
THE ARTDIARIES
60 DAYS OF REFLECTIONS ON GREAT WORKS 
OF ART DURING THE COVID-19 LOCKDOWN



INTRODUCTION

The Art Diaries is a direct transcript of a series of 60 facebook posts I made 
from 17 March to 15 May during the 2020 Covid-19 lockdown. This is a 
free, non-commercial PDF document for reference and educational purpos-
es only. Many of the artwork reproductions are out of copyright and in the 
Public Domain. Many others, however, are the intellectual property of the 
respective artists and museums and require licencing for commercial repro-
duction. The text is happily all mine. 

The posts were written as daily meditations during a period of great glob-
al anxiety, and were a way for me to orientate myself through the days and 
weeks of lock down. They are informal, non-academic and sometimes anec-
dotal. 

Much of the charm of Facebook is its interactive element, something not 
possible in a PDF! I would have loved to have included the Comments, but 
it would make this document far too fussy. The image viewing experience 
is also inevitably different, and some files are too small for detailed viewing, 
so I encourage readers to go online to look up the respective images. Some 
people have asked, inspite of the above, if the thread exists in one document. 
Now it does and this is it. I hope you enjoy it! 

James Waller



Day 1     
This is the first in a series of reflections on great artworks, which I’ll be post-
ing to help divert anyone interested from current events. The Sorrow of the 
King by Matisse is one of my favourite works of all time. It is Matisse’s swan 
song, created two years before his death in 1954. A masterpiece of joy and 
celebration in the face of departure. It has always inspired me, always tow-
ered above the rest!

17 March





Day 2
Biro on canvas, by Icilio Martich-Severi. You won’t have heard of him; an 
artist from Fiume, Italy who migrated to Australia in 1950. This work of his I 
believe to be one of the masterpieces of 20th century modernism. There is a 
slow, infinite joy in his dance of forms; anthropomorphic planes which flow, 
compress, elude. So dreamlike. Icilio’s work impresses upon me like the most 
beautiful flower; it can never be explained, just breathed in.

18 March





Day 3
Joan Miros’s Still Life with Old Shoe has always been one of my favour-
ites. Painted in 1937, its surreal psychedelia is generally considered Miro’s 
response to the Spanish Civil War. Like Matisse his colours are pure and 
strong, however there is a nightmarish quality that never entered Matisse’s 
oeuvre.

19 March





Day 4
Chagall’s stained glass windows in the cathedral of Saint-Etienne, Metz 
(France). It is one of my favourite places in the world. Unlike the experience 
of a museum, the stained glass in a cathedral is integral to the whole. It is 
a complete and unifying experience. Chagall was one of the leading artists 
sought out to renew the sacred spaces of France which had been damaged 
in war time. He worked with Atelier Simon - master glass artists in Reims 
- to fulfill the many commisions of his later years. Otherworldly, uplifting, 
yet filled with that alchemy of sorrow and love which is Chagall’s hallmark. 
Colours were never deeper or more radiant than with Chagall.

20 March





Day 5
Giotto’s Dream of the Palace in his cycle of St Francis, in the Upper Basil-
ica of San Francesco, Assisi. Last May my partner and I travelled to Assisi 
and I fulfilled a long cherished dream to see this great fresco cycle by Giotto. 
Having spent the week in Florence I was well primed, yet seeing the Upper 
Basilica took my breath away. The monumentality, conceptual and aesthetic 
unity, harmony and lyrical delivery are second to none in Europe. Giotto 
introduced a solidity of form into his figures and spaces which prepared the 
ground for Renaissance realism. And yet it is the Byzantine element of his 
work, the formation of radiant light, colour and space, which casts such a 
spell. For me this Basilica is the spiritual-aesthetic heart of Europe. This fres-
co, in particular, I have always loved, for its serenity and dreamlike beauty.

21 March





Day 6
 

Paul Gauguin’s Where Do We Come From? Where Are We? Where Are 
We Going? I have always loved this painting, Gauguin’s Tahitian master-
piece. When I first saw Gauguin in reproduction (13ish) I remember feeling 
a flood of recognition to his sense of colour. It was then, strangely enough, 
that I felt I could be a painter. The sense of deep contemplation and langour, 
the blues suffused with gold, the colours which lay like gems in the shadows. 
I can look and drift and dream...

22 March





Day 7
Rembrandt’s Girl at a Window from 1651. This is my favourite painted 
portrait in the world. When I first saw it in Stockholm in 1997, I was utter-
ly transfixed. As I watched, her expression and her emotion would change, 
from a state of ineffable joy to one of infinite sadness. This is Rembrandt’s 
most mysterious quality: how he imbued paint with quivering, subtle, com-
plex emotion. It is what makes his works so timeless, why they stand out in 
any museum. Rembrandt beheld the soul of humanity and the crucible of 
beauty he placed it in is unlike any other.

23 March





Day 8
The Egg Snatchers, by Odd Nerdrum (2011). This is one of my favourites 
by the Norwegian master. In painting, Odd really has it all: superb compo-
sition, unrivaled layering and delivery, the most delicate colouring, impasto 
and glazing. Whilst many of his works can be quite dark, this piece and oth-
ers like it reveal the tender, poetic lyricist of light and love.

24 March





Day 9
One of my favourite contemporary painters is the Italian Agostino Arrivabe-
ne. He is a true mystic and visionary, and his work is so wonderfully original, 
at the same time as being anchored in nature and the European tradition. 
This work is called Alchemy - click on the link for the full image and for 
more on this fabulous artist.

25 March





Day 10
Rembrandt’s The Jewish Bride (1665). The sumptous golds and reds, drawn 
out of the autumnal earth. The tenderness and calm, the pyramid of human 
connection. It is one of Rembrandt’s richest chromatic renderings, exempli-
fying his personal synergy with the “Apelles palette” (essentially red, yellow, 
black and white).

26 March





Day 11
Monet’s waterlillies in l’Orangerie, Paris. Views here of the Clouds. Monet 
donated these works to the city of Paris, to be housed in a space that would 
be like a secular santuary for those in need of beauty, calm and contempla-
tion - something we can all use. It is a wonderful space to visit, the paintings 
lit by central skylights, so if you stay a while you can watch the paintings 
brighten and darken with the vagaries of the sky.

27 March





Day 12
The Prince of Iceland, by Odd Nerdrum. It’s really enjoyable putting up my 
favourite works every day - I hope you enjoy them! I just love this work by 
the master in Norway. Nerdrum is in fact an Icelandic citizen, and much of 
his work is inspired by the Icelandic landscape. Rhythm and rhyme are very 
important in painting. Notice the slope of the rocks on the lower right, and 
how it echoes the slope of the mountain on the top right. Notice also how the 
curve of the boy’s back is echoed by the fabric draped over the mother’s leg, 
and echoed again by the curve of foot and ankle. These incremental elements 
make Nerdrum’s work extremely rich and powerful.

28 March





Day 13
The Demon Seated, by Mikhail Vrubel (1890). Vrubel is one of my favour-
ite Russian painters. This is one of many works he painted based on Mikhail 
Lermontov’s epic poem, The Demon, which describes a tragic fallen-angel 
figure who falls in love with a mortal woman in the Urals. His kiss is death, 
and so his love turns to ashes. He was considered the Cezanne of Russian 
painting with his prismatic structuring of the picture plane. You can see his 
works in the Russian Museum, St Petersburg, and in the Tretyakov Gallery, 
Moscow.

29 March





Day 14
Laocoon (1610) by El Greco. It is one of the most powerful and affecting 
compositions in Western art. ElGreco depicts the mythical death by serpents 
of the high Trojan priest Laocoon and his sons, before they can warn the 
populace of the Trojan horse. El Greco transcends movements and styles. 
He was not so interested in the illusionism of the Renaissance. His pictori-
al space is quite flat, his figures elongated through the energy of his brush. 
He painted with a visceral feeling unequaled in any age. Like Rembrandt he 
could transform paint into pure feeling. But he could also accelerate it into 
achingly soft and eternal light.

30 March





Day 15
Sadko in the Underwater Kingdom, by Ilya Repin (1876). Repin was the 
great 19th century master of Russian painting. His work brought Russian 
art into the European mainstream. This piece was based on a Novgorod epic 
poem and depicts a merchant in an underwater kingdom, ostensibly looking 
for a bride (as you do!). The fablesque element is atypical of Repin whose re-
alist compositions are second to none in Russia. I love the magical feeling of 
this piece - it is pure enchantment - gazing upon it I can forget for a moment, 
just forget, and bathe in its golden light...

31 March





Day 16
Autumn, by Gustave Moreau (1872). The work of the French symbolist 
painter, Moreau, has grown on me over the years. The rich complexity of his 
narratives, his glowing, almost mystical use of light, the delicate yet sump-
tuous layering, and his submergence in myth make his works timelessly 
compelling. Looking at his work now I can also see a synergy between him 
and the contemporary Italian painter Agostino Arrivabene (whom I featured 
a week ago). Perhaps he has been an influence ( it would be interesting to 
know!).

1 April





Day 17
Works by Agostino Arrivabene (b.1967). I noted yesterday the synergy 
between Arrivabene and Gustave Moreau, and indeed Moreau appears to 
have been a strong influence. Arrivabene goes much further than Moreau 
ever did, however. In terms of arch-type, vision and dream he is practically 
unequaled in European painting. I thnk his work will deliver riches for those 
with eyes to see, for a very long time. In his own words:

“The excavation work of my mind into my dark inner world is comparable 
to the journey of Persephone in Hades, or equally Orpheus’ journey into the 
underworld.
They are travel rituals, Orphic or Eleusinian in their urgent desire to steal from 
the dark world flashes of truth, the glimpses of which are the keys to a parallel 
realm that must reveal the interior world through an accumulation of imag-
es or a babel of languages, the very mystery, just as eagerly sought by ancient 
civilizations….
My dream is to steal the royal crowns of Persephone and Hades, to bring them 
to men back on earth to help them understand the centrifugal mystery of life in 
regards to death, and death that gives rise to life. It is one of my greatest desires 
to give to the world such royal emblems; to deprive the ancient gods of their 
symbolic power.” – Agostino Arrivabene
(Interview by Katie Lavers – weirdfictionreview)

2 April





Day 18
Dreamcatcher, lithograph by Roman Sustov. One of my favourite contem-
porary artists, Sustov creates a mysterious and haunting world of cyborg-like 
figures, with a steam-punkesque love of old-world, watch-like intricacy. He 
is a master printmaker in Minsk, Belarus, working across all printmaking 
media. Dreamcatcher is a lithograph, which means the image is drawn and 
etched into a litho stone, then inked and printed from the stone. Check him 
out!

3 April





Day 19
The DaVinci Cartoon (the Virgin & Child with Saint Anne & John the 
Baptist) c. 1500. It is perhaps the most bewitching and sublime drawing in 
the history of art. I remember seeing this for the first time in London in 1997 
and being utterly transfixed. The gaze of Saint Anne seemed to transform 
before my eyes, from complete adoration into something bordering on peda-
gogic malice. Dark bells and sea swells seem to rove and swing in that visage, 
it is so mysterious! The arrangement of the figures accentuates this feeling 
as they all seem to qixotically meld. As a side note, the term ‘cartoon’ was 
applied to a preparatory drawing made to the scale of an intended painting.

4 April





Day 20
Still Life Against A Landscape, by Justin O’Brien (1972). One of my favou-
rite Australian painters, O’Brien lived and worked in Tuscany for the latter 
part of his life, drawing from the landscape, the hills and villages, as well 
as still life, fresco and Italian art history, all of which informed his delicate, 
beautifully constructed compositions. Colour played through him as if he 
were a flute, giving breath to a spiritual syntax that is quite simply eternal.

5 April





Day 21
Five Angels for the Millennium, by Bill Viola. I’m not a big fan of video 
art, but the Viola exhibition in London last year blew me away. Five Angels 
was just one of many works: five large screens in a huge dark room, all with 
variations on the excerpt below. I was deeply moved, by an enveloping med-
itative stillness, by a sense of cosmic timelessness, it’s hard to say exactly. It’s 
an immersive experience which you can’t recreate on a small screen. It puts 
me in mind of other immersive experiences I’ve posted recently, namely the 
Chagall stained glass in Metz cathedral, and the frescoes by Giotto in Assisi. 
The difference, of course with Viola, is that the work is always temporary, 
fleeting; it can never exist as a geo-physical phenomena. But, still, it feels like 
a fresco, painted with a lens, in the dark.

6 April





Day 22
Fra Angelico and Justin O’Brien. On our trip to Florence last year I saw, 
for the first time, the frescoes of Fra Angelico, in the former convent of San 
Marco. I had never really looked at Fra Angelico before, but seeing these 
small frescoes in the nuns’ cells was a deeply moving experience. It has been 
a joy, the last few days, to revisit the work of Justin O’Brien, who was greatly 

7 April



influenced by the painters of the early renaissance. His colours are as light 
as frescoes, and his figures have a stylistic homogeneity resonant of the late 
medieval / early renaissance period. O’Brien painted his quiet, neo-angelic 
pieces at a time when the art world was in a race to the conceptual bottom, 
emptying itself of anything with integrity or spirit, and proclaiming itself 
as it did so. Yet it is the likes of O’Brien who will stand the test of time. He 
followed his own mysterious path, utterly unmoved by all the noise.



Day 23
Garden of Earthly Delights, by Hieronymus Bosch, c. 1500. Oil on 3 oak 
panels. It is one of the strangest and most fascinating works in the history 
of art. At the same time as the Italians were rediscovering the monumental 
realism of the ancient Greeks, Bosch was busy conceiving surrealistic animal, 
plant and human combinations in a decidedly northern medieval style. Indi-
vidual allegories of umpteen numbers of ‘sins’, explosions of sensual delight 
(the painting itself being delightful), and the wonderfully satirical reprisals of 
anthropomorphic darkness, torture and death, are held together in a won-
drous unity which has made it timelessly compelling.

8 April





Day 24
Dulle Griet (Mad Meg), by Pieter Breughel, 1563. One of my favourite all-
time paintings, Breugel depicts ‘Mad Meg’ from Flemish folk lore, leading an 
army of women, who have ‘had enough’, so far so, as to march on hell itself. 
I think the painting can be read in many ways - my own interpretation, for 
many years, is that Meg is the only sane one in a world of chaos: she armours 
herself, carries food, treasure and essential goods; she is an ark, a figure of 
strength and survival against evil and pestilence. The influence of Bosch 
is clear in this piece, and why I chose it to follow on from The Garden of 
Earthly Delights. Though it is a dark piece (something I’ve tried to avoid in 
these posts) it is utterly fascinating, wild, humorous and ingenious. I hope 
you enjoy it!

9 April





Day 25
The Chi Rho page from the Book of Kells, c. 800 CE. The Chi Rho mono-
gram in Kells is simply one of the most outstanding and mysterious compo-
sitions in Western culture. The Chi, Rho and Iota are the first three letters of 
‘Christ’ in Greek, and the standard monogram for Christ in gospel manu-
scripts. In the pre-Viking era Celtic/Insular ornament dominated manuscript 
illumination. It was a creative language comprised of zoomorphic interlace, 
trumpet scrolls, triskeles (three armed spirals), dots, diamonds and botanical 
forms. Within this perfect storm of orchestral ornament were submerged 
anthropomorphic and figuratve Christian elements. In the Kells monogram 
we find all the above employed with dynamic and bewitching power. It is not 
for nothing that most of these elements were derived from compositions in 
pre-Christian Celtic metal work, the purpose of which was spiritual protec-
tion.

10 April





Day 26
The Geneva Window (detail) by Harry Clarke (1930). To my mind it is the 
most stunning masterpiece to come out of Ireland in the 20th century. It was 
commissioned by the state as a gift to The League of Nations in Geneva. Af-
ter having approved Clarke’s sketches the government went on to disapprove 
the finished window as some of the imagery was deemed too lewd. Clarke 
depicted stories from 15 Irish writers, in his distinctively fairytalesque style. 
You can find more details here:

11 April





Day 27
Calvary, by Marc Chagall (1912). One of Chagall’s most powerful paintings, 
resounding with circular and semi-circular echoes, utilising the cubist tech-
tonics of Picasso and firing them with the bejewelled midnight masses of his 
chromatic imagination. I’ve always loved it, not the least for the poetic shift 
of the crucifix image - Christ as a child, Charoen, the Boatman, Jacob and his 
ladder; myths all typically mixed and suffused with that indefinable note of 
the eternal.

12 April





Day 28
Stranded, by Odd Nerdrum. Tender, forlorn, tragic, beautiful. Of figurative 
painters he really is the most poetic, the most deeply felt. When painting big 
(this is life size) you must treat the piece like a large sketch, full of energy, 
movement and atmosphere; hints of detail, but just enough to evoke. I first 
saw Nerdrum’s work in person at a retrospective in Barcelona: 20 works like 
this, large scale, blew me away. You can return again and again, drink deep, 
absorb. Such care is given, such love for the image, the song.

13 April





Day 29
Winding Wool, by Eugene Carriere (1887). Carriere (along with Rem-
brandt, Caravaggio, Munch and others) has been a formative influence on 
the work of Odd Nerdrum, whom I featured yesterday. His defining quality 
is ‘smokiness’, what the Italians call sfumato. This is achieved through soft-
ening and blending all contours and forms, through brushwork and glazing. 
The limited palette, further enables a sense of unity, where skin colours and 
tones are echoed and varied in the background, a strategy that Nerdrum 
consistently employs. His subject matter is very tender and often dwells on 
the theme of mother and child.

14 April





Day 30
Seated Boy With Straw Hat, by Georges Seurat (1883). I simply love Seur-
at’s drawings, how the charcoal grazes the paper, enveloping form and space 
in one deep atmosphere. I chose this piece to follow on from the ‘smokiness’ 
(the blended tones and blurred boundaries) of Carriere, whom I featured 
yesterday. Tone as feeling, atmosphere and depth.

15 April





Day 31
The Fighting Temeraire, by William Turner (1839). Having looked at 
smokey, blended forms the last few days, it makes sense to continue this 
thread with Turner, with perhaps his most beloved painting. Turner was a 
true alchemist of oil, and a great master of conjuring atmospheres. He is an 
artist who could balance control in drawing and composition with a won-
derfully loose and expressive delivery. Notice the complimentary key of blue 
and yellow (with much in between) - one complimentary key enables great 
harmony, more would be too much. He also bears comparison with Odd 
Nerdrum, whom I’ve featured several times, and is perhaps one of Nerdrum’s 
many exemplars.

16 April





Day 32
Johan Van Mullem is a contemporary painter, whose luminous oils I find 
utterly spellbinding. They have the quality of phosphorescent xrays, or 
subaqueus gold-encrusted coral. I couldn’t tell you what it’s about, but the 
mysterious nature of his images gives me a sense of wonder, raises me to the 
very presence of phenomena. Imagine being transported to a new luscious 
world and opening your eyes for the first time...

17 April





Day 33
Mysterious Beginnings, by Robert Klein Boonschate (2019). Robert is a 
great friend of mine in Australia and I find his minerals series just breath-
taking. These pieces are 190x170cm, yet the subject matter is drawn from 
very small rock forms. Mysterious Beginnings is an interesting follow up to 
Van Mullem’s work which I featured yesterday. There is a similar luminosity, 
though Robert’s piece has a greater solidity and density. It is also an example 
of a single object painting, which I shall follow up on in the days to come.

18 April





Day 34
Portrait of Liam Neeson, by Colin Davidson (2016). Davidson’s virtuoso 
oversized portraits (this one is 127x117cm) have become a fixture in con-
temporary painting. The strategy couldn’t be simpler (keep it simple, make it 
big). This allows Davidson to focus purely on his delivery: heavily impastoed, 
expressionist strokes, where the paint is almost sculpted, all around softly 
painted, almost photo-realistic eyes. Striking a sublime balance between ex-
pressive energy and structural control is the mark of any virtuoso performer, 
and Davidson has it in spades.

19 April





Day 35
Portrait of Juan de Pareja, by Diego Velazquez (1650). Velazquez’ por-
traits are amongst the most penetrating in Western art history. De Pareja was 
born into slavery and was an assistant to Velazquez, who freed him the same 
year this was painted. Notice again the looseness of the brushwork, deftly 
deployed with great structural control. I love the composition, which opens 
up spaces in a subtlety dynamic way, providing a luscious tonal balance and 
atmosphere. The background tints also echo the figure allowing for height-
ened unity.

20 April





Day 36
The Night Watch, by Rembrandt (1642). Officially known as: “The Shoot-
ing Company of Frans Banning Cocq and Willem van Ruytenburch”. Shifting 
gear to group portraiture & narrative painting, The Night Watch is one of 
those key stones in art history. Measuring around 3x4 meters, it shows Rem-
brandt as a great master of composition, dynamic movement and directional 
light. Like many great pieces it can be read as a spiral unfurling from the 
centre, with the powerful diagonals of the spears, guns and flag generating 
bursts of sharp directional energy. Contrary to the name this is in fact a day 
scene, set indoors, as the company is set to depart. The Night Watch is a 
staggering achievement. Its magic finally rests in its red and gold light, Rem-
brant’s signature glow, forever bathed in mystery.

21 April





Day 37
The Seven Acts of Mercy, by Caravaggio (1607). Caravaggio had a flare for 
the dramatic (in life and art) and in terms of compositional dynamism he 
is hard to beat. Here he represents seven scenes of mercy (we could all do 
with some) in one pictorial space, and he does so with a tornado-like com-
position. It is a veritable double helix, starting with the arc of the fabric in 
the top left, leading through the wing and turning with the figures down to 
the bottom left. The man with the torch serves as a figure 8 link to the moth-
er and child, whilst the arc of figures on the middle left chime with the arc 
above. Now, note that the centre is void; the composition explodes outwards, 
as a four-armed spiral, leaving the centre vacant. This is in contrast to Rem-
brandt’s Night Watch, which we looked at yesterday, where figures hold the 
centre in focus. The result is a composition of unrivaled energy and power. 

22 April





Day 38
The Murder of Andreas Baader, by Odd Nerdrum (1978). This early work 
by Nerdrum shows how much the young painter absorbed the work of Car-
avaggio (composition) and Rembrandt (lighting). It is composed in the form 
of an off-centred X, known as a St Andrews Cross, drawing comparison to 
Caravaggio’s Crucifixion of St Peter (1600). It was (and remains) a controver-
sial work, as it endorses the theory that Andreas Baader, a convicted terror-
ist, was murdered in prison in 1977 (official cause of death was suicide). At 
the time some felt that it showed him as a martyr, casting him as a victim 
of a cruel state. Both the strength of his painting and its concept established 
Nerdrum as a devisive figure and a voice to be reckoned with.

23 April





Day 39
The Feast of Venus, by Peter Paul Rubens (1636). Continuing our look at 
narrative composition, Rubens’ Feast of Venus is a tour de force of the north-
ern renaissance. Taking its cue from Titian’s The Worship of Venus, Rubens 
accelerates the classical theme into a whirlwind of heady movement, beyond 
anything Titian could have dreamed of. It is a feast of rippling spirals and 
movements within movements. The grouping on the left, alone, is an explo-
sion of gyrating, voluptuous energy. The celebration of this classical Greek 
theme typifies the two-faced nature of renaissance culture: with one face 
towards the sacred (Christian) and the other towards the profane (classical 
Greek), patron and artist gloried in fantasy upon fantasy. One could say that 
Rubens’ orchestral energy was ultimately more decadent than either Cara-
vaggio or Rembrandt, and quite alien to the contemporary Nerdrum (the 
artists featured over the previous three days).

24 April





Day 40
Arearea, by Paul Gauguin (1892). 40 days ago I began this series with The 
Sorrows of the King by Matisse, a great colourist who redefined the possi-
bilities of composition. Half a century earlier Gauguin also turned reality on 
its head. Blown away were the norms of realism and the predominance of 
the effects of light and shadow. Colour was released as an inner song, upon 
flattened rhythmic planes. Gauguin liberated his inner syntax most fully far 
from the art historical weight of Europe, in the environs of Tahiti. His sub-
ject is invariably meditative: quiet music and repose, ritual and reflection. 
What captures me most about Gauguin is the complete echoing eternity of 
his colour relationships; each work is a complete world, unto itself, authentic 
and alive. His works were not documents of place. Place, rather, became a 
pretext and conduit for his inner song of colour. In this Gauguin is similar to 
the other colourists I have looked at in this series so far: Giotto, Fra Angeli-
co, O’Brien, Miro, Clarke, Chagall, Vrubel, Monet and Matisse. To various 
degrees, all released harmonies of colour, beyond the concerns of light and 
shadow.

25 April





Day 41
Studio with Mimosas, by Pierre Bonnard (1939-46). Painted towards the 
end of his life, the Mimosas reveals Bonnard as one of the finest colourists 
of his generation. Bonnard sought to recreate the sensation of what moved 
him - light flooded scenes of nature and domestic life - through memory 
rather than direct observation. In doing so he unleashed his inner song of 
colour, with wonderful purity, barely checked by the structures of memory. 
Bonnard’s muse was light itself, and it bursts from his canvases via compli-
mentary high-key hues, reminiscent of Van Gogh or Seurat. Gauguin, who 
we looked at yesterday, was a major inspiration, though Bonnard remained 
closer to the impressionists in spirit. Gauguin had forged a clear colour-mo-
saic language, free of the fleeting effects of light, which Bonnard, conversely, 
sought to translate through colour.

26 April





Day 42
Leda and the Swan, by Paul Cezanne (1882). Cezanne was the Bach of 
painting - every brushstroke, every tint, was a note in a composition of time-
less sonority. Like Gauguin he forged a clear colour-mosaic language, where 
the effects of light upon phenomena ceased to be of concern. What is par-
amount is the colour melody, which pays mere lip-service to nature, before 
going on its own inner journey. Cezanne simplified form and harnessed it 
for rhythms and modulations which better suited him. Ironically he loved 
the art of antiquity and the work of the classical masters, as evidenced by 
themes such as Leda and the Swan, a Greek myth about Zeus in the form of a 
swan, seducing Leda. The depiction of this theme throughout art history was 
important to Cezanne. How he unequivocally reforged it beyond all conven-
tions of realism and classical beauty is quite astonishing. Cezanne spelled out 
a new language of form and space and his influence on painting has never 
ceased.

27 April





Day 43
The Family of Saltimbanques, by Pablo Picasso (1905). Of all Picasso’s 
work it is the Rose Period paintings which persist most in my memory, and 
it is this one which seems to shimmer the most. The distilled remoteness of 
each of the figures, though together, contradicts the vigourous brushwork 
and the bright, blooming chroma. The contradiction intesifies the feeling 
of emptiness behind the mask of entertainment. It is always the brushwork 
that I love in early Picasso, and it is a shame that he largely abandoned its 
sensitive music in his mid to later years. The energy of his hand imparted 
an unrivaled, startling presence into every inch of his canvas, chromatic and 
tonal shifts occurring almost spontaneously. The space in the Saltimbanques 
is flattened and forms somewhat simplified, both influences of Cezanne. The 
figure holding a barrel forms the pinnacle of a compositional pyramid, which 
gives the work its structural strength. One mystery: there is a foot and lower 
leg missing. Can you see where? It has always mystified me!

28 April





Day 44
Minotauromachy, etching by Pablo Picasso (1935). Although only a small 
print this is one of the most powerful images in Picasso’s oeuvre. A great deal 
of its strength lies in its spiral composition, with the horse’s mouth at the 
fulcrum. Interpretations abound linking the various figures to Picasso’s tu-
multuous private life (the minotaur, for example is his alter ego). Innocence, 
purity, violence, suffering, blindness, bestiality: all are present in this most 
enigmatic of images. My own take from this is that suffering and innocence 
(the wounded girl and child) lead blind creativity (the minotaur) through 
the labyrinth of existence. It is an image that can elicit hundreds of interpre-
tations, however, and all valid, such is its power and strength.
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Day 45
Guernica, by Pablo Picasso (1937). Picasso’s monumental response to the 
bombing of Guernica barely needs introduction. It was commissioned by 
the Spanish Republican government for the 1937 World Fair in Paris, and 
helped bring world attention to the Spanish civil war. Its pictorial language 
is the culmination of years of linear deconstruction and shadow play. As 
noted yesterday in the comments, the etching, Minotauromachy, was a direct 
precurser. In terms of structure it is an ‘envelope’ composition, with a central 
pyramid and sideways pyramids on both ends. Within the centre of each 
is a spiral. Picasso imparted a sense of expressive horror and grief in Guer-
nica that is rarely matched. Its tumultuous and jagged planes, its sense of 
frantic claustrophobia and its raw graphic line, are underlined by a chilling 
and powerful stability. That it is achieved in a linear, cartoonesque language 
on a scale of over 3x7 meters compounds the overwhelming surreality of 
the image. A realistic rendering would never have had the same impact, for 
the pictorial language itself was a dismemberment. Its very delivery was its 
message.
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Day 46
The Matisse Chapel (Chapelle du Rosaire), Vence, opened 1951. In 1997 I ar-
rived, a gangly 18year old, on the Convent doorstep, bedraggled and sodden 
from a sudden shower. It was the one day of the week the chapel was closed 
(of course). The nuns took pity, ushered me in, gave me a fresh t-shirt and 
allowed me to sit in on a choir rehearsal. Washed by the rain, Matisse’s gold-
en light and the nuns’ kindness I felt utterly blessed. The chapel is that rare 
experience of a complete unity of vision at one with its purpose, architecture 
and spirit. Matisse is the opposite world to Picasso: powerful movements of 
joy and light arch beyond the Spaniard’s lines of horror. They were both great 
inventors, but on Matisse’s death Picasso is quoted as saying “In the end there 
is only Matisse.”

1 May





Day 47
Winter, by Andrew Wyeth (1946). At the same time that Matisse was flood-
ing chapels with abstract light, and Picasso was dissembowling forms, An-
drew Wyeth was painting American pastorales, quietly, with profound focus, 
in egg tempera. Wyeth’s durability and renewed relevance in art history 
underlines the fact that the so called ‘avant-garde’ - the idea that there was a 
front line of ‘progress’ in art - was and is a complete fallacy. Wyeth’s paintings 
posses a sense of the uncanny, an eerie, distilled presence and quiet density, 
that has become iconic. He is one of three great realists in the past 100 years 
to have exerted a profound influence on contemporary realism. The other 
two are Antonio Lopez Garcia and Odd Nerdrum.
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Day 48
Fugue (1), by Mikalojus Konstantinas Ciurlionis (1908). Having heard the 
clamours from the art loving public for the great abstractionists, I must first 
wind back to Ciurlionis, painter, composer and musician. The early 20th cen-
tury saw many painters looking for visual analogues to musical forms. They 
aspired in painting for the non referential conditon of music, for a ‘pure’ 
aesthetic experience. Ciurlionis used fir trees and a lake almost as a notation-
al platform, for a musical score that would visually act like a fugue in music. 
I find it fascinating as I developed my own visual fugue form many years ago. 
But also misguided as painting has its own orchestral laws that hold parity 
with music without seeking to emulate it. Even so, it is an interesting move-
ment in art history, and held great importance for the abstraction to come.
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Day 49
Works by Paul Klee: Twin Tents (left, 1923), Fugue in Red (top right, 1921), 
Ancient Harmony (bottom right, 1925). Klee, like Ciurlionis, who I featured 
yesterday, strove to create ‘pure’ non referential sensations of colour and 
rhythm, often analogous to musical forms. His deeply sonorous composi-
tions have stood the test of time and remain wonderfully mysterious 100 
years later. Note in Fugue in Red, the repetition and subtle variation of form 
- a very literal attempt to emulate a musical fugue. The other two I think are 
far more successful, without attempting to be.
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Day 50
Fugues (textile, aquatint (artist book), icon form and oil painting), by 
James Waller. The previous two days I’ve looked at works by Ciurlionis and 
Klee which the artists saw as analogous to the fugue form in music. So I 
thought I might insert my own humble offering, with a form I first developed 
in 1999, and which I later identified as having the qualities of a fugue. The 
flat colour piece (Blue Fugue, 2000) is a large textile and here you see the ba-
sic components: positive and negative wave line, central transmitter and cor-
relative harp-shaped receptor. The following three images are views of two 
artist books (Tenebrae: Grey Note 1 & 2, 2017). They are made up of aquatint 
etchings, with each etching a point in a transitional ‘mono-fugue’ sequence. 
The next two images are fugue icons and represent the most complex man-
ifestation of this form. The first is Fugue Icon No.1 (2001), the second is 
Fugue of Sorrows (2010). Both are egg tempera and gold leaf on panel. The 
final piece is a large oil painting, completed last month, based on the aquatint 
series. This form would not have emerged without the modernists who came 
before, Matisse especially, as I first created the fugue as a cut-out. Although I 
have turned in recent years to neo-baroque realism, the fugue remains clos-
est to my essence as an artist, and I believe it will follow me always.
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Day 51
Nocturnes, by James McNeil Whistler (1872 & 1875). Whistler, like Turn-
er, was a painter of atmospheres, rather than solid forms. He embraced the 
semi-transparent nature of oil, conjuring beautifully glazed and misty vistas 
of the Thames and their environs. These three pieces each contain ‘nocturne’ 
in their title (continuing our theme of musical analogues). His work feels 
surprisingly contemporary. This is so, I think, because it is a bridge between 
realism and abstraction; it references the world whilst dreamily creating in 
the studio. And that is the space where much painting today resides. Whis-
tler is key for us as we look to the colour field painters in the days and weeks 
ahead.

6 May





Day 52
The Artist and His Mother, by Arshile Gorky (c.1926-1942). Gorky was a 
great and tragic figure, whose abstract work had significant influence both 
in America and abroad. But it is this figure painting that stays with me the 
most. Gorky lost his mother in 1919 to starvation during the Armenian 
genocide in Turkey. The following year he and his sister migrated to the U.S. 
Gorky’s painting is based on a photograph taken in 1912. In it we can sense 
both the simplified shape-making of Picasso and the architectonic planes 
and pivoting of Cezanne, whom Gorky revered. The journey of memory and 
loss unfurling as a flower of fresh aesthetic vitality is an achingly poignant 
one, and reminds us that art is never simply an exercise in formal evolution, 
but first and foremost a carving out of an interior psychological world.
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Day 53
This Is Not A Pipe, by Rene Magritte (1929). The story of modernism 
was not an inexorable march towards the utopia of abstraction, as Magritte 
happily reminds us in this cognitive mind play. The image shown is a litho-
graph of the original painting (insert: This Is Not An Original!). Magritte 
was one of the most prominent surrealists, a movement of artists who uti-
lised dream, the subconscious, paradox and displacement to turn the norms 
of cognitive vision on its head. This Is Not A Pipe calls to the surface the 
complex psychological act of representation and the two-faced nature of 
illusion. We might compare this however to Cezanne’s Card Players. A pipe 
in the Cezanne painting (which we know quite well is not literally a pipe) is 
integrated as notes of colour into the orchestral whole. This is telling; Mag-
ritte was not an artist concerned with the subliminal and emotive nuances 
of brushstrokes and tints. He was fascinated, rather, by the psychology of 
images. This Is Not A Pipe has haunted Western culture ever since, blooming 
into the kind of conceptual banalities that have turned people away from ‘art’. 
Don’t let it turn you away from Magritte, however; his work is fascinating 
and often poetically very beautiful.
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Day 54
Metamorphosis of Narcissus, by Salvador Dali (1937). The same year 
that Picasso conceived Guernica, Dali forged this spell-binding play on the 
seduction of illusion. Like Magritte, Dali was fascinated by the psychology 
of the image, by the inner workings of the subconscious and irrational mind. 
Narcissus and his beloved reflection become one, in the image of the hand, 
holding the egg, through which breaks the Narcissus flower, the subject’s new 
identity. Like Narcissus we are seduced by the illusion within the illusion. 
Presumably, the nude female figures in the background represent female de-
sire for Narcissus, who we might assume is also represented by the figure on 
the chess board. Dali. His very name has come to conjure strangeness! But 
there is a deep and penetrating logic in the fantasy.
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Day 55
The Waterfall, by M.C. Escher (1961). This lithograph is one of my favou-
rites by the Dutch graphic artist, and continues our theme of visual illusion. 
Escher is even more clever than Dali, presenting us with two perfectly rec-
onciled, yet mutually exclusive realities. How to have a single level be, at the 
same time, three levels?? It is a ‘strange loop’, a paradox with no end and no 
exit. And what about those strange polyhedrons? Escher doesn’t get a look in 
in the usual art historical thread, because he didn’t follow any major trend. 
There is no convenient “development” for theorists to demonstrate. But there 
is no doubting his singular appeal and popularity. Give me an Escher over a 
Warhol any day!
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Day 56
Melancholia I, by Albrect Durer (1514). The combined density and har-
mony of subjects in this iconic engraving has kept art historians’ tongues 
wagging for hundreds of years. Just what it is all about is definitively beyond 
anyone’s grasp, but there are lots of tantalising clues. Mathematics, geometry, 
alchemy, sculpture, masonry and carpentry are all potentially represented. 
Melancholy is the quality most associated with the artist. The artist or geom-
eter sits as a winged angel, with a cherub for company, with all the enigmas 
of existence and all the tools to encode them. And ponders the impossibility 
of it all, yet the beauty of it all.
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Day 57
Für Rabbi Loew, by Anselm Kieffer (2010-2012). Oil, emulsion, acrylic, 
shellac, iron, electrolysis residue and salt on canvas, 380 × 560 × 35 cm. 
Durer’s Melancholia I (featured yesterday) is an excellent cue for this work 
by Kieffer, who is arguably the greatest artist of the post-war era. The scales, 
hanging over the monumental, paint-encrudded canvas, hold salt (left) and 
sulfur (right). Salt and sulfur, along with mercury form the Tria Prima of 
alchemy, an ongoing muse of Kieffer, whose work has for decades interro-
gated the very elements and processes of Being. There is always in Kieffer a 
sense of vastly energized emptiness, of a distilled storm of absence, of traces 
and meanings which form the most powerful of narratives. He is a giant of 
Western culture. Look up his work and dive in deep.
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Day 58
Sea Of Time and Room Enough, by Mike McSwiney (2015). One of the 
finest painters at work in Ireland today, McSwiney has his painterly roots 
deeply set in the paint-encrudded storms of Anselm Kieffer (featured yester-
day). McSwiney, like Kieffer, deals with the sublime vista, which harks back 
to the likes of William Turner and Casper David Freidrich. The language of 
paint, however, comes via the heady storms of abstract expressionism, spark-
ing McSwiney’s own subconscious surge. You can read an in depth review I 
wrote in 2016 here: https://westcorkreview.com/…/the-delicate-edge-the-
panoram…/
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Day 59
Works by Clyfford Still, c.1960. Continuing our theme of monumental 
works we cast our gaze back to the abstract expressionists of the 60s and 
70s. I first saw Still’s work in the Met in New York, and was struck by the 
thickness of the variously coloured segments, seeming to drift like tectonic 
plates or ice-age glaciers, beyond the parameters ofcanvas and wall. Total 
sensory immersion, bypassing the intellect, was the watchword at Still’s gate. 
His was an art of ‘pure asthetics’ and may no narratives intrude. In this the 
post-modern Kieffer is his opposite; Kieffer, the keeper of all narratives, the 
monumental storyteller. Still reduced narrative to the silent wisdom of the 
Earth. Encounter the glacier and be still.
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Day 60
Rothko and Rembrandt. Final post. I’m concluding this daily art series with 
two artists of the sublime, who are otherwise polar opposites. Marc Rothko’s 
Seagram Murals are on the left and The Return of the Prodigal Son by Rem-
brandt is shown on the right. Rembrandt and Rothko represent, respectively, 
the figure and the void, the mirror and the night sky, the Person and the Por-
tal to the Beyond. Many theorists have argued that non-objective painting, 
such as Rothko’s, was the end of painting, that nothing more ‘could be done’, 
as if painting was there simply for formal deconstruction. They were wrong, 
of course, and missed the point entirely. Rothko sought pure, poetic expres-
sion, just as Rembrandt did, imparting great feeling through the brush. His 
colour fields, presaged by 50 years of abstraction, are greatly loved medita-
tive tableaus. One might liken such a work to a piece of instrumental music 
and a figurative painting to a song. Words and figures convey narrative in a 
more concise space and time, whereas, instrumental abstraction needs more 
space and time to convey its inner world. Art, like life, is cyclical and spheri-
cal. What beckons in a Rothko void, but the re-emergence of the figure! But 
this is to suggest that one followed the other, and in truth they were always 
concurrent; the figure and the void, life and death. Thanks for joining me on 
this daily odyssey and engaging with the work. I’ve really enjoyed it and hope 
you have too!
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