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A R C H A E O L O G Y

Scratching around in the cupboard, trying to locate the piece of missing 
stuff to make the object that you have in your hand whole and useful 
again is a commonplace and shared experience. The drift between 
what you remember of the use of the object seems at times somewhat 
divorced from the thing you have in your hand, but all the time, and all 
the while, the memory of this object is the glue that makes this thing 
still have a validity for this kind of concentration. In doing this dance, 
to reconcile the object, often it is the case that other misplaced things, 
other parts of objects, are uncovered along the way. These momentary 
distractions form different fleeting remembrances of other moments, 
and then in turn other narratives, all connected somewhat to the initial 
moment of trying to find the first piece to make the thing in your hand 
complete again. This kind of narrative could go on and on, exploring 
the relationships between things, how they add to the overall idea of 
a sense of place, a sense of time, and an idea of the coagulation of 
material that gives meaning to moment.
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This kind of engagement could be described as a kind of archaeology, 
a bricolage of things that in turn give meaning to the moments of the 
past, and foreground some new way of engaging with the present. This 
engagement described, while alluding to a shared experience, is in 
fact extremely personalised, and singular. It is through this singularity, 
however, that comes a totality of moment. The four artist’s, Caitlin Rose 
Donnelly, Sue Pearce, Ana Teofilo and Michael Greaves, all exhibit an 
engagement with the processes of archaeology in their works, either 
in a direct relationship to the notion of the word, the physical act of 
scraping and carving away sedimentary materials, or in a collecting 
together of stolen moments, things found in the metaphorical cupboard, 
waiting to be connected, re-evaluated, repurposed in a new narrative of 
moment and place. 

Caitlin Rose Donnelly’s intuitive process, collaborative learnings with 
family, coupled with her delicate attention to drawn detail present 
a collected body of work titled Trace that opens up the potential of 
memory and action to levitate the viewer this way and that. Sue Pearce’s 
enticingly dark drawn manifestations of night photography of the 
Campbell Island megaherbs focus our attention of the constituent parts 
of a whole, allowing the play of surface, light, illumination and mark 
and flow over us, prompting a visceral response to a tightly observed 
and methodological collection process. Ana Teofilo maps a family, 
dance and music. Through the surface marks of a traditional method 
of carving and in contrast the application of the glue spot, her works 
perform on the surface, like light in motion, tracing the movement of 
her family from Samoa to New Zealand, the rites of the dance and the 
colour and form of her collected histories. Michael Greaves identifies 
the resonance between the whole and the sum of the parts of the whole 

in his paintings titled Excessive Memory. Drawing from Gertrude 
Stein’s poem Tender Buttons, Greaves paintings make a ambiguous 
kind of sense, identifying the ‘nearby’ moments in visual recognition 
and using these to their own ends in the painting process to layer, erase 
and reveal a narrative of a possible historic moment. 

All of these exhibitors approach an idea of archaeology, or an 
archaeological process, in a different way. Using methods, using 
resonances with other things and stories, or histories in the development 
of their work. Archaeology here does not need to be defined to placing 
facts intro a chronology to identify a history, here its process is used 
to identify and celebrate an addition to the ways in which we view the 
material world.

The AS Gallery is the collaboration between the Dunedin School of Art 
and Webb Farry Law, built out of a set of conversations around how the 
public space of a gallery and the semi-private space of a commercial 
office environment alter, and add to the viewing and experiencing 
of art. These conversations lead to the establishment of this project. 
From humble aspirations, the project is now into its fourth cycle of 
exhibitions. Each student has the space for approximately three months 
and the proposal of use was that a student part-way through their post 
graduate study take their work from the studio and test it in a space that 
is charged, other than that of the traditional gallery space. The artists 
reflected in this publication were chosen from a curatorial plan, having 
similarity of project, surface or other connecting  features, in this case 
the curious relationship of the archaeological processes evident in their 
works. 
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It has been a pleasure to work with the artists involved in this project, 
and the staff and partners at Webb Farry Law. This final part of the 
project, the documentation and communication of the works and ideas 
shown during each of the curatorial passes, is exciting and will prove, 
I am sure, to be a fitting companion to the exhibition season.

Michael Greaves 
MFA, BA, Btchng(Sec)
Curator of the AS Gallery
Lecturer in Painting at the Dunedin School of Art
Otago Polytechnic
New Zealand
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Ko wai ahau?
Caitlin Rose Donnelly

Kia ora. My name is Caitlin Rose Donnelly. This piece of writing is an 
intellectual diary related to and informing, questioning and explaining 
the artwork that was exhibited in the Alternative Space Gallery 
between the fourth of December 2015 and the second of March 2016. 
The exhibit and this article are called Ko wai ahau? or who am I? The 
show was at the very beginning of my master’s project therefore there 
were questions all around. The works were experimental as I delved 
deeper into my identity as a mother, as an artist and as an adoptee. 
For this article I am going to explore important themes to my practice, 
which are adoption from an adoptees perspective and the everyday as a 
women Kai Tahu artist, as well as discussing my studio methodology. I 
will also introduce the beginning of my master’s project called Mama. 
But first I am going to start by outlining my previous project called 
Trace.
My honour’s project called Trace was about the process of everyday 
working and looking at everyday objects as a method to analyse 
identity. Starting Trace I began by working with a ten metre long 
drawing called The roll.  This work debuted in the Ko wai ahau? 
exhibit. The process was ‘in the everyday’ rather than making work 
about the everyday. I wasn’t discussing the topic but rather living 
life through that work by drawing daily. I came to see identity in the 

small things and in the simple day to day routine, rather than just in 
ancestry and the past. Through analysing the supposedly unimportant 
objects from my everyday environment I considered an aspect of my 
identity. The final works in Trace were about drawing my immediate 
environment every day and creating a visual diary to explore my 
constructed identity. When I proposed the project I wanted to connect 
with the past. I wanted to find my place through ethnicity, culture and 
land. I had just made contact with my birth dad and his family and had 
discovered my iwi through my birth mum’s side is Kai Tahu. However 
I ended up focusing on the contemporary and documenting my every 
day through mixed media drawing because it was immediate and easily 
accessible. I was exploring my placement in the world with a record 
of the objects that I daily encountered in my various roles of mother, 
artist and farmwife. 

King Sheet, work in progress detail. (2015), Acrylic on cotton, Dunedin. 
Photograph by Pam McKinlay.
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The desire to explore my constructed identity comes from being 
adopted. Adoption family psychotherapist Nancy Verrier explains, 
“Adoptees have a Swiss-cheese identity-there are lot of holes in it.”1 
Children know a lot more than they can express. They do not have 
the words, knowledge or experience of how to express these feelings 
but this does not discredit them. Babies are not new they have had 
forty weeks of growing, bonding, intuition and sensation.2 Through 
intuition and sensation familiar repetitiveness is learned as comfort 
and protection. The first time my first baby opened his eyes and really 
saw me was when I read him a story that I had read to him every 
day while I was pregnant and I knew he knew it. Disrupting a baby’s 
limited world by taking away the one thing they do know, their mother, 
is traumatic; a trauma which the adoptee has no conscious memory of.3 
Most people cannot remember as far back as three or even five but what 
happens before you have a conscious memory is proven to be the most 
critical for your development. Despite having no memory, the adoptee 
still feels the effect from this trauma, as Verrier states, “Having no 
conscious memory does not diminish the impact of it.”4 Even for those 
adoptees, like me who have knowledge and contact with their birth 
families there is still a loss for their birth mother in the mother role, 
consciously or not.5 Resulting from the subconscious trauma of loss 
adoptees can be left with unresolved and unknown grief. They can also 
be left with missing knowledge of heritage and as I have experienced 
a floating airy sensation in replacement of belonging. In post-colonial 
theorist Edward Said’s essay Reflections on Exile and Other he has 
explained exile as an unhealable rift between a human being and a 
native place, between the self and its true home; and while life still 
carries on with happiness included there will never be something that 
can replace the estrangement.6 This is true of adoption whereby we see 

the rift as the primal wound. The experiences of being adopted have 
left me with a constructed identity as opposed to the less constructed 
and natural development of one within ones place in a genetically 
binding family, as well as has created my interest in identity and how 
one places themselves in the world.

Dunedin jeweller Victoria McIntosh explores feelings and effects of 
being an adoptee. She makes works from her collections. The stains 
from a previous life that are left on these objects in her collections 
carry the thought that maybe they belonged to her birth family and 
these objects, like her have an unknown past. In her work exhibited 
at The Early Settler’s Museum in 2010 marking the 25th anniversary 
of the adult adoption information act, My Invented History she had 
works which were just that, her imagined lineage. She used her own 
hair in some of these pieces to impart her DNA into the work alongside 
these collected and often domestic objects from Dunedin second-hand 
shops. Supporting this idea James Dignan of the Otago Daily times has 
written about the exhibition, “The discarded become artefacts hinting 
at their own unknown histories, reflecting and speaking to the lost pasts 
of adoptees.”7 Theorist Graeme Sullivan has referred to this idea also 
in his article The Artefact as a Site of Inquiry saying: 

“The most recent institutional incursion into the interrogation 
of artefacts is the use of artworks as ‘evidence’ in the creation 
of new knowledge within the rhetoric of research.”8 

Indeed, McIntosh used her artworks from My Invented History as a 
form of evidence pertaining to her lost past.  She persistently explores 
the uncertain process of self-making.9 Her works relate to placing 
oneself in the world, defining your identity despite the trauma loss, the 
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loss to heritage and spiritual ties. This concept also appears in my work 
and this is why McIntosh’s work has been influential to my practice. 
Dunedin artist Joanna Paul is another artist whose work has been 
influential to me.  In her work I can see elements of the domestic along 
with the celebration of the isolating routine of being a mother. Paul 
depicted her everyday subject matter in quick drawings done when she 
had time. 

She was a mother and an artist with an interest in using multi-
disciplinary and mixed-media to depict her environment. Director of 
the Whangarei Art Museum Scott Pothan has said whatever she was 
using she was drawing,10 therefore her work helps re-evaluate drawing. 

In the not so distance past, drawing was, as artist and editor of The 
drawing book, a survey of drawing: the primary means of expression 
Tania Kovats describes, “the much loved neglected poorer cousin of 
painting.”11 Paul’s work enforces that drawing can be anything. This 
notion that drawing is in all things is one that I am drawn to, and 
was especially during project Trace. Paul was also concerned with 
contemporary philosophy in particular the engagement between mind 
and body.12 This concept is also an area of interest to my practice, 
particularly through the daily drawing technique. In her work I can see 
elements of the ‘kept women’; the isolating routine of being a mother 
through the use of the windows in her film Thorndon. In an Art New 
Zealand article by Peter Ireland, he comments “She ignored the stigma, 
and simply got on with her work.”13 I admire this approach. The stigma 
referring to that of being a women and the notion that drawing and 
watercolours is woman’s work and therefore ‘lower than’.  As Paul has 
said:

“The idea that one sacrifices other values for art is alien to 
me, and I think to all women whose calling it is to do and 
be many things...I don’t wish to separate the significant 
and everyday actions but to bring them as close as possible 
together. It is natural for women to do this; their exercise 
and their training and their artistry is in daily living. 
Painting for me as a woman is an ordinary act - about the 
great meaning in ordinary things.” 14

This rings true for me because in all things I do they merge and lines 
are blurred between work and living.  I agree with writer Austin Kleon 
when he says, “Inertia is the death of creatively.”15 The limited time in 

Trace: Roll detail, (2014), Paper, pencil, water colour pencil, charcoal, contè, paint, food and 
dirt stains.



16 17

Paul’s and my practice leads to snapshots into our everyday. This works 
well because art is about what’s not there as much as what is.16 Her 
films have nostalgic qualities. They are a recording of her experiences. 
The shot of a trellis, an archway, the silhouette makes me look at the 
shape. It feels as though her Thorndon film shows how she walked 
down the street looking at these small simple things in appreciation. In 
my drawings I also combine subject matter and the process to create 
images that respond to my environment. The everyday as subject matter 
and as a method of drawing (daily drawing) became an important part 
of my practice during Trace. It’s having that consistent consideration 
as well as an achievable goal; it’s a simple task about the physicality of 
working but yet I can see the concept creep in. Fifteenth century Italian 
painter Cennino Cennini describes what a young artist’s life should be 
like. In his description he enforces that everyday commitment is vital 
for making art. 17 

My work is about balance. Each drawing in the Trace works shows a 
different mode, they are a form of note taking or a memoir. This results 
in serendipitous yet informed pieces. Fragmentation is a welcomed 
result as it reflects Verriers’ notion of the Swiss Cheese Identity 
adoptees have, which I referenced through the partial information and 
space in the work. I came to see identity in the small things. In my 
everyday environment there are things that may not seem important 
or they can seem universally common; but they aren’t, they are mine. 
I had asked a lot of a somewhat simple everyday task of recording 
through drawing; yet it effectively explored a contemporary identity 
in rural Southland as a mother and has supported a sense of belonging 
that was originally lost through the experience of adoption. Through 
analysing the supposedly unimportant (objects, marks, drawings and 

spills) from my everyday environment I can analyse an aspect of my 
identity. Reflecting my identity in the role of motherhood and rural 
living, the works in Trace and currently in Mama are a form of domestic 
footprint. My Masters of Fine Arts project is called Mama. Mama is a 
transliterated Māori word for mother; because it is transliterated it can 
reflect my journey as a New Zealand European and my discovery and 
experience of starting to connect with my Māori ancestry. Mama also 
refers to my experiences as a mother and my experiences of mothers. 
Being adopted I have a mum and a birth mum. Like Trace, Mama also 
started with looking at drawing my everyday objects, which as a mother 
turns out to be mostly domestic items that come from my home. I then 
explored various ideas, transitioning from daily drawing to exploring 
my daily objects. I also spent time researching my ancestry and going 
on exploratory adventures. I visited important sites to my whakapapa 
and met and talked with relatives, most for the first time. 

One of the trips was visiting Te Ana Ngai Tahu rock art centre in 
Timaru. I enjoyed the drawings that were about their everyday. One 
work had a similar image drawn over and over again in different scales. 
The tour guide suggested it could be depicting a battle scene or a tale 
about a giant, whereas I could see it as being the artist quickly drawing 
the same thing again and again in different scales trying to capture an 
aspect he/she wanted. As Amanda Symon, archaeologist and curator at 
the centre said “What you see says more about you than the work.”18 I 
see their need to be visual and can relate to my ancestors via that.



Trace: Roll Install in A.S. Gallery. (2014), Paper, pencil, water colour pencil, charcoal, contè, 
paint, food and dirt stains, 150 x 1000 cm.
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As the work was experimenting and transitioning from daily drawing 
to exploring daily objects, pieces were exhibited in A.S. Gallery. 
Alongside The roll and some of the works from Trace, works that 
were a result of trailing objects as surfaces were exhibited. I enjoyed 
exploring the physicality of the surfaces and that they were preloaded 
with former lives, mostly and preferably personal to me. They had a 
whakapapa before I even started. They therefore speak about home 
and the home environment. This also relates to Victoria McIntosh’s 
use of non-precious op shop items turned into valued artefacts with 
the proposition that they may be connected to her; which plays with 
the desire that some adoptees have to create their own family history. 
Although I do not desire to create my own fictional family history, I 
still enjoy this element. It gives the works a history, a form of ancestry 
and therefore in one perspective elevates them to be individual entities. 
Although it was not apparent at the time, Ko wai ahau? signified the 
end to being solely a drawing practitioner, a full stop to that particular 
way of working that had developed through Trace; an end to the 
illustrational accumulations. The work continued to evolve and moved 
from drawing to exploring my everyday domestic items through paint, 
by using the objects as painting tools. 

The result of this is a series of large scale abstract paintings on sheets, 
painted by everyday objects and in a manner that refers to their uses 
which therefore makes the paintings a residue of a domestic action. The 
paintings are currently named The Summer series. By painting them I 
was performativity exploring my identity as a mother and as an artist. I 
was enacting through materials my every day activities. They focused 
on looking at the domestic as a performative space that leaves behind 
traces of the domestic work; actions such as scrubbing, sweeping, 

mopping, stirring etc. These paintings show my every day, but not in a 
time scale or accumulative way as the works in Trace did; they are less 
concerned with time, than with action. Although The Summer Series 
works can be read as abstract expressionist paintings, they don’t quite 
fit in that box, nor do they fit in any other category but their own. The 
appearance of splashed paint easily leads one to make the argument 
that they are abstract expressionist paintings. However the work is a 
residue of a performative domestic action, making the intent different. 
In my honours work Trace I had identified with a thread out of the post-
colonial theory relating to the self and the other, the notion of being on 
the outer despite being categorised as a part of the group, not fitting 
into boxes. Western boxes in particular. My work also identifies with 
that thread. It is not made for and it does not fit into Western painting 
categories. Therefore the work challenges the Western art system and 
more identifies with my Māori heritage, having the similar problem as 
much contemporary Māori art. It connects with some categories but it 
does not fully fit any one. As Edward Said explains: 

“No one today is purely one thing. Imperialism consolidated 
the mixture of cultures and identities on a global scale. But 
its worst and most paradoxical gift was to allow people to 
believe that they were only, mainly, exclusively, white or 
black, western or Oriental. Yet just as human beings make 
their own history, they also make their cultures and ethnic 
identities.”19

My works are a form of self-portrait and just as I am, my works are 
not just one thing, and they change; just as people are fluid not fixed. 
My work is a performance and looks at valuing of an aspect of my life. 



Summer series no3 of 8. (2015), Acrylic on cotton, Dunedin.
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Things that are happening in my life can be pulled out of the works 
when de-compacted. I have been exploring the old stereotypes about 
‘women’s work’ which has naturally progressed to me working with 
the taboo of celebrating, adorning and highlighting the domestic and 
mundane. This is something I am doing in my practice that is illogical 
to Western patriarchal thinking, but is logical to my thinking as a Kai 
Tahu, women artist. Although being a women artist is not uncommon in 
the art world, I am not the majority. The countless report by artist Elvis 
Richardson has revealed areas of gender inequality in art.  For example 
70% of art prize-winners are now women, but men get a higher percent 
of prize money at 64%.20 Male art work sales still remain higher in price 
than female and state museums in Australia only have 39% of their 
solo shows made by females.21 Filmmaker and literary theorist Trinh 
T Minh-ha has said in Woman, Native, Other: writing postcoloniality 
and feminism that the women in the academic and creative worlds 
come from the unknown, whereas the male comes from a place of the 
well-established.22 Women often avoid fixed meanings because as she 
states classification equals death.23 I agree because if I were to classify 
my work as only one thing for example abstract expressionist painting 
within the Western art culture, or only classified it as domestic or as 
feminist art, there would be important qualities missed and a lot lost 
from the work. Conversations would not be able to develop in full, 
because the classification would limit the reactions and thinking to 
‘only one box’. Pioneer abstract expressionist artist Robert Motherwell 
said when commenting on the act of developing a new art form, that 
the problems are overwhelming but there is no other way to take 
when “…one needs to express one’s feelings precisely.”24 Where does 
my work fit? What do they mean? How will they be interpreted and 
received? These are some of many questions that are asked, but very 

simply put; the answer to them is that the work is itself. As long as I 
keep making and letting things evolve in a way that is natural for me 
i.e. trust in the process, they will continue to express multiple areas in 
which I am interested, experiencing or thinking about. This is in line 
with Motherwell’s opinion on the process of painting as he has said, 

“If one were to ask a painter what he felt about anything, his 
just response – though he seldom makes it – would be to paint 
it, and in painting, to find out...”25

install in the DSA Gallery, (2015),  Artist’s own photo.
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And his opinion on the function of the painter to express reality as felt.26  
My process has uncontrolled elements which means the question of 
when is it finished is a struggle that I have recently resolved; Similarly 
to motherhood it would be silly to ask when a child is finished; like 
a child the work continues to grow and evolve. I work unknowing in 
many ways because the ending is a completion of a process as opposed 
to a resolved image. In my practice I value time not just because I lack 
it, but because only with time can research develop, knowledge deepen 
and varying perspectives be comprehended. Perspective is always 
changing. Once new knowledge is gained everything from then on is 
looked at differently through that ‘lens’ of information.  As Graeme 
Sullivan suggests, “Conception without perception is merely empty, 
perception without conception is blind.”27 The world we see is given 
meaning by the world we know. This leads to new ideas and inquiries 
developing from the last. This is also discussed by Julian Malins and 
Carole Gray, who are the authors of Visualizing research: A guide to 
the research process in art and design,

“In our domain we know that there are no certainties, 
no ‘right’ answers, no simple solutions, and no absolute 
objectivity. All views are admissible, many interpretations 
are possible, different ‘ways of seeing’ are encourage 
indeed, one might say that the ambiguity of visual language 
is its strength and fascination, and one reason for the 
persistence of visual practices.” 28

I accept there are no right answers and no perfect works. My work is 
process driven, so too is my writing; It’s an intellectual diary related 
to and informing, creating, questioning and explaining the artwork as 

well as being a form of artwork itself; recording the forever changing 
identity and ‘lenses’ acquired with adapting to new knowledge. 
The work and writing is in a fixed place of time; the time itself is a 
temporary state to be exceeded soon by the next ‘lens’ and placement 
of one’s identity. Knowledge is forever evolving and growing, todays 
information is tomorrows joke.29 Therefore the most important aspect 
is the process, knowing how to research. To further explain ill quote 
Gray and Malins, 

“If research is a process, then learning about research is 
about learning how to research. We could almost say that the 
process is more important than the product – the journey is 
more interesting than the destination.”30

Spending the summer in the studio working on The Summer series 
paintings was a way to practice what I addressed in my honours essay 
that accompanied Trace about art practice as research based on Graeme 
Sullivan’s Art practice as research. My studio methodology reflects 
Sullivan’s approach. He describes reflexive artists as relying on new 
views, questioning content and contexts which identifies problems and 
also opens up new areas.31 I therefore suggest I am a reflexive artist 
as I do not solve anything or lead the viewer into a clear cut message. 
Sullivan also proposes that the purpose of research can be argued 
to be understanding; and that making and interrupting art are forms 
of understanding that are based on human experiences which create 
outcomes that can be culturally enlightening.32 Therefore I can say that 
my works are a form of understanding based on my experiences and 
they are a mode for me to question and attempt to have enlightenment 
about identifications from the world in which I live.
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In summary outlining my honour’s project called Trace, it was about 
the process of everyday working and looking at everyday objects 
as a method to analyse identity. The mixing of everyday living and 
art practice was also done by Dunedin seventies artist Joanna Paul. 
It has long been acknowledged that art needs everyday commitment; 
fifteenth century Italian painter Cennino Cennini and Joanna Paul 
have expressed this also. In conclusion to exploring adoption from an 
adoptees perspective, adoption family physiologist Nancy Verrier, post-
colonial theorist Edward Said, Dunedin jeweller Victoria McIntosh and 
my own experiences inform the perspective that adoptees experience 
a subconscious trauma of loss; A loss of heritage, spiritual ties, bond 
and placement. McIntosh’s use of objects can be explained by theorist 
Graeme Sullivan’s essay about art work which turns into artefacts. 
My works further explore this as I have subconsciously entered into 
regarding and creating the works in a way that establishes them as their 
own entities. In essence the beginning of my master’s project called 
Mama started with a transition from daily drawing of everyday objects, 
to exploring those objects through paint. As well as exploring those 
objects as surfaces. In The Summer series works I was performativity 
exploring identity, whereas Trace was exploring identity via diaristic 
records. Post-colonial theorist Edward Said has strengthened my belief 
that people, my identity and my work are fluid not fixed; and they 
are many things and not just one, despite this going against some 
traditional western thinking. Not fitting western moulds is a part of 
the everyday as a women Kai Tahi artist for me. I enjoy having no fix 
meanings. Filmmaker and literary theorist Trinh T Minh-ha has been a 
key influence to my thinking about this and to exploring ideas around 
being a women in the creative field. Artist Elvis Richardson’s countless 
report provides evidence to gender inequality in art. 

In closing my studio methodology reflects Julian Malins and Carole 
Gray’s perspective that the process is more interesting than the end 
result; As well as Graeme Sullivan’s theory that making art work 
itself is research, which pioneer abstract expressionist artist Robert 
Motherwell would appear to agree as he has commented on how 
painters paint not only to express but also to find out. Sullivan’s theory 
that lenses of perspective change with new knowledge, experiences 
and interests has informed the fact that my works, just like children and 
just like identity have no fixed ending. 
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TACTILE ECOLOGY

Sue Pearce

“Incomprehensible as narrative fact…but exquisitely sensible as 
texture”.1 Jennifer Barker in the Tactile Eye describes her immersion 
in the visual confusion of a haptic view of skin. These images confront 
vision, “forcing us to experience them as skin and to become skin in 
order to make sense of them”.2

Haptic qualities are emphasised in images that draw the viewers’ 
attention to the “material presence” of the surface through destablisation 
of figure and ground. This focus on surface occurs through the ambiguity 
of the image’s figurative quality. In the above quote, Jennifer Baker 
refers to images of skin that have sufficient detail to be viewed as skin 
but are removed from any contextualising details that would create 
a narrative. Without contextual clues, the viewer is presented with 
imagery that operates between metaphoric and literal readings. 

In my work, I consider the tactile qualities of the ground surface. Looking 
downwards at the ground, close-up enough to touch; immersed in an 
embodied seeing, I reference specific places, focusing on land rather 
than landscape. I undertake fieldwork: make sketches and drawings, 
collate plant lists and take photos, to register the experience of place. I 
select sites with sensitive ecological issues, for example, alpine native 

flora habitats and stream beds, sensitive to environmental degradation. 
For this article, the sites I reference are; the Dunedin Botanic Garden, 
Toitū Stream and the Arthur’s Pass area (Otira Valley). 
At the Dunedin Botanic Garden, I considered the trope of science 
mapping and questioned the authoritative gaze of the distancing grid 
through altering straightforward mapping. I laid a grid over a sample of 
land, then moved in close to draw only fragments and textural details. 
At Toitū Stream and Arthur’s Pass, I responded to each site’s respective 
qualities of flow and of the texture and movement of plants.

Figure 1: Surface, 2015-2017, acrylic and chalk on paper, 255 x 240 cm.
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My paintings are made in the studio. They use my fieldwork as 
information gathered through sketches and photographs on the site. 
The photographic material functions as an aide memoire while the 
distance created by the view through the camera lens is simultaneously 
shortened or even wholly occluded by working horizontally in close-
up on the picture plane. The paintings result from immersion in the 
land, rather than from a view that constructs a landscape, as in the 
Western tradition.

Surface, (Figure 1) is based on ‘mapping’ and photographing a small 
sample grid within a selected area of the Dunedin Botanic garden at 
night by torchlight. The final work is a projection at a 1:1 scale of 
the gridded ground surface sample sited within the Native Section of 
the Dunedin Botanic Garden. With origins in scientific concerns and 
a history of plant collection, the Botanic Garden is now dedicated to 
conservation and the display of plant specimens and communities. 
Attesting to the Dunedin Botanic Garden as a site of information, 
Surface references the source material of textured leaf forms, prickly 
shapes, spindly leaves, and the curving Dracophyllum leaf litter but 
the blurring of form results in biological ‘specimens’ that are hard to 
pinpoint and categorise. Without a constant light source, light disrupts, 
revealing only part of the scene playing across the grid elements; the 
shared edges of individual quadrants shifting between light and dark. 
Light and dark destabilise the grid of the collector and the mapmaker 
emphasising tactility and shifting allegiance from the tropes of 
surveying to another ephemeral place; less tied to ground; less solid.

At the Toitū Stream site on Lonsdale Street, Dunedin my photographs 
sample the characteristics of water movement and flow became 

prevalent in the work (Figure 2). In 1856, the Toitū Stream was 
predominantly piped underground and in 1906, the stormwater was 
separated from the sewage. Today only short sections, including my 
study area on lower Lonsdale Street, flow above ground. The source 
photograph for Toitū 4 (Figure 3) is shot looking directly down at a 
small section of the Toitū Stream (Figure 4). 

The image depicts a selected area of the streambed containing a 
shallow pool with an oily film floating on top, a trickle of water, plant 
material and algae. Scaling up the photograph signifies the importance 
of the Toitū Stream and the connection to the Toitū’s past as a founding 
landmark and site of exchange between Māori and Pākehā.3

Figure 2: Toitū 1, (Toitū Series 1), 2016, acrylic on paper, 90 x 143 cm.
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Figure 3: Toitū 4, (Toitū Series 1), 2016, acrylic on paper, 90 x 143 cm

The translation from the source photographs for the Toitū series has 
isolated the selected subject matter, blacking out the rest. Generalising 
identifying features, such as specific plants and sticks, has romanticised 
the actual stream; it’s as if I wish to partly ignore the ecological 
devastation there. However, the translation into the paintings does retain 
a sense of the oiliness of the water and the swirl of debris. The process 
for this painting involved masking in the black lines representing the 
algal and root network on the streambed. Various opacities of white 
paint were then flowed into specific areas delineated with a water mask 
in several successive pours. The other images are about flow, while this 
image’s convoluted textured surfaces resist movement with blockages 
and obstacles suggestive of the weight of plant material and detritus. 

Figure 4: Field photo, Toitū Stream, Lonsdale Street, Dunedin, 2016.

Viewing the Toitū Series (Figure 5) from a distance, the works appear 
as stable predominantly black rectangles, operating as silhouettes. 
Moving in close these rectangles contain unstable things setting up a 
strong contrast against the organic liquid nature of the images.

Figure 5: Toitū Series 1, 2016-2017, each work 90 x 143 cm.



38 39

Figure 6: Arthur’s Pass 2, 2016, acrylic on canvas, 85.5 x 115 cm.

At Arthur’s Pass National Park, the photographic records were 
combined with a series of walks, memories of previous trips since 
my teens and an interest in plant communities and field drawings to 
create a complex overlay of impressions. Arthur’s Pass 2 (Figure 6) 
looks out across the top of a flurry of vegetation half remembered and 
half formed into a series of curvilinear shapes. These shapes suggest 
moving foliage based on source photographs taken in the upper Otira 
Valley. 

As the drawing process proceeded, descriptive shapes became 
less formed, responding to compositional considerations and the 
possibilities of the materials I was exploring. In the foreground, layers 
of semi-translucent lines are closely packed and jostling for space. At 

the lower edge of the painting, black blocks of paint cut into the layered 
foliage. Beneath the surface marks, traces of faint underlying washes 
merge and emerge. The translucencies of the layers create ambiguity 
with shapes floating and blurring. Further back the shapes are less 
defined and more dispersed. The black ground creates a void of deep 
pictorial space. Black is also applied to cut into the work, erasing and 
editing. Working in black and white slips the image further away from 
description and the literal nature of my photographic information.

A change in method determined a new series of work, as shown in 
Otira 1 (Figure 7). This new strategy involves the application of white 
ground over areas of the black ground requiring an adaptation of my 
existing painting method. As a result, the black on white interchange 
combined with the use of an additional new velvety black paint has 
broadened the tonal range to enhance the sensation of strong light 
against strong shadow. This modification of process has heightened 
the interplay of figure and ground to further destabilise the hierarchy 
that privileges the figure over the ground.  

Inverting the use of watercolour through layering white on the black 
ground subverts traditional technique. Rather than white paper shining 
through transparent layers, white acrylic layers of varying strengths 
and opacities are flowed, dropped into water-masks, providing both 
broad and detailed tonal areas, textural lines and marks. Painting 
mediums are used to alter flow and reflective qualities. My working 
process involves applying thin white layers of acrylic paint resulting in 
light greys through to opaque white highlights over the black ground. 
Working with transparency, translucency and opacity can be likened to 
a photogram, relating to touch of and on the surface. 
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Figure 7: Otira 1, 2016, acrylic on canvas, 85.5 x 115 cm.

My work’s tonal values, opacities and transparencies register place 
and embodiment through tactility, presence and relationships. While 
an opaque covering of white obscures, the subtleties of the more 
transparent white mists lying over a black ground operate in a different 
way reminiscent of clouds. Not tailored to straight line grids; clouds 
do not conform to the template of Alberti’s perspective system, but 
verge on Batailles’s “aesthetic of indeterminacy known as l’informe” 
or as Merleau-Ponty refers to: “the visible invisible”.4 Mary Jacobus 
in “Cloud Studies: The Visible Invisible” examines the expression of 
clouds and relates their indeterminacy to the “chaos and shapelessness” 
of Bataille’s l’informe and to the indecipherability of their “luminous 
opacity as they challenge the phenomenology of the visible with what 
cannot be seen”.5 Hubert Damisch uses the signifier “cloud” to operate 

as “the sign of the painting’s paradoxical combination of the ephemeral 
and the material. Above all, it signals the escape of painting from the 
dominance of perspective and its historical transformation; the problem 
of surface became the problem of illusion”.6  As a signifier, “cloud” 
acts in opposition to modernism’s flattening of the picture surface and 
signals an indeterminate nebulous volume “restoring painting to the 
realm of illusionistic space”.7 The diffused nature of Hubert Damisch’s 
“cloud” as a signifier and its illusionary depth offer an alternative to the 
disembodiment of modernism.

The paintings developed from engaging with each site, responding to 
an embodied relationship with land. A horizontality of looking and 
working is revealed in the materiality of my work. Flow is captured 
on the horizontal through the pooling of liquid paint. Drying to a thin 
skim, the paint settles into the hollows of the paper surface, revealing 
the texture of the underlying black and reinforcing the relationship to 
the ground. The white paint contains the weight of its own texture, 
but also appears to float implacably above the black. Solidity and 
weightlessness play out in tension. Light and dark reveal and obscure.  
Plants and ground become ambiguous ephemeral blurs and fragments 
of textures through observations of light on surfaces and a consideration 
of the materiality of flow.
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LANU MA MUSIKA: COLOUR AND MUSIC

Ana Teofilo

The title “Lanu ma Musika: Colour and Music” describes the way 
I form my paintings; this is my way of expressing colours through 
Samoan music in my studio practice. The key aspects in my paintings 
are the influences that subjective in my studio practise such as my 
artist models, tatau, Samoan musika, Siva Samoa and the cultural 
customs. These are the forms that help the elements in my art work 
show through like the symbolic meanings of the patterns, high and low 
intensity of bright colours and tones and the texture of the glue dots.  
My paintings reflect through the reminiscence of going through old 
photos when I was a child, aiga (family), performing Samoan dancing, 
church functions, events, time and space.

There are three main parts that are very important in Samoan culture 
that is faith, aiga and music. These are the three themes I always carry 
throughout my studio practice. These decorative patterns express my 
links to my land and genealogy. The importance in my work evokes 
interweaving connections of past and present through oral history, 
genealogy and storytelling memories and artist sentiment

Painting Process: The Western influence in my works show through 
the dynamically gestural painting marks, the compositional space 
through the play of colour shades. In terms of my painting process I 
am influenced by Gerhard Richter technique, in his abstractions not the 
photos. He uses a squeegee to smear the paint across the wet surface of 
his work. In my earlier works I started off using the same technique as 
Richter but I found it hard working with the thickness of paint that gets 
scraped off leaving the edges of the swirl thick, so from here I used a 
roller. I apply the roller in water and then scraped paint off creating my 
swirl, giving me the choice of choosing which area I have control of 
highlighting certain areas in my works.

Swirl: The swirl is an important aspect of my work. It symbolises 
the movement and rhythm that I carry for my desire in siva (dance) 
Samoa and music. In Samoa one of the most respected and admired 
dances is the Taualuga. The taualuga is a traditional Samoan dance, 
and has been part of the Samoan culture for thousands of years, it is 
the most important dance in Samoa, and has never been changed since 
the beginning of Samoan history. And has been part of the Samoan 
culture for thousands of years. The siva is performed for any cultural 
celebration that presents message of relationship building between 
villages family values, Christian faith and the importance of fa’a 
Samoa (The Samoan way). The swirl symbolises the movements of 
arm and hand gestures. The arm and hand gestures illustrate the words 
of songs. The movements are fluid, elegant and effortless Taualuga is 
one of most treasured heritage art forms in the Pacific and these are the 
central influences for my swirls

Glue dots: The glue dots can represent many things for me. In 
my paintings the dots can signify the general characteristics of 
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contemporary Samoan dancing. It is most often large group dances. 
In group dances the performers are generally arranged in rows and 
columns. The dots show the different rows showing that it is echoing 
after one another. The glue dots also signifies the journey of my own 
story telling evolving around loved ones, the warmth and love from 
family and friends and the influences they have upon me, especially 
in my walk with the heavenly Father. The repetitive mark makings 
that are carved are influenced from my father’s Samoan tatau but also 
in my own tatau that I carry also as a reminder for whatever situation 
I encounter in my own personal journey. In the Samoan society the 
family strength is an important foundation. 

The emphasis are placed on the exploration of the decorative mark 
making with my carving tools and the use of hot glue gun and the 
Pasifika motifs as a signifier of events and sign of respect. My Pacific 
based concepts and ideas are the cultural driving forces that help to 
define me as an artist in a predominantly Western society. This enables 
me to call upon past traditions to inspire new ideas and concepts. 
In brief, my art practice is a reflection of my parents leaving their 
homeland in Samoa and positioning myself as a New Zealand born 
Pasifika artist.

 

 
 

Lanumeamata (Green), 2015, mixed media, 120 x 79.5 cm



Lanumoana (Blue), 2015, mixed media, 120 x 79.5 cm Fa Western, 2015, mixed media, 120 x 120 cm



Malu Ceremony, 2015, mixed media, 120 x 120 cm Tattoo the Men, 2015, mixed media, 120 x 120 cm
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Praxis, Memory, Things and the Nearby: 
Painting Representation.

Michael Greaves

“Painting is like thinking: it ends only in an arbitrary, artificial sense, 
in the way that a thought reaches its fulfilment only to lead to another 
thought in formation. A completed verbal statement entails a subsequent 
one.”1     – Richard Shiff

The distinction between objects and things, and between words and 
objects is inherent to painting discourse, as is the method in which 
those objects and things are realised onto the medium of paint. When a 
viewer of a painting is presented with something that is unknown, they 
quickly generate a plausible association, or memory to accommodate 
the strangeness of the experience. In this process, the viewer draws 
the unknown into themselves, into their history experiences in order to 
legitimate it. In doing so they re-order the hierarchy of sight to include 
resemblances or associations, that kind of exist nearby to what it is 

that they are viewing. This nearby thing might or might not be there at 
the same time, it might be a memory, a colour, an impression, but it is 
certain that in this process the viewer becomes an active agent in the 
imaginative process that is painting. 

I have always found the painting that presents a projected realisable 
space full of the world to be wanting, slightly askew of what it is trying 
to present, and for the longest time I would find myself feeling quite 
let down, trying to understand the importance of such a picture. For me 
this ‘window to the world’ idea of painting, a kind of mode so similar 
to the ubiquitous photograph, does not accurately present the position 
that painting occupies, although it was the pathway and the projected 
road to a successful painting promoted during my early years, one of a 
correctness to the representation of sight. Painting for me was always 
a kind of conversation between what is there and what is intended to 
be there. 

Thomas Scheibitz (b. 1968) presents associations and resemblances, 
or the double, the second nature of things in his paintings a sculpture. 
Scheibitz often uses both found materials and images not as a direct 
copy or facsimile, but as an informant or as a bridge to something else. 
He collates and investigates these, bringing them together, or laying 
them side by side or on top of one another to inform the process of his 
painting. This presents a consideration of the relationships between 
objects and things and their transposition into paint or material, 
it unfolds the connection between word and thing and object and 
thing. He defines his collected information and motivations as being 
“necessary to working”, that he can never use one thing 100%, that 
he needs, “three, four, five things, images that are nearby (close to 
each other in more than physical ways), and then I [authors voice] 
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have to translate the number five and six…to be nearby an invention”2 
Scheibitz reiterates in saying that his “point of departure has always 
been that he can only make a painting by placing it in an artificial 
world.”3 

The term, ‘artificial’ world, as a second or parallel world to what we 
experience as nature is crucial to understanding painting. Artificial 
worlds seem somehow contained within the frame that is painting. 
The frame is an important element in painting, whether it is obviously 
employed or is just the edge of the support, as it marks the disjuncture 
between the painting and the world outside of it. What this kind of 
process foregrounds is an exuberantly faked semiosis in which 
individual signs, rather than taking their place within an intelligible 
sign-system, seem ‘orphaned’ and unstable. Beate Söntgen4 attributes 
this as a kind of opacity that negates the object of painting to become 
like a window on the world, it “denies its own mediatory achievement 
and makes itself transparent for the world which comes into view 
within its frame”,5 and identifies the material aspects of painting, 
so that these are not confused with a projected space. It also draws 
attention to the idea that in painting many memories and experiences 
are in play, in bricologic play, unravelling, asserting, forming, relating 
and describing things which are at once familiar but unreadable. 
In Scheibitz work titled 90 Elements6 (2007), he proposes a question 
relating to the relationship between the thing and the object and the 
frame of the painting. The work presents a collection of disordered 
box-like shapes placed one atop another. They number much less than 
the 90 alluded to in the title. The box-like shapes are rendered in a 
shallow pictorial space and although there is an attempt at a perspectival 
registration the objects seem to evade a literal reading. 

This dysfunction, and a visual breakdown are often used in Scheibitz’s 
studio outputs. He wilfully orders objects in a way which is anti-
hierarchal and discordant to draw attention to the fragmented elements 
of a work and its relations to how it is experienced. 90 Elements 
references a collection of associated but disassociated elemental 
materials that make up the stuff that we have in the world; the building 
blocks of our physical reality. Essentially there are 118 such elements, 
the known periodic table. A creating of a process of nearness is key in 
this uncertainty. Scheibitz collects and presents relatable elements of 
discrete objects in an exploded way, in which the objects attend to its 
usual presentation, in parts, but proposes a kind of close resemblance 
that also evades recognition.

In his work titled Essay (2008)7 the title also alludes to a format for 
finding a solution to a problem that is not particular. Is this an essay on 
the ways in which planes coalesce to form an object that has the use for 
containing something, or is this a way of dictating separate elements in 
order to find a symbiosis of understanding in their connections to form 
a paragraph of sorts, a moment in how we order the world around us 
to make sense of it.

The painting of Mark Grotjahn (b. 1968) also oscillates between 
sculpture and paint, and is another artist who regularly mines the 
tropes of visual representation to deploy shifts and rearticulation’s 
of how things are presented, drawing attention to the significances of 
relationship, context and value in pictorial means. Grotjahn8 identifies 
his position in the history of painting not as a reference to his authority 
or relevance, but to draw attention to a state of continuous movement 
the things that have come before and process the present. In defining 
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his historical position, he draws on the interplay and dialogue between 
the subject and the object, the viewer and the domain of pictorial 
representation. Grotjahn’s output since the late 1990s and early 2000s 
forks into two distinct bodies of work. One group is the ‘butterfly’ 
paintings that open up ideas around pictorial language and bi-optic 
perspective-like shifts. Another group is the ‘face’ paintings which 
propose relationships with the ‘primitive’ and the gestural. 

Michael Greaves, Target Space, oil on linen, 2017, 31x37cm

In Grotjahn’s butterfly paintings9, a series of works that oscillate around 
a central theme of extending fan like forms from a central reflective 
axis which, is not symmetrical, the pictorial space that operates, 
along with the signal to the image in the title, leads to thinking that 
one is observing something that has an object status in the world. The 
object is in similarity of a butterfly, wings outstretched and seen from 
above. After this initial realisation has passed, it then becomes clear that 
there is somewhat of an aberration in how the wing shapes fit together 
in the context of pictorial space, and there is a divergence in the single 
vanishing point which is multiplied into a second, one for each wing. 
The painting becomes both an investigation of the formal methodology 
of painting and an investigation of the bi-optic nature of vision. Via the 
symmetrical and decorative object that we know and have named the 
‘butterfly’, Grotjahn calls into question a simple apprehension of this 
object via the unstable act of vision. The figurative dimension of the 
painting and the application acts as a foil to the more pressing notion of 
both the recognisability and rightness of the pictorial presentation.  We 
are forced to use memory to enact the presentation before us, and this 
leads to unexpected folds in the pictorial space. 

Grotjahn often uses this strategy in his paintings, of possessing a 
relation to something else in order to lay bare the object of looking. 
In his ‘Face’ paintings, another series that repeats a certain motif, a 
relation to a representation of a face and facial features associated with 
non-western representations of face10, the attention is drawn to the 
materiality of the construction. Associated with the layers of code in 
which the human is represented to the world outside, Grotjahn builds 
a cardboard relief structure, which is then completed with paint. This 
process embodies and presents the gesture and the representation in 
simultaneous contrast. Almond shapes reference the eye and the mouth, 
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features are relatable but in their superficial make up become part mark 
and part object at the same time. This duality of the represented and 
the position of what it is both identifies a separation and calls for a 
unison in reading. “In his book about T.S. Elliot, Words Alone, Denis 
Donoghue addresses the ambiguity of the “voice” or “point of view” of 
Elliot’s early poems - the question of “who is speaking this poem?”11 
– by referring to surrealist and symbolist painting, and what Marshall 
McLuhan called the “juxtaposition without copula”12: the establishing 
on a single canvas of “two or more points of force.”13 

A canvas is interrupted as “a field of force without official syntax, a 
closed system, a closed system resistant to translation.”14 The question 
of who is speaking within a painting, and then of who is being spoken 
to and in what language has always interested me in my approach to 
the pictorial subject of painting. The painting as the pictorial image 
reference a number of things outside of the actuality of painting. This 
outside has shifted and changed states, continents and languages over 
the years, decades and centuries after the Quattrocento.

In my most recent body of work, ‘Excessive Memory’, I have 
investigated the relationships between the momentary un-connected 
glimpse of objects, the things nearby15, the component things that 
coalesce to form an object, be they ideas about perspective, colour, 
impasses between structure and form. These are the voices inherent in 
painting, the voices which Schebitz and Grotjahn use, among others, 
to make sense of the ways in which they negotiate the visual world. I 
collapse these fragments, the nearby associations, onto the same surface 
with their more realised forms, the objects form in this world. This 
collapse presents both he referent and the nearby, in a conversation, 
which unsettles the predicted order of recognition and identifies the 

kind of bricologic play that is always in operation to make sense of the 
world. 

A.S. Byatt negotiates this impasse in her novel The Biographers 
Tale, of the object and the thing, or the nearby. “Fed up with Lacan 
as with deconstructions of the Wolf-Man, a doctoral student looks up 
at a filthy window and epiphanically thinks, I must have things. He 
[the Student] relinquishes theory to relish the world at hand: A real, 
very dirty window, shutting out the sun, A thing.”16 Byatt suggests a 
simple idea, an opening to understand the oddness of the idea of the 
painting. Bill Brown in Things uses this differential window metaphor 
to probe the state change status of this window, from object to thing, 
and proposes a position for thinking on painting. We, normally do not 
identify the windowpane as a ‘thing’ in its own right; it is there to 
shield us from the wind and the rain while allowing light through and 
for all intents and purposes must have a large degree of transparency, 
although tinted windows are now more common than not for other 
reasons. The window fulfils its function by being largely unknown to 
the viewer; it is transparent, we only notice it as a ‘thing’, in Brown’s 
articulation, when it becomes dirty, or its function is disturbed. Dirt 
draws our attention to the concrete nature of the material and the space 
that it occupies in the natural world. In the window both the object 
and thing occupy the very same space, and in identifying the glass in 
this way defines it as an object, but what use does it have now, that it 
cannot perform its intended function? The thing shadows the object.17 
Both are made of the same material, yet only one operates according 
to our codes of representation. The same operates in painting when the 
painter presents a description of an object but in an unexpected format.
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Michael Greaves, Untitled, oil on linen, 2017, 182x137cm

We often overlook the thing of painting, paint, when we are considering 
the image that the paint brings to our vision. When the painted image is 
disturbed, and we are forced to encounter the thing, paint, also, the way 
in which we comprehend the relations between the difference draws 
a fresh bow on the idea of painting. Cornelius Castoriadis explains 
that there is a need to abandon our image of representation as a 
“projection screen which, unfortunately, separates us the ‘subject’ and 
the ‘thing’,”18 as this kind of representation implies a static observance 
of the world. During the late modernist period of the 1950s and the 
1960s in America the voice and the language for the painter lay in 
the residue of their action on the field of painting, the mark that left a 
trace. This trace was not, as Mark Price relates, a direct “contingent, 
indexical link back to the catalyst of the hand…”19 but a disposal of the 
usual narrative voice of painting in a pictorial form. 

A CARAFE, THAT IS A BLIND GLASS.

A kind in glass and a cousin, a spectacle and nothing strange a single 
hurt color [sic] and an arrangement in a system to pointing. All this 
and not ordinary, not unordered in not resembling. The difference is 
spreading.20

In Gertrude Stein’s Tender Buttons, we find many examples, where 
a word puzzle brings the signifier and the signified to an uncommon 
union. The connective tissue is the experience of the subject. In the 
instance of painting this relationship draws significant attention to the 
temporality of memory in the process of making. Michael Riffatere 
describes this in terms of a “word kernel”21 where a word is dry out 
of context, without referent, where the paint is not in the form of the 
object that it is trying to identify, but as a part of the language of the 
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medium is none the less approached in this way. When the object’s 
thingness is identified in itself, it moves into play and into the world as 
something else. In painting, when the modulation of colour reveal’s a 
form which becomes recognisable in itself, the mark comes into play 
on the same ontological level as the object.
 

Michael Greaves, Excessive Memory, oil on linen, 2016, 80x93cm

Stein is identifying the tenuous relationships between the object and 
the subject, the thing in the world and the ways in which we, as the 
subject enact them. She is attempting to use the normal words used to 
describe something, but putting them in a different order than how one 
might usually describe something to someone. She is problematizing 
the, order of the world, via the importance of the parts. Rather than 
an understandable whole presentation of such in the manner that is 
considered ‘right’, Stein is taking the window, dirtying it and then 
trying to describe it as a piece of glass. She explains her intent in 
creating confusion, and her subsequent realisation of her failure to be 
able to present this as complete: “I made innumerable efforts to make 
words write without sense and found it impossible. Any human being 
putting down words had to make sense out of them.”22 She is in effect 
collapsing the way in which the words operate in their singularity and 
then how they combine together in various ways to suggest complex 
ideas and a narrative of the thing at hand in relation to other things. 
She is drawing the reader into applying a filter on the presentation of 
information. She is asking the reader to re-organise their interactions 
with the words, out of the frame. Just as the painter it suggesting the 
form, or the material, both are in a complex union to propose the 
artificial world of painting, open to association and narrative.

What Stein has encountered and described are the ways in which the 
human subject tries to make sense of the world – the world of fractural 
descriptions – into a cohesive whole, which then can be responded to 
in some kind of rational way. This mode has a similarity in the practice 
of painting, as the individual marks begin to inform an idea and realise 
it as image. The individual marks/passages, are in this instance similar 
to Stein’s structure less sentence, rising and falling on order of the 
individual word presentation, until the reader applies a predetermined, 
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or known filter to assist a realisation of the code. Scheibitz, Grotjahn 
and others play out Stein’s locus in painting. These strategies set out 
to destabilise the viewer’s expectation of a system of order. While 
the elements are coherent in themselves, once arranged they are both 
unfamiliar and familiar at the same time. When the presentation of 
something that is familiar is not recounted in expected ways, a schism 
occurs, a rupture which for a brief moment leaves one in a state of 
wanting. 

Michael Greaves, Measure, acrylic and oil on linen, 2017, 61x71cm
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