nowness’ can be seen as contradicting painting, often thought of as more reflective or meditative; something that is made and experienced over time. I chose the lyrics from the Cher song Believe because I was interested in the performative quality of the lyric – the sense that if she says she will be OK by herself then she will be, by singing she is performing her ability to be alone.  I am interested in the way the 'bad' poetry of the lyrics are simultaneously meaningful, to those for whom they may

have personal significance, and meaningless, being repeated endlessly over the airwaves.  This is also a dance track and so conjurs memories of evenings out that may seem incongruous in a gallery during the day.  I like that sense of misplacement.
I am interested in communication, for example how much a conversation or an artwork can really convey an exchange between two people. With this work I want to explore how far viewers 'read' themselves into an art work, both physically and imaginatively.  By using the words of others, in this instance lyrics, which are often written precisely to allow empathy with the author's experience, I am trying to see how a spectator may form sympathy with an artwork’s sentiment. By superimposing the act of reading on the act of looking, the viewer may have to deal with different responses to the same work, the difference between how it feels and what it says.

I wanted there to be a correlation between how someone might read the text and how you might hear the words in the normal course of events.  In earlier works I realised that the viewer’s engagement was partial and non sequential.  One of the reasons for choosing lyrics was that they are often experienced piecemeal, remembered in snatches and this mimicked the way they were physically encountered in a gallery situation.  It is physically quite awkward to stand and read and people often give up and walk away.

In earlier paintings the texts were inscribed into the thick impastoed surface.  In these works I used stencils to erase the notion of handwriting, in an attempt to neutralise, to some degree, their highly emotional content. However I still hope to maintain the sense of the surface being hand-painted, tracing the movements of the brush.  The text remains can be read with an effort, floating between 'memory' and 'legibility'.  

This work was the first to juxtapose the text with an image of a face.  In previous large-scale works I had been placed the text canvases with others washed with colour that depicted rooms, drawn in outline. The rooms were drawn on a scale that encouraged the notion of walking into the works, testing the body against them.  The fields of colour that in earlier works offered escapist possibilities became 'real' places, although the marks of the painted surface still contradict this spatial depiction.  In some works the gallery that the paintings are shown in is reflected in the work (Solipsist, Angel Row, 2000). The rooms are free from habitation.  As the lyrics evoke an absent melody so the viewer is implicated but fails to materialise. In more recent work the smaller scale has dictated a different, less literal, relationship to image and I have drawn a silhouette from life of a man and a woman in the ‘image’ canvas.  This was still essentially a colour field where the canvas represented a mirror that fails to reflect the viewer. This quite literally

 allies itself with the notion of ‘reading’ oneself ‘in’ to the work.  These latest works take this human presence one stage further by placing an image of a face next to the text.

For a long time I have been photographing artists in their studios and will be publishing a series of these in my book, Contemporary Women Artists; In their own words.  I am interested in the photograph as document and the iconography of the artist.  More recently I took a series of 5 photographs of four-year-old boys and exhibited them as small prints.  I am interested in how, when looking at this series the viewer ‘sees’ the youth, even the man, in the small child.  The images simultaneously present the blank slate of the child’s unknown potential but also a sense of lives that are in many ways mapped out, according social class and an already determined psychological profile.  The decision to use images of children in this series stemmed from this interest in physiognomy and notions of emotional projection I have

referred to.  I wanted to paint the features in a way that acknowledges its photographic source yet also referenced historical portraiture.  I used fairly broad-brush marks and I had been thinking about an ‘unfinished’ portrait by Reynolds on a trip to the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge.  I wanted to have the sense of lightness and transparency I found in that image, as it seemed to mirror the delicacy of the viewer’s psychological projection.

I explored these ideas further in a chapter I wrote for the book  Unframed; The practices and politics of women’s contemporary  painting (I B Tauris, 2006) entitled 'Seeing and Feeling'. In this essay I examined how the viewer becomes the site of activity, where dilemmas, ways of seeing & understanding, are played out. I look at what I have termed the 'choreography of the viewer', that is the journey or movement of the viewer’s body around the artwork as they look at it, their physical and perceptual relationship with the work.  The viewer examines the artwork over time and in space as their 

investigations draw them to, fro and around the works. I hope that painting can look to its audience as other media does. 

In this work it is difficult to look at both the whole image and read the words.  Drawing in to read the text means a loss of focus on the image and an intimate examination of the brush marks. By placing these canvases next to each other the separateness of reading and looking is maintained yet forced into a relationship that will be different for different viewers.  Text and image are held in a balance that is unlikely to be resolved.  For me this is the difficulty of empathy; to truly empathise we must use our own experience yet if we dwell on that experience we are unlikely to fully engage with others’.  Our experience is similarly both a bridge to understanding others but also what divides and separates us.

PROCESS DESCRIBED EMOTIONALLY

I don’t really want to document my process or describe I how I made this painting.  I am at a very early stage with this work and it just feels too raw somehow.  It is taking time away from making work. I want my work to be mysterious to me.  I don’t know where I am going with this work.  This is very private and I would rather that you didn’t read it.

Preparing the canvas was labour intensive.  I wanted a smooth surface so that the paint would skate over it and the stencilled letters would stick on properly.  Sanding between each coat of paint with a fine sand paper brought me close to the surface.  Running my fingers over the surface looking for imperfections and bumps I felt like I knew it intimately.

I chose the Cher lyric because there is a sense of bravura on behalf of the singer that I think is hilarious.  It struck a chord with some of my own dark times yet it is a dance track and I liked the way the quivering bravado juxtaposed the upbeat sound.  It’s embarrassing to admit but I liked to dance to this track. I also liked that it was by this woman who is a public face of women ‘surviving’ abuse and the web of narrative, fictions and realities that emanate from her public life. Do celebrities feel? In many ways they are positioned as figures with whom we empathise, the media pushes this sense of false intimacy. Do they exist as private people or as public property?  Do such distinctions make any sense?

Where do you put emotion? When is it inappropriate?  When are feelings real?   I am interested in emotional incontinence.

When I was putting down the stencilled letters it was quite physically difficult and I felt delight in the precise use of the scalpel.  The material finish, the fine aesthetic I wanted was always just out of reach.  Sometimes I accidentally made a tiny chip into the smooth surface of the paint with the tip of the blade.  I was always trying to do better, to increase my physical skill in the making.  I like his impossible task.  Keep going Tantalus – is this masochistic?  It is undoubtedly part of the pleasure of making.

I brushed the white paint leaving slight uniform ridges in the paint made by the bristles.  I felt like I was making a monochrome and white is the colour of possibilities.  Every now and then a fly would perform a kamikaze mission attracted by the white glare and its wings would leave a little squiggling indentation in the paint. I would have to pick off its crumpled body and dismembered wings and brush gently and methodically back over the surface. 

When I poured on the paint colour and rubbed it in I chose a soft cloth and wiping it felt like washing a child’s skin but also and washing the floor. There was a sense of domestic labour that felt pleasurable. Pouring, polishing, pouring, polishing, evenly - this is a very methodical process whilst listening to Radio 4.  The words and stories seep into the surface of the work.  My eyes scam the surface – I know every indentation and mark. Getting the colour right, it needed to be luminous, with the white of the paint showing through.  The colour isn’t right – it’s a trade off between colour, surface and legibility.  I can’t seem to find the right resolution and when I packed it up to move studios I had no idea it would be another two years before I got it out again.  When I returned to it all that time later I continued to pour and rub and it began to gleam but softly like maroon velvet.  It became very dark. The letters became harder to decipher but I liked the quality of the surface and how they contrasted with the urgency and desperation of the sentiment.

When I chose this lyric I had no idea that now, much later I would be juxtaposing it with an image of my daughter.  Now I laugh at this supposed vision of female emancipation.

I want to paint my daughter as a stand in for me.  I want to paint my daughter because she is beautiful.  I want to paint my daughter because sometimes I prefer to look at her than be with her. I have painted my son too.

In the time spent looking at and painting my daughter I think back over my past.  I can speculate on what is in front of us.  She has an expressive face and I bribed her into sitting still.  After about 50 digital shots I found one that I liked.  It stood out as not looking like a family snap – it seemed more composed. It reminded me of a Renaissance portrait and she thought she looked sad in it.  She asked me why she was sad.  I played around in photoshop using different filters to make it look like a painting, just to see what it would look like.  I like to 

work on my computer now – I am on it everyday and would be lost if I didn’t have to be.  Most of my work is writing so I have to find a bridge between working on the computer and painting and so it now it has become part of the process. I have always loved photographing people and when you have children the photo album takes on a huge significance.  You feel like you are building your child’s memories, editing their lives. I like looking at all photographs of people, whether holiday snap shots or professional. One of my favourite artists is Gary Winograd.

In the painting she looks much older than her four years.  As I painted it I felt like a soothsayer, seeing into her future and, in my imagination, our relationship in years to come.  I see the painting as a token of my love for her. 

I have wanted to paint from looking at something for a while.   I haven’t done this since I left college and began the trajectory of work that had brought me here. It was an early pleasure in art.  During my early years at art school I painted many portraits with the subjects sitting in front of me.  My heroes were Dora Carrington, Titian and Rembrandt. There is something about reproducing what one sees that feels like alchemy.  It is a basic pleasure rediscovering this skill.  I wanted to paint loosely with big brushes, so you can see the marks dissolve close up and resolve themselves to image further away. There are lots of things wrong with the actual painting (and drawing) in the work but there are some things that are right so I won’t repaint it.  I will have to do it again sometime.  I like the way you can see what size brush I am working with, because I want it to be about paint.   I also like the image’s transparency to the ground beneath – you are aware it is just a veneer, this image lying on the surface.  This relates to the ‘dyed’  ‘colour field’ surface of the earlier works.

I put the two canvases next to each other and I still don’t really know what they are saying to each other.  I want to find that out.  
