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  It is rush hour, mid-January in Montréal, and I am underground. I note the 
somber tones covering the bodies of my fellow travelers - mostly black, dark 
green, or dark blue, with sandy brown or coal black shoes. My head rests on 
the window glass of the metro. Fortunately, I’ve found an empty spot in my 
preferred configuration: a seat facing opposite the direction of travel. The mild 
nausea of moving both backwards and forwards feels appropriate to me. How 
else should one feel in such a situation? It seems a natural feeling to be hav-
ing while traversing the intestines of a city in a giant metal worm. 

  I rest my elbow on the smoothed corner nook of the window ledge, where 
people I will never meet have left little engravings for me to see on the yel-
lowed fiberglass. When I look at these types of markings, I can’t help but 
produce an image in my mind of their maker. So consumed am I by the 
re-construction of circumstances leading up to such an act, that it has rarely 
occurred to me that I myself might scrawl something there.
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  In the window, I can see the reflection of a woman directly in front of me. Her long pink 
fingernail hovers over her cellphone screen. She wishes up, she wishes down in that 
rectangular space, that luminous card. It is incredible how its whiteness encroaches on 
the space around it. My eyes lose the speeding dark outside, the other four pink nails, 
the flesh, metal and plastic. For a moment, I can’t see anything else but the screen.

  At some point this giant metal beast will pass near my painting studio. When I think of 
my studio, I always imagine it in a particular way. It is the weekend, perhaps an overcast 
Saturday morning. Four floors above ground, out the window there are tree tops and the 
patina’d heights of an abandoned church. I imagine myself there without a body, kind 
of like a set of floating eyes, between the windows and a canvas. In that moment, the 
canvas hovers there as a squared-off black hole, growing in density. It is there like a 
little dark door. At my back are a row of windows vibrating with the soft dispersion of a 
north-facing morning light. Where is my body?

  In the metro, I watch as nearby people’s hands stay pointed towards the earth’s core. 
The car shudders as we ride, and I wonder what this would feel like if we were in the 
open air. I can almost see our fiendish cart bursting through the brick and stone of 
Montréal’s Old Port, mere meters above us. The massive force of such a monster would 
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surely vaporize the masonry, and I can follow that brick dust up into the air with my 
mind. It floats on the wind. I am returned to my seat by the person beside me rising to 
leave the metro. They have brushed my shoulder and turn to me to mouth a gesture of 
peace. I close my eyes a little and smile, and the semi-circle of my grin spreads until 
it reaches the top of my head. My teeth fall out like a piano explosion and I go back to 
looking out the window underground. 

  I’ve been thinking about my most recent painting session. I’m there now and I’m a set 
of eyes looking at myself on the canvas. Beside me and my flat self is a book, La pein-
ture des Grands maîtres européens, I found it in the hallway leading to my studio, and 
it would become a constant companion for the next few months. In my studio, potted 
plants hang from the ceiling by white nylon rope, bathing in the sunlight and swaying 
slightly. The window is open and an odd smell drifts into my space, maybe a result of 
the Molson brewery not far away, maybe something else. On the wall, in a dark rectangle 
there is a seed, a growth. A tumour in human form, growing bit by bit, scratch by stroke 
by blow by blunder. This man, or what was a man, a musician, is in fact,  Le Vielleur 
once painted by Georges de la Tour (1630). At least, the musician was there. I took his 
image from my book and he was covered, layer by layer, as the painting absorbed hun-
dreds of my touches.
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  I remember being attracted to this plate because of the shadow behind the singer, and 
the inexplicable squareness of its head. The shadow is a symbol I’ve used occasionally 
in my work for years. One of my first memorable dreams was about a shadow. I remem-
ber the dream backwards and forwards. The brightest part, I guess what you would call 
the beginning, takes place in the backyard of my parent’s home. I am myself, a child, it 
is daytime and I jump off the back step into the Rocky Mountains (though I grew up far 
away, in North-Eastern Saskatchewan). Amongst the snowy mountains is a cartoonish 
bomb, something between a James Bond film prop and a Warner Brothers cartoon ob-
ject. I see the alarm clock countdown timer, on it there are three seconds remaining, and 
I turn and run away in fear towards my childhood home. The screen door is closed. The 
screen is a black square looking into a darkened house. I am aware that behind me the 
bomb has silently burst, and a shadow has emerged which is pursuing me. I run to my 
bedroom and hide under the covers. It is night inside the house, and my room is lit by a 
little bulb plugged into the wall that was meant to allay my fear of darkness. Laying under 
the sheets, I turn my head, so that I am looking sideways at the door. That door. A long 
black rectangle, like a sideways black mirror. It is at that moment that I wake up. The 
dream ends with me, hiding in my childhood bed. The dream narrative had lead me to 
the exact spot and visual perspective that I would wake into. My young mind was reeling 
- Where was I? Was I still dreaming? Did I wake up?  Was I awake or was I dreaming? 
I remember laying there for several minutes, waiting in mortal panic for the shadow to 
arrive into that darkened rectangle of a door, too afraid to call out for my parents. 
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  I remember this dream briefly and deeply away from my conscious mind, as I glance 
at the cracked surface of my vibrating cellphone. We are getting used to these little dark 
rectangles everywhere now, and seem to accept them in the oddest places: the dining 
table, around our heads, in our beds - everywhere. I can picture one such moment now 
- in my studio, mixing colours on a worn wooden table. My phone is there on that table, 
next to my palette, and it makes the table hum. I turn away from my work. I remember 
myself doing this many times. I look at myself from the outside and wonder why I do this. 
I scold myself. In remembering, I notice something. I see myself turn away from my work, 
and when I do, that old dream falls out from behind my eye and into the colour. I watch 
as I turn back to the work and scoop up the dreams and dirt and mash them onto the 
canvas, covering the musician’s face.
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  Our car slithers into Place-des-Arts station. It’s getting more crowded. People have to 
get off the car to let others in and out. I’m still sitting. I don’t want to look up at people’s 
faces, for fear that someone might meet my eyes disapprovingly, as I am young and 
able-bodied. Surely, someone else deserves more to be sitting than I. So, I don’t look 
up. Instead, I stare at mittened hands and bare hands, belt buckles, and full pockets. I 
stare at shoe strings and hemmed jeans and a few hours of commuter mud. Everybody 
is grasping, holding on to something or bracing themselves. Thinking their own thoughts, 
working on their own stories and excuses. They are solving problems and creating new 
problems out of the shape of old problems. Very old problems - as my grandmother 
likes to say - older than dirt. The metro begins to move again, and in the last quick 
glance before exiting the station into the darkness, my eyes catch someone in conver-
sation. Someone about to laugh or do something else with their open mouth, and the 
image stays on my retina for a few seconds into the dark.
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  I can’t help but then think of the mouth of La Tour’s musician. I read the expression of 
Le Vielleur more as exhaustion than exhalation. The figure looks haunted and fragile, as 
if his own shadow might topple him. The reproduction gives me an uncertain feeling. I 
feel there is something monstrous about our species, even at our most picturesque or 
romantic. There is some essential thing in our hands and mouths, in our feet and cov-
erings, something which says so much about us. Like a part which, upon examination, 
is more than the whole. In my work in painting, this is how I think of materials - each 
material is a sort of rabbit hole of meaning, a story in itself.

  The artist’s material is intimately connected to the place, time and attitude with which 
the maker begins and finishes their interaction with that material. The artist, in my opin-
ion, ought to approach each material like a writer approaches a word. Understanding 
a word's accepted meaning allows the writer to rip, tear, transform, enhance or simply 
mobilize that word for an intended purpose. The context and tone of the usage of the 
word affect its meaning as much as the accepted definition of that word. The same could 
be applied to a colour – once it is determined what a colour is, that definition of the co-
lour then interacts with  its contextual usage. The difference is that a colour's definition is 
normally its physical description: its acceptance as fixed within the nameable hues of the 
visible spectrum. However, colour in the realm of painting is a physical material (pigment) 
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born of place and time. It is made in a certain location, by certain people, and touched 
by many before the artist. This colour, born of many hands, finds itself in the realm of the 
artist, the 'final' transformer – the one which performs the central transformation, which 
fixes and orients that instance of colour. Like the word, the novelist or poet takes the 
word of many mouths, of many thoughts, and fixes it into a matrix which represents a 
specific literary instance. The material (or the word) represents a complicated network 
activity of persons in specific times and places, dispersed or localized.

  Let's take for example, black. I can imagine myself making a choice in the creation of 
a work, between two versions of black: ivory black, or mars black (among others). Mars 
black is magnetic and derived from a chemical reaction with a metal, and ivory black 
is bone carbonized by heat (traditionally ivory, now generally made from other animal 
sources)1. If one is to paint a shadow or an open mouth with either of these materials, 
if one knows what they actually (physically) are composed of, that singular darkness 
could perhaps be interpreted in two different ways, with two different materials. Certainly a 
viewer could know of this information, however, I think this is a lot to expect of a general 
viewership. In my own practice, when I use a material, when I control it or apply it, this 
guides my thoughts about doing so. It is a factor which guides the decision making but 
does not constrain it. To me, a shadow made of bones produces in me a kind of mental 
titillation. Perhaps, if I were to paint someone stuck in the dark of a metro car, maybe 
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then it would make sense to use the dark metallic hues to define that particular atmo-
sphere? Two paintings executed in the same manner with different pigments could have 
different meanings, but be more or less indistinguishable aesthetically. In this way it is 
private pleasure for me – and generally speaking, it is indeed pleasure which guides my 
process of creation. These thoughts, these definitions are almost wholly within the realm 
of the artist and their discourses of production, guiding the output in a way that is private, 
and yet could act to change the outcome of the final work.

  I see the artist’s work as the massaging of knowledge into material. This material 
already has its own present definitions, which the artist combines with their own motiva-
tions and intentions to create an artwork. On first glance, I have been told that this line of 
thinking presents the impression of an impossibility. Namely, that all of the knowable fac-
tors can and ought to be known in advance of production. Here, I think, the analogy to 
writing and words holds as well. One is not expected to know the exact definitions and 
etymology of all the words one uses. It is a matter of holding in mind what one knows, 
pursuing what one feels they need to know, and letting the knowledge gained influence 
one's output. No one is expected to know everything – if we were, dictionaries and 
search engines would be textbooks and not references. That being said - knowledge 
and critical thinking are the key to mobilizing these materials with clarity of meaning. The 
materials, like words, come to the artist with baggage. 
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  Painting, for me, is a kind magical communion. The act is a radical transformation of 
matter in to a meaningful record, which simultaneously documents meta-information 
about time, labour(ers), and a set of subjectivities2. The work of art is the elbow of a 
symbolic network, shifting and changing - always awaiting the next pair of eyeballs. Even 
though the matter itself appears static - how can it be? A painting can move physically, it 
will age, it can be photographed, digitized, talked about. In its creation, it breathes in the 
people, space, time, and things, and for the rest of its existence, it exhales.

  All those hands, everyone who touches the material - in my mind they are all contribu-
tors to the work.  This network, this work of many, all these steps and transformations - I 
feel the influence while I work. The paintings in this way are mementos, or, physical re-
minders that the present is not an ultimatum. They are like multi-track recordings. Layers 
of my own memory, my imaginings, and my adopted histories, floated together in oil and 
fixed onto a flat surface. In this way, nostalgia and remembering become key to prob-
lematizing the present. The paintings provide a glimpse of a past that has been revisited 
and modified; a world of specters. In other words, the works are a view on the past (far 
and recent) that is complicated by their being made in the present. 
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  The black, white, red, yellow and green of the paintings in my studio look as if they 
were scraped from the walls of my studio. The green might have been collected from the 
roof of the abandoned church I long to enter across the street, which I can see from my 
studio window. Those colours are dreams and memories, ripped, torn and re-arranged. 
The hands of strangers, their grins and grimaces, theirs and mine, their worries and my 
worries, everything - I mix it all together on the canvas, a lunatic gesture.

  I have been working on the painting of the musician over the course of several 
months. I let it dry for about a week between sessions, allowing for time to think about 
the modifications I have made. At several points I decided to re-work large portions of 
the composition, mostly to delete my early additions and attempts to re-make the work 
in my own imagining. Before beginning or re-working, one has to remove the texture of 
the paint underneath, or a ghost of the previous choices will haunt the final work. This 
involves scraping and scratching away at the more or less dry paint from the surface be-
fore beginning anew. It feels like a vandalism, but you do it because hopefully you have 
a vision of what will come next.
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  The lights in the metro car turn on and off briefly, and the air circulation with it. This 
goes on just long enough to give the impression of a repose. Though, one feels that 
if this were to go on only a few seconds longer, it might create the opposite feeling. 
People stuck in the darkened car underground, surrounded by strangers, gradually taken 
further and further afield of their imagined time lines - chests tighten, hearts flutter, and 
tens of thousands of minute hairs compose themselves. In the half-light of that darkened 
tube, the faces of the beheld doctor themselves into the portraits hiding in the heart of 
the beholder. Again, the lights flicker and rest illuminated. A small army of hands loos-
en their grip on the oily supports and hand rails in the car. Under the fluorescents we 
resume our manual lives - fingering concealed items and caressing digital things in and 
out of existence, relaxing a little. I look around.
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  On a pair of lips I see another day at work. On a raised eyebrow, I see an inside joke 
in poor taste. In the thickness of a hand’s fingers, I see years of labour. In a pair of 
shoes, I see the other side of the Earth. In the lights, I see the gut flora of a giant worm. 
All these details are telling a thousand silent stories. I feel a solidarity with my fellow 
commuters. We’ve reached my stop, I have to get off. I gather my thoughts and do my 
best to keep it all together. Soon I will be at work in my studio. 

  It is rush hour and I am underground. I begin the act of painting in my head, as I 
move. A few blocks away, inside my studio, there is a painting on the wall. A specter 
emerges, is hideous, and remembers the past. 



L'amour est sans pitié, 2017
oil on canvas

36 x 48 inches
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  notes
1 Black pigments, Mayer p.96-97.
2  My thinking on this is primarily directed by the combination of perspectives of two writers on 
art and painting - Isabelle Graw and Michael Baxandall. Graw, in her text The Value of Painting: Notes 
on Unspecificity, Indexicality, and Highly Valuable Quasi-Persons. describes the perception of a specific 
kind of labour as the definitive measure of a painting’s value. Baxandall, as an art historian, describes 
painting as key to understanding specific histories and networks of labour and materials. In my mind, the 
two perspectives fit nicely together to form a discourse about making. A painting being composed in the 
present can encompasses the labour of the artist, and also represent a larger social fabric. This, for me, 
begs many questions: Where is the boundary of subjectivity in the artist’s work? Where does it end and 
where does it begin? And does that boundary matter? Is it necessary to give primacy to the subjectivity 
of the artist?
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