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image conveys something of the ‘unbearable lightness of being’,
suggesting the dualities of despair and euphoria involved in the
creative process. Sam Beckett’s artistic credo about failing again,
yet failing better comes to mind. As the horse trudges on accepting
the difficulties of daily life the imagination still manages to soar
free.

There is a mantra beloved in the creative writing class about
‘showing’ and not ‘telling’. Good fiction, it is argued, does not
report but creates a scene through close observation and the
capturing of mood; so too with Elizabeth Magill’s paintings. The
scenarios she shows us are not a slice of the real but evocations of
darker, more complex responses. Pushing her paintings to the point
of collapse she investigates, the half-remembered, the repressed
that flickers on the inside of the mind like the movements of a
Javanese shadow puppet. Like all good modernist painters she is not
so much interested in perfection as in ‘some sort of tarnished
beauty’ that mirror the vulnerabilities of the human condition. In a
painting such as Many Moons Ago the single stilled figure stands
forlornly in the landscape beneath a sky dotted with five moons. Not
only do these moons work formally, giving balance to the picture
surface, but they seem to suggest the very mechanism of memory
itself. Was the moon there, or there or there, we ask ourselves
when trying to remember a particular scene on a distant occasion. In
Vessel a boatman emerges from the Turneresque swirl of colours.
The painting is of Venice but this Venice is no more real than that of
Calvino's Invisible Cities. Like the proverbial ferryman Charon, who
rowed the souls of the newly deceased across the river Styx that
divided the world of the living from the world of the dead, Magill’s
figure surfaces from the mess of painted gloom hovering just out of
focus like a memory we can’t quite retrieve. It is this insubstantial,
shadowy terrain that Magill makes so entirely her own.

Elizabeth Magill Green Light Wanes at the Kerlin Gallery, Dublin
from 26 November to 23 December 2010


