La couleur est mon obsession quotidienne, ma joie et mon tourment

Claude Monet

Colour is my daylong obsession, joy and torment

“The current series of works by one of the UK’s
leading colourists represents a new level of
achievement for the artist. As a painter, the success
of these works lies in the cohesion achieved
despite the artist’s wide range of interests and
preoccupations. Subjects range from shrines and
prayer flags to medieval illuminations, ethnic art
to music and on to much darker, more equivocal
images. The result is a display of variety, spontaneity
and shifting light. Yet it’s overwhelmingly about one
thing: colour.
“The progress of his work reads like a spiritual
travelogue.”
Eric Buesnel, writer and critic

Shroud (170 x 107cm)

Opus 5 Requiem (198 x 370cm)

A Decade of Colour
“I’ve long been an admirer of David Armitage’s work, but his most
recent paintings reveal an astonishing new development and level of
sophistication. It’s as if he has suddenly found a new voice. Having
been unjustly ignored by the London art establishment for many
years, perhaps they will now sit up and take notice. If you believe, as
the Chinese do, that you can’t be a really good painter until you are
sixty, then David Armitage has truly come of age.
“His paintings abound in multiple references, some already known,
such as the work of John Hoyland and the Australians Fred Williams
and the later work of Sydney Nolan. There is a distinct feel for the
Australian landscape in many of the works, where tiny strokes evoke
enigmatic and ambivalent happenings in an eerie landscape.”

“. . . there is no doubt in my
mind that he is a supreme
colourist . . .”

“But there is also something new and different happening, where the
exotic hot dryness of the furnace is mixed in with dribbling rivulets
raining down in the mist of washes of improbable hues, no doubt
springing out of this Tasmanian’s experience of his homeland and
other Pacific islands.
“His paintings have a distinct originality which shines through and
there is no doubt in my mind that he is a supreme colourist making
his own unique contribution for our enjoyment.”
Phillip King, Sculptor and Past President of the
Royal Academy

Shrine with Flowers (165 x 136cm)

Cathedral/Listening to Bruckner
(170 x 150cm)

Night Garden (168 x 160cm)

Landscape with Prayer Flags (154 x 140cm)

“If you’re not using the old aerial perspective or
whatever devices to show space, then this is the
thing that one does. For a long time I couldn’t
get the marks, the figure/ground thing to work;
either the painting turned into an all-over flat
impervious slab which didn’t breathe, which
didn’t have space of any kind – and then I’d
work over the top at that with marks, which made
it even more impervious and flatter. I couldn’t
open the thing up, get the air into it and make
it breathe, like Pollock and Rothko and the
Americans managed to do.
“How to do this? I got more and more frustrated,
and I was making expressionisticy kind of marks
over the top of the canvas, but the whole thing
was an impossible struggle, because I was doing
it mechanically.
“I needed a kind of accident, something to creep
in – and I still do now – to open up the space
for me to work on. I fiddled around with this for
years and years, and I abandoned painting for a
long time, I just couldn’t get it to work.
“And then I went back to what I used to do years
ago, which was using these very thin modulated
washlike, almost watercolour-like colours, and
then floating and working the other paint over
the top – now something like a gap opened
– then I lost my way again and I started to put
thicker paint on but leaving the thinner paint to
shine through. What I’m doing now, as you say,
is this total ambiguity between figure and ground
– one goes into the other and comes out again.
“The technical problem for me is to hold the very
unconscious colour, which I put on first, and hold
the other things floating in and out of it – like it’s
almost in a state of flux, as if, should you turn
round and look at the other wall then turn back,
the whole thing might have changed; it all might
have moved while you averted your gaze This is
the problem that preoccupies me, but it has to
be an expressive thing. It’s not that at the end
Tapiola (125 x 200cm)

of it I can say “Oh look, I’ve solved the figure/
ground thing”. It’s got to produce a result, it’s
got to engage people, and sailing above all this,
it’s got to release colour – which is a passion.
The primacy of colour is everything to me in
painting, and that is what I respond to in art
history – Van Gogh, Gaugin, Bonnard, Matisse,
Monet, the Americans.
“I remember looking at Rothko as a student. I’d
never seen anything so wonderful – someone
said they appear to be lit from within – the
fact that colour could still have a life, after the
Imressionists and Post-Impressionists and Fauves
it could still be re-invented, so although I’m
constantly banging my head against the walls of
the past, I have to try and extend this somehow
and create this world of my own, as Ligeti and
Nono have extended the musical language –
and so I’ll just keep trying and trying and trying.”

DA in conversation
with Alan Woods

Aurora (207 x 152cm)

Giverney (144 x 156cm)

Anton Bruckner (102 x 77cm)

DA in conversation with Alan Woods (continued) . . .
“I do give musical titles sometimes – Pater’s remark about all art approaching,
aspiring to the condition of music. Most other painters I’ve heard talk about this
seem to have taken this in a very literal way, as if painting could be equivalent to
music; what I mean by it is simply that painting is not tied to the figurative, you are
as completely free as composers are to do what you want. I do listen to music, and
I listen to music when I paint, and it’s the space in music – there’s one particular
contemporary piece by Luigi Nono, which I’ve got on CD and seen performed,
which had a ground sound of pre-recorded tapes of violin, and over the top of this
the violinist plays live – certainly that piece, or my sense of it, is related to what I
am trying to do in some of these paintings, with the sharp marks and squiggles in
relation to the spaces made by the colour around them. And I do like the look of
scores as well, just as marks.
“More generally, it’s what I value in Bruckner, who I listen to constantly because so
often he’s an inch, a millimetre away from catastrophe. He has this magical thing
of being able to survive and take terrible risks of losing everything; he’s never safe,
but when he makes it work it’s worth all the well constructed conventions in the
world. Things get really exciting when disaster is but a millimetre away.
“How he can go from those dinky little tunes to the nave of Chartres Cathedral,
seemingly in one bound, is wondrous indeed.”

Work in progress – Listening to Bruckner

Azrael (178 x 123cm)

Holy Week, Gerona (170 x 132cm)

In Memoriam (120 x 76cm)

Shrine (60 x 36cm)

Smaller Works

Jardin 1 (77 x 50cm)

Landscape with Shrine 1 (76 x 50cm)

Harbour Wall (76 x 50cm)

Landscape with Shrine 2 (76 x 50cm)

Gotterdammerung (57 x 40cm)

Codex (50 x 40cm)

Estuary (58 x 38cm)

Mangrove (40 x 30cm)

Codex Series

Codex 3 (29 x 19cm)
Codex 2 (40 x 30cm)

Codex 4 (29 x 19cm)
Codex 1 (40 x 30cm)

Auto da Fe (180 x 150cm)

Cathedral/Listening to Bruckner 2 (180 x 127cm)

Des Baches Wiegenleid (178 x 132cm)

Terra Australis

“A recent return visit to Australia
involved both the re-discovery of
the diverse beauty of this country as
well as a re-acquaintance with the
magnificent collections of the ethnic
art of the Pacific region generally.
There is no doubt that the vibrancy
of the light, colour and space of the
Southern Hemisphere will live with
me forever.”
Harbour Light Bonnet Island (90 x 70cm)

Landscape with Fence (81 x 71cm)

Black Stump with Fence (92 x 92cm)

Oasis (120 x 94cm)

Terra Australis (200 x 400cm)

V ictims

“After leaving art college I set off on a
grand tour of Europe to see the actual
stuff I had been studying. By chance
I visited Dachau, not as a voyeur, I
just happened to see a small roadside
sign indicating its whereabouts.
“Upon returning to New Zealand
I produced a series of paintings
and screen prints based upon
this experience. They were much
influenced by Goya’s Disasters of War
and the mask and puppet images of
James Ensor. The legacy of this still
exists, as does the plight of victims
generally, never more so than now.”

Victim (60 x 50cm)

Eurydice (144 x 120 cm)

Victim 2 Srebrenica (112 x 100cm)

La Terreur (107 x 87cm)

Petrushka (107 x 87cm)

Victim 2 (100 x 77cm)

Victim 5 (100 x 75cm)

Disasters of War/We used to Live Here (180 x 140cm)
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CROSSOVER: A MILLENIUM EXHIBITION
A major exhibition of David Armitage’s work was mounted by the Brighton Museum and Art
Gallery from December, 1999 until February 2000.

