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Hey James,

Thanks again for putting aside some time (which I know is precious on 
your end!) to have a chat. Here's a (not so brief) blurb about my thinking at 
the moment to get things started, on which I can elaborate if you like:

As you may have inferred from my MFA show, part of my work involved 
looking at ways in which abstraction and figurative painting can narrativise 
each other; both as to how the figurative works could confer connotations 
onto their abstract counterparts, and how the abstract works could 
incentivise a view of the figurative works that saw the subject dissolve into 
abstract sprayed marks. Since then I've been looking more closely at how 
narrative itself is structured, namely in terms of screenwriting. I've been 
reading The Foundations of Screenwriting by Syd Field, which surmises 
screenwriting as '... a story told with pictures. It's like a noun; it has a 
subject, and is usually about a person, or persons, in a place, or places, 
doing [their] "thing"'. I have lately been approaching painting with 
screenwriting in mind: a series of painted canvases, as discrete objects, 
establishing the nouns of a narrative (in isolation), as well as plot points 
(conflict, resolution, etc.). With that being said, I'm generally opposed to 
resolution or clear-cut storytelling. What helps maintain my interest in 
painting is that age-old figure-ground relation and the constant flux 
between the two modes of perception that never really settles. 
Approaching screenwriting with this fluctuating mode of viewing in mind 
has been an interesting springboard for painting for me. Painting scenes 
that can codependently suggest a narrative, but that can also act as 
discrete objects that dissolve the figure into ground, has been my main 
prerogative. Based on my limited understanding of psychology, it seems 
we all narrativise our lives by linking discrete objects and events 
(somewhat superstitiously). I think the paintings can have a sort of 
existential function in acknowledging and playing with that fact.

The story I've chosen to govern my making is of Ian Burn's art career and 
death, which I can explain later to avoid further bombarding you.

Here's an image of a painting in progress, some aluminium casts I've just 
got back from the foundry, and a couple of mock-ups I may make paintings 
from. Text has entered the work recently, which I can also speak to if you'd 
like.

Best,
Tommy

fig. 2

fig. 1 i. 2022, acrylic on canvas, 
         90 x 55 cm

fig. 2 Untitled 2022, aluminium, 
         5 pieces, dimensions variable
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The following emails were extracted from a correspondence between James Gatt and 
Tommy Carman that took place over email between 21 December 2022 and 12 January  
2023.

:

Hi Tommy,

Thanks for your email. It’s nice to see what you’ve been 
working on. As you could probably guess, I’m a big Ian 
Burn fan. At the same time, I’ve always been ambivalent 
about ‘conceptual painting’, or the nexus of conceptual art 
and painting. 

It sent a shiver down my spine seeing the snorkel gear 
cast, which feels a bit on the nose (so to speak!). Do you 
have other casts planned? 

Markus Gabriel’s book The Meaning of Thought comes to 
mind. Gabriel conceives of thought as a sixth sense; 
something directly connected to our biology and sense of 
reality. He establishes strong imagery in the book of the 
many possible realities that exist in any one situation, most 
of which evade our focus because they aren’t significant to 
our current ‘plot’. 

Something else that comes to mind is the work of Julie 
Fragar, who has long used painting as speculation; a way 
to paint through, visualise, comprehend realities and 
potentialities. I most appreciate when Julie interrupts her 
near-photorealistic representations with an obvious brush 
stroke, reminding us that the picture is in fact a painting 
(this duality or tension is similar to your division of 
abstraction and figuration — the former concerned with the 
objecthood of painting, the latter painting’s pictorial 
means). 

I’m also reminded of something Giorgio Griffa said: ‘Every 
time art goes into the unknown, every time you enter, 
physically, the unknown.’ Griffa is one of my favourite 
painters. And now that I think about it, many of his 
paintings have unstretched canvas or linen surfaces, which 
maintain the creases from being folded into squares. As a 
result, you have an overt reference to the physicality of the 
substrate that simultaneously holds a picture. 

I had a little giggle thinking about ‘narrative painting’ after 
reading your email and in relation to your work. 

One more thing regarding this idea of the degree of 
abstraction or figuration in a work, and how these poles 
interact or inform each other:  there’s a technique used in 
acting in for soliciting responses from the audience by 
holding back, eg. holding back tears so the audience cries 
for you. Of course this idea of the audience completing a 
work isn’t new (Duchamp championed it), but in terms of 
the relationship between abstraction and figuration, or to 
what extent you push your work in either direction, I think 
this acting methodology seems apt (especially given your 
reference to screenplays). 

There’s more to talk about of course, but these are some 
initial responses…

J 

Hey James,

I'm glad (in a morbid sense lol) that the snorkel had an effect. I'd love to 
make more casts in future, and have been ruminating on different chemical 
effects possible with aluminium/effects of taking a flamethrower to the 
casts (Yves Klein's fire works come to mind) - time and money don't permit 
for more for this show however!

I've actually come to be a lot less judgemental when it comes to looking at 
art in light of reading books that correspond with texts like Gabriel's (The 
River of Consciousness by Oliver Sacks comes to mind); as you mention, 
that sense of a personal narrative is related to biology, with our focus 
dictated by biological incentives that are mediated by prior experiences. 
Although I still mainly take interest in works that engage with an art 
historical/theoretical discourse, looking for autobiographical markers in 
works (which seem somewhat inescapable) has made me more 
accommodating to a broader range of work.

Those prompts to the painted surface that Fragar uses reminds me of 
Isabelle Graw's writing on Richter. Graw has written extensively about the 
painting as a "quasi-subject" and the attribution of subjective qualities to 
the object by dint of its specific material qualities. It's the combination of 
this subjective quality that the painting appears to have as well as 
painting's tendency suggest an authentic revelation about the painter's self 
that Graw suggests accounts for painting's increasingly huge market value. 
It seems painting is one of the best mediums to accommodate superstition! 
In Richter's case, although his technique (in terms of his blurred 
photorealist paintings) is anti-subjective, the works sometimes feature 
small impasto interruptions, which Graw says not only draw attention to the 
object/material nature of the painting, but also indicate an authorial 
presence that is otherwise absent from the work. This effect can aid the 
fetishisation of the work, as we're only afforded small clues pertaining to 
the absent author, the dynamic between the presence of the work and the 
absence of the author being especially seductive and allowing us to project 
fantasies onto the work about the author. I remember a friend recounting a 
kind of sublime experience he had looking at the work of Velasquez. Those 
impasto marks on the surface have remained untouched since the work's 
making, and serve a direct link to the painter's temperament and reception 
of optical phenomena that instantly bridges 400 years. Easy to 
romanticise!

David Joselit in Reassembling Painting suggests that the Impressionist 
painters worked to occupy the space between subject and object: 'An 
impression is a deposit of paint that simultaneously registers an objective 
optical sensation and a subjective temperament'. They could be said to be 
recording the world around them as it accords to their 'plot'. Even in the 
work of Frank Stella, Graw suggests that despite the artist rejecting 
"human touch" and taking on an industrial aesthetic (namely in his "Black 
Paintings"), his seemingly sole focus on objective presentation 
accommodates his subjective temperament: 'These works deploy a kind of 
subject-critical method, reminiscent of the loss of self-assurance also 
experienced by the subject in the 1950s.Analogously to a political attitude 
of resigned withdrawal in the face of over-powerful social structures and 
pressures, Stella’s “Black Paintings” can be read as allegories of 
autonomously guided, all-powerful systems that curtail any subjective room 
for maneuver'. I can personally relate to this sense of resignation, and I'd 
hazard a guess to say my choice of imagery and painterly technique reflect 
this, best acting to serve as autobiographical markers.

I think this is one of the main reasons I paint: a la Griffa, painting provides 
a material avenue to broach the unknown - it's a form of agnostic attempt 
to reach for something more than the facticity of the industrial material or 
pixel to create or probe a sense of absence. Mysterious absence serves a 
nice antidote to resignation, for me at least! My fluctuation between 
figurative and abstract painting is a kind of pointed approach to producing 
this sense of connection between the two styles in order to imply an 
absence seated somewhere in-between the two poles.

I will stop there for the sake of brevity! Let me know if I become too ranting 
and raving.

I'm interested to hear whether there's any particular reason the nexus of 
conceptual art and painting isn't of interest to you?

Speak soon,
Tommy



:

Hi Tommy! 

It’s nice to read these ideas swimming around in your mind 
(pun intended). I’m interested in the intersection of your 
impetuses; you’ve shared with me that you paint with 
certain narratives or narrativising in mind (eg Ian Burn) but 
also to create or probe absence. How do you see these 
motives functioning in your work?

I’m also a little unsure about how your various paintings 
and the casts come together. All have a keen pictorial 
quality, and each of the completed works (cast and ‘1’ 
painting) teeter between presence and absence — in fact, 
they behave like memories in my reading of them. They 
might also be read like clues (direct or misleading) to a 
plot, like photos from a crime scene. Of course casting, 
and your spray painting method, also involve ‘processes 
of absence’. 

Then there’s the post-digital aesthetic of your pictures, 
which calls to mind early computer graphics. When I think 
of digitisation I think of the proliferating and accessibility of 
information, the exponential facility and necessity for 
archivisation; both seem relevant to the way you’re 
thinking about this body of work. 

I’m reading a lovely book by Barry Scwabsky at the 
moment, which addresses the ways contemporary artists 
‘participate’ with history, bringing incomplete narratives into 
the present through this dialogue. There’s something about 
your resurrection of Burn and the instant recall of digital 
technology that seem relevant here.

J 

Hey James,

Back from Melbourne! How was your New Years? I'm still floored by the 
Peter Tyndall show I saw at Buxton whilst down there.

In answer to your Q re the intersection of narrative and absence: I chose to 
look at Ian Burn in particular because of the two distinct stories that come 
to my mind when thinking about him. The first is of him as an artist/writer, 
and the second is of Ian as an arts union worker and family man who died 
saving another life. I know of Ian the artist by way of his writing and the 
writing of others on his work, whilst his death I know of only from reading 
his obituary online. In both instances Ian takes on a kind of mythologised 
presence for me. The first story weaves through art history and is a kind of 
academic narrative (if such a thing exists), and the second, centred on his 
death, is a tragedy. They're two very distinct forms of narrative in my mind 
which are difficult to reconcile. I quite like your analogy of the crime scene, 
and I think it's really relevant. I know of Ian only from these literary clues to 
the man and from reproductions of his works. Part of the reason he's so 
heroic to me, in addition to his great work and lovely personality (from what 
I've heard), is that I'm left to imagine the details of his life and work in the 
absences between what I have on hand. I think an apt pictorial equivalent 
to my conception of Burn is his Value added landscapes. With text 
superimposed over amateur landscape paintings he bought second-hand, 
the two modes of communication confer new meanings upon one another 
whilst simultaneously battling for attention. Text and image disappear and 
reappear, fractured, as you look about the works, and, in Burn's own 
words, 'the process of looking at the picture narrativizes the deferral of 
meaning'. I'd like for the work I'm making to narrativise this piecemeal 
understanding I have of Burn - this is where absence becomes important 
to me. The semi-presence of the hand in the paintings and casts, and the 
missing links in the 'plot points' I depict, are attempts to narrativise the 
ambiguities in attempting to reconcile competing notions of Burn and the 
life of the artist more broadly. Much akin to the idea of the periphery that 
Burn grappled with, second and third-hand accounts of the artist provide 
clues to assemble, and his death is altogether incomprehensible, terrifying 
and sad. Focussing on the story of Burn acts as a kind of medium for me 
to narrativise my experiences in contending with the both art history and 
shared existential concerns, and the ambiguities that emerge both within 
each camp, and in the attempt to try and reconcile the two modes of 
thinking.

I hope that doesn't sound too callous, me using his death as part of my 
thinking and making. I've been dwelling quite a lot on this. The more I 
make and sit and think, the more it sets in that this was a real man with a 
real family who really died too young. I hope the work conveys this 
unfolding (increasingly empathetic, I hope) understanding as I flit between 
thinking of Ian the artist and Ian the man, and that the works speak to the 
experience of grappling with information from an entirely abstract position 
within the periphery and through a post-digital lense. The idea of Ian's 
family seeing the works or reading this (which is far-fetched, but 
nonetheless...) is petrifying in light of the traumatic event they went 
through. I could say that my making reflects a certain contemporary state 
of mind or abstract understanding of life, but I'd hate to excuse 
instrumentalising a tragic event.

Regarding the paintings and casts commingling, both, in my mind, bounce 
between having an indexical effect and evoking a more phenomenological 
reading. The paintings are made in close adherence to images I use as 
'moulds', whilst the aluminium works are quite literally made from moulds. 
The airbrush allows for the paintings to change quite drastically given a 
viewer's proximity to the objects, cloudy marks shifting to realised image 
the further one moves away from the work. The aluminium casts, 
meanwhile, take on the effects of light and shadow. The works are a way 
of me narrativising history and anecdote subjected to everyday, 
contemporary contingencies. And, as you say, their 'production' of absence 
was a major part of my thinking. I quite like that you say they behave like 
memories. Given their content and material make-up, they feel almost like 
contrived, industrial memories to me.

That Scwabsky book sounds amazing - kind of perfect to read at the 
moment! What was the name of it?

Hope you're doing well. Looking forward to seeing you in person soon.

Best,
Tommy



Hi Tommy,

Oh I’m desperate to get to Peter Tyndall’s survey at 
Buxton. How was it? Interesting, given our conversation, 
that he’s a ‘conceptual painter’! 

Re Burn, as he states in one painting, ‘A landscape is not 
something we look at but something we look through’. 
Similarly, I say we never simply look at paintings (ie 
content doesn’t always become picture). We read 
paintings (in the case of text) or count paintings (in the 
case of, say, Maria Cruz’s coin paintings). Text creates 
imagery just like images imply stories and provoke 
thoughts which may operate as words in the mind. The 
visual takes a verb form, like Juhani Pallasmaa’s reading 
of architecture; a window is defined by the act of looking 
through it, not the pane of glass; a fireplace is about its 
heat; and so on. 

Your knowledge of Burn is itself secondhand, readymade. 
Maybe all information is, but when citing someone so 
well-known (at least in art circles) it has different effect and 
implications. This is quite a tangent but I was watching a 
documentary about death recently, which presented an 
interesting image about funerals in the future and how the 
deceased will be remembered. Since we leave such vast 
data records of ourselves behind nowadays, one possibility 
is that this data be downloaded to produce AI simulations 
of us, which family and friends can visit and interact with! A 
much more literal way to narrativise or remember someone 
than in your paintings and sculptures.

The Scwabsky book is called Perpetual Guest. Some 
really nice thinking and writing about art. 

It’s common for contemporary artists to participate with art 
history. I often ask artists who work in this way about the 
distinction/s, in their mind, between them/their work and 
the work they are referencing. Of course I don’t mean this 
in the obvious sense of being different practitioners in 
different times with different outputs, but more so in 
respect to the potential of contemporary works  to resonate 
historically like the historical works they cite.

I wouldn’t stress too much about working with Burn’s 
history. I think it’s great you’re being so thoughtful in your 
practice; certainly not trivial. It is a sensitive topic, 
especially for those that knew Burn, but art should go to 
these lengths.

J 

LAILA Sydney
Tommy Carman

The Rumour Mill
20 January - 28 January
2023

Hey James,

The Tyndall show is huge, amazing to see the breadth with which he 
applied that idiom of the square hanging by two strings across such a 
range of styles and accompanying subject matter. Talk about looking 
through paintings! The works culminate in you looking at looking at looking 
at looking at a painting the more he uses that idiom within the idiom 
himself. I'd never heard of Tyndall before I must admit so I was taken 
aback. Itching to get my hands on the monograph Buxton said they're 
releasing in Feb.

Attached are some shoddy images of how the show may end up looking. 
There are four leading contenders; Ian from down the hall (160cm long), 
the Kandinsky-esque work (160cm tall), i.e. (as a diptych), and the small 
magenta portrait. Potentially also a small blue monochrome. There are 
some additional works for you to cast your eye over as well if you like. 
What do you think? Would really appreciate your input - as much as I love 
the solitude of the studio, I lose frame of reference being by myself staring 
at the same works over and over!

The scope of the show is changing somewhat I think. In terms of 
participating with Burn's history, the works are inching to more closely align 
with Burn's artistic concerns, and further from a pointed number of clues 
directed toward his death, although they remain in many of the works. Less 
macabre, more accommodating of his way(s) of looking. The process of 
creating a visual 'screenplay' seems to become increasingly inverted the 
more I make; rather than create plot points based on Burn's narrative, his 
story (although piecemeal for me) is affording opportunity to probe varying 
ways to look through painting (your last email was very helpful in clarifying 
my thinking!). With the varying uses of absence within the paintings and 
the different verbs or cognitive actions produced by the move through text, 
perspectival representation, and abstraction (although many of the motifs 
in the Kandinsky-esque painting maintain a link to the objects stenciled 
onto the canvas), certain lineages in art's modern history may take the 
form of a debased screenplay, and the crime scene can provide evidence 
of the different modalities of representation Burn thought through. Here I 
think my participation with history might be more interesting, and the 
airbrush can come into its own more; I hope, in particular, that the 
text-based paintings can do something other than be along the lines of 
Ruscha's work or pure photorealism, with aspects of Burn's Value added 
landscapes productively taken somewhere different (text is integrated with, 
rather than superimposed on, the landscape - not seamlessly, however; it 
is not wholly part of the landscape). I still feel as though the references to 
his death remain important in spite of this shift. ADS Donaldson visited the 
studio yesterday, and spoke of Burn's death being remembered by most as 
a date, not an event. The capacity for text to produce imaginings, and 
image to inflect this imagination (both in terms of affect and the production 
of additional text in the mind), has at base level made Burn's death more 
personally harrowing and visceral. The (unhelpful) partition between 
modes of looking at/through something and their real-world/existential 
implications is dissolving bit by bit for me. Feels a big learning curve - I'm 
young, and haven't experienced much death or the threat of it, and have 
just finished my MFA, which was very academic!

It's undecided whether the aluminium casts will make it into the show yet.

I believe the show opens next Friday night! Just waiting to hear from the 
Laila gang. Would you be free to come along? I was wondering if you had 
much time over the next 5 days or so to meet up and go through the convo 
to decide how best to publish it. I'd buy you lunch, I can't thank you enough 
again! One thought I had was to redact portions of the conversation with 
black rectangles. Monochrome as existential device (Malevich) meets 
monochrome as opaque surface (post-painterly abstraction, a negotiation 
of painterly lineage), the redaction's reading contingent on the surrounding 
text. What do you reckon?

Best,
Tommy


