What do you think you are looking at

John Lancaster and Ian Kirkwood
What do you think you are looking at, provides an opportunity for the artists to exhibit a  breadth and range of works that include both large and small-scale works. The nature of the show has focussed on the interpretation and meaning of their abstract paintings both as a separate body of independent exploration and experimentation, but also to create a dialogue between the work of the two artists. The exhibition catalogue provides a further opportunity to gain insight into the working and decision-making processes, as well as the intentions and aims for their work.

What do you think you are looking at is a title designed to invite the spectator to question, enjoy and engage with the experience of looking at contemporary painting but also to act as a more provocative exclamation.

A conversation between John Lancaster and Ian Kirkwood

IK
Your recent work is more abstract than previous works where you have identified locations of significant architectural, cultural and even spiritual significance, in Granada, Kyoto and Rome as subjects or sources for your work.
 In these paintings that connection seems to have become tenuous.

JL
Location has been a constant creative stimulation in the development of ideas and production in my work. Baroque Rome became a significant driving force in my early work, and this was reflected in a wide range of paintings and drawings that could be characterised as using a rhetorical pictorial language to explore narrative (fig 1). The Moorish architecture of the Alhambra Palace in Granada, Spain, became another major influence in my work. The work exploits the decorative qualities of Islamic design, and the complex construction of architectural space that is masterfully orchestrated through the invention of interior and exterior spaces, as well as in the reflective use of water to achieve these visual complexities and spatial ambiguities (fig 2). The architectural motif became the pictorial structure for the series of Sacred Interiors. The busy pictorial surface explored pattern and layering created by stencilling and became the pictorial invention in this work. The location was the catalyst for change and the stimulation for the imagination (fig3). 

IK
However the relationship between location and inspiration seems to have changed in your recent work.

JL
The recent Wave Motion series evolved out of this interest in the busy complex surface, and also the relationship between details being played out over a large-scale composition. As you rightly observe the connection to location has become more tenuous. The reason for change in this series came out of a dissatisfaction with the quality of colour. I wanted to get back to using high quality oil paints, instead of relying on spray can paint that was necessary in working with the layered stencil designs. The small-scale brushwork allowed me to retain the busy and intense surface that was important to the work and to concentrate on orchestrating the precise colour balance that was eluding me. The other significant development in the recent work was the compositional structure, this shifted from the architectural framework to a geometric one. The reason for change therefore, in this present series came from internal decisions relating to a particular dissatisfaction with how colour was performing and this became the catalyst to completely re-invent the composition. 

IK
What I’m thinking about in looking at this recent body of work doesn’t have to do with those locations at all or if it does it is only because of my knowledge of what you have said about the previous work, and to an extent, derives in that context from a recognition of some of the motifs that come from the architectural locations that you have mentioned. It is possible to see the shapes and patterns as deriving from those architectural locations but what we are engaged by are the very specific structures, the simple geometry of intersecting circles, and the juxtaposition of one very small square against another square that underlie the structures. There is then a link, an inextricable one between the structure and the colour; the structure emerges out of the different juxtapositions of colours. The perambulation of shapes across the painting is determined by these ground rules as one colour is juxtaposed with a different one to create the different parts of the shape. The shapes themselves shift between being circles, semi-circles and other curved shapes as a consequence. We see what Wittgenstein called a change of aspect 
 and ‘seeing as’, where we see something differently but also see that it has not changed; it is experiencing something of the nature of perception.
JL
The Wave Motion paintings are intended to visually excite and invite the viewer into exploring the visual dynamics of movement and particularly rhythmic pulses that are orchestrated through subtle shifting patterns of colour. The geometry has been deliberately kept simple in order for colour to take the main role. Again the system of building up the early stages of colour are kept simple in order to control the general balance of the composition. As the composition gradually progresses, the orchestration becomes more complex. For example in Wave Motion 21  (fig 4),  the general colour balance is directed towards a dark tonal pitch of saturated colour. The first stage is built up of squares of Schevenings Violet and Prussian Green in an ordered grid structure over the whole composition. At the second stage an additional pair of colours are introduced to intensify and compliment the first stage (Olive Green and Schevenings Deep Blue) these four colours establish, together with the geometry, the underlying structure for the composition. The next stage is to introduce a limited range of saturated colour that aims to exploit the visual dynamics, animating the surface by exploring pattern and shape, and exploiting rhythm   and movement. The ambiguity of the surface is something I am also interested in. What I mean by surface ambiguity is controlling two interpretations within the same composition, and these works switch from the circle and geometry to particular shapes such as the lozenge or S shaped forms and within that shift, movement is also exploited, this is the change of aspect you refer to in your observation.

IK
If the references outside the painting have gone you are left with the experience of these juxtapositions and the structures that come out of it. Now one of the interesting things is whether or not there is something about the imaginative impulse formed by the architectural locations that you talked about being accessible in the paintings. The paintings you have made are not a direct response to those locations, but can we say that they are a response to your experience of those locations. What we are looking at is very abstract but of what significance are those experiences to you and us in looking at the paintings. 

JL
It is very difficult, if not impossible to be precise about the role inspiration, visual reference, imagination and pictorial invention play in forming a piece of work. I am clear about the importance of location and its function as a catalyst for change and development in the direction the work takes. To take the experience of the Alhambra Palace, in formulating the series Sacred Interiors for example. It is an experience that engages all of the senses, some more than others. The architecture was created with this very much in mind; sight, sound and smell have been manipulated to stimulate and exhilarate the senses. The actual experience together with the memory of that experience begins to work on the imagination. The pictorial invention must begin somewhere however and certain parameters must be defined in order to develop the work. In the work of Sacred Interiors these parameters could be identified as a general impression to create a complex pictorial space based on multi layering through intricate decorative design. The intention was to create a spatial ambiguity or change of aspect, to challenge the spectator as to what they expect to see in the composition or what they think they are looking at. This changes over time as you become more familiar with the composition. 
What are the intentions and motivations for your work, and how do they relate to the completed work. The importance of colour and the relationship between colour and structure seem to be a driving force in your work, can you articulate this interest?

IK
It is the experience and perception of colour that mark out my concerns. It is the experience of colour as ineffable, as irreducible, capable of profundity and the perception of colour as transient and shifting in its relationships that interests me. It is light and colour in-itself that are important. The structures that emerge have to do with trying to articulate these concerns and discover or create these experiences. Most of the time it is about trying to hunt down ways of providing a structure that does exactly that. 

JL
Do the paintings have a point of reference, an origin or inspiration outside of themselves?

IK
Yes and No. Landscape is something that I have referred to as a source although I have come to realise that the reference is shorthand for ‘things seen’, which are often but not always found in landscape. It is a source, an indirect one, more correctly described as being about light and colour found mostly in the natural environment. There is however no direct reference or representation in the work. It is an indirect source and one that finds equivalents in the work. The work begins and progresses with the stuff of painting. 

JL
Could you select a particular painting that illuminates this fascination with colour and the decision making process that leads to resolving particular problems that inevitably crop up in the development of a painting. The additional layering of colour and the shift of colour relationships in the development of a painting must add another layer of complexity, how do you tackle these problems?

IK
To answer that I have to talk about the way in which I make paintings. I make a lot of small studies on paper (fig 5), where colour juxtapositions, mixtures of colour, layering of colour, and possible configurations are explored, maybe around a particular theme, a colour or combinations of colours, and so on. These studies are made both as a starting point for the paintings and continuous with them. And that is something that I have always done. It is a method, a form of play as a means of examining something afresh, as it were, involving a suspension of other factors. 

In Sienna, Green and Grey (fig 6 ) there is a very simple structure that appears to consist of four thin vertical greys and three wider vertical bands of sienna. A green is visible in places under the sienna and at the edges with the grey. The painting seems to be the simple result of painting sienna over grey. The sienna is layered over the grey and at the point at which the grey verticals stand the two colours are juxtaposed.  It is the balance between the two that creates the light that results. In the other painting that we are looking at, Polyphony 3 

(fig 7), we are looking at a slightly more complex structure, appearing to consist of four thin vertical bands of olive green separating four wider bands of dark pink punctuated by three thin vertical bands of pale orange. On closer inspection we see that the dark pink bands are formed over a layer of olive green. At one moment we will see the pale orange bands in the middle of the pink bands, the next we will see the dark olive bands in the middle of the pink bands. As we look the colours and structure fluctuate in space and through the modifications created. 

JL
If we go back to the Sienna,Green and Grey painting, the way that I would respond in interpreting the painting (bearing in mind all that you’ve said about the complexity of layering and the modification of colour) is that the eyes seem to be drawn to the vertical linear structure of the grey that generates a very powerful colour light through the painting, you then move on to reading the sienna slabs and then out to a different modification of the grey out to the edges. Is that too particular a reading in terms of a ‘hierarchy’, in respect of the eye being drawn to one part first, then filtering down to another layer almost as a secondary reading? Obviously that wouldn’t be an intention at the outset of the work, rather the analysis at the end of the journey, but having completed the painting, do you have a specific way that you want the painting to be read?
IK
 No, because I think in looking at it, you can start at any one of those points. You might see it as being a field of sienna, punctuated by the grey verticals. Or you might first of all see the three bands of sienna, or the vertical bands of grey. I think you start anywhere. I don’t think you stay for any length of time with only one of the readings as you move backwards and forwards because of the way that it is layered. I suspect that the bandings, the verticals, the weights and the proportions are rather similar to what you intend in the circles, so in part it is formal, but at the same time, it is about conveying something to do with the presence of the colour, so that these thin and wider verticals have a particular presence or light.

JL
This exhibition provides the opportunity to place work of different scale along side each other. The relationship between large and small scale allow for a closer inspection of the role and function that scale plays in our work. How do you see this role?

IK
From the outset I think I always intend the works to be large in scale, not necessarily large in size. The smaller pieces on paper get taken up to perhaps a slightly bigger size, where they are then explored as paintings, and it’s usually from those that the larger paintings are made. Sometimes, almost always, progressing a larger painting will then stop and then a small painting will take place along side it, or a series of small paintings, or I go back to the smaller works on paper, there is an oscillation between the bigger work and the smaller work.
JL  So the experimentation and invention is a two way process of large to small and vice versa, and identifying a particular colour combination or relationship that ‘activates’ the painting can be equally discovered on any scale. Is there anything different about the actual experience of looking at a small painting or a large painting? Do the visual dynamics shift? Does colour perform in a different way?

IK
Yes, I think it’s very much to do with the fact that the human body is a certain size, and the experience of colour forms or tends to dictate the size of the work. Scale as opposed to size is what achieves an enveloping or what others have called immersive condition. Merleau-Ponty describes the perception of colour as being physical, as involving the body, of colour permeating the experience of the body,
 and of colour as a branch of being.
 

When you make works on paper, do you start off with something small, or is that quite rare? The works on paper that we see here, do they evolve or are they carefully planned?
JL 
The exploration of works on a different scale is similar for me, in that I explore the possibilities of discovering something unique to each composition, The small works on A1 paper allow for greater experimentation, that is purely a practical matter, it simply allows me to work through a number of combinations of design and particular colour relationships. Keeping in mind that it takes up to ten months to complete a large-scale painting.
IK
Why don’t you use small scale works to plan the large scale work, particularly as you refer to the extraordinary level of commitment regarding the time it takes to make them?

JL
It’s not a problem to make a direct scaled up version of a smaller work, as there are plenty of opportunities for change to occur in this process. The visual experience is completely different of course if you are looking at a lozenge shape that is one metre from point to point with the shifting patterns and relationships of colour as opposed to the same shape and area that is say only 20cm high.

IK 
But this, in itself is not exploring scale in the work, it is a change in perception by the viewer in relationship to the painting, What are your interests with regard to scale?

JL 
That’s right, the issue of scale is addressed predominantly through exploring large and small compositions through a controlled and regulated application of painted marks. The paintings are not simply scaled up, that would mean the grid and brush mark would reflect this procedure. All of my works are made with a very small flat head 0.2 brush. It is the same scale of brush mark applied to both large and small compositions that provide the controlled conditions in order to witness the shift in visual dynamics. The small scale repetitive brush mark intensifies the experience of reading the paintings, it has almost a mesmerising effect on the viewer. The vast contrast between the large compositions and the small-scale mark invite the viewer to respond to the paintings from different viewpoints. Moving back to take in the panorama of the compositions, and also inviting close scrutiny of the surface. The phenomenon of creating a sense of wonder and fascination, through the manipulation of extreme contrast of scale is a contributing factor to the notion of the sublime in Art. 

JL
In the past, we’ve both talked about music and the role that it plays in stimulating the imagination, or of the function it might have in relationship to painting. What role does music play in your painting practice?

IK
When I’ve referred to music, it has been to use it as an analogy, as a way to talking about painting. Music does that because it’s an abstract art, and it provides a way of talking about sensation, mood, emotion and structure that are relevant. I have used terms that derive from music to title work, Polyphony, for example. 

I’m also interested in the way that music is described. It’s interesting to note that when musicians or commentators talk about music, that they sometimes use painting terms. I have heard a piece of piano playing described as painterly, a performance as bringing out the primary colours of a work, and works are often described as dark or light. 

JL
On previous occasions I have talked and written about the importance of a particular piece of music or genre of music that has inspired or helped me to think about developing a visual idea. I mentioned earlier in the conversation in regard to ‘location’ the influence of Baroque Art and Architecture, and I could have gone on to mention Baroque music, particularly Bach and the fugue. It is the strong compositional structure or motif that provides the support for improvisation that interests me both in music and my work. It is a similar interest that engages me when I listen to contemporary jazz, particularly the improvisational piano playing of Keith Jarrett.  It is not just using music as an analogy to convey or communicate an abstract art form in order to provide further insight but more as a direct experience in my work.

IK
So do you listen to a particular piece of music when painting in the studio, with the intension of the music directly informing the work in some way? 

JL
No, music for me works a little like the way I described ‘locations’ informing the work by slowly infusing into the system, providing insight and sometimes answers to a particular problem I may be grappling with. The Baroque experience was identified through making, seeing, listening, reading and each of these activities coming together over a period of time where discoveries are made throughout the journey. So music plays a quiet and supportive role that is always there but rarely categorically stated. I sometimes like to deconstruct a particular piece of music and focus on the structure and improvisational aspects of the composition. Trying to identify motifs and how they may be manipulated either through different rhythmic patterns or as reversal of passages and re-presented. I listen for changes in key signature and chords change sequences. Its this level of engagement that I find I am thinking about in the paintings, obviously as the visual equivalents. A strong geometric structure together with a limited palette and a final layer (in time) of improvisatory colour relationships is to some extent my instrument and I manipulate close tonal control or shifting temperature of colour, or sharp contrast of hues as a means to create a certain atmosphere or to create a particular quality.
JL
It sounds like music is used more as a ‘tool’ for you in trying to convey an experience by using it as an analogy, as a means of communication to gain an insight into interpretation? 

IK
There is an expansion of the richness of the experience in using the analogy, but they are constitutionally speechless about each other. Maybe one key difference is the role that time plays. 

JL
Time has become a significant factor for me particularly in the recent work, this being reflected in the attention to the craft of making the work. Long periods of concentration are required in the process of application and a great deal of satisfaction is gained from investing significant time in the gradual development of the compositions. An audience does not necessarily identify that when they are looking at the paintings
IK
I would say that the time taken to make the work is not, as in the case of the paintings here, part of the experience of looking at a work. The time taken in looking at a work as a spectator is different. 

JL
I would hope an audience would firstly acknowledge that a considerable amount of time and concentration was required to make the paintings and this may influence the relationship between viewer and work. The paintings are quiet in character, they do not shout for recognition (only in scale of composition possibly) but hopefully they read as a slow burn,
 an initial visual impact, and a gradual recognition of additional characteristics that unfold in the work through time. This, to some extent connects the process and method 
of making with an interpretation of these characteristics that are inherent in the work.

IK 
 The place in time that a painting, an abstract painting, occupies is very particular, it is in this respect in a very different condition to a photograph. This is not the same as the time that it takes to look at a painting. The past and future of a painting are always present. 
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