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Writing Painting

PAINTINGS EXCHANGED
Archetype Painting: niche, series one, 1-8

PROPOSITION
Eight paintings were exchanged with eight writers for words. Each writer agreed 
to install the work in their domestic space or workplace and write a text with 
title in response.



GEORGE VASEY 
As Light as a Painting

SPIKE BUCKLOW
Shifting Sands

VERONICA DELLA DORA
The Veil of Heaven

MARIA FUSCO
____’s office

LAVINIA GREENLAW
Slow the Quick Jump

DAVID RYAN
Archetype Painting, niche, series one, 6, 2017

MICHAEL SQUIRE
Looking Out and In

HARRIET TARLO
indeterminate areas
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I wonder what the entirety of my house and its possessions would weigh 
if I were to put them all on a giant set of scales. Would it be heavier than 
my neighbours? Maybe all those hefty artist monographs would tip the 
scales in my favour. I’ve moved so often during my life that I feel like I can 
understand the physical weight of my possessions. At the age of 36 I have 
lived in approximately 30 different places. My dad was in the Air Force 
and my adult life has continued this nomadism for work reasons. I studied 
painting originally and for a few years after graduating I continued to make 
work alongside writing and curating. One of the reasons I stopped making 
art was because I felt that every painting I made was making my world 
smaller and heavier. Lugging materials from flat to flat, paintings stacked up 
against the wall, oil paint on my jeans, the smell of turpentine permeating 
my hair. I don’t miss it. 

I like words because they don’t cost anything and don’t take up space. I like 
spending time with other people’s spaces — they can make the mess on my 
behalf. I’m looking at one of E. Jackson’s paintings. It stands propped up 
on my bookshelf next to my bed, nestled alongside some books by William 
Golding and Graham Greene. The painting itself is a modestly scaled thing, 
a little smaller than a paperback. It’s monochromatic with a gradient of light 
blue paint that dissolves into an iridescencet gold at the bottom. If I was the 
sentimental type, I’d read the painting as a beach. It’s snowing outside and 
the painting reminds of me of summer, radiating a warmth that is missing 
in these sub-zero temperatures. It’s been painted in watercolour or perhaps 
gouache and framed by a thin piece of wood painted white. If historically the 
frame separated the painted surface from the lived real space around it, then 
this frame does something quite different. It contains the expanse of colour 
yet also, by virtue of its depth, casts shadows over the surface, encroaching on 
it — painting is put into conversation with the world around it. 

When I look at Jackson’s painting my attention is rebounded into the room. 
The West German pottery just above it, bought as a Christmas present by 
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GEORGE VASEY

As Light as a Painting

my brother. It’s matte cream surface stands out against the pale grey wall. 
To the left of the painting is a broken piece of Murano glass from an old 
chandelier. Like an amphibious underwater creature, it feels curiously out 
of place. The early morning light is fading and it's a blizzard outside. I start 
to notice the surfaces in the room. A burnished oak jewellery box. A couple 
of books that have never left their cellophane wrapper. Something that you 
live with is an easy thing to overlook. Familiarity numbs the senses. Jackson’s 
painting with their economical sensitivity feel like a held breath among the 
general chatter. She makes paintings that feel like gaps, full stops and pauses 
— they’re as light as a feather that bring our attention to the heaviness that 
surrounds them.
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The painting has sat, unassuming, on a crowded bookshelf in my office. It 
is like a very welcome box of quietness. The gradation of blue immediately 
brought to mind the sky but, over time, its associations have shifted. As I 
move around my office, although half hidden by the dusty application of 
blue, the underlying gold shimmers and draws attention to itself. What first 
evoked sky now evokes the reflected image of sky on the surface of calm 
shallow water over shifting sands. 

The colours – blue and gold – resonate with paintings on which I have 
worked, including the Wilton Diptych, and are complementary in much more 
than the strictly perceptual meaning of the word. The painting’s play of gold 
and blue, fire and water, active and passive, conjure up for me the archetypal 
complementary pair – heaven and earth. In a busy work environment, the 
painting is a reminder that all things have two sides, that inhalation requires 
exhalation and systole, diastole.

None of this may been intended by Jackson but, in calling the piece Archetype 
Painting, she does not close down the possibility. A response of universality 
that transcends individuality, is, after all, the role of an archetype.

SPIKE BUCKLOW

Shifting Sands
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There is a strict geometrical perfection in the act of enframing. There is 
an ineffable warm glow shining through the veil of heaven. And yet, it is 
the white geometrical frame that allows me to see the veil and compels me 
to look through it in silence. The niche is a tiny yet generous window on 
infinity. It is a little magic box in which a mystery is trapped. It keeps me at 
a distance from the sky and at the same time it invites me to caress its fine 
golden texture.

The veil of the sky marks the upper boundary between the atmosphere and 
the depths of the universe; between light and darkness; between life and 
death. Ancient cosmologists thus legitimately deemed the sky to be that 
place of transition between the two. For Kosmas Indicopleustes, who in the 
sixth century envisaged the universe in the shape of the tabernacle of the 
Temple of Jerusalem, the blue veil acted as a boundary between the realms of 
transiency and eternity. The former was inhabited by humans, the latter by 
God. The celestial veil held a sacred quality in the literal sense of the word—
sacrare, ‘to set apart’. 

But the sky is no surface. It is no mere backdrop, nor is it flat dead colour. 
It is a precious fabric spun of blue and gold, of light and thin air; it is a 
mysterious element in which I immerse my eyes and bath them in its glow. It 
is an abyss in which I lose myself.

The sky is an element as much as a state of mind. Wordsworth, Dickens and 
Ruskin did not simply look at the sky; they looked through it. They found 
variety and fullness in its golden sunrises, in its dim shades, in its trembling 
light, in its uneven transparency, in its faint vapoury veils.

VERONICA DELLA DORA

The Veil of Heaven
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____’s university office is very small, very stuffy and very quiet.

She is eyeing a fat spider, golden, almost transparent, feeling its way around 
a web spun between ledge and handle of the office window. The spider leads 
with its front two longest legs, inverting the legs into its body, becoming 
smaller, cuddling into a tight black ball. The spider suddenly launches, 
swinging downwards, testing the web’s tension, articulating its body right to 
left, dropping down, right to left, front legs now winding in a circular motion.

____ considers removing the paltry amount of visual materials she has 
pinned above her desk. It all seems too personal, or rather, too intentional. 
She observes her students eyeing the walls for clues. Just because ____ likes 
something doesn’t actually mean anything.

A man’s hairy fist clutching an oak shillelagh; she carefully ripped the page 
out of a glossy Sunday supplement on the tourist joys of Tipperary. A square, 
neon-pink Post-it note inscribed in black felt-tip capital letters WORK 
POWER; ____’d seen the two words graffitied on the back of a bus seat when 
she was eleven and they stuck with her; she still doesn’t know what they 
mean but feels the words show willing, somehow. Top left-hand corner: three 
hand-addressed envelopes to her, the writing differs greatly on each mainly 
characterised by the scale of the script, ____ still can’t decide which one she 
likes best. A splintering metre stick, found in one of the university corridors, 
she carefully balanced it on two nails which were already hammered in a 
diagonal into her office wall. The only time ____ ever got hit at school was 
when the whole class was being punished for something that one of them had 
done, and no-one would tell. ____’s palms had sung out red from the pain of 
being whacked with just such a measure. A dried leaf that had blown in through 
the window is tucked behind the metre stick where it meets the bottom nail. 
As the leaf continues to crisp up more and more in the room’s dry heat, it slips 
from behind the metre stick and scutters down to ____’s desk. Each time this 
happens ____ retrieves the leaf and tucks it back into place, tighter.

MARIA FUSCO

____’s office
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This sunny morning ____’s office feels different. Something has been 
disturbed.

The spider bounces finally on its web and settles. ____ selects E.H. Gombrich’s 
The Story of Art from her bookshelf and slowly crushes the spider with the 
heavy hardback book into the windowpane. ____ doesn’t wipe the juicy body 
off the hardback; simply slides it back between other books on the shelf.
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The words I do not want to
find relate to atmosphere
and how I might maintain
the pressure of surface on form
so that (there are no words for) 
nothing can be told of which is which. 
By not describing
what draws the eye (the idea)
I might defer memory/might arrest 
those aspects of vision
(external or inner) that insist
on meeting at the point from where 
I’m trying to look not at but within 
what I cannot tell.

LAVINIA GREENLAW

Slow the Quick Jump
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To begin generally, E. Jackson’s project, which offers the space to interrogate 
the interstices between practice and its written reflection, would appear 
very timely. Why? To reinvestigate the problematization of this relationship 
between making a painting and its ‘re-making’ in language is valuable, an issue 
which has periodically returned for practitioners in both fields. We could also 
recall how the visual arts and painting in particular presented a resonant area 
of active research for those thinkers historically moving away from a quasi-
determinative structuralism to a more provisional and questioning process of 
reflective criticism (think here, Roland Barthes, The Responsibility of Forms, 
Louis Marin’s L’Opacite de la peinture or even more apt in this context, Julia 
Kristeva’s Giotto’s Joy). Perhaps, within mainstream art writing, these positions 
are now seen as excessively theoretical, and as likely to be cynically lampooned 
as ‘harvested’ for the academic paper or PhD submission.  

From the late 60s through to the early 80s, however, there was a serious 
attempt to explore the analogies to be excavated from both painting and 
language as autonomous yet deeply embedded reciprocal modes of formation. 
I resist the notion of representation as a given here, but these formations can 
certainly enter into systems of representation with their traditionally defined 
connections with power and dissemination. For Barthes, it was the “question 
of eliminating the distance (the censorship) institutionally separating picture 
and text. Something is being born, something which will invalidate ‘literature’ 
as much as ‘painting’ […]” In this sense what was being argued for was the 
issue of how a particular painting might be ‘written’, paying attention to the 
‘realistic’ bonds that might connect this writing to the work in question; 
not, therefore, a condition of erudite specialism, connoisseurship or ‘poetic 
licence’ but an attuned ‘working through’ of the various perceptions and 
suggestions, a tracery that reconnects the physical material facts of the 
painting. Kristeva at the very start of her famous early essay makes this clear, 
“How can we find our way through what separates words from what is both 
without a name and more than a name: a painting. What is it we are trying to 
go through? The space of the very act of naming? […] A particular ‘sign’ has 

DAVID RYAN

Archetype Painting, niche, series one, 6, 2017
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already come into being. It has organized ‘something’ into a painting with 
no hopelessly separate referent; or rather the painting is its own reality. There 
is also an ‘I’ speaking, and any number of ‘I’s’ speaking differently before 
the ‘same’ painting. We must then find our way through what separates the 
place where ‘I’ speak, reason, and understand from the one where something 
functions in addition to my speech: something that is more-than-speech, 
a meaning to which space and colour have been added.” For Kristeva, this 
is “retracing the speaking thread and put back into words that from which 
words have withdrawn.” 

In approaching E. Jackson’s Archetype Painting, niche, series one, 6, 2017, I 
felt this sense of the opacity of painting’s materiality with its own structural 
conventions and formations together with the challenge of reactivating a 
linguistic response. We might broadly describe the work as consisting of a 
continuous surface, albeit affected by its colour gradation, making a specific 
light or a particular space; creating its own resonance with connotations of 
a landscape. Then there is the format, one traditionally connected not with 
landscape but the tradition of portrait representation. Avoiding the echo of 
the horizontality of the horizon line, it is a vertical space. Bounded, in one 
sense, the surface is continuous right up the edges of the surrounding white 
frame, which might suggest the opposite, boundlessness. The colour is both 
on, and part of, this surface (embedded almost, but not quite): a speckled, 
glistening, marbled quality. Such a surface is reminiscent of natural surfaces – 
of how we might speak of the surface of the sky on clear nights, for example.  
But why the scale? Why so small and this particular format? Here, the piece 
seems to hold certain contradictions – between the traditional immersive 
scope of all-over painting, and the exterior intimacy of an icon or miniature.  
And the framing, which might seem slightly claustrophobic at first also 
points to this sense of ‘niche’ in its title (and here I devolve, temporarily, to its 
inscribed ‘name’) – a narrow (window) opening onto another space, in this 
instance, a suggestive infinite space. As light falls on the painting it reveals 
its own interior light: an expressive patina – an interweaving of gold with 
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a very light ultramarine, a mottled dialogue with this almost microscopic 
inscription of form that enables the broader gradation from a darker top to 
lighter bottom. A schema of (roughly) three tonal bands might be gleaned as 
one looks harder at this gradation. 

Form is inscribed with memory, and the memories that, in turn, allow it to 
function; that is, the assimilation of certain conventions and their ‘forgetting’. 
This can be experienced in how this particular painting functions, with its 
idea of a niche – the connotations of looking out into a vast space. This 
would be inconceivable perhaps without several centuries of the practical 
investigation and application of Alberti’s window space, developing an almost 
unconscious approach as to how the contemporary painter might organise 
space. But, as mentioned above, there are other histories and inflections here: 
this surface can also be read as opaque – an all-over surface that is physically 
concrete, that receives marks as in Mark Tobey’s or Agnes Martin’s paintings, 
where the surface in itself becomes polyvocal. Holding these two possibilities 
appears to be a crucial part of the painting’s conception. Then there is the 
lightness (both in terms of its ‘lightness of touch’ and perceived light and 
also a physical lightness). Knowing a painting, to live with it – gives a very 
different relationship as to how one sees and looks at its various parameters. 
Living with a painting is to know it as an object as well as an image – I know 
the weight of this painting, its literal lightness, I know the title inscribed 
on the back, the construction of the frame, its hanging mechanism. This 
almost haptic sense of the painting together with its duration in time is 
part and parcel of getting to know it. Such concerns disappear, of course, 
in a museum or online context, which makes the intimacy of being with a 
painting/object all the more intense. It is this intimacy, and its experience 
in and over time that allows one to be ‘with’ the painting, to sense its subtle 
changes with light conditions, and yet also its essential obdurance in the face 
of incessant change.  
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My bookcase has a new window. Propped up against Der Neue Overbeck, on 
the third shelf, an aperture has opened up, its bright white surrounds framed 
by maroon spines. Whenever my thoughts wander, I peer across: turning 
from my desk, I look out and in.

The installation seemed straightforward, and yet doubt soon crept in. From 
the pencilled letters on the back (archetype painting | niche | series one, 
7 | e. jackson 2017), I had assumed a portrait fitting. But what if this world 
were upside down, or mounted at a 90-degree angle? As a portrait, the frame 
mirrors in miniature the outer shape of its surrounding bookcase. Turned into 
landscape, it echoes the cardboard casing of the five tomes behind. For all its 
careful packaging – wrapped in tight-fitting paper, covered with a makeshift 
blind – the acquisition lacked instructions.

With its speckled haze of blue and gold, the view from the window offers 
little help. This way round I once caught sight of the setting sun. The other, 
the first light of dawn. To rest the frame on its longer sides brought the 
prospect of a sun-soaked ocean, a sky twinkling with a billion stars. The 
vistas change with each kaleidoscopic turn. But they also echo the rhythms 
of my day. At night, with the lights turned on, shadows seep into view; blue 
merges into navy, encased against a black horizon. During the day, especially 
late morning, streaming sun spotlights specks of gold. Through the same 
opening I see sometimes darkness, sometimes light. Increasingly, I find myself 
pondering the view from the other side, wishing to look in from without.

The irony of my installation struck me only later. Der Neue Overbeck binds 
together literary sources – texts and inscriptions – about ancient Greek art. 
Here, leaning against it, was a present object, waiting to be transformed into 
language. As I peer into this ‘archetype’, I think about what is lost – and what, 
if anything, might be gained. 

MICHAEL SQUIRE

Looking Out and In
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HARRIET TARLO

indeterminate areas
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portrait a page a 
portrait page a single 
quarter pane in white 
wood frame of 
morning haze on 
invisible sea of pink 
silver sheen shell 
glaze within four 
sides proportional

adjacent to atlantic 
 turn invert
 which way 

up
turn intro-
vert to see
heavy sky, light sea

sea to sky, sky to sea
bit of old board washed up
with light, washed down 
with tide

in gradations, no two realms exist
nor three, no numbers rest 
on mantelpiece aside
Victorian window 
facing sea

even rain
falls blots
down the
oblong into
absent dark
ened grey

no land

rhombus of sand across the bay slides
out of rectangle, turns itself

isosceles, fills up with
shattered particles

of stone

          of paint as mist          not seeing so far
gives more infinity         pools silvered
          edges, gilded lines of barnacles

tiny rocks become island horizons 

in gradations no difference between gold 
and silver forget that they are metal 

their beaten out differentiated 
market values 

Sea and Sky



In early icon paintings, gold leaf marks out the celestial as divine. In Japanese 
painting of the Edo Period, gold leaf is used to depict cloud, mist, sky or 
indeterminate areas. In Renaissance Europe, painted depictions of the sky as 
realm of transitory events (weather, clouds and moon), reflected the dominant 
intellectual ideas of the time. In landscape painting the sky is shorthand for 
mood and atmosphere; and like the superimposed skies of early photography, 
the sky is as much a symbolic imaginary as physical vault – an archetypal hue. 
Malevich proclaimed “...the blue colour of the sky has been defeated by the 
Suprematist system, has been broken through, and entered white, as the true 
real conception of infinity.”

From gold to blue to white the painted sky retains a narrative of indeterminacy, 
divinity and transience. A narrative that I’d like to suggest, has continued and 
continual relevance. I would identify this precedent in painting as a kind of 
demarcation of rarefied space; a material acknowledgement of a borderline 
and distinction between two realms – earth and sky. Might this distinction 
be dissolved by an atmospheric horizon? If we follow da Vinci’s rule – the 
progressive admixture of blue to give a sense of spatial recession in landscape 
painting – the earth is potentially overwritten by the sky. It is in the oscillation 
between these colours that I want to instigate a dialogue – a correspondence 
of transition between gold, blue and white.

NOTES    E. JACKSON

Archetype Paintings – the celestial sphere and the infinite
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This book explores issues of articulation, distribution and writing in painting. 
My aim is to question the reception and circulation of work through personal 
dialogue and professional exchange. I’m interested in what the presence of a 
painting is; and, how it could exist in a dialogue around it. What does it mean to 
live with a painting? How does the influence of duration and setting frame a daily 
encounter? Through a process of exchange: do words become a contingent 
echo, optional transcript, historical counterpoint, reactive parallel, or perhaps, 
a painting’s most itinerant form?


