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Beautifull things

that pass away
By Ashraf Jamal

Robyn Penn, A Chinese Hoax III, 2019. Oil on natural linen, 40.5 x 51cm. All images courtesy of Barnard & the artist.

Landscapes can be deceptive. Sometimes a landscape
seems to be less a setting for the life of its inhabitants than
a curtain behind which their struggles, achievements and
accidents take place. For those who, with the inhabitants,
are behind the curtain, landmarks are no longer only
geographic, but also biographical and personal.
– John Berger, A Fortunate Man: The Story of a Country Doctor (1967)
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A Stone A Kiss II, 2019. Oil on natural Linen, 40.5 x 51cm.

In his collection of essays, Landscapes, John Berger considers painting – its confidence, or
the lack thereof – as indicative of the time in which it is made. If the Flemish and Italian
Renaissance is considered as painting’s highpoint it is because, then, the ‘artist believed that
it was his subject itself – not his way of painting it – which had to express the emotions and
ideas he intended’. It is doubt, both personal and cultural, which result in an overemphasis
of form over content. For Berger, it is only ‘when we eventually achieve a confident society
again’, that our art – and in this case painting – will reassume a truth over and above ‘the
moral or political artistic theories’ which, since the nineteenth century, has defined and
shaped creative expression. For what we have lost, or squandered, is ‘the clarity, the visual
definitiveness, the tactile values of Renaissance art’.
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“She is not
handing us a
decree, but
inviting us
to inhabit a
world which,
in truth, is
fast becoming
uninhabitable.”

Detail of The Memory of Man II, 2019. Oil on canvas, 100 x 150cm.

134

THE BEAUTIFUL THINGS THAT PASS AWAY / ASHRAF JAMAL

EDITORIAL/INTERVIEW/REVIEWS
REVIEW
/ BEAUTIFUL THINGS THAT
/ TITLE
PASS AWAY

FACING PAGE TOP TO BOTTOM: A Stone A Kiss V, 2019.
Oil on natural linen, 40.5 x 51cm. A Stone A Kiss VIII, 2019. Oil
on natural linen, 40 x 30cm. Courtesy of the artist & Barnard.

Berger’s wager is a provocative. One may
blithely dismiss his view as being nostalgic,
however, I believe that it is a viewpoint
worth readdressing. What Berger cogently
stresses is a need in ‘our own culture…
the culture of individualistic humanism’
which, when reembraced, which will help
us to confront the impasse before us.
For doubtless, we find ourselves today
in uncertain times – a time of dread,
doubt, horror, and fear – which has made
it well-nigh impossible to attain any
clarity. It is not surprising, therefore, that
our painters, cast adrift, at a loss, fail to
express clarity and confidence. How can
they, when confronted by a gnawing rage
and doubt?
If painting, therefore, is symptomatic of
its age, then what are the symptoms which
appear when considering the work of
Robyn Penn? What is it that she seeks to
express to us? The immediate answer is an
obvious one, to wit, the polar bear in the
room – global warming. But is it solely this
elemental, geological, socio-economic and
political catastrophe that concerns her? Is
her latest cycle of paintings – dubbed News
from Another World – simply a record of this
indisputable horror? Or, more probingly, is
it not, rather, the haplessness of our relation
to this horror – our belated consciousness
and failing agency – which possesses the
greater traction?
My point, here, is not to foreground an
obvious calamity and declare it the theme
of her latest work, but to emphasis the
psychological impress she places upon it –
what Berger hails as a necessary return to
‘individualistic humanism’. This is because
an artist’s purpose is not to simply declare
a problem, or worse, to illustrate it, but,
through the peculiarity of her singular
process, present to us how she has come
to address the matter in the way she has. It
is not the formalism or technique that I’m
broaching here, but the artist’s psychological
point of insertion in what, indisputably, is
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an inconsolable fact. The earth is drowning.
Our survival is at risk.
What, for me at least, matters most is
Penn’s temperament – her ways of looking
and feeling. In conversation with Barnard
Gallery Art Director, Alastair Whitton,
it is this dimension which assumed the
upper hand. Penn’s paintings are ‘quiet
but fierce’, Whitton notes. They possess
a ‘fragility’. The choice of words is
telling, for what Whitton emphasises
is a modulated tension which contains
extremes – quiet and fierce. This tension,
justly perceived as fragile, allows us to
enter the paintings’ psychic orbit. Penn
is not telling us what to think. She is
not handing us a decree, but inviting us
to inhabit a world which, in truth, is fast
becoming uninhabitable. For these are not
paintings designed to assuage our fears,
but paintings which, in their muted, quiet,
yet unerringly uncertain manner, ask us
to embrace unsettlement, to take that
unsettlement to heart.
This is why, after Berger, Penn’s paintings are
not ‘moral or political’ artistic theorisations,
but sombre invocations. We see a pairing
of polar bears, the one atomised, the other
enfolded in its precarious being. We see
a concertina of icebergs, except that one
element in the suite – an ice tray – forces
us to reconsider frozen water as primal,
or given. We see a series of boulders,
massive, commanding, yet composed of
febrile, animated, fleeting strokes. This is
because in Penn’s vision, neither rock nor
glade nor iceberg is ever a finite thing. Her
cloud and rock formations are fragile, as
is her perception thereof. This is because
consciousness mirrors the precariousness
of geological, animal, and elemental forms.
And if we no longer possess the certitude
and clarity which Berger sees in the Flemish
and Italian Renaissance, this is because ours
is an age, a time, in which the certainty and
fullness of mind, heart and soul, has come
to naught.
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Like John Ruskin, Robyn Penn is an acute
observer of ruination. In 1871 Ruskin
recorded his concerns about changes in the
atmosphere. ‘It is the first of July’, he wrote,
‘and I sit down to write by the dismallest
light that ever yet I wrote by… For the sky is
covered with grey cloud not rain-cloud, but a
dry black veil, which no ray of sunshine can
pierce; partly diffused in mist, feeble mist…
And everywhere the leaves of the trees are
shaking fitfully… to show the passing to
and fro of a strange, bitter, blighting wind’.
It is this self-same grim awareness which
Penn introduces to us. She, like Ruskin’s
trees, shakes fitfully. Her vision, deceptively
impassive, grimly alert, has awakened in us ‘a
strange, bitter, blighting wind’. This is most
evident in the artist’s mark-making which is
deliberately diffuse, as though, after Ruskin,
she has sought to evoke a ‘feeble mist’.
To suppose the artist’s technique as merely
impressionistic is to miss the mark, for it is
not the inchoateness of light that fascinates
her, but an atomisation of mind, a collapse
of any saving insight, for her paintings
cannot save us. They are not presented as
objects for appraisal, as things to bedeck
our walls, but as spectral and ghoulish
evocations of our vanishing world. This
is the reason why her paintings cannot,
and must not, be exercises in clarification
or ‘visual definitiveness’. Rather, Penn’s
paintings exist at an agonistic remove from
such a balm. Desolate, tragic, and terribly
beautiful, they are records of an age, a time,
for which there is no answer. After Ruskin,
they are the ‘Beautiful things that pass away’.

‘News from Another World’ was on view at
Barnard till 9 April 2019.
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