






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 
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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


