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1. Mantle, 2000, oil on canvas, 24 x 307, JA174

The subject of still life has been common enough in the history of

painting and yet, uncil well into the 19" cencury, it was assumed
to be an inferior branch of art. So dependent was the authority of
painting on its subject matter that not evén the achievement of
such painters as Caravaggio, Zurbaran or Chardin could affect

its status — ar least wherever the Academy held sway. Sir Joshua
Reynolds, an Academician born to the task, placed it at the very
bottom of the accepted hierarchy of subject matter. History paint-
ing — painting with grand narracive themes — was art the top of the
list, followed at some distance by “various departments of painting
that do not presume to make such high pretension”. These are, in
descending order: portraiture, landscape, and genre. At this point,
almost as an afrerthoughe, Reynolds mentions the painter of still
life only, as he puts ir, because no art is completely “destitute of
value and use”.

I muse admit chat by the time I left art school I was not
unsympathetic to Reynolds’ musty notion. I had painted too many
arrangements of old junk during my student years to feel much
enthusiasm for che subject and, although I was in full sympathy
wich the Modernist assumprion that a ginger pot by Cézanne was
greater than a Madonna by Bouguereau, [ wanred to devote myself,
if not to Madonnas, than to subjects of greater consequence than
ginger pots. After all, I had studied in Boston and the legacy of
Expressionism, with its intense seriousness and high ambirions,
was still the order of the day.

The first work I completed on my own was a triptych
(of course, a triptych!) built out of a motley of self-invented and
rather dour symbols, I then began a series of paintings on themes
from Greek mythology. However, after a few years of struggling
with Icarus, the Trojan women and Jason and his Argonauts,
something did not feel right. Painting from memory had left me
feeling visually parched and I wanted to return to working from
life for a while. Still life seemed a convenient choice.

Most definitions of still life emphasize the quality of
stillness inherenc in the subject and when [ first recurned to ic,
not now in the public arena of art school bur in the calm and
privacy of my own studio, it was this stillness thar suggested to
me a way of studying the visible world within a controlled and
concentrated situation. And, most tempring of all, it offered the
possibility of problems with clearly defined solutions. Realicy
seldom surrenders other than relucrantly to che arcist’s imagination,
but this invented world and a tabletop promised to yield itself
with only limited resistance.

As I became increasingly absorbed by still life, T found
that none of these assumptions were true. Because the objects are
inanimate, it does not mean that they are still, and because the
objects have been arranged by the artist it does not ensure his
control over the world they become. What was to have been for
me a subject only for study, became an engulfing involvement
with a world chat, for all its stillness, was elusive, mysterious
and open — a world that, within an atmosphere of compacted,
interlocking relationships, was as stable as the imagination that
artempted to control it, chat could be, for all ics insistence
recicence, disquieting and provocative.

So dynamic did che scill life objects become that I soon
found it essential ro limit cheir energies. Ordinary cups, boxes and
jars — objects wicthout histories and withour eicher che resonance of

symbolic meaning or of domestic pleasure and purpose — possessed
more than enough vitality. The mundane offered a complexiry and
density of implication that always seemed beyond containment.

By turning to still life, I had found a subjecr and, in
its unique way, a non-subject — a subject that was both dynamic
and passive. The ginger jars and compote dishes were real,
particular, and palpable and yet were possessed of no inherent
significance excepr as it might be revealed by the painter in the
context of a painting. 1 began to understand why still life had
been such a critical subject for early 20" century painters.
Underlying much of Modernism, especially Cubism and its
progeny, was a desire to limit the anecdotal or descriptive, the
better to re-assert the vitality of the picturg notdependent
primarily on the unearned energy of a narrative or of the look
of things. The conclusion many artists drew from this argument
was to work non-representationally, but I never wanted to give
up describing the visible world, even one as circumscribed as
1 had chosen for my own. s

It no longer seemed strange to be investing my painting
life in che descriprion of an apparently dull and dusty band of
bowls, cups and drapery. My need for more ambitious subjects had
ebbed away. Still lifé had become the constant in my painting life.

Of course, over time, whart I chose ro look ar and whart
I wanted my pictures to look like changed, often radically. At firse,
in order to capture the way the objects and the surrounding space
appeared to be in a state of endless transformation, I worked rapidly
with less concern for a reasoned pictorial structure than for an
immediacy of response. Later, and certainly most often, I have
considered a broader range of picrorial and expressive problems.
And while I remain loyal to a familiar group of objects, they are
continually taking on different roles. At times they have been the
center of attention, at others they have become more withdrawn
and evasive. On occasion, they have been replaced by drapery and,
as was the practice of painters in early times, I have used the
drapery to offer commentary on the action. In the last few years,
the rables have raken on a greacer archirecrural presence and even
though the light has become increasingly anonymous, shadows
have become an important pictorial element and sometimes seem
to have a life of their own.

As T have continued to work with the characters in
my small repertory company, I have found myself, possibly as
a remnant of my early desire to paint “histories”, attending to
the emotional armosphere latent in their relationships. On a
few occasions the pictures have an autobiographical narrative
embedded within them, but these need not be attended to. Once
or twice I have used objects that are mementos of someone I have
known and some of the paintings are about loss. Just as often, they
continue to be straightforward celebrations of what I have seen.

Recently, I have begun to paint from memory for extend-
ed periods. Yer, no matter how far I move away form their actually
identity, I always have the pitcher, bowl or tea box set up in frons
of me because, as I confront these mute forms in the privacy of
studio, they invariably have something to suggest to me that is

now familiar yer still mysterious,

— Joseph
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2. Rbymes, 2000, oil on canvas, 24'/i x 40", JA187

3. Studio Dialogue, 2000, oil on canvas, 24'/z x 48'/s", JA185
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