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Abstract

This thesis traces the ethical and conceptual connections between Simone Weil’s account of attention and my artistic
practice of attention through portrait paintings of displaced women. | have adopted a practice-led approach whereby the
philosophical reflections are intricately informed by the contemplative, prayerful traditional painting methods that | have
embraced. The research journey has been inductive, and the key themes have emerged gradually, mirroring the painting
process itself. Alongside Simone Weil, | draw upon Adriana Cavarero’s concept of inclination and narratability and Luce

Irigaray’s luminous writings on the phenomenology of art, silence, listening and prayer.

The thesis begins with an in-depth analysis of the ethics of representation. | begin with considering the dominant tropes
in contemporary portrayal of refugees in the media and the history of portraiture painting and iconography. Drawing
insights from figures including Emmanual Levinas, Jean-Luc Marion and Weil | consider the transformative potential of
portrait painting as an ethical practice, transcending tendencies to reify or reduce 'the other’ and cultivating a culture of
encounter and ethical engagement. These ethical concerns situate the research and foreground the relational approach
that | embrace to both my portraiture painting practice and to the participatory art workshops with women from displaced
and asylum-seeking communities. | gently seek to offer an approach to arts practice with and by women from displaced

communities, that offers a space of space of care, reverent time-taking, deep listening and attention-giving.

The exegetical chapter shines a light upon the traditional, prayerful painting methods and techniques that | have embraced,
drawn from iconography and early Renaissance sacred art. Painting a portrait is a gesture of inclined attention towards the
irreducible mystery of the other, in solidarity, mutual respect and love. The thesis concludes with a reflection upon the
value of the exhibitions of the portraits, specifically in political contexts, in creating the space for what Weil describes as
an ‘interval of hesitation’. The work of art is a sacralising act that makes possible a more expansive encounter with the
other and offers itself as an interval of wonder and transcendence, gesturing towards something of enduring significance.
As such, this thesis endeavours to shines a light upon the reparative, restorative and mystical potential of a work of art. |

contend that a reverential, relational approach to the portrait encounter as a gift of attention is possible.
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Introduction

In this thesis | reflect upon my portrait painting process of women from migratory and marginalised communities in the
light of Simone Weil’s philosophy of attention. | reflect upon the painting process as an invitation to an ethics of attention,
inclination and care. In his Bampton Lectures Rowan Williams articulated the ‘profoundly damaged and fractured solidarity’
in the world in which we live. In conclusion he affirmed the need ‘with some considerable urgency,’” for ‘programmes and
practices which increasingly impel us to the spending of time and the giving of attention.’ In this thesis | posit that

portraiture is an example of such a practice.

There are three aspects of my artistic process that relate to ‘the spending of time and the giving of attention’? — firstly the
act of being present through attentive listening to the stories of the women; secondly the prayerful absorption that the
portrait painting process entails; thirdly | consider the work of art as an attention-inviting object, ‘that which we can
contemplate [...] A picture which we can gaze at for hours [...] on which we can fix our attention.”? It is my hope that these
paintings create space for an ‘interval of hesitation’# to attend to subjects that are difficult to approach, namely conflict,
persecution and displacement. In approaching the rigorous and delicate commitment to make art in response to suffering,

perhaps these portraits can offer a different perspective from the war-exhausted narratives dominating news cycles.

In this thesis | endeavour to shine a light upon the attention inherent in the portraiture painting process itself: | consider
the artistic methods and materials that | have chosen to use, the rigour of traditional painting technigues with natural
pigments, as a key facet of my methodology of attention. The ritualistic early Renaissance painting methods, and in some
instances the use of gold leaf, are evocative of iconography and sacred art. These gentle gestures communicate attentive
care and embody how | seek to bear witness to, honour and revere the stories that | have heard. It also shines a light upon
the value of silence. To learn the habits of unhurried time-taking, attention-giving and silent listening is to approach the
irreducible, mysterious threshold of the other with the openness and respect that makes an ethical relation possible.

Simone Weil writes that genuine attention is ‘a very rare and difficult thing; it is almost a miracle; it is a miracle.””

While my methodology outlines portraiture as a fundamentally relational practice; my painting process tends to be a silent,
contemplative — one might say prayerful — expression of attention. Part lll attends to the painting process itself and Part
IV considers the therapeutic value of attention through a community-based self-portraiture workshop with asylum-seeking
women in Glasgow. In part V | reflect upon the exhibitions of the portraits in places of influence in the Global North, such

as the UK Houses of Parliament, and the ‘attention-inviting’ work of art as creating space, in the words of Weil, for an

! Rowan Williams. “Solidarity, Rights and the Image of God: Ethics and Christian Anthropology.” The Bampton Lectures
2024. The University Church, Oxford. March 5, 2024, video, 42:30-44: 30.
https://www.universitychurch.ox.ac.uk/content/bampton-lectures

2 |bid.

3 Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, trans. Emma Crawford and Mario von der Ruhr (London: Routledge, 2002), 149

4 Simone Weil. “The lliad; or the Poem of Force.” In Simone Weil: An Anthology, ed. Sian Miles. (London: Penguin Classics
2005), 194.

> Simone Weil. Waiting for God, trans. Emma Craufurd (New York: Harper Perennial, 2009), 64.
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‘interval of hesitation, wherein lies all our consideration for our [sisters] in humanity.”® These disparate parts are
interwoven and interconnected through the luminous philosophical threads of Weil’s philosophy of attention and Adriana

Cavarero’s inclination.

My research is invariably different from what had been initially projected, on account of embarking upon this work in the
midst of a global pandemic. However, it has evolved into an enriching ethical, theoretical and philosophical foray into the
precepts underpinning my artistic practice and problematising the value of art. This thesis is drawn from a rather unusual
interdisciplinary mixture, derived from the fields of Philosophy, Phenomenology, Psychology, Theology, Aesthetics, Art
History and a Feminist Ethics of Care. The persistent and predictable critique pertaining to positionality, privilege and
power has provoked profound analysis and resistance, contending with contentious issues surrounding the ethics of
representation. | am grateful for the rigorous searching that the critique provoked, enabling me to move from apology to

an apprehension of the potentiality of an ethical approach to portraiture.

My artistic work has expanded and deepened as a result of this philosophical and intellectual inquiry. The trajectory began
a decade ago while living in Jordan as an Arabic student in 2014. | was offered an opportunity to organise art projects
with Syrian refugees through the UN Refugee Agency — an experience which opened my eyes to the magnitude of the
refugee crisis confronting our world today. | began to paint the portraits of some of the refugees | had met, to show the
people behind the global crisis, whose personal stories are otherwise obscured by statistics. According to the UNHCR
Global Trends report, the number of displaced people now exceeds 100 million.” The sheer scale of these statistics is
overwhelming and does not illuminate the unique lived realities of individuals fleeing war and persecution. As a result of
my experience in Jordan, | became interested in both the healing potential of the arts and its role as a tool for advocacy

and awareness-raising.

Since Jordan, | have had the privilege of organising art projects with Yazidi women who escaped ISIS captivity in the
Kurdistan Region of Iraqg; Rohingya refugees in Bangladeshi camps and survivors of sexual violence at the hands of Boko
Haram and Fulani militants in Northern Nigeria, and more recently with women from the asylum-seeking community in
Glasgow and Ukrainian refugees in Romania. For the art workshops in Kurdistan and Nigeria | taught the women how to
paint their self-portraits as a way to communicate their stories; many of the women painted themselves with
shimmering tears of gold.® It was after learning to draw and paint for the very first time, the women asked whether |
would consider painting their portraits.® It felt a privilege to be entrusted with sharing their stories in this way: ‘I am
honoured to have been able to exhibit these paintings in places of influence in the Global North, alongside the women’s

self-portraits, to enable their voices to be heard and to advocate on their behalf.’°

Paintings from Tears of Gold have been exhibited at places including the UK Houses of Parliament, European Parliament,
Scottish Parliament, the FCDO, GCHQ, Buckingham Palace, Lambeth Palace, Westminster Abbey, Southwark Cathedral and

the International Peace Institute in New York. The exhibition was featured in the Google Arts virtual exhibition for the UN’s

& Weil, Simone Weil: An Anthology, 194.

7 UNHCR. “Global Trends Report 2022”, UNHCR. https://www.unhcr.org/global-trends-report-2022, 7.

8 Hannah Rose Thomas. Tears of Gold: Portraits of Yazidi, Rohingya and Nigerian Women. (Walden: Plough, 2024), 3-4.
° lbid., 16.

Vlbid., 4.
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Official 75th Anniversary, ‘The Future is Unwritten: Artists for Tomorrow.” The portraits collected in this thesis comprise
the final chapter for my debut art book Tears of Gold: Portraits of Yazidi, Rohingya and Nigerian Women, with a foreword

by His Majesty King Charles Il written prior to his ascension:

“One of Hannah's aims is to capture not only the courage and stoicism of

the women who have suffered so much, but also the nobility, dignity, and
extraordinary compassion that many of them manage to retain, despite
their traumatic experiences. Her use of traditional painting techniques
along with gold leaf (learned at my School of Traditional Arts), together
with her spiritual outlook and intention, elevates the portraits to almost

the status of icons.”*

1'HRH The Prince Charles, Former Prince of Wales. Foreword. In Ibid., ix.






Against positionality towards /nclination

‘[The] self located in a slightly different position, neither vertical nor horizontal, yet given over,
exposed, offered, inclined to the other. Within feminist theory this unbalancing gesture nestles,

more or less explicitly, in the imaginary of the ethics of care.”

- Adriana Cavarero®?

To begin, | gently resist colluding with the expectation to apologise for my positionality and privilege as white, female,
educated and Anglophone. While | agree that reflexivity offers a vital tool to interrogate one’s attitude and
inclinations, especially within the complex field of research with marginalised and migratory communities.
Nevertheless, the ‘new orthodoxy’*3 of positionality declarations often simply reifies problematic power dynamics.
Such statements can be complicit in ‘(re)centring whiteness’, lingering on white researcher’s ‘unease’ ostensibly to
absolve guilt, pre-empt critique and achieve ‘redemption’ through ‘confessional declarations,” allegedly in order to
restore ‘authority, reliability, and an air of objectivity.’!® | suggest that such ‘performative reflexivity’'® has the
potential to exacerbate divisions and entrench defensive postures. Therefore, since it does not enable one to
transcend embedded systems of power or the prevailing climate of disconnection and distrust, the value of

positionality statements is nebulous.

We are witnessing a time of perilously eroded and fractured solidarity, increasingly polarized according to (but not
limited to) the entrenched lines of gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and religion.’
Our defended, differentiated identities restrict us from truly encountering, seeing and listening to one another, or to
opening up to ‘multiple other forms of being in the world’.’® What would a ‘reparative scholarship’*® look like? How

can we learn to turn and to incline towards one another in unprecedented ways?

12 Adriana Cavarero, “Inclining the Subject: Ethics, Alterity and Natality” in Theory After 'Theory’, eds. Jane Elliott, and
Derek Attridge, (London: Routledge, 2011), 195.

13 Daniel O’Neill, “Complicated shadows: a discussion of positionality within educational research.” Oxford Review of
Education (2024), 1-16.

14 Jasmine K Gani, Rabea M Khan, “Positionality Statements as a Function of Coloniality: Interrogating Reflexive
Methodologies”, International Studies Quarterly 68, no. 2 (June 2024), sqae038.

5 1bid.

16 |bid.

7 john a. powell and Stephen Menendian, Belonging Without Othering: How We Save Ourselves and the World.
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2024), 3.

18 Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “Outline of Ten Theses on Coloniality and Decoloniality.” Foundation Frantz Fanon, 2016.
https://fondation-frantzfanon.com/outline-of-ten-theses-on-coloniality-and-decoloniality/, 10.

19 Gani and Khan, “Positionality Statements as a Function of Coloniality”, 1.
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Alison Phipps reminds us, ‘There is no pure place to stand.”?° As such, how do we ‘stay with the trouble’??

and engage
authentically with how chosen and un-chosen aspects of ourselves affect our encounters, aware that we are
intricately ‘embodied by our relationships with our shadows’??> How can we communicate meaningfully and
authentically across difference? Can art offer a way to challenge the restricted, fractured and ‘weaponised

togetherness’ which afflicts and divides society?%

I would like to gently suggest that there is another way; an alternative, beyond apology, self-protection, justification,

isolation and division. It is an invitation to move away from a defensive posture towards inclination.

Nevertheless | acknowledge that rage regarding historical (and current) injustice perpetrated by white, imperialist,
Anglo-hegemonic agendas is valid and vital. Indeed, the wounds of the long legacies of slavery and colonialism weigh
heavily upon the communities in which we dwell.?* Nelson Maldonado-Torres writes of the centring place being love
and rage. Not apology: ‘Love and rage are possible in spite of the profound wounds created by modernity /
coloniality.”? Indeed, Gloria Anzaldla writes: ‘We are all wounded, but we can connect through the wound that
alienated us from others. When the wound forms a cicatriz, the scar can become a bridge linking people who have
been split apart.’?® It is this transformative process that enables love and understanding to flourish.?” The concept of
the role of art as a bridge — one that sometimes even emerges from one’s woundedness — is a thread that runs

through this thesis.

At times it seems the balance in the world tends towards fury and fear. Nonetheless, we as individuals can choose
to act to tip the balance towards love and hope. Therefore, | offer a scholarly and artistic contribution that, | hope,
attends to love, however partial and fraught with complexity. Love encompasses an embrace of the body of
knowledges, arts, ethical practices, and a politics of relationality grounded in vulnerability, humility, and attentive
care. In love, we build bridges that reach towards the other, but in other contexts we are perilously susceptible to

erecting defences, burning bridges, and closing down dialogue.?® In the words of Luce Irigaray: ‘Love has to deal with

20 Alison Phipps, Decolonising Multilingualism: Struggles to Decreate, (Bristol: Multilingual Matters, 2019), 4.

1 Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016).
22 Bayd Akémolafé, “I, Coronavirus. Mother. Monster. Activist,” personal website, May 15,

2020, https://www.bayoakomolafe.net/post/i-coronavirus-mother-monster-activist

23 Rowan Williams, “Creating an Ideal: Solidarity and Catholic Social Thought.” The Bampton Lectures 2024. The
University Church, Oxford. February 27, 2024, 55:51 https://www.universitychurch.ox.ac.uk/content/bampton-lectures
24 Rowan Williams, “Solidarity, Rights and the Image of God: Ethics and Christian Anthropology.” The Bampton Lectures
2024. The University Church, Oxford. March 5, 2024, video, 50:47
https://www.universitychurch.ox.ac.uk/content/bampton-lectures

25 Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “Outline of Ten Theses on Coloniality and Decoloniality.” Foundation Frantz Fanon., 2016.
https://fondation-frantzfanon.com/outline-of-ten-theses-on-coloniality-and-decoloniality/
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the courage and the patience of the experience of fire or of the dazzling light which happens, affects, shakes and

transforms us. Love agrees to welcome what touches us, to endure, even to suffer, it by opening up to it.”?®

What does it mean to embrace ‘practices of becoming-with’ in these precarious times.3® Where can we share
commonalities, stories that disrupt rigid identities and boundary lines and fling wide the horizon to welcome the
other whom | can never fully know?3! How do we contribute to ‘building a bigger and more inclusive ‘we’”’3? that
enables love and understanding to flourish? What alternative postures or gestures are available for us to embrace?
| offer these artistic and attentive gestures that, | believe, can contribute, albeit in a small way, to a ‘culture of life

and love.’33

Feminist philosopher Adriana Cavarero substitutes the dominant political posture of homo erectus, with that of
inclination, of leaning towards the other in an open, relational, vulnerable gesture of care.3* Cavarero’s relational
ontology and postural ethics of ‘inclination” provides a counter-narrative to Kant’s sovereign subject, the ‘vertical
axis’ of rectilinearity, invulnerability and self-sufficiency.3> For Cavarero, Feminist theories that insist on ‘an
embodied, relational, and vulnerable subjectivity’ and gesture towards a more peaceful politics, present an
alternative to ‘the warrior paradigm’ that has dominated for thousands of years.3® This requires a shift in attention
from the universal, individualistic subject that, in Judith Butler’s words, ‘shores itself up, seeks to reconstitute its

imagined wholeness [...] at the price of denying own vulnerability, its dependency, its exposure’.3’

Cavarero identifies the role of the ‘inclined” mother in Davinci’s painting The Virgin and Child with St. Anne (1503-19)
as an embodiement of her alternative, subversive ethics of altruism and human interdependency.3® Whilst the
Kantian imaginary conceives the ideal human individual as erect, autonomous and dominant; the tender gesture of
the mother is that of bending, attending to her child, thereby enshrining the interdependence, ethical relationality,
and vulnerability of life.?® Indeed, Cavarero reminds us that from birth, we are marked ‘by asymmetric and uneven

dependences’ and ‘vulnerable insofar as we are irremediably exposed to others; 4% a reality that ‘philosophy has

29 Luce Irigaray, To Be Born: Genesis of a New Human Being. (Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 78.

30 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 55.
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obstinately denied.” ! The image of maternal inclination offers an ontology liberated from the centrality of the self
and focused upon the other,*? ‘conspicuously abandoning its own balance.”** Cavarero draws upon Arendt’s notion

that ‘every inclination turns outwards, it leans out of the self.”** Inclination has an effect of leaning; also of reverence.

The term inclination derives from the Latin inclinare, which in turn is a derivative of the Greek klinein: to bend, to be
sloped, to lean. The Italian words for decline [declivio] and bow [inchino] share the same root, denoting a bending or
curvature. * The geometrical imaginary of inclination denotes humility, vulnerability and receptivity, qualities that
are often misconstrued as subservience, and therefore conceal ‘the secret peace that gift carries’*® (and it’s
subversive power). In the words of contemporary artist Celia Paul, referring to the ‘subdued palette’ and portraits

147 «

by Gwen John ‘imbued with a serene tenderness:’*’ ‘I've learned from John that you don’t need to shout to have an

impact.’*8

The posture of inclination is vital for artistic work. For Irigaray, representation in a painting is not ‘a means of seizing
and mastering, thus reproducing’ but more ‘a sense which can be touched and moved.”#® This implies an intuitive
openness, receptivity and a predisposition to respond, for ‘seeing amounts to being touched — by light, by colours
and, in a way, by the world and by the things.”*® Art is birthed from a place of sensitive attunement to the profoundly
beautiful and, at times, distressing and overwhelming, capacity to be moved by the world. Donna Haraway calls this
‘cultivating response-ability.”®> This response-ability is especially important when working with vulnerable

communities.

Creativity, whether in artistic or academic work, requires vulnerability. Vulnerability is the wellspring of art; and, in
the words of Simone Weil, ‘a mark of existence.’>? Creating a work of art alludes to the metaphor of the generative
maternal act of giving birth or bringing into being, as well as taking care of. The etymology of the word vulnerability
is derived from the Latin vulnus, ‘wound’. Its root vel indicates pure nakedness, and skin that is exposed, defenceless

to the highest degree.>® One is mindful of the potential for wounding in the vulnerable work of art-making; to do

4 Ibid.

42 Cavarero, “Inclining the Subject,” in Theory After 'Theory', 202.

4 1bid., 203.
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Ibid., 123.
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harm or even to be harmed in the process. And yet we must risk this for the sake of cultivating what Cavarero calls

an ‘imaginary of hope.’>*

For artistic researchers, an honest exploration of vulnerability and the unknown is expressed in our creative
practice. To borrow Audre Lorde’s description of poetry, artistic research offers ‘a revelatory distillation of

’55 allowing ourselves and others permission to touch emotions that perhaps even we were unaware of.

experience,
Indeed, we learn ‘to cherish our feelings, and to respect these hidden sources of our power.’>® The art that emerges,
whatever the medium, can bring us to the threshold of the liminal spaces between the analytic mind and the heart.>’
This work can be uncomfortably vulnerable, honest and raw. Such art has potential to cultivate empathy and build a
bridge across racial, socioeconomic, and cultural divides.>® Art possesses a critical potential to ‘pierce us’ in order to

grasp the reality of others.”® Weil observes: ‘The vulnerability of precious things is beautiful because it is a sign of

existence.’®0

The ‘new postural geometry’®! of inclination is not possible when we are isolated in our defended identities, vigilant
and poised against attack. Such a ‘positionality’ impedes the ‘beautiful’ vulnerability that is a hallmark of ethical
relations. Cavarero’s notion of inclination is suggestive of Simone Weil’s attention — derived from the Latin ad "to,
toward’and tendere ‘stretch.” The gesture of stretching toward constructs a bridge between self and other, a point
of connection and possibility.®? This offers a link to Simone Weil’s notion of metaxu,® which she draws from Plato,

as ‘the in-betweenness’ of things; ‘a bridge, an intermediary.’®*

Works of art can be metaxu. Weil writes that: ‘All created things refuse to be for me as ends [...] This world is the
closed door. It is a barrier. And at the same time it is the way through. [...] The essence of created things is to be
intermediaries. They are intermediaries leading from one to the other and there is no end to this.’®> Art as metaxu
offers a moment of rupture and rapture in a world of hardened borders and identities. Together with john a. powell
| seek to understand how we can ‘move from a world built on breaking and othering to one built on bridging and

belonging?’®®
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Powell and Menendian affirm that ‘We need bridge-builders, weavers, and social connectors in every community.’®” Artists
can be bridge-builders; helping connect individuals across identity categories and social divides, creating ‘collective

769

projects that open minds and enlarge our hearts,’ ®® in order to transcend ‘the walls that separate us’® and enable a

‘softer, more porous movement within and boundary between us and others.’”’® The cultural practice of ‘bridging’ is

172

key to cultivating a ‘culture of belonging.””* For powell, bridging is ‘both a practice and a position’’? and ‘more of an

orientation and compass than a destination.’”?

Cavarero’s postural orientation inclination offers an artistic methodology in which vulnerability and presence become
the starting point for encountering the other. What if we could reorient the normativity of the academy toward a
renewed, or previously denigrated, posture of inclination?’* It is in defiance of the erect, rational subject that
Cavarero positions the figure of inclination; one who leans precariously into the unknown, the end destination

undiscernible.”

There is a risk involved in following the silent pull of artistic inclination. Cavarero writes: ‘This is why the usual firmness

’76 artists are seemingly ‘moved by

of vertical posture has no part in the experience of those who bend to art’s pull;
an external power, something that resides outside but is nonetheless irresistible.’”” For Cavarero, Artemisia
Gentileschi’s painting, Allegory of Inclination, in which a young woman holding a compass leans towards a small star,
represents this irresistible pull. Wassily Kandinsky described this in his manifesto as ‘inner necessity.”’® Cavarero’s
claim is that inclination is the very essence of creativity.”? The elusive notion of ‘art’s pull’ defies definition,

absolutisation or rationalisation.

My art has been motivated, for the past decade, to share the stories of displaced women through my portrait
paintings, irresistibly compelled by the stories that | have heard. Can a work of art invite us to ‘incline’ our attention
towards marginalised and migratory communities? | have tended to eschew acknowledging how my experiences,
emotions and struggles are, in part, reflected in these paintings. My desire was to use them to amplify the stories of

the women; | did not want my story - or positionality - to get in the way, to distract or detract.

| consider inclination to be an invitation to abandon erect certitudes and defensive postures bequeathed by habit,

culture and circumstance. As such, the penchant for guilt-layered positionality in social science research is counter-
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8 Ibid.
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productive. An ethics and ontology of inclination perhaps begins by way of refusal.®° Caorle McGranahan
conceptualizes refusal as a ‘generative act,’® and Bonnie Honig as ‘a world-building practice.”® ‘Even when
refusal seems to reject the world,” Honig writes, ‘it betrays a deep attachment to it, if not the world as it is, then
surely to a more just world that is not yet.”® For Cavarero this is ‘to not think against but rather for something,’
through resisting the ‘critique-only temptation of the philosopher’ one can dare to ‘imagine even the impossible. 8
For, acknowledging the strong 'utopian vein’® in her position, Cavarero nonetheless reminds us of the vital need to
nourish ‘an imaginary of hope that is affirmative and generative’ and ‘postcritical.’®® It is a rigorous choice, to keep
one’s internal disposition inclined towards hope-full ‘world-building” practices. It is an invitation, in the words of

Jacqueline Rose, to move ‘against the grain’ and follow ‘the most sinuous, risky and creative pathways of the mind.’®’

Indeed, what is the relation of inclination to an ethical approach to portraiture? My approach to portraiture is
informed by the subtlety of Cavarero’s ‘altruistic ethics of relation’ that enshrines profound respect for the other in
her uniqueness and distinction. Emmanual Levinas reminds us that an ‘ethic of responsibility’ is to be aware of and
humbled by the ‘other’s irreducible alterity.’®® Indeed, as a portrait painter, one cannot presume to capture such
‘irreducible otherness.’® As Irigaray reminds us, the other is recognised as ‘transcendent to my own and to my world,
forever unknowable to myself,’®® beyond fabrication or mastery. As such, portrait painting entails reverent time-
taking and attention-giving,®* and humility to acknowledge the limitations of our knowledge. Cavarero’s Inclination
offers an approach to artistic research that neither conforms to shame-induced apology nor naively denies oblivious
to differentials or privilege. It is a process that is open ended and continually unfolding, permeated with

contradictions and complexity, and nonetheless generative and profound.

Our greatest ethical and aesthetic task is to pay attention—a lesson learned from Simone Weil. This research
considers an approach to portraiture paintings of women from displaced communities, illumined by a Weil’s ethics

of attention.
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Representation, Gift, Aura, Icon.

A Fragment of a Fragment

The commencement of my research coincided with the first wave of a global pandemic. Covid-19 dramatically altered
my research trajectory, which gradually evolved into a philosophical reflection upon my own artistic practice as a
portrait painter. The ensuing disruptive periods of lockdown had a catastrophic impact upon many involved in the
arts.? In the midst of a global crisis, climate devastation and escalating conflicts, it is perhaps inevitable that the
value of art would be called into question.®® In this context, Jacqueline Rose invites us to consider whether art can
create space to grieve ‘not just for those who have been lost, but for the shards, the broken pieces and muddled

fragments of the human heart that make us who we are?’®*

As a result of the challenges and restrictions of lockdown, the paintings created for this thesis are a somewhat
disparate collection of portraits of women whom I've had the privilege of meeting, whether in person or virtually (in
the case of Zainab from the Gaza Strip) over the course of 2021 and 2022. Successive factors, compounded by Covid-
19, impeded the research, including UKRI funding cuts, strikes and the laborious university ethics clearance process.
The reflections in this thesis have emerged from this fecund, albeit uncomfortable and unsettled space. This thesis
is therefore a testament to the unexpected gift that comes from choosing embrace one’s limits. Indeed, the task of
art-making is situated in the ‘already-not yet’ of reality;% a vulnerable willingness to enter into an endeavour beyond
the horizon of our understanding, where we inevitably encounter our own limitations. For Jean-Luc Marion: 'The
painter adds to the visible new visibles’ because he or she is willing to advance ‘imprudently to the extreme edge of
the area of uncertainty.’®® Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes the artistic endeavour as ‘a step taken in the fog—no
one can say where, if anywhere, it will lead.”®” And, as Walter Benjamin notes, the art of getting lost is an increasingly

scarce skill.%8
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Artistic research diverges from traditional views of research that depend upon scientific objectivity.®® Stephen
Scrivener upholds that the ‘proper goal of visual arts research is visual art; 1% the work of art endows unique ‘insights
into emotions, human nature and relationships, and our place in the World. 1% My academic research is profoundly
illuminated and enriched by and inextricably intertwined with my practice as a painter. A painting offers a glimpse of
what Gilles Deluze considers a certain ‘image of thought.’1? Karen Sullivan considers an artists’ description of their

’103 3 delicate rendering of a visual image in verbal form.

work ekphrasis, namely ‘the verbal representation of art;
This verbal rendering is at times more challenging and elusive than the painting process itself. The verbal rendering
can be as intricate and attentive as the painting itself. This illuminates the mysterious quality of a portrait; it is not
easily understood even by the artist herself. In this regard, portrait paintings resemble the people that they purport

to portray. 104

The portrait itself is a fragment. According to Cavarero, the post-modern preoccupation questions whether there
really is an ‘' or indeed, ‘are there not rather its many fragments?’1® Human personhood is often delineated as
elusive, irreducibly exceeding comprehension or reason. Therefore one cannot possibly grasp the uniqueness or
‘essence’ of an individual in a portrait painting. Irigaray reminds us that ‘a living being is never static.”1% Indeed,

’107 3nd thus cannot be

identity is continually ‘in flux,” flowing like a river ‘without fixed banks’ or ‘fixed boundaries,
contained or fixed in a work of art. There is a dissonance between the fleeting emotions that dance on the surface
and the hidden depths of an individual’s innermost self. Is it even possible for such complex subtlety to be made
visible in an image? Some cultures would denounce such a notion as sacrilegious.'% A portrait offers but a glimpse,
a fragment, of the sacredness of the I-Thou encounter,'%® and of one’s attention to the other captured in a more

enduring form, 10
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The portrait as fragment is a metaphor for the ‘fractured mosaic,’*!! that denotes refugees’ social, material and
cultural existence, which can be plural, fragmentary and contradictory; uprooted into complex, ever-changing
contexts.? It is impossible to comprehend the fragmentary experience of trauma that many refugees have endured
or the reality of navigating the precarious uncertainty of ‘refuge.’'*® John Berger writes that ‘to emigrate is always
to dismantle the centre of the world, and so move into a lost, disorientated one of fragments.”''* However, the
stories told in these portrait fragments also problematise the reductive notion of their ‘fragmentation.” The paintings
offer a glimpse into the strength, dignity, resistance and resilience of women from displaced and marginalised
communities.’™ These individuals are not reified or immobilised by their ‘fractured’ circumstances. Indeed, |
approach each portrait painting with reverence, and aspire to reflect a glimpse — a fragment of a fragment — of the

‘the invisible light’ that radiates irrepressibly from these remarkable women.16

The painting as fragment endures outside of time. The painted figure exists within the two-dimensional plane of the
panel or canvas, inside which the ephemeral appearance of the represented subject is eternalised, frozen in time.!”
John Berger describes drawing as an act of defiance against disappearance: ‘What you are drawing will never be seen
again, by you or by anybody else. In the whole course of time past and time to come, this moment is unique: the last
opportunity to draw what will never again be visible, which has occurred once and will never recur.”*'® The drawing
therefore becomes an inscribed form of resistance and a record of a particular kind of attention. In that fleeting
moment, what mattered was ‘the mystical project of capturing a person, a personality.”*'° Indeed, Berger continues:
‘A few decades on, and the drawing would not be answerable. There would be no one to testify to the presence or
absence of a likeness.”™2° There would be no one to compare the representation to (‘nor even necessarily their

memory’). 12!

The issue of finitude permeates all aspects of drawing and painting.’??> An artwork is vulnerable to physical
deterioration and will not last forever.1?®> The frailty of human life is subject to movement and the passage of
time; as is a work of art. There is a metaphor to be found in the journeys that my paintings have undertaken for

exhibitions in various locations, and the damage sustained along the way. The scuffs, chipped paint and marks
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have become an integral part of the story of the portraits. Walter Benjamin reminds us that a work of art is
unparalleled for ‘its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be. This unique
existence of the work of art determined the history to which it was subject throughout the time of its existence. This
includes the changes which it may have suffered in physical condition over the years.”'** The fragile vulnerability of
a work of art is part of its beauty. For J.M. Baker, this is why a work of art, insofar as it embodies a ‘permanent record

of the contingent and vulnerable,” gives an ‘illusion of a timelessness within time.’1?>

In this thesis | also touch upon the therapeutic value of art. As Eleanor Sanderson writes, | have found painting to be
a ‘grace-filled language’ and a way to acknowledge my own vulnerability.?® The journey of the thesis has coincided
with my personal journey of fragmentation, navigating the grief of my brothers decade-long struggle with mental
iliness and sudden death. The contemplative, prayerful painting process that | have embraced has become a gentle
gesture that simultaneously acknowledges my grief, as well as the grief of the women whom | have painted,
inseparable from their strength and resilience. As such, these paintings have become both a ‘posture and pathway

of grace’!?” to attend to and ‘transform the fragmentation of our lives and world.” 1?8

Contending with Contemporary Representations of Refugees

I will endeavour to situate my artistic practise within the context of contemporary visual representations of
migration, and the concomitant ethical complexity. The question pertains to what artists’ achieve by employing a
mimetic form such as portraiture, and iconographic symbolism, in representations of individuals from refugee
communities? How can a painter presume to convey a subject’s subjectivity, especially without personal experience
of displacement? As such, do my paintings simply reproduce stereotypes and dominant forms of representation of

refugees or subvert them?

Julie Salverson maintains that we need a language to bring together ‘questions of ethics, mimesis, and testimony‘in

order to understand the potential of the arts to ‘educate, to envision, to relieve pain, or simply to reinscribe stories
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trans. Harry Zorn (London: Pimlico, 1999), 214.
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of victimisation.”'?® For ‘when artists eagerly ‘give voice’ to an imagined other, we allow neither the other nor
ourselves to approach the encounter.’'3° Gayatri Spivak articulates how attempts to speak on behalf of the
‘subalturn,” however well-intentioned, can perpetuate ‘the homogenisation and silencing of the other.”*3! In my
portrait painting process of women from displaced communities | adopt a relational approach, informed by feminist
‘ethics of care,” in order to mitigate against the potential to dehumanise or objectify. | reflect upon whether it is

’132

possible to move beyond a reductive ‘politics of sympathy’ 3¢ and challenge the abject portrayal of refugees as either

7133 134

a ‘mute and faceless physical mass’*>* or feminised images of victimhood, vulnerability and distress.

Contemporary visual portrayal of refugees ostensibly aligns itself with humanist discourse triumphing the ‘humanity’
of displaced people around the world.?®> However, as Anna Szérényi reminds us, although these images seemingly
promote intimacy and empathy, ultimately visual representations reinforce the distance between the viewer (usually
from western nations) and those depicted (in photographs specifically).’3® Fuyuki Kurasawa describes visual
representations of refugees as ‘icons of distant suffering.”*3’ For Szérényi these images ‘propagate a world view
divided along imperialist lines, in which the audience is expected to occupy the position of privileged viewing agent
while refugees are positioned as viewed objects.’'38 Thereby contributing to dehumanizing and objectifying refugees;

139

erasing their humanity, silencing their voices,'*° abstracting them from specific political contexts and individual

identities and denying the plurality of ‘refugee experiences.’*° Such images serve to ‘reiterate, rather than challenge,

‘the uneven distribution of suffering across the globe.” 14
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My portrait paintings of displaced women are created using traditional early Renaissance and iconography painting
methods and allude to sacred imagery of the Virgin Mary. As such, do these portrayals subvert or reinforce
stereotypical visual representations of refugees? For, as Liisa Malkki contends: ‘Having looked at photographs of
refugees over several years, one becomes aware of the perennial resonance of the woman with her child. This is not
just any woman; she is composed as an almost Madonna-like figure.”?*2 These allusions to an iconographical religious
past politicises the sacred subject matter, while maintaining the symbolic power of the imagery of the grieving
mother.3 Terrence Wright suggests that the Christian iconographic symbolism behind these compositions validates
discourses of destitution, vulnerability and victimhood.?* This reinforces stereotypical gendered portrayals of
refugees as female, depoliticised, voiceless, deprived of agency and in need of protection.> The victimisation frame
is found to be more effective in eliciting viewers’ sympathy by emotionally engaging viewers in distant human
suffering.1%® Women and children have become ‘humanitarian icons;’*#’ globally identifiable symbols, often pictured
up close and in acute distress.'*® However, this expression of sympathy does not denote solidarity or equality, but
ascribes a relationship of dependency, emphasising refugees’ helpless reliance upon others for rescue and
assistance.® Such images, for Lucien van Liere, tap into ‘a deeply rooted rescue-narrative that may be linked to

Christian soteriological trajectories of suffering, guilt, and moral response.’**°

Instead of victimhood, | use the symbolism and painting techniques of traditional sacred art to convey dignity,
strength and the inherent value of displaced women. Nonetheless, it is important to question whether the allusion
to Madonna imagery in my paintings transposes the portrait sitters from their diverse historical, material contexts,
rendering them ‘saintly’ even. Susan Sontag implies that beauty is inappropriate in representations of human

suffering, since it conspires to create an ‘aesthetic response in place of a moral or political one.”*>! Wright disparages
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the iconographic pictorial framing and subject matter, on the basis that it has historically and systematically been
used to elicit certain humanistic, sympathetic emotions.*>? In Malliki’s words, ‘This sentimentalized, composite figure
—at once feminine and maternal, childlike and innocent —is an image that we use to cut across cultural and political
difference, when our intent is to address the very heart of our humanity.” 1>® However, Maria Flood notes that ‘the
association of the woman in the picture with a Christian imaginary of suffering points not only to the Eurocentrism
of Western viewers, but also highlights a certain Occidental gaze on non-Western suffering, embodied, in this case,

in the figure of the passive female victim.’*>*

Images of migration which conform to established tropes in the Christian imaginary arguably make them more
palatable to Western viewers. Such photographs evoke an ‘iconic consciousness’'® already embedded in cultural-
religious trajectories. In addition to well-known Christian iconography of the Madonna and child, other Biblical
themes identified by Wright include: ‘The Expulsion from the Garden of Eden,’ ‘Exodus,” and ‘The Flight into Egypt’1>®
to escape the tyranny of Herod. The iconic power of these images of migration resides in their allusion to Biblical
repertoires of meaningful suffering.® For Susanna Snyder, unsurprisingly, many religious human rights groups
emphasise that migrants are ‘created in the imago dei — the image of God — and movement (as well as dwelling) is
part of that divine image (Genesis 1.26)." 18 As such, possessed with equal worth every migrant is ‘equally entitled
as those currently settled and living in stability to a level of rights and responsibilities that recognises their human

dignity. 1°

Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh writes that efforts to ‘humanise’ refugees by centralising ‘the human face’ and focusing
upon narratives of ‘lived experiences’ are lauded as effective ways to cultivate public understanding, empathy and
solidarity.1®® Therefore, in the current ‘era of hostility towards refugees’ she asks whether it is ‘counter-productive
— unethical even? —to interrogate the foundations, nature and implications of such approaches.’*®! Nevertheless, as

Rey Chow makes clear, ‘sanctifying’ the image of the other can be equally as reductive as demeaning or maligning
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it.162 This reifies refugees as ‘timeless, archetypal images,’ 1% symbolic of the ‘inevitability and spirituality of human
suffering’1®* and thereby displaced from geo-political realities. Such images lean precariously towards
‘sensationalistic titillation, > or the fetishisation of traumatic memory, oscillating between compassion and
condescension.® Susan Sontag warns us of ‘the issue of exploitation of sentiment — such as pity, despair,
compassion, indignation.”'®” Whereby, Szérényi writes, the ‘surplus value’ of ‘their’ suffering becomes ‘our’

meaningful experience.’ 18

Szorényi decries ‘the politics of sympathy’ in coffee table books, whereby images of the suffering ‘other’ become an
‘aesthetic object’ for public consumption.'®® Sontag similarly declares it ‘exploitative to look at harrowing
photographs of other people’s pain in an art gallery.”17° Such photographs are neither passive nor neutral,*”* and can
be emotionally manipulative and self-serving, ‘vaunting the artists’ sensitivity.”*’> What is achieved by an invocation
of sympathy or compassion in the viewer? Berlant, referring to images of sweatshop workers, suggests that
proliferation of such images is presumed ‘to be a good thing, because it produces feeling and with it something at
least akin to consciousness that can lead to action’.'’® By comparison, John Berger offers a withering critique of
'‘ohotographs of agony;' images of suffering and pain that 'bring us up short.'*”* Such images are 'arresting' because
the viewer is engulfed by ‘the other's suffering;” however, they can simultaneously induce hopeless despair,'’® and,

in Sontag’s words, ultimately ‘anesthetise’ and normalise indignity and suffering.7®

Kurasawa describes the two predominant iconographic representations of humanitarian crises as ‘personification’

and ‘massification;’ the representation of either an ‘individualized victim’ or ‘an undifferentiated mass of victims.”*””

Public discourse positions refugees either as feminised victims or conversely as a threat jeopardising national
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sovereignty,?’® portrayed as an ‘anonymous corporeality,’?’® or ‘sea of humanity.”’®% This perpetuates binary
depictions of refugees as either ‘worthy’ victims or ‘illegal’ immigrants, highlighting a ‘crisis of representation.’18
lllegality is typically denoted in racialised and gendered images portaying refugees as African and male.'® In light of
this, since my portraits represent women from displaced communities, do these paintings unintentionally reinforce
gendered representations of refugees? Visual representations in public discourse subtly serve to assign value or
devalue. These frames of recognition determine whether or not refugees are acknowledged as individuals whose

1183

lives are deemed ‘grievable’*®3 or worthy of compassion.

‘Visual conventions,” according to Malkki, construct refugees as ‘bare humanity - even as a merely biological or
demographic presence.’*®* Adopting Giorgio Agamben’s concept of the homo sacer who inhabits the ‘bare life,’ 18
Nikos Papastergiadis argues that there are parallels between the concentration camps and detained migrants today,
suspended in limbo on the peripheries of society.'8 For Judith Butler, there is a ‘hierarchy of grief’ 187 that establishes
‘what will and will not be human, what will be a liveable life, what will be a grievable death.® As such it is difficult
to recognise, not to mention empathise with, the precarity of individuals beyond the limits of our immediate

lifeworld.'8 What is urgently required is ‘insurrection at the level of ontology’ whereby we critically address the

question: ‘What is real? Whose lives are real?’1*® Whose lives are valuable?

While visual representation can be objectifying, invisibility can be equally damaging. Individuals dwelling on the
margins already struggle to be seen or heard, therefore ‘the denial of representation’ is tantamount to a ‘damaging
injustice in itself.”1°! This leads us to ponder how, why, and with what consequences certain communities are

rendered ‘(hyper)visible’ while others remain ‘invisible, inaudible, and silenced.”1®? Butler warns of the danger of
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both ‘an effacement through occlusion” and ‘an effacement through representation itself.” 1°3 By determining whom
will ‘remain faceless’ we are authorised to ‘become senseless before the lives we have eradicated.’*®* There is danger
in becoming inured to human suffering, whereby it scarcely touches our consciousness.'®> At the root of many of our
social ills today is what and how we have been conditioned to see, or not to see. Butler advocates for the faces of
those deemed ‘ungrievable’ to be admitted into public view; for they ‘must be seen and heard for some keener sense

of the value of life, all life to take hold.’1%6

Kurasawa contends that visual representation has an ‘unprecedented constitutive power for the way that liberal
democracy engages with alterity.”?” Media images are often framed to intentionally enforce specific political
ideologies.'® Such imagery is manipulated and instrumentalised to support dominant narratives and policies that
‘reproduce public fears and fantasies about outsiders’'®® and entrench division. Negative media portrayal of refugees
has contributed to turning the tide of public opinion against refugee resettlement, with potentially violent
consequences. The ubiquitous motif of the overcrowded boat has reinforced the narrative of refugees overwhelming
‘our’ societies, buttressing border-control discourses.??° Such representations are actively ‘constitutive of culture’
and as such ‘create reality and normalize a specific worldview.’ 29! This raises urgent ethical questions regarding the
politics of representation. Images of refugees can be instrumentalised to inspire sympathy or to instil fear;
nonetheless both serve to accentuate a ‘them/us’ dichotomy. The depictions of de-faced masses instil the
‘positionality of ‘us’ here gazing in safety and ‘them’ out there in precarity.”?°? Such portrayals demonstrate how

visual imagery can be wielded to ‘distance, sensationalise and discriminate.’2%3

In their analysis of the visual representation of refugees in Australian newspapers, Roland Bleiker et al. found that
only two percent comprise ‘photographs of individual refugees with clearly recognisable facial features’ and
approximately half ‘displayed no visual features at all.” 2% This has significant implications: ‘We see no faces, no real

people. We see just anonymous masses. We see an abstract and dehumanised political problem.’?%> Does the
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absence of ‘the face of the other’ in visual representations of refugees demonstrate a failure to resist a rhetoric of
dehumanisation? According to Emmanuel Levinas, violence originates from ignoring the face of the other, avoiding
the gaze: ‘The face is what forbids us to kill.”?% Cavarero affirms that in the ‘face-to face’ encounter, the self is
‘dispossessed by the ‘thou shalt not kill’ that is expressed by the face of the other.”?%” The vulnerability of the face-
to-face encounter calls for ethical responsibility to and for that person. However, we live in a world ‘where no being
looks at the face of the other.’2%® At the root of so much violence is our inability, or refusal, to incline our attention

to the full humanity of the other.2%°

Butler questions whether violence can indeed be ‘prohibited through a binding insight into a primary dispossession

in and through ethical relationality,’2%°

whether through an encounter in person or mediated by a work of art. Mark
Freeman also expresses doubt whether this encounter automatically translates into inter-human care and
responsibility.?!? While the potential may be there, it is by no means guaranteed.?!? Indeed, some works of art ‘far
from leading to reverence, may lead instead to violence, to the negation or annihilation of the Other.’?®® Freeman
therefore urges caution with regard to sweeping ‘generalities in this context.”?!* In this thesis | address the core
research question pertaining to Simone Weil’s philosophy of attention as a method and a means of understanding
my portrait paintings of women from displaced and marginalised communities. | seek to understand the extent to
which Weil’s attention, a cornerstone of her ‘decreative’ ethics, can find a practical expression through artistic
practice. Additionally, to what extent can a work of art serve as a stimulus to Weilian attention in the viewer? This
relates to one’s inward attitude and orientation to the other (whether as the artist or the viewer) — specifically to a
quality of reverent, attentive beholding.?*> As such, a work of art — perceived through the lens of Weil’s elliptical and
demanding thought — invites one into a transformative attentive ethical engagement with the surrounding world. |
agree with Freeman that, ‘there is actually a closer relationship between art and the ethical realm than meets the

eye 1216

First and foremost, it is important to acknowledge the difference between painting and photography. Sontag

expresses concern at the potential for photographs to ‘objectify’ historical events or people as something that can
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be symbolically ‘possessed.’?1” Sontag compares the camerato a weapon: we ‘load’ the camera and ‘aim’ it to focus
upon our ‘targets;” we ‘shoot’ to ‘capture’ the image.?'® Berger reflects that the word ‘trigger,” applied to both
rifle and camera, ‘reflects a correspondence which does not stop at the purely mechanical.’?*® Ariella Azoulay
suggests that the process of ‘unlearning imperialism becomes a commitment to reversing the shutter’s work.’>2°
There are sensitive issues pertaining to representation and complex power dynamics implicated in interactions
between photographer or artist and subject, which could easily be construed as colonial othering. Since | use
photography as an integral part of my artistic practice, | seek to navigate these complexities and counteract the
potential to reify and objectify, through a relational and dialogic approach informed by an ‘ethics of care’ and

attentive listening, which | elucidate in the following chapter.

Didier Maleuvre compares the camera — dismissed as a ‘hunter, not an interlocutor’ —to a painting that requires ‘the
soft-footed work of acquaintance’ and considerable patience required to ‘wait on a face.”??! Photography, for
Maleuvre, is reductive since the ‘vast and fluid presence that is a human being’ is crammed into a ‘split second
snatched out of the air.”??> A portrait painting, by contrast, can be a relational process that is collaborative, rather
than possessive, and entails considerable time as opposed to a mere ‘split second’. Maleuvre juxtaposes the ‘long,

1223

drawn-out painterly labour’2?® of portraiture with photography, implying that the former provides a ‘vehicle for the

1225 of

sustained care of the other’ as a ‘modality of human solidarity.”??* The time-consuming ‘creative attention
painting is a symbolic gesture of inclination and acknowledgment. However, | suggest that it is not so much the

instrument (paintbrush or camera) that is important, but the attention and intention underlying the portrayal.

Nonetheless, the issue of representation, regardless of the medium, is riddled with complexity. Edward Said’s
exposition of the objectification of the other precipitated a ‘crisis in representation.’??® To represent someone, Said
declares, has become an ‘endeavour as complex and as problematic as an asymptote, with consequences for
certainty and decidability as fraught with difficulties as can be imagined.’*?” Representation can no longer be
considered a neutral endeavour pertaining to verisimilitude; it has political potency. Indeed, for Said, all
representations are ‘implicated, intertwined, embedded, interwoven’ in the ‘language and then in the culture,

institutions, and political ambience of the representer.’??® As a result of this ‘crisis’ only the ‘interlocutor-as-internal-
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subject’ is permitted to represent or speak about the 'other’ and ‘any interpretation of the 'other' selfhood by

someone who does not share this 'subaltern' identity’>2° inevitably comes under fire.

Ethical questions with regard to representation, responsibility, privilege and power are especially acute in contexts
where research participants are traumatised or have been violated. In light of this, should endeavour to represent
migratory and marginalised communities be entirely abandoned (especially if one is not an ‘interlocutor-as-internal-
subject’)? Or does this serve to condone refugees’ relative invisibility and reinforce the silencing of their voices?
Should one accept that only ‘the subaltern can speak about what it means to be a subaltern’??3° On the one hand,
Christopher Thomas suggests, to be silent implies complicity in structural racism, whilst, on the other, an active self-
silencing of oneself is expected in order to foreground contemporary and historic colonial injustice.??! Indeed, these
contradictory demands seem to ‘represent an impossible bind.’?3? Contemporary artist Daniel Connell remarks that
in order to avoid accusations of perpetrating exploitation, ‘artists today may opt for a self-censoring when it comes
to cross-cultural representation due to the burden of colonial histories.’?3* However, | do not believe that this is the
answer. Linda Alcoff asks: ‘if | don’t speak for those less privileged than myself, am | abandoning my political

responsibility to speak out against oppression, a responsibility incurred by the very fact of my privilege?’23*

Indeed, is it possible to move beyond the apparent impasse of identity politics and the polarising and essentialising
views that widen the gulf between self and other? %2> Maria Lugones asks, whether it is possible to cross this gulf
‘without taking over’ and engage ‘in dialogue at the colonial difference? 23 The risk is far greater, however, if we do
not seek to ‘cross’ over, and offer an artistic counterpoint to the reification of ‘us’ and ‘them.” For Irigaray, ‘[t]he
problem is thus, at each crossroads, of encountering the other as other while remaining two.”?3” How can we
establish a bridge, a porous boundary between-two, instead of a wall? We diminish ourselves and one another when
we reduce reality to simplistic binaries and shore ourselves up in defensive isolation.?*® However, as Pope Francis
avows, ‘It is hard to build a culture of encounter, in which we meet as people with a shared dignity.’?*® According to

Irigaray, the ethical relation-of-two entails an embrace of the other’s incomprehensibility and eschews any
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appropriation or domination, thereby opening a ‘space for the poétic to take place’?*° where ‘philosophy, art and

’241 may meet. Is it possible for a work of art to embody such a poétic gesture of life-giving intention?24? Indeed,

prayer
Alison Phipps describes this as ‘the risk of love.’?*® For this risk, the work of prayerful attention and recognition is

vital. 24

| contend that it is possible to create ethical representations of migratory and marginalised communities. Isobel
Blomfield and Caroline Lenette emphasise that ‘A critical challenge artists face in relation to refugee representations
concerns breaking down an artificial artist/‘subject’ dynamic or dichotomy, and presenting a multifaceted and
empowering narrative rather than focusing only on the theme of suffering.’ 2*> This requires attentive listening, a
concept that | develop in Part Il, to the individuals whose unique lived experiences artists endeavour to represent.
This is essential in order to move beyond reductive narratives of victimhood, or what Eve Tuck describes as ‘damage-
centred research.’?*® As such, artists move away from the notion of a scientific ‘object of study’ and embrace what
Walter Mignolo and Catherine Walsh describe as a ‘relational way of seeing’, which involves thinking with, and not

simply about. *7

The delicate power dynamics at play in the interpretation of another’s story inevitably raises ethical alarms with
regard to privacy and exploitation. All too often, refugees and asylum seekers are engaged superficially as ‘the ‘story
to be told’ rather than the story-tellers.”>*® As an artist researcher | endeavour to approach the work of narrative and
representation with attentive care.?*® For Kurasawa, a ‘critical mode of visual engagement’ is ‘grounded on a
dialogical ethic that decentres the self in order to observe, listen to, and learn from others with humility and
attentiveness,’?° in order to obviate the potential for exploitation. The relationality at the heart of the portrait
painting process is key in this sensitive cultural moment, where these portraits may easily be misconstrued as

objectifying.
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For Jane Blocker ‘representation is inherently a form of witness’.?>! In bearing witness to atrocities, art can ‘speak
truth to power’ and mobilise ‘new affective communities of sense’.?>> A work of art may not evoke the exact
immediacy of a face-to-face encounter, nonetheless it can bring the voice of the other into political contexts that the
human other may be unable to access.?>3 Berger writes: ‘Art’s other, transcendental face, raises the question of

’254 and therefore ought to be judged ‘according to whether or not it helped men in the

man’s ontological right,
modern world claim their social rights.’?>> As such, to what extent can these works of art help to bring attention to
topics that are difficult to approach, namely conflict, human rights and forced displacement? Before | address my
portrait painting process and methods, | will turn my attention to briefly sketch an overview of the history of
portraiture. | question whether it is possible for a portrait to challenge Western art’s enduring legacy of objectifying

difference and to be re-imagined as gift.

Portrait as Gift

The one-dimensional interpretation of art as mimesis has, as Susan Sontag surmises, dominated Western philosophy
of art since Plato:>*® ‘The earliest experience of art must have been that it was incantatory, magical; art was an
instrument of ritual. (Cf. the paintings in the caves at Lascaux, Altamira, Niaux, La Pasiega, etc.) The earliest theory
of art, that of the Greek philosophers, proposed that art was mimesis, imitation of reality. It is at this point that the
peculiar question of the value of art arose.’**” Michael Taussig understands mimesis as the possession of something
(or someone) by means of its likeness.?*8 For Irigaray, ‘the diabolical-in mimesis’ is this ‘appropriation” whereby ‘the
living person is caught and deadened.’”® By contrast, in this thesis, | seek to understand whether mimetic

representation in a portrait painting can be a life-giving, generative gift.

For Elisabetta Toreno portraiture is a ‘liminal platform’ of impressions built over time ‘upon the first-person sensory

and cognitive awareness of what it means to be and to experience a person.’?® As such, rather than a ‘diabolical’
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attempt to dominate or objectify an individual, painting a portrait requires an attentive openness, that allows space
for co-creation and for the painting itself to embody a testament to the mystery of encounter. As Irigaray writes,
‘The respect for the irreducible otherness of the other must keep alive a mystery, and even a doubt, in our thinking,’
which ‘implies a culture of wonder, of questioning, of astonishment.’?6? Indeed, wonder, mystery, astonishment and

doubt are, | suggest, integral to the portrait painting process.

‘I've never known what likeness consists of in a portrait,” Berger writes. ‘One can see whether it’s there or not, but it
remains a mystery.”?%2 The elusive quest to capture a subject’s ‘essence’ has been an essential preoccupation in
portraiture, influenced by Renaissance and early modern conceptions of individuality.?%3 Advances in psychology and
the emergence of photography informed portraiture’s inclination to evoke a subject’s emotional complexity,
personality and interiority.?®* Portraiture poses an intriguing philosophical and ethical challenge, confronting
Cartesian divides of body and mind; matter and essence; physical and spiritual; visible and invisible and presence and
absence.?®> Cynthia Freeland suggests that portraits reveal a subject’s essence in four ways: accurate resemblance;
testimonies of presence; evocations of personality; or presentations of uniqueness.?®® Marsha Meskimmon
unceremoniously rejects the notion of ‘essence’, asserting that ‘individuals are formed through their encounters with

the world [...] by an elaborate interweaving of identifications with socially defined roles and expectations.’2%”

The portrait itself is a story; ‘a visualized narrative and a narrativized visual.’?%® Even Emmanuel Levinas concedes
that ‘[a]n artist—even a painter, even a musician—tells. He writes of the ineffable’.2%° Virginia Woolf described the
artist Sickert as among ‘the best of biographers,’?’? for no one will be able to ‘write a life’ as he does:?’* ‘When he
paints a portrait: | read a life.”2’? In Part Il | consider the importance of attentive listening in the relational portrait
painting process. Maggie O’Neill developed a conceptual framework of ethno-mimesis as a dialogical ‘potential
space’ that unfolds in the dynamic intersection of narrative testimony (ethnography) and art (mimesis).?”® A portrait

story is embedded within a particular socio-historical context and as such embodies cultural discourses and visual
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expressions and interpretations of self-identity, and subjectivity; ways of seeing and being seen.?’* However, it also
transcends its specific context, with inherent, latent potential “for after life, for re-interpretation, for continual
translation.’ 27> Walter Benjamin writes that a story ‘does not expend itself. It preserves and concentrates its strength

and is capable of releasing it even after a long time.’27®

Portraiture as a research methodology brings complex philosophical and ethical challenges to the fore, in particular
‘the relation of viewer and viewed.”?”” There is a tension between the conflicting aims of ‘the subject's depicted
individuality’ and ‘the artist's expressed individuality.’2’® Historically portraiture has been transactional,?’® therefore
the portraitist is considerably constrained in the second aim, with limited scope for individual expression. Indeed,
even the greatest artists of the Renaissance worked at the behest of their patron, expected to flatter, beguile and
enchant.?8 Portraits were generally commissioned to delineate social status or memorialise historical significance;
to display power, wealth, authority and idealised beauty.?®! Portraits fulfilled multiple functions, whether religious,
familial, and civic;?8 art was wielded as a political instrument to reveal the powerful as powerful and thereby
‘increase their power.’?8 For Michael Foucault, ‘The more one possesses power or privilege, the more one is marked
as an individual, by rituals, written accounts or visual reproductions.’?®* Deleuze and Guattari concede that ‘Certain
assemblages of power (pouvoir) require the production of a face, others do not.”?®> Indeed, the genre of portraiture
in Western culture as a whole has traditionally been reserved for the wealthy, powerful elite. However, in my
portraiture practice | offer representations of women from migratory and marginalised communities whom all too

often remain unseen.

The notion of the socio-political ‘production’ of the face?8®

contradicts Fenwick English’s critique of the portraitist’s
a ‘totalizing power’ and ‘omniscience’ and arrogant imposition of their ‘authentic view of reality.”?®” However, the

portraitist’s ‘power’ is by no means omniscient, since he or she must defer to the expectations of the painting’s

274 Jaireth, “What Is There in a Portrait”, 37.

275 Andrew Benjamin, “The Decline of Art: Benjamin’s Aura.” Oxford Art Journal 9, no. 2 (1986): 34.

276 Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller,” in llluminations, 90.

277 Michael Podro, Depiction. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 106). Quoted in Freeland, “ Portraits in Painting
and Photography,” 98.

278 patrick Maynard, “Portraits as Displays.” Philosophical Studies: An International Journal for Philosophy in the Analytic
Tradition 135, no. 1 (2007): 111.

279 Shearer West, Portraiture. (Oxford: Oxford University Press: 2004), 41.

280 Freeland, “ Portraits in Painting and Photography,” 97.

281 |pid.

282 Chloé Reddaway, Transformations in Persons and Paint: Visual Theology, Historical Images, and the Modern
Viewer, (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2016), 196.

283 Maynard, “Portraits as displays,” 111-121.

284 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. (New York: Knopf Doubleday, 1995), 192. Quoted in
Claudio Celis Bueno, “The Face Revisited: Using Deleuze and Guattari to Explore the Politics of Algorithmic Face
Recognition.” Theory, Culture & Society 37,no. 1 (2020): 78.

285 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 195. Emphasis in original.

286 |bid., 167-8.

287 Fenwick W. English, “A Critical Appraisal of Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot's "Portraiture" as a Method of Educational
Research,” Educational Researcher 29, No. 7 (Oct., 2000): 23.



29

commissioner. Nonetheless, a portrait artist possesses a different kind of power to the fee-paying customer; namely,
‘the spiritual power of recognition. 288 The portraitist was expected to flatter and allay a sitter’s anxieties pertaining
to social appearance and craft an image aligned with their ideal aesthetic representation, rather than authentic
reality.?8° Thus a portrait was essentially a ‘collusion between artist and subject:’>*° the subject is captured actively,
self-consciously displaying themselves for the portrayal.?®* Mark Rothko reminds us that ‘the artists lot is the same
today’ for, although artists may no longer rely upon patronage, the contemporary art market ‘exerts the same

compulsion’ through ‘its denial or affording the means of sustenance.’?%?

Strikingly, the earliest examples of portraiture were not an ostensible display of power, prestige or a plea for
recognition. The intimate, ethereal funerary portraits, discovered in the oasis of Fayum in Egypt are considered the
artistic predecessors of icon painting.?®® These ancient portraits [dated from the first century BC to the middle of the
third centruy AD], although marked by the passage of time, compellingly address us presently and immediately.
Berger reflects that the Fayoum portraits are markedly different from anything in the history of portraiture.?®* The
difference is owing to the reversal of the subject-object position between the sitter and the painter: It was the artist
‘who submitted to be looked at. Each portrait he made began with this act of submission.”??> Therefore, curiously
these paintings are ‘about the experience of being looked at.’>®® The gaze is otherworldly and serene, as opposed to
expectant, anxiously awaiting external affirmation of their significance. The Fayoum portraits were ‘destined to be
buried, without a visible future;’ 2’ therefore since these paintings were not predestined for posterity they do not
demand attention or flattery. In the words of Jean-Luc Marion, often portraiture is a means to achieve ‘the
satisfaction of...[one’s] desire, thus of himself [/herself].”2*® By contrast, the Fayoum portraits enthral us with their
‘special contractual intimacy’ and the incarnation of a ‘forgotten self-respect;’ a tangible reminder that life and art

are gifts, rather than commodities to be consumed.?*®

With regard to the portraits painted and included in this PhD thesis, there was no financial transaction involved,
either for the artist or the subjects. Does a relational model, traced from the Fayoum portraits, provide a way to
situate portraiture within the gift economy? Lewis Hyde writes that ‘a work of art is a gift, not a commodity. Or, to
state the modern case with more precision, that works of art consist in two ‘economies,” a market economy and a

gift economy. Only one of these is essential, however: a work of art can survive without the market, but where there
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is no gift, there is no art.”3%° My research seeks to challenge the assumption of the commercial nature of art by re-
defining a portrait painting as a space of hospitality, and of Weilian attention-giving and receiving.3% Artistic research
is oriented toward an ethics of being-with.3%% It is an invitation to re-envision the role of art as a socially engaged
practice that prioritises relationships above and beyond commercial expectations,3®® thereby questioning our
understanding of the value of art. | propose that the relational, attentive listening and reciprocal exchange at the

heart of my portraiture practice can be considered a form of ‘alternative economics.’3%

Nonetheless, | acknowledge that there is a balance to be found. Mark Rothko ironically remarks that the “privilege’
of non-compliant artists of ‘conscience’3% is the ‘freedom to starve!’3% | have, on the contrary, been a privileged
recipient of familial support for the past decade, ensuring that | did not have to confront such a choice. For artists
working on human rights issues or alongside displaced communities, there is an added complexity of guilt with regard

to profiting from another’s pain. However, even within the gift economy, an artist has to find a way to sustain herself.

The notion of the gift as part of a process of exchange, rather than ‘fixed and icy utilitarian calculation,’3%” was
endowed by Marcel Mauss in his Essai sur le don in 1923. Mauss traces the ‘spirit of the gift’ that served to nourish
social bonds and honour obligations of reciprocity and hospitality ‘without guarantee of restitution.”3% Roger Sansi
acknowledges the influence of Mauss upon contemporary art, placing the ‘pure gift’ at the heart of social exchange
and opening ‘a field of new possibilities in art theory and practice.”3% A painting can be perceived as a gift, for in
Mauss’ words it involves ‘mak[ing] a present of some part of oneself,’31° that is imbued with ‘spiritual essence or

311 and ‘invested with life, often possessing individuality.”31? The gift given (in this case a work of art) possesses

soul,
a mana ‘a magical, religious, spiritual force,”3!3 that remains intimately connected to the giver. For Ann Carson ‘the
beauty of an art object is part of the gift that you give to the receiver, the listener, the observer, to make it worthwhile

for them to spend whatever time of their life they spend trying to understand it.”31* Art as gift possesses ‘value over
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and above monetary exchange,” especially significant since ‘the gift-exchange circuit is more or less broken down in
our culture.”3™ Portraiture as gift has the potential to illuminate art as a space of hospitality, if it is created in a spirit
of reverent attention-giving. Catherine Craig and Sara MacDonald suggest that art can help to ‘habituate people to

the virtue of hospitality.’31®

In considering portraiture as a ‘socially engaged practice,’3Y” | reflect upon the unique role of the portrait to
document the society in which it was made.3!® Richard Brilliant affirms that portraits ‘reflect social realities. Their
imagery combines the conventions of behaviour and appearance appropriate to the members of society at a
particular time, as defined by categories of age, gender, race, physical beauty, occupation, social and civic status,
and class.”31% As an artist trained in early Renaissance tempera and oil painting techniques, | consider the portrayal
of women in Renaissance art as an example. Renaissance portraiture idealised a compliant, chaste and passive
femininity; as such these paintings obfuscate the diversity, individuality and complexity of the personhood of women.3%°
The identity of the female subject is overshadowed by the classical conventions of beauty and virtue according to
which she was painted. Paola Tinagli writes that in these paintings women appear ‘to the viewer through the screen
of the ideals of the society in which they were produced: ideals of beauty, of behaviour, of display. In them we still
see not an individual, but a cypher.”??! Leonardo DaVinci famously declared that ‘women must be rendered in shy
acts, their legs and arms firmly gathered with their heads down and askew.’3?? Davinci’'s comment reminds us that
‘It is common knowledge that most artistic representations of women been not been created by women,’ 3?3 depicted
from a male perspective. Indeed, as Peg Brand observes, the representation of women by men has ‘constituted the
predominant, nearly uninterrupted two-thousand-year continuum of historical ‘masterpieces * known as the

artworld canon.’324

John Berger famously describes the ‘surveyed female;’3%> whereby ‘painters and spectator-owners were usually men

and the persons treated as objects, usually women.’3%6 Western art predominantly portrayed the female body as
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titillation for the male viewer.3?” Women are generally represented as either an idealised object of virtue or an
erotised object of desire.3%® Patricia simons asks, ‘why else paint a woman except as an object of display within male
discourse?’ 32° Irigaray seeks to unsettle the dominant ‘phallocentric foundations’ of Western culture and thereby
unleash a new female imaginary.33 She bluntly declares that ‘as women, we have thus been enclosed in an order of
forms inappropriate to us.’3*! However, figurative representations of women by female artists risk conforming to the
predominant masculinist tradition that preceded and shaped them.332 Helen Robinson asks, how can women artists
articulate their experience ‘if the symbolic means available and comprehensible to them are not fully
appropriate?’ 333 Irigaray contends: 'Don't restrict yourself to describing, reproducing, and repeating what exists, but
know how to invent or imagine what hasn't yet taken place."?3* As such, ‘to play with mimesis is thus, for a woman,
to try to recover the place of her exploitation by discourse, without allowing herself to be simply reduced to it.”3%
The artistic incarnation of the female imaginary needs to discover a new ‘symbolic means’ to affirm the specificity,
subjectivity and significance of women, that is actively opposed to hegemonic, phallocentric modes of
representation.33® For Rosi Braidotti this ‘amounts to a collective repossession by women of the images and
representations of ‘Woman' as they have been coded in language, culture, science, knowledge, and discourse and
consequently internalized in the heart, mind, body, and lived experience of women.”3¥ It is not simply reactive, but

encompasses a creative, generative striving toward a new and better horizon.338

Another example of women’s ‘exploitation by discourse’ is nineteenth century Orientalist art. Orientalist art, as John

Mackensie observes, was ‘inexorably rooted in racism,’3%°

especially with regard to the erotised representation of
women. Edward Said describes the ‘widely influential model of the Oriental woman; she never spoke of herself, she

never represented her emotions, presence, or history. He spoke for and represented her. [...] It fairly stands for the
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pattern of relative strength between East and West, and the discourse about the Orient that it enabled.’34° As such,
Orientalist art offers a pertinent example of Susan Sered’s distinction between women as agents and Woman as
archetype; a ‘symbolic construct conflating gender, sex and sexuality’ that is ‘compromised of allegory, ideology,
metaphor, fantasy’ and ‘men’s psychological projections.’3*! In Orientalist art the Western voyeur gazes upon the
otherwise veiled ‘Oriental’ female, symptomatic of colonisation and subjugation.?*? These images implicitly express
Western man’s power over women as well as moral superiority to the colonised other.3*3 Orientalist paintings
consolidated the putative dichotomy between ‘us” and ‘them’ and essentialised the resultant ‘other” as an object of
the ‘voyeuristic colonizing gaze.”3** However, these images arguably represent a ‘convex mirror’ which reflects the
Occident rather than the ‘imaginary ‘Orient.”3*> For Siobhdan Jolley, artistic portrayal ‘cannot be detached from the

epistemology of the matrices of power’34¢ indelibly permeating cultural consciousness.

Images are always linked to gazes, to ways of seeing,3’ embedded in social, cultural and institutionalised power
structures and relations. As such, works of art are implicated in debates concerning feminism and decolonisation;
the privilege and power pertaining to whom is allowed to look, and questions regarding cultural and patriarchal
domination, appropriation or control.3*® The objectifying, possessive, demeaning gaze famously articulated by Jean-
Paul Satre, Frantz Fanon and Simone de Beauvoir denies space for genuine encounter. Since representation has been
revealed to be intertwined with power, it has been fiercely reclaimed as ‘a terrain of resistance;’3*° bell hooks terms
this the ‘oppositional gaze.”3® As such, is it possible to consider new ways of seeing and approaching the portrait
encounter, grounded in an attentive ethics, that transcends tendencies to reify certain subjects and ossify others? In
the words of Irigaray, such a gaze is ‘not an inattentive or predatory gaze [...] It is both material and spiritual

contemplation, furnishing thought with an already sublimated energy.’3>!
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Indeed, in the portrait we witness an encounter between two subjectivities. Irigaray, in her phenomenology of
painting, describes this as, ‘a crossing of looks, notably in their tactile dimension. A crossing not only of looks, ‘but
also of lives, of breaths, of energies. In this sense, a painting becomes a transmission of truth, a message of love, a
work that is always already common, a creation of world, a manner of saying that which words and musical notes
would have been unable to express.”3>? The perception of the portraitist ‘is modified because it is shared with the
other.’ 33 Therefore ‘| co-look,’3>* my vision interlaced with others as a body-soul that is ‘essentially relation-with.’ 3>
Such an encounter implies reaching ‘another subjectivity where friendship with nature prevails over its domination,
and being-with over being-above or below.”?*® Irigaray invites us to move beyond dualistic, oppositional being and
knowing, and provides a framework for a relational approach to portraiture that eludes an appropriative, exploitative

grasp. She asks: ‘How might painting open up or provide for a sharing of vision between two who are different, and

in doing so, modify perception while preserving difference?’3>”

For Weil, perception is a dance:3>® ‘The elementary perception of nature is a sort of dance; this dance is the source
of our perceiving.”*>® The dance of perception is an intuitive, interactive, reciprocal encounter.3 Weil’s dance is
echoed in Irigaray’s metaphor of streams ‘without fixed banks’3®* which cannot be forced to flow into a ‘single,
definitive sea.’362 This way of looking does not invite ‘fusion or confusion,” compared to Merleau-Ponty’s chiasmic

perception with ‘the intertwining of my life with the other lives, of my body with the visible things, by the intersection
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of my perceptual field with that of the others, whereby ‘we no longer know which sees and which is seen.
Eleanor Sanderson reflects upon Irigaray’s dual ‘movement of fidelity; 3° faithfulness to the other with whom we
cultivate being-with and faithfulness to the boundaries of the self, ‘to this unique existence that we are, that is ours,’

in order to ‘blossom’. 3% This respectful way of looking and seeing resists ‘any sort of appropriation, domination,
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subjection or submission,’3¢” or indeed fusion or confusion, and offers the possibility of life-giving encounters with

both individuals and works of art.368

An artist whose approach defies the reductive, objectifying masculine tradition was Kathe Kollwitz (1867-1945).
Kollwitz’s art elevates the plight of women in the urban working class. In her words, ‘when | became acquainted with
the women [...] Unresolved problems like prostitution, unemployment, tormented and worried me.’3% Kollwitz’s
work dignified and made visible those who were often rendered invisible in society, shining a light on the ‘many silent
and noisy tragedies of big city life.”370 In the wake of the death of her eighteen-year-old son Peter in World War One,
Kollwitz’s prints and sculptures grapple with a mother's grief and bear witness to the horrors of war.3”! Kollwitz's raw
and yet profoundly beautiful works of art invite us to see others, as she puts it, as ‘unhiddenly’ as possible.?”? Her
representation of women offer a critique on the wider social system of oppression and suffering,®’3 and a
compassionate and intimate glimpse into sorrow and pain. As such, Kollwitz’s art demands compassionate attention
from the viewer.3”* Her art, in the words of Irigaray, offers a means by which women can ‘recover the place of her
exploitation by discourse, without allowing herself to be simply reduced to it’3”> and ‘convert a form of subordination

into an affirmation, and thus to begin to thwart it.’37®

Nonetheless, Kollwitz’s work is perhaps an exception in the twentieth century. Hans Sedlmayr reproaches the
masters of modern art, such as Picasso, who 'do not understand the dignity of the human face-or do not wish to
understand it. ‘Love's first success’ says Pascal. ‘is that it inspires great respect.” Modern painting shows no sign of
any respect for man.’3”7 | suggest that this lack of respect is most apparent in representations of women. According
to Irigaray, Pablo Picasso’s women are ‘violated, tortured,’3’® evident in the distorted, fractured planes of his cubist
portraiture of lovers. Christina Ananias draws our attention to Picasso’s The Painter and His Model (1927) whereby

the artist’s paintbrush is ‘transformed into a weapon,” explicitly implying that in painting the female model, ‘the
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depicted artist mutilates her.”3”® For Russian Theologian Nikolai Berdyaev, Picasso’s dismembering of mimetic
portraiture is emblematic of a ‘process of dehumanization.’38 However, we must not forget that the art of antiquity
and images of virtue or beauty could also incite violence.38! For John Welchman, under the conditions of twentieth-
century modernity, the face ‘with its ceaseless implications of previous symbolic orders—imperial, religious,
bourgeois—has been more or less effaced.”*®? However, | contend that a restorative, attentive, sincere and sacred

approach to ‘the face of the other’ in portraiture is possible.

In this thesis, | explore the possibility of a reemergence of a theological dimension to contemporary artistic practice.
Mark Taylor describes this as a ‘theoaesthetic’ whereby ‘art and religion join to lead individuals and society from
fragmentation and opposition to integration and unification.”3®® However, this is in contrast to what Rosalind Kraus
describes as the ‘absolute rift’ that emerged between the sacred and secular in contemporary art discourse in the
twentieth century.3® For Nicoletta Isar, the ‘modern notion of art’3® and the concomitant diminution of the of ‘the
power of the sacred image’38 emanated from the iconoclasm of the Reformation and its secular and materialist
moral nexus. Modern art, according to Isar, ‘has ceased to contain the presence and has come to be a re-
presentation, a fragment of the religious discourse, a reminiscence of it, a ‘split.”3®” However, one must also
acknowledge that the sacred art of our times is ‘correspondingly weak’ in light of the absence of patronage from the
Church.388 Indeed, there are ‘no Sistine ceilings to decorate and few significant public commissions of sacred art.’38°
Nonetheless, many contemporary artists continue to turn to Christian iconography and religious symbolism in order
to find a coherent visual vocabulary to communicate effectively with others. In my artistic practice | endeavour to
embrace an iconological moral geometry of artist and sitter, as | elucidate in the following chapter, and the use of

sacred and traditional painting techniques. The iconic tradition is deliberate choice; an attempt to counteract the

tendencies towards dehumanisation, objectification and commoditisation outlined above.
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Towards a Reclamation of Art’s ‘Aura’

In light of the ascendence of modernity’s notion(s) of art, the elimination of its sacred power and ‘magical
properties,’ 39 is it possible to move towards a reclamation of art’s ‘aura’? Indeed, what constitutes ‘the metaphysics
of presence’®?! of a work of art and has this been rendered redundant, neutralised by a reductive utilitarian

’332 can be revivified

approach? | contend that this cultural moment, perceived by Belting as ‘the end of the age of art,
by an approach to artistic practice underpinned by Weil’s philosophy of attention and iconistic contemplation, and

thereby re-orient one’s awareness of the sanctity of the world.

Walter Benjamin notoriously declared that art’s mysterious ‘aura” had been rendered obsolete, as first photography,
and then cinema, transformed art works into endlessly reproducible commodities.3®® Benjamin seems to celebrate
the ‘withering’ of aura; namely, the sentimental, bourgeois attitude to art, and its ‘cult’ status.3** For Benjamin, this
‘liquidation of the traditional value of cultural heritage’3°> apparently ‘emancipates the work of art from its parasitical
dependence on ritual.”?*® Jacques Derrida declares that for Benjamin, his theory of the portrait ‘played a transition
role, on the frontier between ‘ritual religious art’ and ‘technical reproducibility.’3®” Indeed, ‘the human countenance’
was the definitive site of the ‘ultimate retrenchment’ of ‘ritual value’ within the technologies and materials of

mechanical (now digital) reproduction.3®® For Derrida, the aura emanates ‘for the last time’ from the ‘fleeting
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expression of the human face in early photographic portraits, emblematic of ‘the last resistance of ritual.
Whereby in the ‘fugitive expression of a human face [here the barely human, barely living face of a refugee, a fugitive
crossing the line, all lines] the first photographs make room for the aura for the last time' 4°* But now, even ‘the face

begins to disappear.”4%?

‘During the course of a day,” Guattari muses, ‘| travel from one faciality to another’#% resulting in a ‘general flattening

of the world [...] onto a signifying screen.’4%* Berger declares that, for the first time, ‘images of art have become
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ephemeral, ubiquitous, insubstantial, available, valueless, free,” whereby, caught up the consumerist mainstream
and dislodged from their spatio-temporal context, ‘they no longer, in themselves, have power.’*%® Traditional art
forms accordingly retreated into the doctrine of /'art pour I'art —in Benjamin‘s estimation the ‘negative theology’ of
art.%% The disappearance of the elusive phenomenon of agura is synonymous with a cultural shift from authenticity
to multiplicity; from an artwork’s unique ‘presence in time and space’#?” to its ‘soulless’ mechanical copy.”*%® As Isar
remarks, a re-presentation or duplication ‘inserts layer upon layer of separation’ and accordingly diminishes its
proximity to that which it signifies, resulting in ‘an effacement of presence.’*% Theodore Adorno criticised Benjamin’s
exultation of technological progress for ‘exaggerating the progressive aspects of mass culture while denying its
reactionary ones.”*1° The revolutionary potential of technology and media is by no means guaranteed. Indeed, on
the contrary, it is often manipulated by the very traditional institutions that Benjamin proclaims it’s liberation
from.#! Indeed, photography, cinema and contemporary art could be conceptualised as a mere re-incarnation of

the elitist, materialistic commodification of the cult image.*'?

While the de-materialisation, desacralization of art displaced the remoteness and elite specialisation of traditional
art, the concomitant sense of reverence, ritual and attention was lost.*** For Roger Scruton, ‘the art of desecration
represents a new departure’# that lies at the heart of the post-modern experience. For ‘the relentless pursuit of
artistic innovation leads to a cult of nihilism’ and ‘sacrilege,” ultimately ‘reducing and demeaning our humanity.” 4%
Benjamin shines a light on the root of the aura’s decline—or rather its active dismantling and destruction— whereby
the commodification, technological mastery and democratisation of art, has rendered the auratic archaic and
redundant.*!® Aura’s ‘contemporary decay'4'” reduces ‘the work of art and the face of the other, to a mere contextual

presence; '8 deprived of its ability to look back, stripped of the presence, authenticity and mystery of auratic

semblance.
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Is the reclamation of the auratic function of art even feasible? For Benjamin, the aura is a perceptual experience of
phenomenal distance between the self and the object of contemplative attention. However, in this ‘age of decline,”*1°
contemplation has been supplanted by distraction, and ‘the need to possess the object in close-up in the form of a
picture, or rather a copy, becomes more imperative.”*?% With the ascent of modern media technology we are carried

421 3ddicted to the 'cult of the ephemeral.'*?? The proliferation of data,

along by the relentless 'current of objects,
images, media, advancements in Artificial Intelligence and so forth has exacerbated sensorial stimulation far beyond
Benjamin’s prognosis. Aura is antithetical to the technological advances that have rendered it obsolete.*?? Indeed,
bombarded with a relentless influx of stimuli, ‘In place of aura, there is buzz.’*** Sontag laments that this has
precipitated ‘a steady loss of sharpness in our sensory experience,” since all the conditions of modernity ‘conjoin to
dull our sensory faculties’?®> and truncated modes of experience predominate. Therefore Sontag insists that we must
‘recover our senses’ and ‘learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more;’ 4% therein lies the value of art. Since a

painting is born of contemplation, of intense concentration and attention, it can create the space for others to

contemplate: ‘all great art induces contemplation, a dynamic contemplation.’4?’

Jeremy Begbie contends that artistic practices possess the potential to counteract such reductive tendencies.*?® Art
requires an effort anathema to our contemporary culture.*?® The aura of a work emerges from a particular ‘kind of
attentiveness,” in Benjamin’s words, with reference to the poet Novalis.**° Such time-consuming attention can help
one to transcend one’s limited perspective and pave the way for a more expansive consciousness of ourselves, others
and the wider world. As Franz Kafka once wrote, ‘art breaks the sea that’s frozen inside us’;*3! reawakening

sensitivities that we have become numb to. Louis Dupré laments that ‘[w]e seldom encounter the sacred in an

objectively given, universally attainable reality, as the miraculous statue or the rustling of leaves in an oak forest were
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to our ancestors;’#3? as a consequence, ‘almost nothing appears directly sacred to us.”*3 However, the revelation of
the sacred, ‘the aura’, is not something that we have irrevocably lost, but an anamnesis, an un-forgetting.*** For
Mircea Eliade, ‘the sacred is an element in the structure of (human) consciousness.”*®> As such, our deliberate

attention can make places, people and works of art ‘loci of hierophany.” 43¢

Aura can refer to a psychological state or quasi-religious contemplation that envelops the viewer in the presence of
a work of art, or natural phenomena.*¥” Aura’s ‘transcendent immanence’*®® is a defined by Benjamin as ‘the unique
appearance or semblance of distance, no matter how close the object may be.”**® For Bratu Hansen the aura is a
mode of experience that ‘envelops and physically connects—and thus blurs the boundaries between—subject and
object, suggesting a sensory, embodied mode of perception.”**® On the ‘temporal axis,” aura suggests ‘a kind of
reverie in which time expands’ and ‘ one is contemplatively immersed in - or absorbed by - the object of one's

perception.” 41 In this ‘strange weave of space and time,’ 442

one cannot remain unchanged. The experience of seeing
and being seen is what brings a painting within the realm of the sacred and mystical, dismissed by Benjamin as
ritualistic.*3 Jean-Luc Nancy elaborates that an art work opens up ‘a world we enter while remaining before it.”4%

For Martin Heideggar, ‘In the vicinity of the work we were suddenly somewhere else than we usually tend to be.’44>

The auratic and mystical function of art has parallels with Weil’s notion of metaxu. As Weil writes: ‘Man cannot get
over regretting that he has not been given the infinite, and he has more than one way of fabricating, with the finite,

an equivalent of the infinite for himself — which is perhaps the definition of art.”*® Eric Springsted suggests that
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metaxu in Weil as the links between the quotidian and finite with the divine and infinite.**’ Metaxu therefore
correlates with Irigaray’s notion of ‘sensible transcendence.’**® For Irigaray, the divine is revealed not only as the
‘celestial [that] lies above our head but also as that which can occur between us;’#4° or in the encounter with a work

of art.

Specifically with regard to portraiture, Chiel van den Akker posits that the aura is the ability of the artwork ‘to look

’451 and for Merleau-Ponty, ‘hold our gaze.’**? Benjamin

back at us.”**° Paintings, Adorno remarks, ‘open their eyes,
attributes the experience of aura ‘in all its fullness’#> to the disarming intimacy of returning one’s gaze: ‘To perceive
the aura of an object we look at means to invest it with the ability to look at us in return.”*>* Benjamin’s latter
description of the aura introduces ‘the possibility of an ethical dimension’.*>* The aura is not a tangible, material
quality but a phenomenon formed in the exchange between subject and object of contemplation. Bertolt Brecht
described it thus in his diary: ‘[Benjamin] says: when you feel someone's gaze alight upon you, even on your back,

you respond. The expectation that whatever you look at is looking at you creates aura.’**® This exchange opens up a

moment of transcendence, of encounter; a ‘strange weave of space and time.’ 4’

Nancy considers the portrait as ‘first and foremost an encounter.’*® There is the encounter between the viewer and

the represented subject, and the intimacy of the encounter between artist and sitter. Nancy writes:

‘A portrait touches, or else it is only an identification photo, a descriptive record, not an image.
What touches is something that is borne to the surface from out of an intimacy. But here the
portrait is only an example. Every image is in some way a ‘portrait’, not in that it would
reproduce the traits of a person, but in that it pulls and draws [...] in that it extracts something,
an intimacy, a force. And, to extract it, it subtracts or removes it from homogeneity, it distracts

it from it, distinguishes it and casts it forth. It throws it in front of us and this throwing, this
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projection, makes its mark, its very trait and its stigma: its tracing, its lines, its style, its incision,

its scar, its signature, all of this at once.”**°

The attentive care and respect with which an artist approaches the ‘intimacy’ of encounter is at the heart of the
portrait’s capacity to ‘touch’ a viewer. In Nancy’s words: ““Art” is the name of this fragile other encounter.”*®° The
portrait-as-encounter seems to hold the presence, ‘force’, or aura, of a person. This is reminiscent of Mauss’s
interpretation of the Maori concept of hau — the ‘spirit’#®* or ‘aura’®? — of the gift, that carries with it something of
the ‘soul’ of the giver,*®3 imbued with invisible power and significance. James Elkins posits that a work of art ‘has a

presence—a being and face of its own.’464

This illuminates the transformative encounter of a work of art. Esther Lightcap Meek reminds us that: ‘[w]orks of art
that are encounters repeatedly become encounters for the viewers.”®> For Nicholas Bourriand the work of art

7456 and a ‘state of encounter.”*®” He defined ‘relational aesthetics’ as ‘an art taking as

represents a ‘social interstice
its theoretical horizon the realm of human interactions and its social context.#®® |t is art that is intimately engaged
in the wider world and the result of a reciprocal process of exchange. Pope Francis’s encyclical Fratelli tutti highlights
the ‘urgent need to promote a culture of encounter,” and for all men and women to be ‘passionate about meeting
others, seeking points of contact, building bridges.”#®® He calls for new and creative ‘paths of hope’ to create this
culture of encounter, for the sake of future generations.*’® However, even while eulogising the potential role of the
arts in cultivating a ‘culture of encounter,’” it is important to remember their role in sowing the opposite. The arts
have, at times, both historically and contemporarily, perpetuated division and hatred. Indeed, Irigaray reminds us
that the ‘transcendence of the other with respect to ourselves and our world’ is not yet part of our culture.*?

However, a work of art characterised by what Eleanor Sanderson describes as a ‘generous posture of grace’ has the

potential to carve new pathways of peace and teach respect for the other in the name of tolerance or common
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humanity.#’? For Rochlitz Rainer the encounter of ‘aura’ in a work of art is a ‘moving experience’ and an ‘appeal to

solidarity;’ 473 a poignant reminder ‘that we share a fragile humanity surrounded by a fleeting halo of light.”47*

The reclamation of art’s ‘aura’ entails the restoration of ritual, reverence and re-materialisation.*’> The value of art
— as a source of 'wonder, sacredness, imagination, harmony, aura, inspiration’4’® — can be reinstated; and the
ritualistic, attentive, prayerful approach to the painting process can be embraced once again. For Cesar Aira, an
‘expanded concept of ‘aura’ would ‘include the story that arises from the work’ — the materiality of the artistic
process and ‘the time involved in its conception and execution.”4”” Aira regards time as an ‘historical unfolding, of
which each aspect is unique and unrepeatable, and therefore irreproducible.”*’® In this thesis | consider how the
time-consuming traditional early Renaissance and Byzantine icon painting techniques that | use for my portraits of
displaced women enable me, in the words of the poet John O’Donohue, to ‘rediscover the art of reverence.”*”® While
Benjamin seemingly exalted in the demise of aura, | contend that it is vital, now more than ever, to restore a

reverence for the mystical depth of auratic encounter within contemporary art and society at large.

Benjamin’s philosophy of aura can be illuminated by Martin Buber’s definition of two contrasting relations or
postures towards the world: I-Thou and I-1t.%8 Kiril Vassilev suggests that Aura pertains to an /-Thou encounter. 8!
Artists can help to encourage such a reverential inclination towards reality. Indeed, a portrait painting could be
considered sacred, a reminder that ‘in each Thou we address the eternal Thou.”*® Andrew Benjamin describes the
experience of the aura as ‘the experience of an expectation or a possibility’#®3 that is understood in relation to the
primordial: ‘The primordial is the potential inherent in the face of the other. The other's face is an open field; open

to the possibility of a continual and unending face to face encounter.’48
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To Behold the Face of the Other as Icon

To recover an ‘art of reverence’, | draw some reflections from the tradition of iconography, the sacred origins of
Western mimetic art. Traditionally ‘icon’ is associated with the religious images venerated by the Eastern Christian
Orthodox tradition,*® endowed with liturgical significance. In the words of John Damascene: ‘Since the creation of
the world the invisible things of God are clearly seen by means of images.’*8 As such, the icon represents an aid to
prayer and a vehicle for the perception of the sacred and spiritual revelation.*®” The icon brings the viewer to the

threshold of invisibility and the mystery of existence.*8®

The icon’s mystical combination of transcendence and immanence, is evident in the everyday materials — such as
egg yolk and natural pigments — that are transformed ‘to give suitable form to what is formless, and make visible
what cannot be depicted.”*® Adrienne von Speyer writes that the ‘ephemeral is so ephemeral only because it is a
reflection of eternity. Form is so fragile because it strives after eternity, the limits are so hard because they stand
over against the limitless.”*° For Weil, the ‘complete permanence and the extreme frailty of things will equally
provide the sense of eternity.’*! Indeed, icons could be considered tangible examples of Weil's metaxu, by
establishing a bridge between material reality and the supernatural, a portal to the divine;**? ‘bringing within our
reach that for which we long but are unable to see.’*®® Thus the icon offers a tangible, material means of grace, an
’embodiment (or incarnation) of the sacred,’*®* through which an experience of the transcendent is rendered

realisable. The symbolic use of gold and of light is suggestive of a ‘Spirit-bathed immanence.’ 4%

The icons were venerated as ‘prototypes of the saints they represent;*%® not merely representations but
embodiments of their Real Presence.*’ Titus Burckhardt reminds us that the ‘doctrinal foundation’ is that these

icons are ‘indirectly icons of the Christ.”4*® For Guattari, icons ‘are centred upon a mystic, almost sacramental,
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faciality.”#®® According to Jean-Luc Marion the icon ‘always shows a gaze belonging to a human face’>® and ‘every
face is given as an icon.”>®! Beholding and being beheld is at the heart of the aesthetic and religious experience of
art. Indeed, for Marion: ‘Before the icon, if | continue to look, | feel myself seen. (I must feel myself thus in order for

it to function effectively as an icon).”>%?

7503

Theicon is a ‘site of reciprocal transition,” an ‘instrument of communion,’>% and as a result disrupts ‘habituated ways

of seeing.””% Marion describes the mystical experience of the gaze ascribed to a saint, the Virgin or Christ that looks
‘outside of the icon and in front of it, the believer who is taken through the icon to the saint, the Virgin or Christ.”>%
The icon’s ‘painted gaze invisibly responds to the invisible gaze of the one in prayer’ and transfigures it in the
mysterious ‘commerce of two invisible gazes.”>% As such, the gaze of the one in prayer beholds the ‘invisible saint’
and the benevolent ‘gaze of the invisible saint,” made ‘visible through the painted icon,” looks upon the one in
prayer.®®” Therefore, whoever sees the icon is seen.”% Isar describes the sacred image as one that ‘invites and insists
on participation;’ this is achieved by the icon’s inverse perspective that enables the viewer to ‘achieve contiguity and
proximity with the image.’>® As such, the icon does not represent a ‘delimited space’, but a ‘place of encounter for

gazes: of the icon and the eye of the participating beholder.’>10

The concept of an icon can be expanded to encompass the secular portrait, with caution.>!! The tentative reticence
is in acknowledgement of the icon’s liturgical significance. Nonetheless, the word icon is derived from the
Greek eikwv (eikon) which means image, likeness or portrait. Katherine Marsengill surmises that, on the basis of the
shared etymology, the two artistic genres can be considered ‘conceptually the same.”>'? |sar suggests that there
should be ‘something divine” in the act of making an icon — and by extension, painting a portrait — in light of the

verses in Genesis pertaining to the imago Dei.>'® Moreover, ‘through the Incarnation, logos became flesh, revealing
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His image, painting His picture for us.’>'* Katie Kresser reflects that the very notion of ‘transcendent Personhood’
that is affirmed in portraiture has its roots in a distinctly theological anthropology: ‘At the same time that Christianity
extended portrait-worthy significance to everyone, it elevated a second-class artform to first-class status.’
Nonetheless, the icon does not represent an illusionistic likeness and is a deliberately stylised image,>*® additionally,
unlike a portrait painting in an art gallery, it is not contained within a frame.>'” For Freeland, while different in form,
both an icon and a portrait are ‘testimonies of presence,” bringing the person represented into close proximity: ‘The
image becomes a stand-in for the person [...] functioning like a relic, magically.’>*® While contemporary portraiture
has departed far from the traditional icon form, Kresser suggests that it nonetheless ‘pulses with a sacred meaning’
and an affirmation of the rich complexity and dignity of our humanity, albeit in ‘playfully or challengingly unorthodox

ways.’519

As illuminated by Marion, a portrait could be considered an icon on account of the compelling presence of the
counter-gaze. This reciprocal exchange is enabled by the ‘kenotic’ nature of the iconic image ‘transpierced’ by the
‘crossing of gazes.’>?° The portrait, like the icon, also represents ‘the most powerful exercise possible of the look. 2!
The ‘nearly perfect inversion’?? of the gaze is not limited to icons of the Eastern Orthodox church.>?3 Portraiture
could be perceived as an example of this particular experience of seeing and being seen. For example, consider the
painting of Zainab from the Gaza Strip in this thesis. Zainab’s portrait is not merely a flat, inanimate surface but a
gaze which resolutely and defiantly meets our own.>?* The portrait as an iconistic ‘phenomenon’ invites a two-way
‘looking’ that refuses the possibility of reification.®?®> The gaze of the other is an invisible visibility that exceeds my
capacity to control, define, manipulate or objectify.>® In Marion’s own words, ‘far from being able to keep the
phenomenon under my sight as my object, | receive its gaze, which faces me [...] Such a counter gaze and facing
require of my gaze that it bear the gaze of the Other.’>?” As subjects, we are situated and summoned by the face,

whether in an icon or a portrait painting, and become ‘the gazed-upon.”>?® We have the option to either avert our
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eyes or embrace a new way of ‘seeing’ and to welcome the gift of the irreducible other.>*® Marion writes: ‘For as
face, he faces me, imposes on me to face up to him as he for whom | must respond [...] | have therefore received
(and suffered) a call. The face makes an appeal; it therefore calls me forth as gifted.’>*° Brian Robinette writes, ‘The
face is infinite, reversing my gaze in a ‘counter-experience’, so that | am now a ‘witness”” and | am called upon to

show ‘hospitality to the Other, who is gift.’>3!

Marion’s understanding of the ethical demands of the face of the other (or icon) is distinctly Levinasian. According
to Levinas, the ‘epiphany of the face’ is ultimately that which ‘calls me into question.’>3? The face of the other offers

#1535 not

a moment of ‘revelation’®33 and encounter with the ‘absolutely transcendent.’>3* Levinas located the ‘Infinite,
in a distant divine dimension, but in the ‘incomprehensible nature of the presence of the other.”>® He writes that
‘[t]he dimension of the divine opens forth from the human face.”>3” Thus for Levinas, the face-to-face encounter
represents the ethical call of the other; an invitation to a radical praxis of hospitality:>3® ‘This is the situation we call
the welcome of the face.”>*° Levinas’s ethical stance towards the other has subtly infused and shaped my approach
to portrait painting. In Levinasian terms, perhaps the portrait has the potential to mediate an encounter with the

‘Infinite’ in the face of the other. However, is it possible to claim that a work of art can grant access to the ethical, as

Levinas understands it?>4°

Levinas was sharply critical of the visual arts. For Levinas, the visual arts create ethical distance, detachment and
evasion®*! by ‘substituting image for being.’**? A comparison can be drawn with Benjamin’s repudiation of the ‘aura’
of sacral art for establishing an ‘irreducible distance’ between the spectator and the work.>*? Levinas’s philosophy
suggests an undeniable hostility to art.>* Levinas denounces art as ‘essentially disengaged,’>* ‘without the slightest

sense of utility,”>* a deceptive ‘disincarnation of reality,’**’ tantamount to idolatry.>*® His essay ‘Reality and Its
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Shadow’ embraces Platonic poetic language, alluding to his allegory of the cave.’* For Plato, paintings ‘create
phantasms not reality.”>* Levinas, along a similar vein, argues that art is ‘the very event of obscuring, a descent of
the night, an invasion of shadow, ! and elsewhere that ‘its ‘lightness and grace’>>? is a distraction and casts an
illusory spell of ‘magic, an enchantment, the lure of the surreal.’>>3 In Levinas’ eyes, art is irredeemably disengaged
from the real world of authentic ethical encounter and obligation to the other.>** The ‘most elementary procedure

7555

of art’>®> - namely, the substitution of image for object®>® - is denounced as idolatrous.>>” A work of art is therefore

as close to reality as the human face is to caricature.>>®

For Levinas, the irreducible depths of the face of the other cannot be contained in a ‘plastic’>® form, obscuring
their alterity of the other. To reduce the other to an image is to subsume him or her within a ‘totality’ — a
fundamentally violent act.”®® An image is ‘eternally suspended;’>®! implying that time is immobilised and the natural
flow of becoming distorted. Even Leonardo DaVinci’'s Mona Lisa is dismissed as ‘the petrification of the instant in the
heart of duration’>®? for, ‘[e]ternally, the smile of the Mona Lisa about to broaden will not broaden.’”*®® Levinas
suggests that ultimately ‘what is immoral in the Mona Lisa [...] would be its perfection in a world of suffering and
evil.”>®* Levinas revisits this theme in his later work: ‘The Beautiful is not the ultimate. The Beautiful can be discussed
as a Face. But in it there is also the possibility of enchantment, and, that moment, a lack of concern or ethical
cruelty.”*®> However, is there also the possibility for a portrait to be ethical, to embody care and concern? | contend
that, while not every experience of a work of art will open up to alterity, the possibility remains for a genuine
encounter with the face of the other.”®® What if, instead of alluring us away from reality, a work of art could offer an

invitation to hesitate, to incline our attention, to the reality of another. Indeed, perhaps a work of art could even
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make possible a discourse with alterity. °®/ For, while a portrait does not speak, it elicits a posture of inclined and

attentive listening in both the artist and the viewer.*%8

For Levinas, ‘the face of the Other’ approaches one as an immediate demand referred to as ‘proximity’ (proximité).
This ‘proximity’ suggests a phenomenological ‘experienced closeness’>® that presents us with an ethical obligation
to respond. Levinas writes that, ‘in the call of the face of the other [...] there appears, as an order, an inscription, a
prescription, an awakening (as if it were a ‘me’), responsibility—mine, for the other human being.’”>’° For Levinas,
the encounter with the Other is disruptive to my being; | am accosted by the unavoidable proximity of the Divine
trace to whom the human face bears witness.>’* | am therefore curious whether a work of art has the potential to
meet the stringent demands of Levinas’ ethical vision.>’? While Levinas’ defence of the face’s irreducibility to an
image is undeniable, the transformative experience of the encounter with the ‘face of the other’ in a work of art
remains tantalisingly possible. | tentatively propose the potential for a portrait painting to offer a ‘visual mediation’
of an ethics of responsibility.>”3 Is there something in the habitation of this portraiture practice that ‘bridges’ (Weilian
metaxu) the incommensurability of this gap, to meet the inordinate Levinasian responsibility to respond to the
address of the face of the other? Does a work of art possess the potential to offer a viable moral philosophy and
ethical agenda that can sincerely alter the terms of reference with which we see and respond to the other? Even

Levinas concedes that ‘ethics is an optics’.>”*

For Aaron Rosen, a work of art can encourage ‘genuinely new ways of seeing the Other.”>’> Rosen recounts Levinas’
description of a visit to the church of Saint Augustine in Paris: ‘There, in a little corner of the church, | found myself
placed beside a picture representing Hannah bringing Samuel to the Temple. | can still recall the feeling of
momentarily returning to something human, to the very possibility of speaking and being heard, which seized me at
that moment.”>’® Some thirty years later Levinas revisits this experience concluding that, in the painting he beheld a
glimpse of: ‘authentic relation, concreteness of soul, the very personification of the relation. [...] That closeness
remained within me.”>”” Thus the chance encounter with the painting made possible an experienced closeness and
connection —or in Levinasian terms proximity>’® — albeit ‘momentarily.’>’® Even Levinas concedes that art had some

value in communicating inclined, attentive love, with the restorative potential to return one ‘to something human,’
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and build a bridge to the other. While both Marion and Levinas agree that not every work of art opens the
passageway to ethical encounter, somehow the painting as icon can present the face without danger or ethical
evasion. The painting as icon enables space for the counter-gaze to shine forth from the depths,>® through ‘the pure

sincerity’>8! of its expression.

Marion offers a comparison between a work of art as ‘icon’ or ‘idol.” ‘In the idol,” Marion writes, ‘the gaze of man is
frozen in its mirror; in the icon, the gaze of man is lost in the invisible gaze that visibly envisages him.”>82 As such, the

painting as ‘idol’ is where the gaze stops; a mirror-like reflection of one’s own self and desires,>®3

a depthless
‘facade.”>® Whereas, by contrast, the ‘icon can be seen and refers beyond itself:’>8> In Nicoletta Isar’s words, iconic
vision refers to ‘the transgression of the surface.® The transformative exchange of gazes is what enables this
transcendent transgression: ‘The icon lays out the material of wood and paint in such a way that there appears in
them the intention of a transpiercing gaze emanating from them [...] If man, by his gaze, renders the idol possible, in
revert contemplation of the icon, on the contrary, the gaze of the invisible, in person, aims at man. The icon regards
us, it concerns us.”>®” As such the viewer finds himself envisaged by the irresistible, intentional gaze of the other.>®8
This is evocative of Levinas’ inescapable, unconditional ethical appeal of the face of the other as a soliciting force.>%°
The encounter with the face of the other in the portrait-as-icon suggests a mystical, silent intimacy and ineffable
presence where, in the words of Levinas, ‘discourse becomes incantation as prayer becomes rite and liturgy’>®° and

the beholder is actually seen.>*!

| am intrigued by Marion’s notion of the icon as an ethical, loving encounter.>®? He writes that, ‘[e]xperiencing the
infinite in the face of the other cannot be expressed in a formula.”>* Indeed, ‘to see this invisible face, | must love it’
for, ‘[w]ithout the revelation of the transcendence of love, the phenomenon of the face, and thus of the other, simply
cannot be seen.”>® Therefore, an artist has a responsibility to inscribe the face of the other with love and tenderness,

in order to elevate the viewer’s gaze beyond him or herself to encounter the other. Arguably any encounter which
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ruptures the boundaries of the self’s totalizing view of the world is iconistic: | contend that such an encounter is
possible through a portrait painting. The portrait-as-icon offers a shared sacred moment of encounter, where the
spiritual, emotional, ethical and psychological meet. The portrait-as-icon represents a genuine, mystical encounter

with the face of the other, the trace of the divine other:>®® ‘The icon shows us a face that opens on to the infinite.’>%

Marion acknowledges that a phenomenon can only appear as an icon if it is approached in a spirit of reverence.>®’

Indeed, he suggests that the icon has a permeable threshold ‘changing in status only when venerated, [...] the manner
of seeing decides what can be seen.”>®® An icon’s appearing is not only a matter of givenness, but also a reflection of
the manner of approach.>®® One can only truly behold the face of another, or hear an individual’s story, provided
that one approaches the encounter with a posture of openness and attentiveness. The same could be said of a
portrait painting: an inclined reverent attention towards a subject (or its lack thereof) permeates the painting itself.
A portrait painting is not merely an object of mimetic observation; the painting serves to gently commend a face for
our attention. This thesis explores the role of portraiture in helping to cultivate a ‘culture of iconic seeing,’®® shining

a light on ethically responsible engagement through artistic practice.

In this chapter | have carefully considered some of the challenges and critiques pertaining to contemporary
representations of refugees, sacred art and historical portraiture. | have endeavoured to convey that an ethical
approach to painting the portraits of displaced women is possible, when approached with reverence and love (as an
icon). In the following chapter | seek to elucidate the relationality that informs the ethics of my approach, in particular
attentive listening®?' and what Sontag calls an ‘aesthetics of silence.®? My portraits are underpinned by the intention
to give a gift of time and love through the creative labour of the painting process, and a rigorous commitment to

Simone Weil’s philosophy of attention and an ethics of care.
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Part Il: The Art of Attentive Listening

An Ethics of Care and Attention to Displaced Women

In this chapter | consider the most ethical commitment at the heart of my approach to portrait painting; that of
attending to the stories of women from migratory and marginalised communities. Painting a portrait is an intimate,
relational and reciprocal process. A portrait demands time, dedicated attention and care. It is through this process
that a space of hospitality unfolds.®%3 This requires sustained attentive listening with the whole of one’s being, and
embracing a posture of inclination, vulnerability and openness to the other. Painting-as-listening does not, in the
words of Irigaray, ‘amount to grasping something in order to integrate and order it into our own world, but to opening
one’s own world to something or someone external and strange to it. Listening-to is a way of opening ourselves to
the other and of welcoming this other, its truth and its world as different from us, from ours.”®%* The posture of

attentive listening is also at the heart of the painting process itself, as | elucidate in the exegetical chapter (Part Ill).

My approach to portraiture is founded upon building relationships of trust and mutual respect. For artist Daniel
Connell, ‘obligation was the deeper, invisible material of the portrait,’®%in particular the obligation to honour the
experience of the other. The relationship with each of the subjects can be compared to the hidden underpainting
that shimmers through the layers of paint: It is this that brings depth, resonance and beauty to a work of art. In this
chapter | outline my methodology, informed by Simone Weil’s philosophy of attention, as a commitment to
relationship, reciprocity, and to respecting each individual’s story (whether spoken or unspoken). In this chapter |
foreground listening and silence as a profound expression of attention and care to others.®% For Sophie Bourgault,

‘attentive listening’ is a ‘deeply relational and intersubjective practice.” %’

A decade ago, my art projects and portrait paintings of migratory and marginalised communities began as an attempt

to pay attention to the unique stories of refugees as individuals whom are frequently spoken of and rarely listened

603 Hannah R. Thomas, “Seeing God Through Portrait Paintings of Displaced Women: An Aesthetics of Hospitality.” In
Holman Hunt and the Light of the World in Oxford, (Routledge, 2024), 153.

604 | uce Irigaray, “Listening, Thinking, Teaching “in Luce Irigaray: Teaching, eds. in Luce Irigaray and Mary Green
(London: Continuum, 2008), 232.

605 Daniel Connell, “Encounter and Obligation: Repositioning the portrait as socially engaged practice” (PhD thesis,
University of South Australia, 2019), 19-20.

606 Miranda Fricker, “Silence and Institutional Prejudice”, in Out from the Shadows: Analytical Feminist Contributions to
Traditional Philosophy, eds. Sharon L. Crasnow, and Anita M. Superson (eds), Studies in Feminist Philosophy (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2012) 295.

%07 Sophie M. Bourgault, “Attentive listening and care in a neoliberal era: Weilian insights for hurried times.” Ethics &
Politics 18, no. 3 (2016): 321.



53

to, or allowed to speak.®%® According to Weil, what the ‘afflicted’ need most of all is ‘people capable of giving them
their attention, ®® referring to individuals who have experienced suffering, social degradation and exclusion.®°
Attention, Weil implies, is how we grant someone being and inattention is tantamount to denying their being.t!
Therefore, an aptitude for attending is integral to ethical agency.®'? This is especially important for an ethics of
engagement with displaced and marginalised communities, whose cumulative experiences may have eroded a

fundamental sense of human dignity.

In her essay ‘Human Personality,” Simone Weil describes how art can give the gift of recognition.®'® One of the gifts
an artist can offer is a proclivity to bear witness — or, one might say, with-ness. There are three aspects of my artistic
process that relate to Weilian attention, namely first and foremost the act of being present through attentive
listening to the stories of the women. Secondly, the contemplative attention that the portrait painting process
requires, reflecting upon the iconography and early Renaissance painting methods that | have embraced. Thirdly |
will consider to what extent art can serve as a stimulus to Weilian attention in the viewer. In this chapter | will address
the preliminary, relational aspect of the portrait painting process, specifically the concept of attentive listening. | will
also consider the value of silence, comparing the silence that is imposed by way of an injustice, with what Miranda
Fricker describes as a generative, ‘active, attentive silence’ of someone who is listening, endeavouring to ‘make out

a voice that is seldom heard.” 61

The portrait painting process proceeds from a rigorous commitment to attend to the stories of displaced women.
Weil writes that ‘love of one’s neighbour is simply this one question: ‘what are you going through?’ It is a recognition
that the sufferer exists, not only as a unit in a collection, or a specimen from the social category labelled ‘unfortunate,’
but as a man, exactly like us, who was one day stamped with a special mark by affliction.”®'> Weil’s understanding of
suffering, usually translated as ‘affliction’” (‘malheur’), suggests an anguish so profound as to obliterate the sufferer’s
sense of self.5’® While it is important to problematise Weil’s notion of those ‘in affliction,” which suggests a
disquieting dichotomy between them / us, Weil’s insight with regard the healing potential of ‘intense, pure, generous

1617

attention’®' as a rare gift of ‘recognition’®!® is nonetheless profound. For Weil, attention, a form of love,®° tenderly
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beholds individuals whom suffering has rendered invisible, reduced to the status of objects, and can even restore a
sense of their human value and dignity.®?° The attention tenderly expressed by this question - ‘what are you going
through? - is at the heart of ethical responsibility. In this chapter | reflect upon the painting process as an invitation
to an ethics of attention, inclination and care. Weil’s question what are you going through? is the starting point for

these paintings.

According to Weil, as individuals we instinctively deflect or shrink from another’s affliction (‘malheur’) and our own.
This is on account of an ingrained fear and reluctance to engage with reality.®?! Therefore, in her words, the ‘capacity
to give one’s attention to a sufferer is a very rare and difficult thing,” indeed, ‘it is a miracle.”®?? Attention, a form of
love, is able to see individuals whom suffering has rendered invisible, reduced to the status of objects, and can even
restore ‘his or her humanity.’®23 | seek to understand to what extent art can be a vehicle for this ‘intense, pure,

generous attention.’ %%

For Cavarero, the inability to listen attentively has many ‘pernicious consequences.’®? John Paul Lederach reminds
us that, ‘Many victims of violence experience a profound sense of powerlessness, an overwhelming and deeply
rooted feeling that they do not have a voice.”®2® When a person no longer has a sense of voice they ‘experience a
loss of humanity’ and ‘the disappearance of significance.’®?” Similarly, Cavarero is clear that ‘violence dehumanises
the victim's voice’ and, at its most extreme, transforms it into ‘muteness.’®2¢ Weil laments that these voices ‘sink
into impotence in the use of language, because of the certainty of not being heard.’®%° Listening to the voices of those
‘in affliction’ is incredibly difficult, nonetheless, according to Arthur Frank it is a human duty: ‘These voices bespeak

conditions of embodiment that most of us would rather forget our own vulnerability to.’ 63

Decolonial, critical theory and feminist philosophical critiques have highlighted the necessity of being attentive to
marginalised voices and to acts of silencing.?3! Voice has become a common goal of pedagogical practices aimed at

equity and social justice;®3? this necessitates privileging historically omitted perspectives in order to expand the
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canon of knowledge.®33 Spivak claims that ‘the question ‘Who should speak?’ is less crucial than ‘Who will listen?” 634
Attentive listening is therefore a vital prerequisite to recognising and valorising suppressed and silenced realities in
the public sphere.®3> These voices are to be listened to seriously.®3® While Weil preceded the advent of feminist and
decolonial epistemologies; her ethics of attention offers a framework to challenge boundaries and norms within
academic communities, pave the way for epistemic justice and a more intuitive, engaged response-ability to the
challenges confronting the world today.®3” Sophie Bourgault suggests that for Weil, ‘attentive listening is perhaps

the most fundamental moral commitment that one can make—it is the very basis of ethics.’®38

Attention is intrinsically relational and therefore one of the touchstones of a feminist ethics of care.®3® Undertaking
artistic research with care evokes the Cambridge Dictionary definition of the word, namely to work with serious,
considered attention. This involves ‘paying attention with our eyes,’® attending to nonverbal emotional and
relational cues, such as facial expressions and posture;®*! and to listening; and giving the individual ‘the gift of quiet,
time, and space.’®? Many care theorists have highlighted the profound significance of the way that one cares for
another individual,®® and, by extension, the way that one approaches painting a portrait. According to care ethicist
Joan Tronto, Weil considered the capacity for attention ‘crucial for any genuinely human interaction’ since it forms

‘the basis for true relationships among people.’ %

Bourgault considers Weil’s philosophy of attention an invaluable resource for feminist theorists of care: ‘By attaching
so much importance to the existence of universal and concrete political obligations to care for all those who suffer
or who have needs in a community, Weil offered a theory that is, in my view, feminist.”®*> Attentiveness to
relationship building that is non-hierarchical and mutually beneficial is at the core of artistic research. This is
especially important when working with communities situated at the margins of the margins.®® At the heart of an

ethics of care is what Benjamin Barbar describes as the ‘mutualistic art’ of attentive listening that ‘by its very practice
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enhances equality’ and builds bridges to transcend difference.®*’ Therefore, the ‘difficult, intersubjective practice’ of
listening is vital for social justice and the essence care ethicists’ ideal.®*® Carol Gilligan’s affirms the delicate balance
of taking care to listen to women’s voices while not assimilating them into the existing framework.®4° Indeed, without

attentive listening, there can be ‘no such thing as ‘voice.” >0

Attentive Listening

Irigaray asks the question, ‘how am | to listen to you?’®°! Indeed, to listen to the story of another is a profound
privilege. | sought to listen in a manner that was generous, open and receptive to each of the women whom | have
had the privilege of portraying. On the whole | did not record our conversations, in order to allow space for
uninterrupted and unselfconscious communication and for the friendship to unfold naturally. As an integral part of
my research and portrait painting process, listening encompasses an aesthetic and a care-based practice of
attention.®*? Bourgault reminds us that an attentive listener aspires to adopt certain body ‘signals’ which indicate to
the listened-to that she has the listener’s full attention; this is communicated by one’s warm and open facial
expression, making meaningful eye contact and ‘a type of inquisitive, receptive posture.’®>® ‘Care-full’ listening

conveys an affirmative and affective engagement with the subjects and their stories.®>*

Listening is an embodied demonstration of caring, and care is present in the experience of being heard.®>> Nell

Noddings affirms that researchers must be ‘present’ and engaged in an attentive form of ‘listening, watching, feeling,
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contributing.”®%® It is a ‘certain way of being present’®’ and engaging with the whole human being before us, in her
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strength, vulnerability, complexity and irreducible uniqueness. The practice of attentive listening is to offer
friendship, patience and understanding; to intuitively discern when to ask questions and when to remain silent.%%®

For Irigaray, listening is ‘being attentive to what the other says, or wants to say, including in his, or her, silences.’®>°

Galen Johnson ponders, ‘What is this deep listening that can heal and cure? Why is it that simply being listened to
deeply, patiently, and silently, without judgment or interruption, is therapeutic?’ % Listening to the other is
transformative for the both the recipient and giver of attention.®®! The concept of Dadirri has been described by
Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr as a ‘special quality, a unique gift of the Aboriginal people. It is inner deep listening and
quiet, still awareness - something like what you call contemplation.’®? For Judy Atkinson Dadirri ‘is a process of
listening, reflecting, observing the feelings and actions, reflecting and learning, and in the cyclic process, re-listening
at deeper and deeper levels of understanding and knowledge-building” in order to create community.®®3 For powell
and Menendian, listening to someone perceived as different or ‘other’ is fundamental to the practice of ‘bridging’ %%
(or Weil's metaxu). ‘Bridging’ is critical to ‘reducing othering and promoting belonging’ and compelling individuals to
‘extend their attention and build connections across the boundaries of difference.’®> Indeed, ‘Active and empathetic
listening” affirms another’s humanity since it is ‘perceived and felt as a form of caring and regard, and it builds
trust.’®%® It is a way of demonstrating that ‘all people matter — all persons belong’ and is at its deepest level a ‘search

for understanding and meaning.’ %’

The value of attentive listening poses a gentle challenge to the Western philosophical and political tradition that
valorises logos — the mastery of the external world by rational speech.%%® For Irigaray, it is only by substituting the
‘grasp’ of logos for ‘listening-to’ in any dialogue, that we will imperceptibly dismantle ‘our pyramid of values’ and
elaborate ‘another relation to truth in which the two worlds intertwine.”®® | suggest that such an approach to
dialogue is also essential for ethical portraiture of displaced women. As Irigaray expresses in lyrical prose: ‘Listening,

then, does not amount to grasping something in order to integrate and order it into our own world, but to opening

658 Alexandra Fidyk “Attuned to Silence: A Pedagogy of Presence,” in Silence, Feminism, Power, eds. Malhotra S.,
Rowe A.C. (Palgrave Macmillan, London 2013), 118.

859 Luce Irigaray, The Way of Love, trans. Heidi Bosticand Stephen Pluhécek, (London: Continuum, 2002), 161-2. Quoted
in Michelle Boulous Walker, Slow Philosophy: Reading Against the Institution. (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, an
imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing, Plc., 2017), 118-9.

660 Johnson, “Listening in Depth,” 227.

661 |bid., 229.

%62 Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr, "Dadirri: Listening to One Another" in A Spirituality of Catholic Aborigines and the Struggle
for Justice, eds. J. Hendricks and G. Hefferan (Brisbane: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Apostolate, Catholic
Archdiocese of Brisbane, 1993), 34-7. Quoted Judy Atkinson, Trauma trails, recreating song lines: The transgenerational
effects of trauma in Indigenous Australia. (Melbourne: Spinifex Press, 2002), 16.

863 Atkinson, Trauma trails, recreating song lines, 19.

%4 john a. powell and Stephen Menendian, Belonging Without Othering: How We Save Ourselves and the World.
(Stanford University Press, 2024), 174-5.

665 |bid.

666 |bid.

667 Ungunmerr, "Dadirri: Listening to One Another" 34-7. Quoted in Atkinson, Trauma trails, recreating song lines, 18-19.
668 |rigaray, “Listening, Thinking, Teaching,” 231.
669 |hid., 232.



58

one’s own world to something or someone external and strange to it. Listening-to is a way of opening ourselves to
the other and of welcoming this other, its truth and its world as different from us, from ours.”®’° Therefore, in order
to truly listen to this other, one has to relinquish a ‘manner of reasoning’ which ‘corresponds to an appropriation’®”!
and the desire to control and actively master as opposed to welcome, respect and receive the otherness of the
other.®”2 Bourgault reminds us that for Weil, a ‘refusal to listen can, in itself, constitute oppression’ whereas ‘being

listened to can be profoundly empowering.’673

Attentive listening to the stories of displaced women is especially important, considering the contexts of conflict,
violence and oppressive silencing that many have experienced. In Relating Narratives, Cavarero writes: ‘It is politically
significant not only because women started to tell their own stories, but also because storytelling stemmed from of
a relational space in which women began to perceive their experiences as not only worth telling but also worth
listening to and worth retelling: In this narrative space of reciprocal storytelling, women discover their own un-
confessable desire to perceive themselves as unique and therefore narratable,” in other words ‘to think that my ‘I’
exists.”®74 Cavarero suggests that the activity of narration gives voice to the otherwise inexplicable, inviable need for
one’s story to be validated as worth-telling and for it to be shared with others.®’> This reveals that selfhood is
relational, and is affirmed through the world-building and potentially empowering experience of the narration of

1677

one’s life-story.%7® Cavarero celebrates the ‘antipatriarchial valence of the vocalic’®”” and a ‘vocal phenomenology of

unigueness.’®”8 Irigaray similarly elucidates the systematic silencing of women within culture and language from the
beginning of philosophical discourse.®” Indeed, consider Aristotle’s infamous dictum ‘silence is a woman’s glory.” %80
However, as | propose at the end of this chapter, for life-stories and experiences that are unspeakable, portraiture

can also express a silent witnessing to a silence made visible.

Listening is essentially about the gift of time, about taking time to welcome the other. Listening, for Rowan Williams,

is integral to solidarity; it entails valuing individuals as ‘speaking collaborators’ or ‘inter-agents’ who can ‘legitimately
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expect time taken and attention giving in the process of social interaction.”®8! For, he continues, solidarity is ‘involved
with and embodied in linguistic exchange and the shared labour of constructing culture.’®82 As such, human solidarity
is a ‘solidarity in conversation, not static, but a matter of mutual exchange,” which invariably involves ‘difficulty,
resolution, new perspective’ and ‘taking the risk of recognition.’®®3  As Bourgault reminds us, this is increasingly vital
in a political climate of ‘growing legitimization and normalization of careless (and hateful) talk and inability to
listen.”®®* Time and attentiveness are at the heart of building solidarity and trust, which is ‘critical for decreasing

socio-political marginalisation.’8°

For Bourgault, the reason that attentive listening is ‘so arduous and so rare’ is it requires the risk of vulnerability from
both listeners and listened-to.% A conversation is inherently unpredictable, for we cannot possibly control or
anticipate where it will lead or how it may affect us:%8’ ‘A dialogue is always a creation which takes place in a meeting
between two persons; it cannot be reduced to a repetition of something already said in another time, another
context.’ ®8 The art of listening is one that requires courage, tenacity and humility.®®° Similarly, the painting process
is unpredictable and invariably entails vulnerability and self-doubt. In Irigaray’s words, entering into dialogue — and,
| suggest, painting a portrait — requires one to ‘use a language which touches, which involves sensibility, which
preserves the role of the other in the constitution of meaning.’®%° This involves not just our mind but ‘all that we are,’
in order to ‘invent, create a new way of talking together.”®®? For Martin Buber, an approach to genuine dialogue as
prayer, involves mutual openness, reciprocity, attentive listening and presentness in relationship.®°? Indeed, the Latin
word oratio means both ‘discourse’ and ‘prayer.’® Dialogue, prayer and a work of art can teach one ‘how to respect
and contemplate the world.”®®* These practices are embodied in an ethico-political posture of ‘inclination;” evident
in the empathic attunement to the other when in dialogue or prayer, and the attentive posture of an artist inclined

over the panel or canvas when absorbed in painting.
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[lluminated-Illuminating

Berger reflects that if a painting seems ‘lifeless’ it is the result of the painter ‘not having the nerve to get close enough
for a collaboration to start;” instead the artist remains aloof and ‘at a copying distance.”®®> By comparison, an
‘authentic painting’ is always the result of ‘a collaboration” and a willingness to ‘go in close’ and thereby forget
‘convention, reputation, reasoning, hierarchies and self.’ %% For Irigaray, this proximity is explained as a ‘communion
with the real presence of the living.”%” Berger’s notion of going ‘in close’ evokes Cavarero’s inclination, as the
essential core of an ‘authentic painting.” Berger disparages the ‘modern illusion’ that the artist is the ‘creator’ of a
painting: ' Rather he is a receiver. What seems like creation is the act of giving form to what he has received.’®%8 It is
to exercise that which Weil described as ‘negative effort.”®® For Weil, we only ‘obtain the most precious gifts’ by

patiently ‘waiting for them,’”% rather than actively going in search of them.

It is the encounter with each of the women; the vulnerability shared; the tears and the laugher; the emotion that
lingered after hearing their stories, that subtly infuse each painting. The painting emerges as an intuitive response
to the encounter with each of the women, as well as the art materials used, and the interplay of light and colour. The
inspiration for these paintings is the indescribable experience of being deeply touched by another and being given
the gift of a glimpse into their life-world and story. In the words of Berger: ‘The impulse to paint comes neither from
observation nor from the soul (which is probably blind) but from an encounter.’’®! The presence of a portrait painting
unfolds in the relational space between painter and subject. The unrestricted time-based practice of attention is at
the heart of genuine relationship and the painting of a portrait. Indeed, ‘only there can we really enter into

presence.’ 70

It is the honour of being trusted with another’s story that, in the words of Cavarero, ‘irresistibly compels’7%® my
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‘genuine inclination’’** and impulse to paint. It is a very different quality of artistic inclination to that of a portrait

commission which tends to be transactional by nature. Itis to be ‘moved by an external power,’ 7%

which is something
that cannot be forced. In Cavaero’s words ‘the usual firmness of vertical posture has no part in the experience of

those who bend to art’s pull.”’%® It is an invitation to consider ‘the pure art of idein’ — Greek ‘to see’ or ‘the idea to
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be made seen’ — art as a gift, and not a commodity.’’%’ Irigaray reminds us that in the Western tradition ‘sensible
perception is removed from a philosophical path’ and ‘art in general, is considered secondary with respect to a
training towards wisdom.’7% Therefore, together with Irigaray, | hope to shine a light upon the ‘crucial role’ of art in

‘accomplishing being and thinking,’’® and that ‘thought is not separate from art and prayer.’’%°

Deference to the ethical demand of the face-to-face encounter remains at the heart of my approach, even when
following the ‘irresistible’ pull of artistic inclination. As Cavarero reminds us: ‘The protagonist of ethics, in my view,
is not the self but the other. Ethics is about the responsibility toward the other.””'* My gesture as an artist is an
intuitive response to and respect for the other, and the invisible relational ‘space opened between us.””* This, in the
words of Irigaray, ‘is not without the mystery, the enthusiasm and the reserve, but also the risk, that inspire such a

human, and more than human, gesture. We were, we are, two.” 73

For Cavarero, to tell another’s story, in this instance through a portrait painting, is to gift them their uniqueness.”*4

This implies a unique relay and bond that is shared ‘between the one gifting a sense of another’s uniqueness and the
one gifted this sense.””® There is a mysterious, reciprocal pathos and connection that is opened by the gift of the
relating of another’s story;”*® it is to touch the mystery of who they are ‘and mimetically to be ineluctably touched
in return.””Y7 Irigaray writes that ‘It is important to feel and listen with the whole of who we are there where we
have been reached by the appeal [from the other], and to how we should respond to this being touched.””'8 My
portrait paintings are my tender response to this ‘being touched’ by the other. This unique experience of reciprocal
witnessing is what | attempt to communicate when words fall short and | describe this work as enriching and a

profound honour.

Irigaray’s description of touch in terms of a giving and receiving of illumination shines a light upon the painting
process: ‘Touch which allows turning back to oneself, in the dwelling of an intimate light. But which also goes to
encounter the other, illuminated-illuminating, overflowing one’s own world in order to taste another brightness.’’*°

The contemplative nature of my studio-practice is ‘a turning back to oneself,” whereby, having been touched by the
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‘light’” of the other and the ‘taste’ of their brightness, the painting is softly imbued with a glimpse of this reflected
light. This touch is not a matter of ‘capturing and appropriating” or ‘seizing’ that, according to Irigaray, is ‘favoured in
our tradition;’ rather, it is a means of a reciprocal sharing; a communication or a communion.”?% Indeed, in order to
‘recover touch as a receptor or receiver and a mediator of grace’, we must abandon the subject-object relation.”?!
Indeed, it is only ‘when we accept that the other remains unknowable to us, that the other illuminates us in some
way, but with a light that enlightens us without our being able to comprehend it, to analyse it, to make it ours.’7?2
The reciprocity of touch in a painting and the reflected illumination of a different reality, proceeds from the elusive

‘grace which springs from an encounter.’’%3

For Sontag, ‘Transparence is the highest, most liberating value in art;” transparence ‘means experiencing the
luminousness of the thing in itself, of things being what they are.”’?* A luminousness is something that | hope to
evoke through an embrace of iconography symbolism and painting techniques in portraiture. In icons, the translucid
layers of pigment and the use of gold leaf create an impression as though the individuals represented are penetrated
by a mysterious light.”>> However, | suggest that above all it is the ethical, vulnerable relation at the heart of a portrait
painting that brings an elusive luminosity to a work of art. This luminosity is evocative of what Adrienne von Speyor

describes as a ‘love-filled radiance.’7%®

The Invisible Light of the Other

For psychologist Curt Thompson, ‘Every interpersonal interaction, no matter how small or great, is an opportunity to
create an artifact of beauty.””?” He continues that, ‘These relational acts of creativity are intended to be imagined in
the same way Michelangelo imagined the Pieta [...] Who would we become if we could see the moments we occupy
as opportunities to create beauty, not least on our relational canvases?’’?8 Indeed, the figurative beauty of the
‘relational canvases’ should always be prioritised over that of the actual canvas (or panel). The quality of relationships

is more important than the creative output: artistic research serves relationships, not the other way around.”?® The
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aesthetic value is therefore that which is invisible and difficult to quantify; located in-between people in moments of

solidarity and life-giving intention, collaborative creation,”3® conversation, friendship, shared laughter and tears.

Building trust is slow and patient work, therefore entails a commitment to decelerate the pace of one’s social
life.”31 An attentive, relational ethic of care is aligned with the feminist concept of ‘slow scholarship.’”3? Slow
scholarship ‘privileges the invisible work of relationships.” Portraiture is slow scholarship, work that takes time. Jessica
Hoffman Davis affirms that a ‘trusting relationship between research participant and researcher allows for the
constructing of a story that extends beyond the limits of the portrait.’”?3 This relationship is cultivated throughout
‘every stage of the research process’ and assures the participant that the artist researcher deeply cares about ‘the
integrity of the story being told.””3* For example, it was an honour for Maria, Nadiia and Allia and Ferozan to be
present for the exhibition opening at the UK Houses of Parliament on World Refugee Day in June 2022 and the book

launch for Tears of Gold in March 2024.

The relationship between the painter and sitter is an integral part of the process, indeed, the relationship is what
imbues the portrait with authenticity. Artistic research, specifically portraiture, involves creating safe spaces for
encounters of listening and hospitality. The value of the work, at its heart, is the relationships built with the sitters,
and the time, care and attention that this requires. Ernst Gombrich describes ‘the correct portrait’ as ‘the faithful
construction of a relational model.””3> Cavarero uses the expression ‘relational model’ to reconceptualise the notion
of subjectivity as one that marked by exposure, vulnerability, and dependence; an integral part of her ‘altruistic

ethics.’”3® The relationship is like the underpainting, an invisible and yet integral part of the painting process.

Irigaray writes that the ‘invisible takes part in our everyday relations with the world, with the other(s) [...] If we can
perceive something of our interiority and our relations with the world or the other(s) through their expression or
their effects, they remain invisible as such. How could a painter express them?’ 737 Irigaray references Paul Klee’s

dictum: the painter’s task is not to render the visible as rather render visible.”®® |s it possible to express the invisible
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nature of our relations or the ‘invisible light that radiates from the other’73%in a painting? Indeed, we ‘are not capable
of seeing the intimate core of the other, at least not directly;’7*° we can only perceive a glimpse of this intimacy
through ‘the light that the gestures, the words, the presence of the other radiates.”’*? Nonetheless, if one
approaches each individual whom one paints with humility, then perhaps a reflection of that ‘invisible light” will
illuminate the portrait. For Irigaray, it is the sharing of vision between-two (as opposed to the narcissistic imposition
of one’s vision) that safeguards the invisible, and creates space ‘to share, to communicate, to commune.'7#? In light
of this understanding of the portrait as a shared collaboration, | generally do not sign my portraits. Similarly, icon

paintings are ‘anonymous,” and iconographers refrain from expressing their individuality or signing them.”*3

Maria Tamboukou considers that the painting of a portrait is a ‘relational narrative par excellence.”’** whereby,
narrative and image, silence and speech are interwoven in ‘the same semiotic fabric of meaning.”’* The painting’s
pictorial depth becomes ‘an inexhaustible reality full of reserves’ 74 that opens up an ever-unfolding dialogue
between the sitter, painter and viewer. This defies Levinas’s declaration that art ‘does not give itself out as the
beginning of a dialogue.’”” The portrait painting process begins with dialogue and relaxed conversation with the
individual whom | am painting. We discuss together how they would like to be portrayed; how to honour their unique
perspective and experiences; whether there may be a specific message that they would like to communicate through
the painting. Dialogue and conversation confer dignity, equality and respect.”® Vincent Crapanzano suggests that
dialogue ‘is conceived as a crossing, a reaching across, a sharing if not a common ground of understanding;’ 7*° this
aligns with Weil’s concepts of attention and metaxu. The art of dialogue is a turning toward the other, listening
attentively and responding responsively that opens a portal to the present; an invitation to face one another and the

world anew.”>?
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Indeed, Jean-Luc Nancy considers that the function of portrait is to illuminate the relational structure of the self.”>?
It offers a glimpse of the restoration of the ‘relational dimension” of our humanity that Irigaray laments ‘is forgotten’
in Western culture.”? This relational approach is at the heart of my painting practice, and to the work of ‘aesthetic
wit(h)ness.” 73 Bayd Akdmolafé asks us ‘to listen, to witness, to ‘with-ness:’”>* For it is the act of ‘with-nessing’ that

allows us ‘to penetrate into different kinds of realities—other worlds. 7>

Aesthetic ‘With-ness’

The notion of ‘aesthetic wit(h)nessing’ was coined by artist and psychoanalyst Bracha Ettinger.”>® Giselda Pollock
offers the following definition: ‘Beyond art as testimony (given by the witness), Ettinger is proposing an aesthetic
wit(h)nessing: a means of being with and remembering for the other through the artistic act and through an aesthetic

encounter.””” Such a gesture is ‘much more than mere ethical solidarity. There is risk; but there is also a sharing.”7>®

'739 role of art: ‘The sense of an

This aligns with Gilbert Rose’s declaration of the ‘welcoming and witnessing
emotionally responsive presence, illusional or not, is ‘witness’ to an existential necessity: | am |.” This attests to
‘ultimately, the restoration of the ‘I’ through art.” 7°© Rose quotes Holocaust survivor Aharon Appelfield, who writes
that art has the power: ‘to rescue the suffering from [...] anonymity, and to rescue the person’s [...] name, to give [...]
back his human form.”7¢1 The work of art that silently creates space to bear witness to another’s suffering opens up

a ‘window onto ethics.’”®? Such attention has value for those who receive it because it confers acknowledgment — a
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movement to recognise and respond to the pain of another. 763 | posit that the portrait paintings in this thesis offer

a small yet tangible example of such an acknowledgement.

Cavarero suggests, on the basis of Arendt, that the retrospective narration of one’s story by another (compared to
auto-biographic self-narration), reveals and fulfils one’s innate desire for unity and meaning.”® The desire to have a
story and to hear it voiced by somebody else, or perhaps expressed silently in the form of a portrait, is seen as a
crucial component of being human.”®> For Hannah Arendt, ‘acting and speaking men need the help [...] of the artist,
of poets and historiographers, of monument-builders or writers.”’%® The narratable self emerges in the relationality
and reciprocity of the giving and receiving one’s story from another, and | posit that this can be offered in the form
of a portrait painting.”®” For centuries portraits have been used to communicate, not merely the mimetic likeness,
but the voices and stories of individuals portrayed.’®® We can never underestimate the power of attending to, and
witnessing another’s story. It is a form of hospitality and makes room for their voices and experiences to be
acknowledged and valued. This generosity of posture holds space for lament — ‘the unseen and unsaid experience of
suffering’’®® — without needing to fully understand or ‘solve’ it. Gershom Scholem writes that: ‘lament can be

expressed as poetry,” and | suggest also as painting, on account of its ‘liminality between the linguistic realms,’”7°

residing in ‘the two bordering lands of the revealed and the silenced.”””?

Catherine Moon implies that portraiture is a profound method for art therapists to ‘witness’ their clients. While the
therapeutic role of portraiture is generally under-researched, various art therapists have explored how painting
portraits of clients can help to build a therapeutic relationship and an empathic connection.””? Through the portraits
painted individuals had a phenomenological experience of being witnessed by the art therapist, of affirmative
acknowledgment rather than judgement. Indeed, Moon affirms that ‘taking the time to do someone's portrait is
perceived as taking the time to notice and, at some level, to care.”’”® Michael Franklin describes the ‘unique, aesthetic

forms of empathic resonance,” which facilitates a process of ‘visual empathy,” thereby enabling subjects to feel

783 Stanley Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say? A Book of Essays (New York: Scribner, 1969), 237. Referenced in
Christina C. Ananias, “Making Pain Incarnate: An Iconophilic Interpretation of Pablo Picasso's Guernica.” In Theology,
Modernity, and the Visual Arts, eds. Ben Quash and Chloé Reddaway (Turnhout: Brepols, 2024), 45.

764 Olivia Guaraldo, “To the narrative turn and back: The political impact of storytelling in feminism,” in Travelling
concepts of narrative, eds. Hatavara, M., Hydén, L., & Hyvéarinen, M. (John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2013), 78.
785 |bid., 77.

766 Hannah Arendt. The Human Condition, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 178.

787 | aurie Naranch, “The Narratable Self: Adriana Cavarero with Sojourner Truth,” Hypatia 34, no. 3 (2019), 425.

788 M. Pointon, Portrayal and The Search For Identity, (Reaktion Books 2013). Referenced in Susan M. D. Carr, “Portrait
Therapy: Supporting Client Voices of Self-ldentity,” Art Therapy 37, no. 4 (2020): 177.

769 Anna Westin, Embodied Trauma and Healing: Critical Conversations on the Concept of Health (Routledge 2022), 152-3.
770 Gershom Scholem. “On Lament and Lamentation,” trans. Lina Barouch and Paula Schwebel, in Lament in Jewish
Thought, eds. Ferber, |. & Swebel, P. (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter Lament in Jewish Thought, 2017), 313.

771 |bid.

772 Sysan M. D. Carr, “Revisioning Self-identity: The role of portraits, neuroscience and the art therapist's ‘third
hand,”” International Journal of Art Therapy 19 no. 2 (2014): 54-70.

773 C. Moon, Studio art therapy: Cultivating the artist identity in the art therapist. (London & Philadelphia, PA: Jessica
Kingsley, 2002), 214-15. Quoted in Ibid., 58.



67

‘deeply seen.”’’* The women whose portraits are represented in this thesis responded positively to their experience
of being painted, which appeared to have therapeutic resonance.””> In Allia’s gracious words, ‘your hands work
magic;’”’® and Maria described the experience as ‘equal to being seen and heard’” and ‘deeply healing and

supportive.”””

Through my portraits | seek to subtly allude to the strength of character that shines through the stories of how each
of the women navigate, and overcome seemingly insurmountable challenges. As Gemma Cruz affirms, refugees ‘are
not just victims, but also subjects and agents of their own destiny.’”’® Indeed, the myriad of ways whereby individuals
who have endured conflict and displacement develop resilience and sustain hope is often an untold story. | witnessed
the women whom | was privileged to paint, live with a grace and generosity that belied the circumstances they had
each endured, and the struggles that they continued to face. A portrait offers a unique testament to the women’s
fierce tenacity, dignity and resistance, which is seldom acknowledged or taken seriously.””® It also offers a
counterpoint to the generalised representation of refugees as passive objects of pity or fear and counteracts the
violence of a truncated view of humanity.”®% In the words of Deborah Rose, ‘at the very least, we who have not yet
been drawn into the vortex of violence are called to recognize it, name it, and resist it; we are called to bear witness

and to offer care.’781

David Brooks reminds us that ‘the ability to see someone else deeply and make them feel seen’ is ‘the ultimate gift
you can give.”’8? The arts can offer a unique expression of this ‘ultimate gift’ through embracing minority and
marginalised voices, allowing them to truly emerge and be heard, valued and acknowledged.”® For Miranda Fricker,
the capacity for attention — "the ability to see through prejudice to real human individuals’ — is ‘indispensable in

ethical life.”’®* | seek to embody this attention both through attentive listening and through the painting process
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itself. Silvia Caprioglio Panizza reminds us that: ‘Attention is a way, perhaps the first way, of acknowledging another’s

existence. Everything follows from that.’7#°

Contemplative Reflexivity

For artistic researchers working with marginalised and displaced communities, while a joy and a privilege, the work
is invariably complex. In recognition of this complexity, | eschew valorising the relational exchanges at the heart of
my research. Endeavouring to bring portraiture into a framework of Weilian attention, does not sidestep decades of

critique with regard to the ethical challenges of representation.’8®

Ethical praxis entails a rigorous commitment to reflexivity, integral to an ‘ethics of care’. This is especially critical for
artistic research which centralises the researcher’s interpretive lens in negotiating meaning and representation, such
as portraiture.”®” There is an inherently autobiographical element to all artistic practice. A work of art originates, in
part, from the artist’s life experiences and embodied ways of seeing the world. Griselda Pollock, drawing from
Ettinger, reminds us that the artist is ‘a site interwoven with the world, others, her own and her unknown others; 788
therefore the ‘aesthetic event’ is a liminal ‘borderspace’ where past and present meet.”® A work of art cannot reflect
objective reality; one’s subjective position as an artist inevitably informs one’s observations and representations.

Nonetheless, in order to be attentive to ethics, one must dare to be as honest, vulnerable as possible and sensitive

to the power dynamics within artistic creation. In Iris Murdoch’s words, ‘we have to try to see justly.”’®

Rowan Williams reminds us of our responsibility to ‘interrogate, as sharply and clearly as we can, various kinds of
spoken and unspoken, unrealised, unthought imbalances of power in which we are involved.””! In the words of
Alison Phipps, this is a vital ‘attempt to break with colonial, epistemic ways of seeing.””?> Taking an ethical approach

is a constantly attentive, reflexive praxis,’®®> whereby one interrogates one’s limits and frontiers as well as one’s
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privilege.”* For Williams, ‘it’s to be committed to a constantly self-critical and self-reforming process of releasing in
the other the resource that is to be shared.””®> He reminds us that we perform this task ‘for one another’ and not ‘by
one superior class for another — the ‘liberators’ and the ‘liberated’, the ‘actors’ and the ‘acted upon.”7?® It is about a
meeting and a sharing of humanities where the barrier between ‘giver’ and ‘recipient,” or indeed ‘artist’ and ‘subject,’
is eroded. In order to realise this, an artist researcher cannot cease to be attentive to representational complexities,

797

ambiguities and contradictions,’”?/ and to navigating these tenderly with care.

Nonetheless, one’s approach to reflexivity is important. For example, consider the ‘performative action of reflexivity’
in positionality declarations, which Jasmine Gani and Rabea Khan identify as a ‘self-defence mechanism’7?8 that often
merely upholds the ‘existing academic culture of narcissism.””? For Butler, there is the potential for violence to
emerge when the ‘hegemonic rule of egology’ prioritises self-preservation and self-justification over the relational.8%
Therefore, | advocate for a re-centring of humility.8! Indeed, reflexivity is meant to entail a humble
acknowledgement of one’s limitations, feelings and underlying motivations, and the embrace of an uncomfortable
posture of vulnerability, introspective intentionality and authentic action. Therefore, Daniel O’Neill proposes the
need to ‘pry positionality from institutional petrification,” rather than unreservedly accepting this new ‘orthodoxy,’
seeing it as simply part of a wider ‘ongoing methodological discussion.”®? Thus there is the opportunity for new,

generative approaches to research to emerge.

However, there is a balance to be found. Indeed, Weil’s self-abnegating ethics of decreation represents the other
extreme. Decreation is at the heart of the key to Weil’s other-oriented account of the self.8% However, the
decentring of one’s subjectivity is in many ways antimonious to the process of artistic creation. Anne Carson writes
that it is ‘a dream of distance in which the self is displaced from the centre of the work and the teller disappears into

the telling.”8%* Can a poetics of self-dispossession coexist with creativity? Indeed, is this even possible or desirable?8%
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Instead, together with Irigaray, | seek to encounter the other as other ‘while remaining two,’ 8% rather than denying

or despising the difference between-two, 87 or even decentering the ‘I’ it its entirety.

Eleanor Sanderson describes the ‘three-fold pattern” within Irigaray’s ‘spatiality of subjectivity’: Namely,
‘approaching the other, finding a place of being with the other and then returning to the self.”8%® However, the self
to which one returns is invariably different, for in any genuine encounter it is impossible to remain unchanged.®% |
have found myself to be irrefutably changed by each of the women whom | have had the privilege of painting. The
time-consuming early Renaissance painting methods that | use mean that | tend to paint my portraits from
photographs and pencil sketches, rather than painting from life. Thus the periods of withdrawal in contemplative,
prayerful painting, are vital in order to keep the thresholds of the ‘border of my world’#1° open to the other, while
respecting the boundaries between us. In the words of Irigaray: ‘dwelling within oneself and one’s own world is

essential for respecting the otherness of the other’®* who remains transcendent to the self.

Indeed, in the words of Sanderson, Irigaray’s work foregrounds the vitality of a ‘connected coherency between
interiority and exteriority.’812 Attention, the posture Weil considers fundamental to ethics, requires outward
directedness to the other. However, as Silvia Caprioglio Panizza writes, one also ‘needs to direct one’s focus inward,
to obtain knowledge about oneself,” which may seem a ‘paradox.’8® Weil herself alludes to the idea that harmony
is ‘the union of contraries.”®* Indeed, in my artistic research journey, the regular rhythms of painting and writing
are nourishing and sustaining ways to cultivate interiority, clarity and harmony — ‘a gathering of self in oneself.’8
This is a vital part of the ‘three-fold” pattern in my work: the meeting with the women and listening to their stories;
withdrawing to paint and to write; and then sharing the paintings and stories with others through the exhibitions.

The cultivation of interiority invites a rhythm whereby we, in the words of Irigaray: ‘communicate with the soul of

the world [...] with the soul of others, and afterwards return to the solitude of the own soul.’816

An ‘altruistic ethics of relation’®’ requires attending to both the individuals from migratory and marginalised
communities engaged in the research process, and an awareness of the emotional toll that this work can take

personally. There are risks for researchers exposed to testimonies shared by participants who have experienced
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trauma, conflict and displacement.®®® It is important to remain attentive to the ‘emotional geographies’ of the
artistic and research practice.8!® This attentiveness takes into account the emotions and feelings of distress that
may arise for both participants and researchers.80 From experience, | have found that the contemplative,
prayerful painting process helps me to process all that | may have seen and heard. It is important for one’s research
praxis to be extended generously, tenderly, to researchers too, as we negotiate the emotions and responses to
difficult stories and experiences of conflict, displacement, and torture.®?! It is to enact the same kindness and care

to ourselves that we seek to show to others.

Indeed, allowing space for reflexivity and to accepting one’s emotional responses can also engender more nuanced
insights and creativity. Audre Lorde reminds us that ‘As they become known to and accepted by us, our feelings and
the honest exploration of them become sanctuaries and spawning grounds for the most radical and daring of
ideas,’8%? and, | suggest, works of art. In Sanderson’s words, a fidelity to an ethic of reciprocity ‘requires that equal
attention be given to the relationships which surround both the emotional exchanges within research and the sharing
and creativity of knowledge.” 822 The vulnerability of encounter and the emotions negotiated as a consequence are
to be embraced and validated,®* for these are integral to one’s artistic practice. Therefore, both the researcher’s

emotions and our participants’ require attention, acceptance and care.?%

The six paintings that | created in 2022 were the result of encounters (both in person and virtually) with women from
migratory and marginalised communities from around the world. These are, in effect, a visual testament to some of
the wars, human rights violations and refugee movements in recent years. The women represented are survivors of
conflict and oppression in Afghanistan, Ukraine, the Gaza Strip and Xinjiang. For the remainder of this chapter | will
describe the first stage of the ‘three-fold’ pattern described above, namely the individual encounters with each of

these women. In Part Il | will focus upon the second movement; the withdrawal to one’s studio to paint.

However, | acknowledge the limits of these relationships, constrained by time, physical distance, the busyness of our
respective lives, the impact of personal grief and my subsequent withdrawal for several months. However, perhaps
the paintings and exhibitions serve to bridge the gap afforded by my human limitations. A portrait painting as metaxu

extends across space and time and serves as a luminous testament to the gift and grace of genuine encounter.
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Maria and Nadiia

My portrait painting of Maria and Nadiia, an image of a daughter embracing her mother, evokes something of
Cavarero’s inclination. We met a month after their arrival from Kyiv. | remember sitting together on a bench sheltered
by a horse chestnut tree in Embankment Gardens in London. They spoke of how grateful they were to be safe,
although their hearts were still in Ukraine. They were living together in Kyiv when the war began on February 24
2022. Maria awoke to her mother screaming: ‘Masha, wake up! The war has started. They are bombing Boryspil.’
Initially they experienced denial and disbelief. After twelve sleepless days haunted by fear, hiding in the basement,

they decided to join the six-hour queue at the train station, to escape via Poland.

When we met, mother and daughter were somewhat disorientated, the trauma still fresh. After recounting their
story, Nadiia embraced me with tears in her eyes saying thank you for listening. | gently asked whether they may be
happy for me to paint their portrait together. After they agreed, | suggested that perhaps we take the photograph in
that moment, beneath the horse chestnut tree. | usually take countless photos, in order to have many options from
which to select the precise image, gesture, expression that resonates. However, my camera battery died almost
immediately. The image that | managed to hastily photograph offers a glimpse of that sacred moment of shared
vulnerability. The gesture is profoundly tender; the daughter Maria’s arms protectively around her mother, her head
resting upon her shoulder. There was no international posing involved, it was spontaneous and natural. Itis animage
of inclination, their faces turned subtly to one another, attentive and supportive of each other. The strength of their

1826

bond deepened by the experience that they shared in Kyiv. By contrast to the ‘archetypical posture’®?® of traditional

Madonna and Child images popularized in religious art; the child embraces her mother.

Cavarero considers how the image of Madonna and child — specifically the painting by Leonardo da Vinci, Sant’Anna,
Madonna con bambino (1503-1519) — depicts a relational ontology of inclination and vulnerability ‘par
excellence.”87 Cavarero writes: ‘The figure of the Madonna and Child, portrayed by innumerable artists and
disseminated in thousands of churches, museums, and streets, is not just a Christian icon that melts the hearts of
the faithful; it is, above all, a popular and hyper-represented image of maternity that no relational ontology can put
aside with impunity.’8?® Maternal inclination is ‘understood as a primary instance of care for the other.” 82° Cavarero
suggests that the child-mother relation can offer an altruistic and relational model for subjectivity and ‘more
importantly, provides for originary bending.’®° By inclination, Cavarero refers to both a bodily postural geometry

and an ethical position that embraces the notion of human beings as primarily relational and irrefutably defined by

826 Adriana Cavarero, Inclinations: A Critique of Rectitude. (California: Stanford University Press 2016), 10.
827 Cavarero, Inclinations, 14.
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their relation to others.®? Thus challenging the autonomous, individualistic masculine ‘paradigm of the vertical
axis.’®3 In images of the Virgin Mary, Annemarie Carr writes that she is ‘rarely reduced to a mere face; #3 she is
always depicted in relation to her son. In the depiction of the inclination of Mary’s head, gesture of her hands,
tenderness of her gaze, we find an embodiment of attentive listening and maternal responsivity to her child.8** As
such, for Irigaray, the figure of Mary can be considered ‘a temporal bridge between the past, the present and of the

future, and a spatial bridge between all the cultures of the world.”83>

The notion of a ‘spatial bridge between all the cultures of the world’ presents a stark contrast to state-imposed and
arbitrary (b)ordering policies. In the immediate aftermath of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, there
was an unprecedented outpouring of support for displaced Ukrainians. However, this simultaneously exposes the
politicised, and often discriminatory, nature of refugee protection.83® Consider the ‘border violence,’#3” detention
and drawn out asylum procedures that await refugees arriving to the UK from the Middle East, Asia and Africa.83®
Baroness Kennedy affirms: ‘The bespoke schemes for Syria, Afghanistan and Ukraine have their merits. In their
differences they create challenges, a sense of ‘hierarchy of pain,” or hierarchy of risk, that is hard to justify.’®3 This
‘hierarchisation of humanity’ results in ‘the subsequent racialisation and dehumanisation of certain groups,” and
therefore we need to produce ‘counter-discourses’ and ‘counter-creative acts.’8%° In the words of Maria herself: ‘It
does not matter what nationality you are, what matters is what you are doing in this present moment. For humanity

has no geography and kindness has no nationality. 84
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Female Judges of Afghanistan

Ferozan, Allia and | met soon after their arrival in London in November 2021, | remember being struck by their grace
and dignity. They invited me to tea with them at the hotel that became their home for well over a year. | remember
the countless cups of tea that we shared in the hotel and their generous hospitality even within such a limited space.
| brought a small offering of homemade cakes and biscuits and they shared Afghan sweets, nuts and seeds liberally,
reminders of home. This was just as Covid-19 restrictions were lifting and it became a precious, life-giving friendship.
| tentatively raised the idea of painting their portraits, and they responded with warmth. With their permission, |
brought my camera for our next tea together. Ferozan and Allia’s sisters and friends helped to arrange their hijabs
for the portrait photo shoot; their pride in having their portraits taken was evident. The memory is one suffused in
shared laughter. | later returned to take further photographs of their hands, as | subsequently decided to include

clasped hands in the portrait paintings, to denote a sense of authority.

While the photograph is integral to the painting, it is only the beginning of the relational portrait painting process. |
sought to be in communication and shared images via WhatsApp of the painting in progress throughout, receiving
and responding to the feedback from the judges. For example, when | sent a photograph of the preliminary portrait
drawing to Allia, she accurately commented that ‘my hand looks so small and arms look so fat.”®*? Therefore,
accordingly | restarted the drawing, and did not embark upon the painting until the preliminary sketch had been

approved.

Ferozan and Allia subsequently introduced me to their colleague from Kabul, Zuhal, who was visiting her sister in
London. Zuhal graciously agreed for her portrait to also be painted; therefore | painted the three judges in the form
of a triptych. | painted a fourth portrait of Deeba a year later. Deeba was working as an Appeal Court Judge in the
Elimination of Violence Against Women Court in Afghanistan, when Kabul fell back into the hands of the Taliban late
August 2021. As women working in prominent positions in Afghan society, Allia, Ferozan, Zuhal and Deeba were at
risk of retaliatory attacks. Under Taliban rule female judges and others who have stood up for women’s rights have
been threatened with persecution and forced into hiding. In Deeba’s own words: ‘I am deeply honoured to have
served my country as a Judge. At the same time, my career placed my family and | at great risk of serious injury or
death. That risk is amplified because | was a woman. The Taliban does not believe and does not accept that women
should hold positions of authority. [...] They punish females who step out from and transgress their proscribed

roles.’843

The Judges expressed, with great sadness, that their life’s work has also been reduced ‘to zero’ having had to flee to
a foreign country, leaving their homes and loved ones behind, as well as their professional identity. For, in the words

of Berger, ‘[e]migration does not only involve leaving behind, crossing water, living amongst strangers, but, also,

842 Allia, personal correspondence, 4 February 2022.
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undoing the very meaning of the world.”®** For as women in Afghanistan they had been an integral part of the
progress in their country. The message that the judges wanted to convey through these portraits was as follows:

‘Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice anywhere.’ 84

U.N. Secretary-General Anténio Guterres noted that despite ‘evidence that gender equality offers a path to
sustainable peace and conflict prevention, we are moving in the opposite direction. Today, the world is experiencing
a reversal of generational gains in women’s rights while violent conflicts, military expenditures, military coups,
displacements and hunger continue to increase.’®*® Reports indicate that the situation of women and girls in
Afghanistan is one of the worst globally:37 ‘nowhere else in the world has there been an attack as widespread,
systematic and all-encompassing on the rights of women and girls as in Afghanistan. Every aspect of their lives is
being restricted under the guise of morality and through the instrumentalisation of religion.’8* Special Rapporteur
Richard Bennett concluded that the Taliban’s systematic discrimination against women is ‘tantamount to gender
apartheid.”®* Indeed, women are denied full participation in their society; deprived of freedom of speech, freedom
of movement, the right to work, an education or to culture, access to justice or to power in the decision-making
process.®0 Malala declares that: ‘If we, as a global community, fail to stand in opposition to gender apartheid in
Afghanistan, we send a devastating message to girls and women everywhere: That you are less than human. That

your basic rights are up for debate. That we are willing to look away.” &*?

In light of the sensitivity of the situation in Afghanistan and the judges’ prominent positions in society, there were
ethical challenges to negotiate regarding the painting and exhibiting of their portraits. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis
clarify that: ‘The drawing of the portrait is placed in social and cultural context and shaped through dialogue between
the portraitist and the subject, each one negotiating the discourse and shaping the evolving image.’8>? Ferozan, Allia
and | discussed this security concern at length and decided that it was necessary to ensure that no images were

taken of the photographs for the media or to be displayed online. We had to negotiate the tension between the
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desire to share their stories for advocacy and real concerns for the safety of their loved ones, friends and colleagues

in Afghanistan. | was keenly aware of the responsibility of their trust and the desire to honour this above all else.

Zainab

The encounter with Zainab was mediated virtually in March 2022. The initial intention had been to visit the UNESCO
Culture for Sustainable and Inclusive Peace initiative (CUSP) partners in the Gaza Strip and collaborate for an art
workshop with Palestinian women. However, | was denied permission to travel due to security reasons. Therefore, |
was introduced to Zainab via Zoom as a young artist who might be open to the possibility of having her portrait
painted. Zainab later told me that she agreed because | share the name of her sister Hana. There was a depth of
encounter as painter to painter: She shared some of her paintings with me and | showed her mine. Her paintings

offer a glimpse of her unspeakable grief, expressed more eloquently and devastatingly than words.

On 16th May 2021 Zainab lost 22 members of her family —including her mother Amal, her only sister Hana and two
brothers —following an Israeli airstrike that devastated a densely populated residential buildings on al-Wahda Street

in the centre of Gaza City. Zainab was trapped under the rubble for 12 hours.8>3

“The passing of days and the sun rising each morning troubles me, | am still hoping to open my eyes, as | used to, to
my mother’s smile and affection. | am still longing for one hug from Hana. [...] Wherever | look, | cannot help but

remember one of them. My soul has perished from longing. The pain of loss grows inside me, intensifies with time.”%>*

Zainab devoted herself to processing her grief through her art: ‘Through painting, | was able to express a small part
of what | lived on that day and after.”#> Her exhibition in Gaza, supported by Euro-Med Human Rights Monitor and

UN Women Palestine, was entitled:
Lass YY wasd 9 kle YY @A;'

I'm 22, | lost 22 people.” Her powerful paintings depict her pain and trauma: ‘Each of these paintings portrays
moments and situations that words cannot express. They are things that are difficult to describe or even imagine.’8°

In the words of Cavarero, such creative work is ‘opposing the work of destruction that has devoured life itself. It is

853 7ainab al-Qolaq, “/ am 22, I lost 22 people:” Zainab al-Qolaq tells her story of (not) surviving an Israeli airstrike on
Gaza, painting booklet (New York: UN Women, 2022), 3 https://palestine.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-
05/Booklet-EN.pdf
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ultimately a making against destroying, a creating against demolishing, a doing against undoing.’®7 Zainab says that
she used the universal language of art to convey her voice and feelings, in order that others might fathom the

unfathomable depths of grief she carries. She writes, ‘They may have removed the rubble above me, but who will

remove the scattered rubble from my heart?’&#

Zainab’s self-portrait, ‘A Corpse in a Graduation
Gown,” included in this thesis with Zainab’s
permission, evokes her visceral experience
graduating from college, haunted and hollowed by
grief, lifeless and bereft at being unable to
celebrate with her loved ones. Zainab writes: ‘I
never imagined a cemetery being the place where

| tell my family that | have finally graduated.’8>°

The portrait that | painted of Zainab offers an
encounter within absence; an evocation of
presence. This is all the more poignant as | write
these words after October 7 2023. Zainab’s family

home was bombed again and all of her paintings

reduced to rubble. Yet another loss. For, in Zainab’s
words, these paintings, now destroyed, represented an ‘expression of my silence’ #° and of ‘my voice that | seek to

be heard by everyone.’861

How can | begin to comprehend the anguish of Zainab and all those dwelling in the open-air prison and besieged
enclave of the Gaza Strip?8®? Jehad Abusalim writes of a ‘barrier of understanding and imagination between Gaza and
the outside world. This intangible barrier becomes an extension of the physical barriers surrounding Gaza.’%3 Academic
and poet Rafeet Alreer, wrote: ‘When will this pass? When will it be enough? How many dead Palestinians are

enough? How many massacres are enough? [...] Does a single Palestinian life matter? Does it?’ 84 Dr Rafeet Alreer
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was killed by an airstrike on December 6 2023.3> Cavarero coined ‘horrorism’ to draw attention to a distinct
dimension of violence, that targets ‘the human condition itself, as incarnated in the singularity of vulnerable

bodies:’8%® It is to commit the ‘ontological crime’®” of obliterating human uniqueness.86®

Butler affirms that: ‘A life has to be considered grievable, that is its loss has to be conceptualizable as a loss, for an
interdiction against violence and destruction to include that life among those to be safeguarded from violence.’8%°
As such, ‘Individuals deemed unworthy of grief exist outside this ethical calculus.”®”° Butler considers that our role ‘as
scholars, activists, people in journalism’ is to counteract ‘all kinds of ways of minimizing and derealizing’ the deaths of
Palestinians, who ‘are treated as less than human’ to the extent that ‘the loss of those lives is not marked and
acknowledged as a loss;” to defy the denial of ‘the equal grievability of lives.”®”! For Pascale Devette, it is creation that
can fight the derealization®”? and ‘fight against the indifference toward anonymity that threatens the memory.’873
Indeed, Butler reminds us of our moral duty to resist the dominant forms of representation which determine ‘whom
will ‘remain faceless” and thereby render us ‘senseless before the lives we have eradicated.”®”* In the words of
Jacques Derrida: ‘In short, in a world where the face is fully respected (a post-eschatological world) there can, by

definition, be no war, and, in a world where there is no other, no epiphany of the face, there can be no war.’8”>

In the words of Alreer: ‘It shall pass, | keep hoping. It shall pass, | keep saying. Sometimes | mean it. Sometimes |
don't. And as Gaza keeps gasping for life, we struggle for it to pass, we have no choice but to fight back and to tell
her stories. For Palestine.’®’® In Phipps’ Prayers in Genocidal Times, poems written in profound grief: ‘Bless those
who do not look away. / Bless those who look us in the eye.”®”7 An invocation that echoes silently as we meet the

gaze of Zainab in this portrait.
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Tursunay

Zainab’s portrait was unveiled at my exhibition at the International Peace Institute in New York’s inaugural ‘Art for
Peace’ event in September 2022, where | met Tursunay. | was initially introduced to Tursunay by Rahima Mahmut,
UK project director of the World Uyghur Congress and the chair of Stop Uyghur Genocide, whom | met at my
exhibition at the UK Government Ministerial on Freedom of Religion and Belief in July 2022. One chance encounter
or exhibition can often lead to a myriad of unexpected encounters. Rahima introduced me to Tursunay virtually, and
we were fortunate to be able to meet in person when | travelled to New York that Autumn. Tursunay, accompanied
by her friend and translator, travelled hours by bus to attend the exhibition and graciously agreed for me to paint

her portrait.

The photograph that | painted Tursunay’s portrait from was taken in the New York Public Library, bathed in the
natural light of a large window. It felt like a sanctuary in the midst of the frenetic pace of the city outside. | did not
ask her any questions about her ordeal, as her emotion was palpable. Since my visit to the US was fleeting and we
did not have the leisure of time to build relationship, and we were in a public place, | refrained from any questions
that might bring her distress to the surface. Additionally, Tursunay has been interviewed and had to recount her

experiences for news outlets, including the BBC,%78 on innumerable occasions.

This experience led me to reflect on questions pertaining to the somewhat contentious nature of silence. | posit that
dominant Western perceptions of silence as passive, non-participatory and disengaged, do not necessarily always
hold true.®”® A silence can be ‘fertile’ rather than merely an arid emptiness or absence of communication.®9 As
Robert Weller writes silence is ‘never simply the absence of speech that the logocentric paradigm sees as a problem.
It comprises its own rich world of hopes and yearnings, some unsayable and others unthinkable. It is never simply
non-speech, nor can it ever be reduced to speech.”®! Annemarie Samuels considers silence to be on ‘a continuum
between articulation and non-articulation.’®? As an artist researcher, | am curious how to acknowledge and respect
the unspoken in conversation; to gently attend to the stories that are withheld; attune to the slightly longer pauses;

hesitant, faltering words and fragmented, ambiguous gestures and embodied communication.®3 Ana Dragojlovic
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and Annemarie Samuels term this ‘silent reverberations.’®8 Creating space for silence can also be a gesture of
care, 8 a gentle expression of ‘respect; a quiet empathy; letting the other be.”88 This is especially important
considering that silence can be indicative of a ‘haunting’ from the past uncannily, tangibly and irremediably
present;®7 alluding to an experience of unspeakable suffering that exceeds articulation.®® Indeed, narratives
suffused by silences ‘can be as intriguing and telling, perhaps, as are the stories in which they are embedded or
around which they circulate.’® How do we attend to silences, resisting the need to fill them in, and at the same time
‘increase space for the ephemeral or marginalized stories we may hear when tracing silences.’®® Zehra Mehdi

1891

describes the importance of listening to refusal without reducing an individual to the ‘suffering subject’** whose

subjectivity is ‘defined by the language of trauma and its silences.” 82

Dragojlovic and Samuels remind us to ‘situate individuals and silences within historical contexts, as we continuously
navigate the tension between inquiring into the social situation of intersubjective silence and letting the other’s
silence be.”#3 Indeed, the crimes against the Uyghur community are considered ‘among the most glaring, state-
authorised atrocities in recent history,’8* as well as the most systematically silenced. The Uyghur minority have
endured systematic suppression of their language, religion and culture; aerial photographs show clearly the
destruction of mosques and other religious sites.®%> Since 2018 there have been reports of an oppressive system of
high-tech mass surveillance; slave labour; mass incarceration; forced organ harvesting, sexual torture, and Uyghur
women have been sterilised or forced to terminate pregnancies.®® There are the stories of the few escapees from
the ‘re-education’ camps, such as Tursunay, who have risked their lives to break the silence.?®” Among the
testimonials reported by the BBC,3% Tursunay testified that 'women were removed from the cells 'every night' and

raped by one or more masked Chinese men.'®° Tursunay added that she was subject to public humiliation, brutal
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sexual violence and rape.®® Tursunay’s story offers a glimpse into the tightly controlled and secretive world of

Xinjiang, where an estimated one million Uyghur are interned against their will. %1

The Uyghur community have endured the silence of systematic oppression, shrouded in secrecy ‘by the forces that
exclude certain ideas, people and words from being spoken, visible, attended to, or even thought about.”®®? Such an
experience of collective silencing can be suffocating, violent and a source of unimaginable existential pain.®®
However, as Cheryl Glenn discusses ‘Silence can deploy power; it can defer to power. It all depends’.®%* Drawing upon
this, Alexandra Fidyk suggests that ‘it all depends’ is a reminder to distinguish between different forms of silence, %
specifically between silence that is imposed and silence that is chosen.®% Indeed, ‘silences that enable rhythm and
ritual’®” can offer vital ways of coping with traumatic loss. In Part Il | will reflect upon the ‘rhythm and ritual’ of the
painting process as a contemplative, prayerful expression of silence. | consider the unique value of art in attending
to and responding to silences and unspeakability; the experiences that underlie these preclude any adequate
immediate verbal response.®®® | will also reflect upon how the painting itself can silently evoke unspeakable and
unspoken stories of longing and l0ss.?® A painting as such could be considered a ‘silence made visible;"?1° an
‘affective witnessing’ that refuses possession.®'! Painting is a search for a way of speaking and responding that does

not require words.

Silence Made Visible

‘Silence is not just the absence of noise, but a quietness that allows people
to open their eyes and ears for another world.” 91

Serge Poliakoff
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Portraiture is in many ways a way of expressing silent, almost reverential, attention to the unspeakable. As written
in The Human Archipelageo: “When confronted with the unspeakable, | desire the inability to speak. In the places
where speech is the only option, all things appear speakable and something must be said. But must something be
said?’°13 My attentive response to the unspeakable stories of the women I've had the privilege of working with is the
tender process of portraiture painting. For Cavarero, ‘The problem is always the one already identified by Arendt and
Levi: how to speak of the unspeakable, how to express the horror that exceeds our categories of understanding and

our standards of judgment?’°14

Irigaray affirms that, in the Western tradition, all too often we favour ‘speaking to the detriment of keeping silent.”?1>

Irigaray adopts an unusual stance on silence, and seeks to imbue it with a new, feminist meaning and resonance.®'®
She writes that: ‘silence is crucial for a being-with, without domination or subjection. It is the first dwelling for
coexisting in difference. It is, or it creates, a place where we finally can listen to the other.”®¥ The reclamation of the
power of silence as a way to show respect for the other and to honour the ‘unspeakability’ of experiences that defy
verbalisation and deny sense-making. An ‘attentive silence’ is a kind of absence that allows for the creation of a space
whereby experiences are acknowledged,®'® resisting the temptation to try to fix, control or resolve.®'° Silence is an
ethical gesture of hospitality and utmost respect. It is an invitation to embrace the discomfort of uncertainty and
unknowability.®%° Irigaray writes that ‘silence safeguards things and the other in their withdrawal’ which shields them

in a ‘veil of mystery.”®?! | contend that a portrait painted in a spirit of attentive silence similarly safeguards the mystery

of the threshold of the other.

There is considerable emphasis in social justice oriented research on ‘giving voice to’ the ‘voiceless’, whereby giving
voice to ‘silent or silenced pasts’ is deemed to be individually empowering as well as ‘socio-politically redemptive for
the ethnic/national collective.”2?? As such, perceived failure ‘to give voice to’ the subjugated and silenced is a charged
and contested tension within research.®?® Baroness Lister offered a critique to this effect in her book review for Tears
of Gold: ‘Given that the central “thread of intention” of [Hannah’s] projects has been “the restoration of these

women’s voices”, | did wonder why she did not use more of the words of the women themselves in the commentary
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that accompanies the portraits describing the women’s situation.”®?* However, what of a notion of a ‘restoration of
voice’ that creates space for silence? Indeed, ‘giving voice’ does not mean a requirement to speak, as Paolo Freire
affirms: ‘In dialogue one has the right to be silent.”9?® | posit that it is important to question the assumed
emancipatory practice and power of ‘giving voice’ in Western discourse,®?® and to contemplate the liberatory

possibilities of inhabiting silence. Mary Steedly suggests, ‘we can look for other ways of telling a woman’s story.’%?7

These portraits represent a gentle challenge to the logocentric nature of storytelling, and an invitation to incline
towards the unspeakable. This reflects what Sontag calls the ‘aesthetics of silence;” observing that ‘the artist who
creates silence or emptiness must produce something dialectical: a full void, an enriching emptiness, a resonating or
eloguent silence.’®?® Dragojlovic and Samuels also affirm that artistic forms and visual expressions may ‘articulate
that which resists articulation in language.’ 92° A work of art can touch the viewer ‘in a way that exceeds discourse’?3°
and ‘may speak in ways that words cannot.”?*? Therefore, in order to be able to appreciate how visual art can
communicate the unsayable, we need to move beyond dualisms of silence and speech.?3? A work of art gestures
towards what Marjolein Oele calls ‘silence as a transformative practice’®33 that transcends the ‘anthropocentric noise
and violence characterized by institutional silencing.” ?>* In Sontag’s words, ‘as the prestige of language fails, that of

’936

silence rises.” 23> Indeed, art is ‘itself a form of mystification; ®3® an embrace of the mystery that shimmers beyond

rationalism or articulation.

Silence is nonetheless a fraught, conflicted topic in contemporary culture. On the one hand there is the cultural

mantra that, when faced with the facts of oppression, silence is violence; while on the other an active self-silencing

1
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is considered a pre-requisite for epistemic justice.?3” Who has the right to speak, to tell these stories?%3 Is it possible
to find an alternative pathway between the ‘violence of silence’ and the ‘violence of speech’?%3°® Emmanuel
Katongole suggests that silence can be ‘dynamic’ and a ‘form of agency’%° through which a prayer of lament can be
‘expressed in the ruins of shattered existence.’®*! Katongole describes the poetry of lament written by survivors in
the wake of violence and devastation in the Congo as a form of resistance to ‘paralysing silence.”®*?> For Hyab
Yohannes, prayer, poetry and music are ‘ruderal epistemologies’?*3 that enable refugees to communicate their near-
life experiences and to ‘call attention to their human dignity,”®** beyond the violence of the imposed silence of
coloniality. A work of art — whether a poem, painting or piece of music — has the potential to embody a prayerful
invitation to attend to the dignity of individuals who are subjected to epistemic and political muteness and to listen

to their cry for justice.%*

Silence as an intentional practice has been cherished in the contemplative Christianity, Zen Buddhism, Sufi Mysticism,
and other religious traditions, drawing the practitioner towards a deeper place of silence beyond the limitations of
logocentrism.®*® The practice of silent, contemplative prayer is akin to the relational postures and attentive-listening
outlined in this chapter. Sanderson offers a definition of prayer as ‘being with;’ namely, being with the Divine Other,
with the other for whom one prays, and with oneself.?*” In the following chapter | will consider my painting process
in light of Simone Weil’s philosophy of attention — for Weil, ‘absolutely unmixed attention is prayer.’®*® Through the
attentive, careful brush strokes the stories of the women gradually emerge in these portraits, dignified through the
silence of art.?*® The portrait painting techniques that | have embraced have their origins in the prayerful traditions

of iconography and early Renaissance sacred art. According to Natalie Carnes, in the icon there is a 'word of silence
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— a negation of itself as visual form — built into its pictorial rhetoric.”®® When | paint | tend to be absorbed in
contemplative silence and prayerful longing that a ‘word of silence’ might imbue the painting. Robin Clair considers
silence to be ‘restorative,” a ‘sanctuary,” ‘liberating,” a sign of ‘respect’, and a ‘sacred way of being.”®>* While for lain
McGilchrist, silence is nourishing ‘like water,” and ‘the bedrock of creativity.’®> Creativity, deep attendance,
meditative stopping and reflection are concepts that characterize the spiritual gesture of ‘generative silence’®>3 and
contemplative prayer. For Cleo McNelly Kearns, contemplative prayer is ‘communicative, intentional, embodied’ and
yet, ‘grounded in silence, in expectation, and in openness to the coming of the other.”?>* This silence creates the

space into which ‘another voice may move.’%>®

In this chapter | have endeavoured to shine a light upon silent, attentive listening as a valuable way of thinking about
portraiture painting in a more ethical, relational mode.%*® Philosopher and theologian Josef Pieper asks: ‘Should there
not be in silence, in listening silence, a drop of hope?’%>7 Painting-as-listening, in the words of Irigaray, ‘is a way of
opening ourselves to the other and of welcoming this other, its truth and its world as different from us, from ours.’ 98
As such, it offers a bridge — or Weil's metaxu, a concept that | will return to in the conclusion — to the threshold of

ethical encounter with the other, that is that is ‘[n]ever fulfilled, always becoming.’®>°
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PART IlI: Attending to the Painting Process

Painting as Prayerful Attention

In the previous chapter | attended to the relational foundation of portraiture painting, specifically attentive listening
and gesthetic silence. This exegetical chapter is a reflection upon the materiality of the painting process. The painting
process itself could be considered a facet of attentive listening. Painting entails a responsiveness to the materials,
the methods and to a certain extent a ‘letting the painting speak.’ There is a delicate balance between structure and
discipline, and creative freedom and spontaneity in painting. This entails a certain relinquishing of control, a humble

searching and receptive openness; a vulnerability before the unknown.

To begin, | consider my painting process illuminated by Simone Weil’s philosophy of attention. Attention is a
generative, creative act; Indeed, when | am painting, generally speaking, | am absorbed in a highly attentive state,
akin to prayer. Norman Wirzba considers the goal of prayer to be an ‘attentive and faithful response to the world’
and ‘non-evasive and just regard for others.”®® | posit that the process of painting, specifically the practice of
portraiture, helps one to cultivate an attentive disposition towards the world and a more sympathetic and authentic
embrace of reality. Specifically, in this context, to encounter and engage with the reality and experiences of women

from migratory and marginalised communities.

| have come to perceive portrait painting as a gift of attention, a way for the subjects to feel ‘seen’ and heard, that
they may have never experienced before.®! ‘What is indispensable for this task,” Weil asserts, ‘is a passionate
interest in human beings, whoever they may be, and in their minds and souls; the ability to place oneself in their
position and to recognize by signs thoughts which go unexpressed; a certain intuitive sense of history in process of
being enacted; and the faculty of expressing in writing delicate shades of meaning and complex relationships.’%? To
paint a portrait requires an attempt to attune to the ‘delicate shades of meaning’ and complex reality beyond one’s
limited perspective. Weil writes that this involves putting oneself ‘in [her] place while [s]he is speaking,’®®* and
therefore a certain ‘holding-in-abeyance’?%* of the self.9®> Rowan Williams affirms that, an artist ‘withdraws in the

process of making’ so that this ‘complex interaction of presences can occur’ in the work of art. This withdrawing is a

%0 Norman Wirzba, “Attention and Responsibility: The Work of Prayer”, in The Phenomenology of Prayer, eds. Bruce Ellis
Benson, and Norman Wirzba, (New York, Fordham University Press, 2005; online edition, 2011), 89.

%1 Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot, The good high school: Portraits of character and culture. (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 5.
%2 Simone Weil, The Need for Roots, trans. Arthur F. Wills (New York: Routledge, 1952), 190-192.

93 Simone Weil, “Human Personality, in Simone Weil: An Anthology, ed. Sidn Miles (London: Penguin, 2005), 91.

%4 Mark Freeman, “Beholding and Being Beheld: Simone Weil, Iris Murdoch, and the Ethics of Attention,” The Humanistic
Psychologist, 43,no0. 2 (2015): 165.

965 Stephanie Gehring, “Attention to Suffering in the Work of Simone Weil and Kathe Kollwitz,” (PhD Thesis: Duke
University, 2018), 2-3.



87

‘serious and costly dispossession of the artist in the work’?%® and involves a ‘dual act of respect or reverence’ towards
the subject.?® Artistic engagement with marginalised and migratory communities can be understood as a gesture of

care, and inclination, the carving out of a space to aesthetically attend to another’s story.

The time taken with the women from migratory and marginalised communities whom | have painted, listening to
their stories and cultivating relationship, is extended through the time spent painting their portraits, in the same
spirit of attention and care. According to Anthony Gormley: ‘Time is the most precious, fugitive material.”®®® Derrida’s
words resonate; ‘the gift is not a gift, the gift only gives to the extent it gives time.”?®® As such, ‘where there is gift,
there is time.”®’® The painstaking, time-consuming early Renaissance egg tempera and oil painting methods, and in
some of the paintings the use of gold leaf, is integral to my ethics and aesthetics. These techniques are how | seek to

respond to, honour and revere the stories | have heard.

The patience, receptivity and unrestricted attentiveness cultivated through making art invite us to embrace a
different approach to time, one that is difficult to quantify. Williams affirms that learning the ‘habits of taking time
and giving attention to other human subjects is, to put it ambitiously, a kind of love.”9! He acknowledges that the
term ‘love’ is ‘ambitious’ since it does not generally work particularly well in the field of political thought,®’? and is
certainly rarely alluded to in academic contexts or considered a facet of rigorous research praxis. Love and the
artistic creation that love inspires is seldom acknowledged in rational thought. Nonetheless, | posit that artistic and
scholarly work, marked by attentive love, can contribute to establishing vibrant materialities of care. This
encompasses the concept of caring and creative practices; the taking of time to listen, learn, and focus a prayer-like
attention on the suffering of others. Murdoch writes: ‘I have used the word ‘attention’, which | borrow from Simone

Weil, to express the idea of a just and loving gaze directed upon an individual reality.’®’3

An ethics of attention in portraiture of women from displaced communities, entails a commitment to a certain quality
of ‘attentive beholding’®’* of the other, as well as attentive listening. To behold is ‘a liminal word’, as Maggie Ross

puts it, that gestures towards the ‘threshold of contemplation.’®”> David Brooks considers this posture of beholding
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a ‘craft, a set of skills, a way of life;” and those who cultivate this craft as ‘illuminators.”®’® llluminators, according to
Brooks, ‘shine the brightness of their care on people’®”” and to offer a ‘glowing gaze that is tender, generous, and
receptive’®’® and "radiates respect.”9’® The call to practice the ‘ethical ideal’ of ‘llluminationism’® is resonant, in
light of the parallel with the art of illumination, namely the use of gold leaf in manuscripts. For some of my portraits,
such as of Zainab, | have tenderly applied gold leaf for this very reason; to shine or ‘illumine’ a respectful gaze upon
the dignity of the other and to symbolise the sacredness of each and every life. However, together with Irigaray, |
acknowledge that as artists, our manner of beholding the other is ‘accompanied by a nocturnal luminosity.” For we
are incapable ‘of seeing the intimate core of the other, at least not directly. We can perceive something of this
intimacy only through the light that the gestures, the words, the presence of the other radiates.”?® Similarly, the
portrait offers a partial glimpse of the ‘nocturnal’ reflected light of the other that is by no means comparable to the

original source, like the moon that reflects the blinding radiance of the sun.

The word ‘attention’ is derived from Latin ad-tendere, and it means ‘to stretch’ (tendere)+ ‘towards’ (ad); to lean
towards, to reach out towards.%®? Attention, is emblematic of a posture toward the world.*®3 Ingold defines this
attention as ‘the stretch of life” which encompasses: caring, waiting, being present, or coming into presence; and
7985

going along with others, or accompanying.®®* In addition to these, he introduces the term ‘longing’®® as ‘imaginative

remembering, or mnemonic imagining’ 8

and a way of presencing. Susan Cain writes that the word ‘longing’ is
derived from ‘the Old English langian, meaning ‘to grow long,” and the German langen - to reach, to extend.”®®” The
etymology of the word ‘portrait’ is interesting in light of this, in Latin ‘protrahere’ and old French ‘pourtraire” meaning
to draw forth.®8 This also evokes a sense of longing and yearning. The Bishop of Cloger described my portraits thus:
‘Hannah brings across the women’s undeniable beauty. She brings out their sense of yearning, | think, as you look

and also their strength and their dignity in the midst of what can only be described as inhuman and terrifying

ordeals.”?® This work of yearning, stretching towards another is also integral to the portrait painting process itself.

976 David Brooks, How to Know a Person: The Art of Seeing Others Deeply and Being Deeply Seen (Penguin: London, 2023),
31.

97 |bid., 12.

978 |bid., 38.

979 |bid., 34.

%80 |bid., 34.

%81 Luce Irigaray, “Ethical Gestures Towards the Other,” in Building a New World, ed. Luce Irigaray, and Michael Marder
(Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2015), 265.

982 Tim Ingold, Anthropology and/as Education: Anthropology, Art, Architecture and Design (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge,
2017), 20.

983 Brooks, How to Know a Person, 33.

%84 Ingold, Anthropology and/as Education, 21.

%85 |bid.

%86 |bid.

987 Susan Cain, Bittersweet: How Sorrow and Longing Make Us Whole, (Penguin Random House, 2022), xxv.

%88 Edmund Heier, ““The Literary Portrait” as a Device of Characterization’, Neophilologus 60 (1976), 321. Quoted in Hans
Maes, “What Is a Portrait?” The British Journal of Aesthetics 55, no. 3 (July 2015), 304.

989 Jessica Campbell, “Rotary-sponsored show of art by Hannah Rose Thomas helped share refugees’s stories.” The
Impartial Reporter. July 1, 2021. https://www.impartialreporter.com/news/19413053.enniskillen-rotary-sponsored-
show-art-shares-refugeess-stories/



https://www.impartialreporter.com/news/19413053.enniskillen-rotary-sponsored-show-art-shares-refugeess-stories/
https://www.impartialreporter.com/news/19413053.enniskillen-rotary-sponsored-show-art-shares-refugeess-stories/

89

As such, Weil’s attention is intimately connected with Cavarero’s valorisation of inclination; the art of leaning towards

the other in an attitude of care.?®°

Attention in the painting process requires a delicate balance of activity and passivity, in Weil’s words ‘a way of
waiting.”?! In French, I'attente (wait) and 'attention (attention) share the same etymology.®®? Edward Adamson
echoes this sentiment, ‘The artist is uniquely placed to embrace the enigma of commencing a journey to an unknown
destination [...] He must have the patience to wait and contain the paradox that one must be passive, while at the
same time being actively vigilant.”®?3 Stephanie Gehring describes the ‘delicate balance’ between a ‘deliberate, active
search, and a quiet receptive openness;’ *°* between ‘artistic mastery’ and a ‘humble searching and receiving.”*® In
this respect, the painting of a portrait is comparable to prayer. Weil concisely distils it: ‘Attention is an effort, the
greatest of all efforts perhaps, but it is a negative effort.”>® Indeed, a work of art gradually takes shape in the light
of our patient receptivity, rather than muscular effort.®®” Rowan Williams’ description of prayer has parallels to the
frame of mind and inner disposition that facilitates the unexpected convergence of a painting: ‘You have to still your
body and your imagination and let something flower [...] prayer is communion, it's that allowing the depth within
and the depth outside to come together.”??® Therefore, the extent to which prayer is a ‘welling-up of life and love
directed towards that mysterious source’ whereby one is almost ‘carried on that 'rising water,"” parallels can also be

drawn to the intuitive, intimate and elusive painting process.

Marc Chagall often mused, ‘When | paint, | pray;” and Henri Matisse considered his mindset ‘close to that of prayer’
when he created certain works of art.?® Indeed, according to Jonathan Anderson, scholars are increasingly
interpreting the heightened attention and sensitivity inherent in the production or performance of art as subtly
derived from ‘long religious traditions of production, performance, and display, including contemplative prayer,
liturgy, pilgrimage, penitence, and the presentational culture of relics and icons. % |n the second half of this
chapter, | will illuminate the prayerful and attentive materiality of my artistic process, in particular the repetitious,
meditative, meticulous practice of egg tempera painting. Additionally, | reflect upon the portrait painting process as
a resolute act of lamentation and remembering; a generative means to affirm the inherent dignity and intricate

humanity of all persons, stand against violence and hold space for hope for a future of mutual respect, harmony and
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justice. 1091 At first, | will delve deeper into a rigorous approach to artistic research underpinned by Simone Weil’s

philosophy of attention.

Creative Rigour

Rigour is enshrined as one of the cornerstones of high-quality academic research. According to the Oxford English
Dictionary, the etymology of ‘rigour’ derives from the Latin rigor meaning rigid, unbending, inflexible, stiffly erect

and frozen.92 ‘Rigour’ in its research context finds its roots in Old French rigueur, meaning ‘harshness’ or

#1003 1004

‘severity; synonymous with an uncompromising systematic process that yields valid, objective conclusions.
However, the rigorous evaluation criteria of traditional research notion jars with the sensitivity, creativity and
versatility that mark artistic research of distinction.1%% As such, artistic research is often at odds with the evaluation
criteria of traditional academic research, with its quality metrics generally preferencing the Sciences. 1% |n the words
of Jeremy Begbie, this means that the arts are required to be ‘ceaselessly justified’” and forever ‘overshadowed by
those mighty, titanic twins, science and technology.” 1°°7 Thus | propose that the concepts of “attention,” ‘care’ and
‘inclination” may be more appropriate to an understanding of rigour in artistic research. Artistic research holds its
own creative rigour, that, in the words of Tim Ingold, can help to moderate the ‘detached objectivity, cold logic and
analytic rigour of science with something more subjective, attuned to feeling, empathy and holistic

understanding.’ 0%

Weil’s concept of attention helps us to move beyond dualistic ways of perceiving the world enshrined in Western
philosophy. lain McGilchirst asserts that in the West, owing to Descartes’ legacy, we have ended up ‘prisoners’ 109
of the narrowly focussed, fixed, target-driven left hemisphere of the brain.°1° By contrast, the right hemisphere

11011

‘is turned outwards, attentive to whatever comes to it and ‘plays a significant part in imagination, creativity, the

capacity for religious awe, music, dance, poetry, art, love of nature, a moral sense, a sense of humour and the ability
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to change our minds’ and our ‘capacity for empathy.’ 1?2 The cultivation of the right hemisphere, through art for
example, entails ‘entering into an ‘I-Thou', not just an ‘I-It' relationship, with its subject; [...] valuing active receptivity,
as well as not doing and not knowing. It involves sustaining attention, and stilling the inner voice, as in prayer and
meditation. 193 Indeed, the words ‘prayer’ and ‘gaze,” are scattered throughout Socrates’ Phaedrus, indicating his
regard for their importance in his philosophy of education,'* prior to the hegemony of Cartesian rationalism. For

Weil, ‘Attention, taken to its highest degree, is the same thing as prayer. It presupposes faith and love.’ 101>

| posit that the arts can offer the opportunity to cultivate the kind of attention vital to both ethical and intellectual
life.101% |ris Murdoch acknowledges that art ‘demands moral effort and teaches quiet attention (as any serious study
can do).”1°Y For Martha Nussbaum ‘the artist’s fine-tuned attention and responsiveness to human life is paradigmatic
of a kind of precision of feeling and thought that a human being can cultivate, though most do not.’19'8 Such works
of art have the potential to offer their viewers ‘a glimpse of a more compassionate, subtler, more responsive, more
richly human world.”1°1® Thus we begin to see that the artistic process provides a profound example of how to

understand Weilian attention.1020

Weil considers attention the ’real object’ and ‘sole interest’ of studies.'?! This is an astonishing claim, that the value
of all artistic and scholarly endeavours is how it trains us to attend, to be inclined to one another and the wider world.
Susan Magsamen and lvy Ross affirm that in order to learn anything at all, ‘one of the most important cognitive
states’ has to be present: attention.'%?? Ingold posits that education is ‘the practice of attention’ rather than mere
transmission of knowledge.1%?3 Attention is a discipline that can be learned, fine-tuned and cultivated through
practice. For Weil, the quotidian, mundane nature of schoolwork (such as solving a problem of geometry0%4)

therefore contains a ‘precious treasure,’'°%> for one learns to ‘contemplate attentively and slowly’19%® the
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phenomena before one.’?” Therefore, no matter the outcome, ‘a genuine effort of the attention’ is never
wasted. 1928 The value of attention as an artistic discipline, | will consider with regards to the rigour of traditional

painting techniques in the second half of this chapter.

First and foremost, attention is a precondition for seeing — and drawing or painting - people well.1?° Indeed, as Josef
Pieper writes ‘Before you can express anything in tangible form, you first need eyes to see.”1%3° The mere attempt to
creative an artistic form, such as a painting, requires the artist to attain a ‘more intimate achievement’ that of a
‘more receptive vision, a more intense awareness, a sharper and more discerning understanding, a more patient
openness for all things quiet and inconspicuous, an eye for things previously overlooked.’1%3! While perception has
long been dismissed as an unreliable means through which to attain knowledge, for phenomenologists such as
Merleau-Ponty and Marion, perception is endowed with especial importance.1%3? Merleau-Ponty writes that not only
does ‘perception awaken attention,” indeed, ‘attention develops and enriches this perception.’!033 Attention is
actively creative; the type of attention we pay determines what it is we see.193* Attention (or its lack thereof)
generates the basis of all thought and action. It relates to how we encounter the world. ‘Attention,” for McGilchrist,
‘is a moral act: it creates, brings aspects of things into being.”1°% Indeed, the quality of one’s artistic and scholarly

work is intimately connected to the quality of one’s attention; attention is a way of conferring value. 193¢

Weil, according to Joan Tronto, believed that an aptitude for attending is crucial for ethical agency.1%3’ Attention is
construed as a ‘difficult task, and indeed, a moral achievement.”19%® The ‘task’ and ‘effort’ entails training our
perception to focus outward in a movement towards reality, 1%° an inclination towards the other. A ‘background

attitude of attentiveness’1%%0 is cultivated by repeated acts of attention (such as the practice of art) and is a lifelong

1027'5, Stone-Mediatore, “Attending to Others: Simone Weil and Epistemic Pluralism,” Philosophical Topics 41, no. 2
(2013): 81.

1028 \Weil, Waiting for God, 58.

1029 Brooks, How to Know a Person, 33 .

1030 Josef Pieper and Lothar Krauth, Only the Lover Sings: Art and Contemplation, (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990),
35-6.

1031 |b|d,

1032 Mark Mclnroy, “Beholding the Radiant Invisible: The Incarnate Image in Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Hans Urs von
Balthasar, and Jean-Luc Marion,” in Image As Theology: The Power Of Art In Shaping Christian Thought, Devotion, And
Imagination, eds. C.A. Strine, Mark Mclnroy, Alexis Torrance, (Turnhout: Brepols, 2023), 177.

1033 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald A. Landes, (London and New York: Routledge,
2012), 29.

1034 McGilchrist, Ways of Attending, 16.

1035 |ain McGilchrist, The Master and His Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2009), 133.

1036 Caprioglio Panizza, The Ethics of Attention: Engaging the Real with Iris Murdoch and Simone Weil, 41.

1037 Warren Heiti, “Further Reflections on an Ethics of Attending.” In Attending: An Ethical Art. Vol. 82. (McGill-Queen’s
University Pres 2021), 49.

1038 Joan C. Tronto, Moral Boundaries; A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care, 2nd ed. (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 1993]
2009), 17.

1033 Sjlvia Caprioglio Panizza, “Attention,” in The Murdochian Mind, eds. S. Caprioglio Panizza & M. Hopwood (Routledge,
2022),162.

1040 Antony Fredriksson and Silvia Caprioglio Panizza, “Ethical Attention and the Self in Iris Murdoch and Maurice
Merleau-Ponty,” Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology, 53,no. 1 (2022): 36.



93

endeavour,'%! and one that will influence how we relate to other people.1%4? McGilchrist writes that attention is not
simply another ‘cognitive function’ but it can be ‘[a]bsent, present, detached, engaged, alienated, empathic, broad
or narrow, sustained or piecemeal.’'943 Therefore, ‘how you attend to something — or don’t attend to it — matters

a very great deal.’1044

Ascendence of Distraction

As Benjamin identified, attention has become increasingly urgent and difficult in our ‘aesthetically saturated age’ 104
fraught with distraction and fragmentation. Weil’s philosophy of attention offers a luminous guide in an era replete
with ‘attention deficits and surpluses, attention economies and attentional exhaustions.’ 104 Attention, according to
Tim Wu has increasingly become a commodity, 1% deliberately manipulated by market structures and technologies.

1048

Indeed, it was predicted that attention would become our most valuable resource and ‘the scarce

commodity.”1%° For Jonathan Crary, modernity is faced with ‘an ongoing crisis of attentiveness’ 1% in light of the

*1051 precipitated by the meteoric rise of social media and digital technologies.®? Joshua

‘ascendence of distraction,
Cohen considers the cumulative, corrosive effect of pervasive distraction in our attentional environments to be the

fragmentation of the contemporary subject.10>3

Can a painting offer a contemplative counterpoint to the so-called modern ‘tyranny of the image,’19°* offering a
moment of respite in a relentless sea of visual stimuli. We face a daily onslaught of images insinuated to manipulate

us, hijack our attention and titillate our ‘inert, addicted gaze.’'9% For Berger, our world is densely ‘saturated with
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images’, social media and digital technologies ‘feed’ us visual stimulation with unprecedented efficiency and urgency,
transmitted even from across the globe ‘with lightning speed.’1%%® The inevitable exhaustion and anxiety perpetuated
by the barrage of information from headlines, advertisements, television screens and the smart phones at our
fingertips has been well documented. | suggest that art-making offers an opportunity to reclaim and re-habituate
our capacity for attention. Indeed, the work of art serves to represent, in the words of T. S. Eliot, a ‘still point of the

turning world.” 1057

However, the contemporary art scene is not immune to the ‘ascendance of distraction’1%°® and consumerism-driven
visuals.19%® Makoto Fujimura writes, ‘On the whole, contemporary art does not encourage us to slow down,
contemplate and consider the historical link beyond modernism.” 10 Geoff Mulgan agrees that ‘much contemporary
art has become fast: it seeks to make an immediate impression, to grab the viewer in the intense competition for
attention in a digital cornucopia.” Such art ‘clamours for attention’, seeking ‘instant recognition and fame,’ 1961
offering entertainment and diversion rather than contemplative depth. Nonetheless, | suggest the practice of more
traditional forms of art - such as painting - can offer a moment of repose from a densely-saturated present. Indeed,
Mulgan writes that in order ‘for new perspectives to have impact, we need time to absorb and digest. [...] This has

to mean art that is slow.’1062

Thomas Pfau asks what would it mean to revive a ‘culture of iconic seeing,” that has been eclipsed in contemporary
society by the ubiquitous and unavoidable presence of images.'%®3 Can we reclaim the value of art from its status as
‘a commercialized simulacrum?’1%* | am curious whether a work of art can still offer ‘a focus for humble, patient,
and undesigning contemplation’ and ‘a creative focus for prayer and ethically responsible engagement of others.” 106
In the words of Seamus Heaney, it amounts to a search for verbal (and visual) icons; ‘symbols and images adequate
to our predicament.’19 | contend that the painting process itself defies the frenetic consumption of images and

engenders a stance of contemplative engagement. 1967
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Slowing Down and Making Sanctuary

In light of this, | consider my painting practice a response to Baydo Akémolafé’s appeal: ‘The Times are Urgent. Let's
Slow Down’1%8 and his reminder that ‘our work is to make sanctuary.”1%? |t is an acknowledgement that the way we
respond often merely entrenches the problem, reinforcing the same realities and rationalities that we are frantically
trying to escape;1970 in Irigaray’s words we ‘re-produce the same story.”171 |t is by slowing down that we might
notice a new pathway hidden in ‘the obviousness of the familiar.”1072 Akémolafé invites us to listen deeply and to
allow space to meet one another ‘in the ecstasy of encounter.”1973 |n the words of Karen Barad, ‘there are no
solutions; there is only the ongoing practice of being open and alive to each meeting, each intra-action, so that we
might use our ability to respond, our responsibility, to help awaken, to breathe life into ever new possibilities for
living justly.”1974 If we want to learn to live ‘justly’ and to cultivate our ‘response-ability,’197> we are invited to slow

our pace and alter our relationship to time.076

Slowing down is paradoxically the most effective way to address today’s most urgent crises.'%”” Indeed, ‘a different

21079

kind of posture or gesture is required if peace is at stake.’’978 |t is what Akdmolafé calls ‘post-activism; an
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invitation to making sanctuary ‘as an artistic vocation,” 1% which involves ‘pouring libations’ 1% and ‘making kin with
the world.”1982 Artists working to attentively engage with others and with the complexity of the world actively
contribute to ‘making sanctuary.” Norman Wirzba reflects on the Benedictine maxim ‘to work is to pray,” whereby a
care-full approach to one’s artistic work can increase an awareness of the ‘sanctity’ of the world and enable ethical
engagement with others.1%83 The creation of art is an example of what Irigaray describes as a spiritual gesture, that
leads to ‘concentration, to communication with the world, to gratitude and to beatitude.”1%8* Catherine Moon
describes art-making as having parallels to prayer.1%8 |n this thesis | contend that painting is prayer. From personal

21086

experience, painting opens a space for ‘receptiveness to grace, especially during periods of grief or distress.

Friedrich Nietzsche invites us to take a step back from the frenetic pace of this ‘age of “work” and to embrace the
‘venerable art’ that asks us to ‘take time’ and ‘become still’ in order to ‘become slow’. ‘This art,” Nietzsche reminds
us, ‘does not so easily get anything done’ and teaches us to listen, to attend ‘slowly, deeply, looking cautiously before
and aft, with reservations, with doors left open, with delicate eyes and fingers.” 1%’ Indeed, the slow practice of art-
making ‘with delicate eyes and fingers’ offers a gentle yet effective resistance to the economy of attention.'%® The
materials that | choose intentionally require me to slow down, to attend. | use traditional early Renaissance egg
tempera and oil painting techniques on gesso panels, and occasionally gilding with gold leaf. The attention is evident
in the time-consuming preparation of the paint itself, using natural mineral, organic and earth pigments. These are
pulverized by hand and mixed with the traditional binder of egg yolk or oil. In Derrida’s words painting offers the

‘resistance of ritual.”1%8° Suzi Gablik laments that ‘{w]e live in a culture that has little capacity or appreciation for

1080 B3y Akdmolafé, “The Children of the Minotaur: Democracy & Belonging at the End of the World.” The Othering and
Belonging Institute's Democracy and Belonging Forum. February 7, 2024.
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meaningful ritual’1°® and appeals for a ‘reenchantment of art.”1%? Rowan Williams reminds us that ritual ‘anchors,

[...] aligns, harmonises, relates.’10%2

Painting is a meditative, contemplative practice involving innumerable translucent layers of paint to build up the
finished portrait, which can take weeks to complete. The tiny particles of the hand-ground pigments capture, reflect
and refract light, yielding subtle iridescent effects and mesmeric depth to the painting’s surface.1®3 It is a process
that cannot be rushed and requires patience, allowing the painting to evolve gradually; building up translucent layers
of egg tempera to model light and shadow before adding glazes of colour. The attentive repetitiousness of the
brushstrokes imbues the painting with a prayerful and ritualistic quality. As a medium, tempera is ideally suited to
portraiture; the innumerable translucent layers of paint lend itself to conveying the subtle nuances of colour in the
human face. Each cumulative layer of paint is affected and modified by the underlying tones, evoking a luminosity,
depth and sense of mystery. There is a sense of renewed awareness and clarity afforded by this meditative approach;
one is compelled to slow down and tune into deeper, quieter rhythms of existence. For Irigaray this time-consuming
process is ‘a sort of insurrection against compulsory culture’1%%* that allows space for wonder, grace and re-

enchantment. 109

The practice of artistic creation can be considered a profound expression of undivided, disciplined, intentional
attention. Weil writes that this ‘attention, taken to its highest degree, is the same thing as prayer.’1%% | posit that the
attention painting requires is akin to a spiritual discipline, it involves a ‘a ritual preparedness, a call to attendance
and reverence.”1%7 Prayer and contemplation are woven into the work. The transparent tempera layers have to be
applied delicately, the brushstrokes gently alighting the panel. If applied harshly or hastily, the underlying layers can
easily lift off. As such the time-consuming methods and gestures are emblematic of a gentle resistance. Indeed, the
economy of attention that prioritises efficiency, utility, and speed,'%® no longer takes precedent. The sustained
attention that a painting requires is deliberate and focused, and is difficult to maintain under conditions of
acceleration, urgency and distraction. Patient attention is key to resisting the fractured attention prevalent in
contemporary society and to responding with care, fortitude and grace, especially when ambushed by the

incomprehensible.

1090 5z Gablik, The Reenchantment of Art (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 2.
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109 | yce Irigaray, To Be Born (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 59.
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(2016): 311.
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Attending to Grief

There are times when one has no choice but to slow down. There are times when the world one once knew begins

to unravel, and time is brought to a shuddering halt.0%°

As | write these words, with the Gaza Strip reduced to rubble, | often lose sight of whether or why this work is
meaningful or has value. | have often turned to painting as the only way that | know how to express that which is too
sacred, too raw for words to embrace. | question the value of art in times like these - where there is rage; hatred;
destruction; claims and counter claims; the senseless loss of life; the hopelessness and despair. Indeed, can art offer
a space for contemplation of the face of the other; to behold the other in her humanity, in all her complexity, subtlety

and beauty?

It is not the first time that | have felt this way. | remember it from the first time | returned from Jordan, at the height
of the Syrian refugee crisis; from hearing the stories of Yazidi, Rohingya and Nigerian women, survivors of conflict
related sexual violence; in the wake of the Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan and systematic erosion of the rights of
women and girls; the shock of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. And now, along with so many people around the world, |
have been grappling with helpless, inexpressible grief for the incalculable losses since October 7 2023, as Israel
continues its relentless bombardment of Gaza. Yet again | question why make art. | struggle to shake off the doubt
that these gentle, attentive gestures make even the slightest difference. In the wake of incomprehensible violence

and suffering the slow work of art-making often seems unforgivably futile and asthenic.

All the more so when, only a few weeks later, the geopolitical grief was compounded by debilitating private pain

following the suicide of my younger brother.

In the words of Akémolafé, ‘we need room to grieve today.”'1% For months | had no choice but to surrender to the
nonlinear, liminal territory of grief; journeying into what it is like to glimpse at the world dimly through tears.'°? |
was thrust into a visceral awareness of the reality of loss that so many of the women whom | have painted know all
too well. As Akémolafé acknowledges: ‘We are exposed: we are no longer alone. Our shared kinship is grief, our
ground is tears.”11%2 Perhaps an embrace of the raw honesty of grief will generate perceptual shifts and to see the
world differently, and to remember that ‘loss exceeds us all, and loss has touched every one of us.”*13 In honouring

each other’s grief - and our own — we may illuminate a path forward.''% As Donna Harraway writes, ‘renewed
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generative flourishing’” and ‘biological-cultural-political-technological recuperation and recomposition” is only

possible through ‘mourning irreversible losses.’*%> This moment calls for tender, generous formulations of grief.

Akomolafé observes that grief ‘forces new postures of reverence and irreverence,’ 1% beyond a rectilinear stance;
whereby, with heads bowed and bodies heavy with sorrow, we are compelled to surrender to the vulnerable posture
of Cavarero’s inclination.1%7 For perhaps there is a gift hidden in grief; an invitation to learn new, generous
choreographies of possibility, carve pathways of solidarity, and move away from seemingly endless cycles of violence,

trauma, and dehumanisation. 198

There is potential for art to reveal a sense of common vulnerability and shared humanity that allows for healing and
hope. It is this possibility that ‘something different, something even beautiful, can be born in the midst of the
fires,’ 119 that encouraged me to pick up my paintbrush again. Painting became the process whereby | gradually
began to reconstruct a world of meaning that had been irrevocably shattered by loss.1%° The ritualistic, rhythmic
brushstrokes allow space for kindness; imperceptibly the cold and harsh inner terrain of my heart and mind slowly
softened and thawed. Tentatively | began to hope again. Painting became a prayer when | was unable to pray in

words.

Eleanor Sanderson’s expression ‘writing as weeping’ honours the personal embodiment of her research;
acknowledges the tears shed while writing.'! These tears affirm the profound experience of ‘being-with’ the
community members who shared the ‘considerable grief and joys in their lives.”*1? Similarly, to return to the concept
of my painting as prayer, | consider this closer to a prayer of lamentation. Anna Westin writes that lament can be
experienced as a ‘phenomenological moment’ that facilitates transformation.13 | can testify to the tears that
sometimes fell while painting. Tears for the transformative encounters with the women and the privilege of bearing
witness to their stories, intermingled with tears of personal pain. This does not mean that the paintings are to be
perceived as self-portraits nor are they a projection of my pain onto the women whom | have painted. However, |
consider that my grief has almost served as a bridge — or in Weilian terms, metaxu. My personal experience of the
loneliness of loss has led to an inexplicable desire to incline, stretch, reach towards the other. | attempt to bear
witness to the incomprehensibility of their grief in the midst of the incomprehensibility of my own. Westin writes:

‘Lament, in this way, verbalises the unsayability of suffering, placing it exterior to the self. As the ‘language of silence’,
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and Society 5, no. 2 (2012): 128.
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lament enables consolation.”*1% As such, in the portrait painting process there is a dual witnessing and perhaps even

a shared consolation.

Witnessing the resilience and strength of these women gave me the courage to face my own grief, and the fear that
| would be utterly debilitated by sorrow. Indeed, | learned to allow this sorrow to carve out a deeper capacity for
vulnerability and sensitivity, that | hope will softly illuminate my paintings in the years to come. From experience, |
attest that art can help one to move beyond an internalised preoccupation with private pain, to connect with others
and the wider world. We cannot know the ripples that will emanate from a work of art created from raw vulnerability;
nor the lasting imprint that each tender brushstroke might leave upon another’s heart. Leon Battista Alberti wrote
in his treatise On Painting that a ‘painting will move the soul of the beholder’ when the painting ‘clearly shows the

movement of his own soul [...] we weep with the weeping, laugh with the laughing, and grieve with the grieving.’ 111>

We do not know how to begin to resolve current crises, whether personal or global, or how to bring about a more
beautiful and just world.1*'® Rebecca Solnit explains that: ‘Hope locates itself in the premises that we don’t know
what will happen and that in the spaciousness of uncertainty is room to act.’!'” Indeed, for Berger, painting is ‘an
act of resistance instigating hope.’18 Research suggests that grief, when used as a generative catalyst for art, can
provide moments of clarity, consolation and a connection to common human truths to help with navigating the

liminal landscape of loss.™ Through this process one learns how to hold grief and grace; sorrow and joy together.

Perhaps one’s attentive artistic practice can help to illuminate, however falteringly, what Weil describes as the

#1120

‘darkest paths and Wittgenstein the ‘darkness of this time.”*?! We need gold that shimmers in dark places.
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C. (Phaidon Press, 1972), 80. Quoted in David Freedberg and Vittorio Gallese, “Motion, emotion and empathy in esthetic
experience,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences 11, no. 5 (2007). 197.
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1113 Rebecca Arnold, “Grieving artists: Influences of loss and bereavement on visual art making,” The Arts in
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A Homage to Dust

Is there a generativity in grief and a gift to be unearthed in hopelessness? Akdomolafé describes "hopelessness’ as the
place of ‘surrender and deep humility: the point of descent where we come down to earth.”!'?? The etymology of
the word humility is the Latin humus meaning ‘earth’ or ‘soil’; and also humanity. It brings to mind the Biblical
creation story, reminding us that ‘we are of the soil;’ 1?3 "Dust thou art, and unto dust thou shall return.” 11?4 The
experience of grief and loss also remind us of this shared human experience — that we are of the soil and return
to it.1% For the tempera underpainting for my portrait paintings, | grind pigments that are literally taken from the
earth, from dust. This ritualistic process is one of grounding, of coming ‘down to earth.” Akdmolafé pays ‘homage to
dust,”1® invoking dust’s ‘invitation to us to learn alongside the many others how to live in the midst of the
fade.”™?7 |t could even be considered symbolic of a commitment to co-creating a ‘commons marked by grief:’ 1128
The ‘dust’ that forms the pigment that | paint with comprises of ‘roving communities of remnants of human and

animal hair, grains, pollen, pulverized stars, fibres, minerals, pollen, and dust mites’ and ‘unsettles’ superficial

boundaries, borders or essentialised identities.’'?® Such is the ‘generativity of dust.” 1130

It was only the chemical revolution of the nineteenth century that led to synthetic colours being readily available.13?
At this time the artist's palette expanded exponentially, each decade bringing new synthetic colours; cobalt blue,
lemon yellow, artificial ultramarine, and so forth. However, the quality significantly decreased as a result of the
proliferation of reproducible, artificial colours.'3? Pre-Raphaelite painter William Holman Hunt lamented, ‘In the old
days the secrets were the artist's; now he is the first to be kept in ignorance of what he is using.”*'3* Indeed, before
there were tubes of paint, there was the earth, there was dust, ‘muddy and rich with promise.”*3* For tens of
thousands of years, artists have manipulated minerals and sourced soil to compose their palettes, and were

personally responsible (or their apprentices) for preparing their paint.13> Artists have ‘dug and extracted, ground
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1123 B4yd Akdmolafé, These Wilds Beyond our Fences: Letters to my Daughter on Humanity's Search for Home. (Berkeley,
California: North Atlantic Books, 2017), 28.
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and bound, and the resulting fiery ochres, dusty coals, dark taupes and bright whites are the foundational colours of
all art.”13% The lumps of raw material have to be, in some cases, cleaned, cooked and purified; finely ground to lose
their grittiness and mixed with resins, egg or oil, to be made into paint. 1137 It is a laborious, time-consuming

process. 138

There is something grounding and yet mysterious in the ritual of traditional artistic practices and the alchemical
process of making paint from raw materials of the earth — plants, rocks, soil, eggs and oil. The painting literally
becomes a site of what Akdmolafé describes as ‘emergent transformation.’*'3° George Steiner reminds us that, ‘the
arts are wonderfully rooted in substance, in the human body, in stone, in pigment, in the twanging of gut or the
weight of wind on reeds. All good art and literature begin in immanence. But they do not stop there; 14° they also
open onto transcendence. This is a reminder of ‘continuum between temporality and eternity, between matter and
spirit, between ‘man’ and ‘the other.” 114! Some have interpreted the alchemical aspiration of transfiguring a base
metal into gold as symbolic of a mystical desire to cultivate a transcendental mode of being.'**? Carl Yung, in
describing the journey of the soul, drew parallels between human minds and the alchemical transformation of base
metals: ‘everything is caught in the trance of becoming.”1*3 Similarly that transmutation of natural pigments into
works of art is a reminder both of our connection to the earth and also that alchemical transformation is possible.
The process of painting is one of metamorphosis where colours are alchemically combined layer by layer. For James
Elkins, ‘alchemy is the best and most eloquent way to understand how paint can mean: how it can be so entrancing,
so utterly addictive, so replete with expressive force, that it can keep hold of an artist’s attention for an entire

lifetime.’ 1144

As an artist working with the raw, natural materials from the earth, it is a reminder that the sacred is not that distant
after all. These methods offer an invitation to cultivate a respect for the earth and to uncover the sacredness that
imbues even the ordinary and unremarkable (such as the soil beneath our feet).1%> This work is ‘sacramental in

11146

nature and offers a tangible example of what Martin Buber describes as "hallowing the everyday.’**’ According

to Buber, ‘everything wants to be hallowed— to be brought into holiness.’1*8 The term ‘hallowing’ suggests a
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profound shift in one’s orientation and inclination towards reality, that reveals a reverence for everything and
everyone whom one encounters.!4? These methods of making therefore constitute a ‘bridge’ between the
‘immanent experience of life’ and the transcendent; revealing its inherent value and significance.**® In Samuel
Coleridge’s words, it is to learn to awaken ‘the mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom’, and direct it to ‘the
wonders of the world before us; an inexhaustible treasure.’'*>! Perhaps we might even chance upon colours never

seen before as the ‘whole thus suddenly takes on a new hue.’11°?

Daniel Thompson writes that, in medieval painting, for example, the palette was treated ‘almost like a collection of
precious stones, to be grouped in the painting with as much regard for their intrinsic beauty as possible.”1>3 The
medieval painter, was acutely ‘aware of the special qualities of his particular colours as a musician of the special
qualities of instruments and voices’!1>* and ‘the separate pigments tend to be exhibited with emphasis, almost like
jewels in a complicated setting.”'*>> The Italian Renaissance artist Cennino D’Andrea Cennini considered it advisable
for an artist to be generous with raw materials of intrinsic worth, as it is good for one’s business, as well as befitting
for the sacred and devotional purposes that the paintings served.'°® | suggest that the use of valuable materials —
gold leaf and semi-precious stones such as lapis lazuli — is to attribute value to one’s work as a painter, and also to

the subject.

My background in iconography painting has influenced my approach and method. Orthodox Christians also treat the
very process of making an icon with weighty reverence, as a sacred process in itself. Indeed, this is evident in the
ritual preparation of the paint itself; serving to prepare and still one’s mind and heart to begin the painting. The
medium of egg tempera was first used in the Byzantine icon tradition, originating from the 5™ and 6t century AD.
The Byzantine icon is a profound aesthetic tradition imbued with meaning, significance and prayer at every stage of
the painting process.>” The iconographer was expected to prepare himself spiritually for painting an icon, through
prayer and meditation upon the subject to be portrayed in canonical texts.''>® Icons are painted in strict accordance
to established principles, methods, and stylistic conventions, in obedience to the Orthodox tradition handed down

in a master-apprentice relationship over the centuries.1*° Every brushstroke and each choice of colour is imbued
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with significance and is emblematic of what Andrew Chignell characterizes as a ‘liturgical attitude.”*1° The ritualistic,
prayerful practice of iconography invites a stance of humble contemplation and ethically responsible engagement

with others.1161

In the early Italian Renaissance, egg tempura continued to be used by artists including Sandro Botticelli, Fra Angelico
and Fra Lippo Lippi. However, by the fifteenth century it had been superseded by oil painting. A significant shift in
occurred in the Renaissance from an understanding of the icon as an embodiment of the sacred whereby no
attention is bestowed upon the traditional artisan, to a notion of art as ‘primarily the embodiment of the creative

idea of an artist’ — or ‘inspired genius’ — who now signs his work.1162

In contemporary art, portraiture as a genre has evolved and changed over the centuries and therefore there is no
strict formula for portrait artists to adhere to.%3 Portraits have been created in various media from painting to
sculpture, photography or film, and even materials as Marc Quinn’s self-portrait in blood. 14| contend that attending
with care to the materials and methods used, and taking the time to prepare the paints and pigments, is a tangible
way of ascribing value, for time and attentiveness are finite resources.® In other words, the value of a painting is
not simply found in the technical or aesthetic quality of the artistic end product, but in the process and the attitude

whereby it was made.116

Underpainting and Overpainting

The materials and the traditional methods embraced in my painting process are evocative of my commitment to
‘reverent time-taking’ and ‘attention-giving.’11%” For the majority of these portraits | combined an underpainting in

egg tempera and overpainting in oil, known as the ‘Flemish mixed technique’.

1180 Andrew Chignell referenced in Hostetter Smith, “Rogue Priests”, 172-3.

1161 Thomas Pfau, “Preface” in Image as Theology, 11.
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Transformations of Christian Traditions and Their Representation in the Arts, 1000-2000, eds. Nicoletta Isar, Niels Henrik
Petersen, Christian Cluver, and Nick Bell, (Brill, 2004), 276.

1163 Hans Maes, What Is a Portrait?, The British Journal of Aesthetics 55, no. 3 (July 2015): 303-6.
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No. 2 (2020): 26.
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The painting process invariably begins with the preparation of the panels. | apply between eight to ten layers of
traditional ‘gesso’ made from rabbit skin glue carefully mixed with whiting to the MDF panels. The panels are then
sanded down to create a smooth, white and absorbent surface. This serves to both seal the surface of the panel prior
to painting and produce a luminous effect. For the rays of light penetrate the substratum of the paint layers and
reflect the white gesso surface, creating a sense of light emanating from within.%® According to Leonardo DaVinci
a ‘pure white ground’ is essential to enhance the beauty of colours; he draws a comparison with a ‘coloured pieces
of glass [...] interposed between the eye and the luminous air’ only visible without ‘shadowy air or other darkness.’11¢°

When we see a colour we are actually seeing the dance of light and whether a surface is refracting, reflecting, and

absorbing light.

Once the gesso panel is ready, the next stage is B
to transfer the pre-prepared linear portrait ¥
drawing onto the panel, before beginning the
egg tempera underpainting. For the portrait
drawing | work from photographs and
preliminary sketches rather than from life, since
the tempera painting process is painstakingly
slow a subject would be required to sit for

innumerable hours.

In order to make egg tempera, the ground mineral or vegetal pigment is mixed fresh each day with egg yolk - carefully
squeezed out of the sac - and combined with white vinegar as a preservative. The egg is then watered down, in order
for the preliminary layers tempera to be applied as thin and translucent as possible. Tempera as a painting medium
is relatively unusual, having been generally eclipsed by modern oil painting.*’® Tempera can only be laid on in thin
layers, and has a very fast drying time, therefore, it is not a spontaneous medium and requires a more methodical
and craftsman-like approach.! Any attempt to speed up the process and hastily apply thicker, fewer layers of paint,
make it impossible to realise harmonious tonal transitions and or the unique opalescence and luminosity the result
of repeated translucent layers of a single tone.''’2 Tempera is considered, in the words of Vytlacil and Turnbill a

11173

‘strict discipline, and, as such, it is a technique ‘closely resembling’ the Old Masters.74 As Albus writes, the layer

1168 Aidan Hart, Techniques Of Icon And Wall Painting: Egg Tempera, Fresco, Secco, second edition (Gracewing, 2015)
130-3, 143.

1189 | eonardo DaVinci, Leonardo On Painting, ed.and trans. by Martin Kemp and Margaret Walker, (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 2001), 71.

1170 Thompson, The Practice of Tempera Paintings, 1-3.

171 bid., 2-3.

1172 1bid., 107.

173 1pid., 1-3.

174 vaclav Vytlacil and Rupert Davidson Turnbill, Egg Tempera Painting, Tempera Underpainting, Oil Emulsion Painting —
A Manual of Technique (New York: Oxford University Press, 1935), 2-3.



106

technique of the Old Masters, ‘allows the maximum of detail to be depicted within suspended time.”*’> The
multilayering created a ‘crystalline, transparent density’'*® evident in enlargements of cross sections from paintings
made this way which ‘look like a landscape of geological layers of different shapes and colours.”*”” Therefore, |

suggest that tempera painting is peculiarly suited to a methodology underpinned by Simone Weil’s philosophy of

attention.

In early Renaissance tempera painting, the first layers of the
underpainting are in verdaccio (a mixture of yellow ochre, raw sienna,
ivory black and zinc white). The greenish colour is evocative of olives
or a dry Tuscan riverbed. The colour was chosen to evoke the subtle
undertones of the skin, darkest in the shadows. The painting is built
up gradually in multiple layers using a ‘dry brush’ technique. Once the
verdaccio underpainting is established, one can begin to model the
highlights, delicately stippling over the surface with thin semi-
transparent layers of white mixed with a touch of yellow ochre. As
Cennini writes, ‘pick out the forms of the face, making it gradually
lighter, in a careful way,” with a touch of pure white ‘any little relief
more pronounced than all of the rest, such as there would be over
the eyebrow, or the tip of the nose.”*’® Looking closely, you can see

the verdaccio underpainting shimmering through the layers along the

contours of forms.17? Then a dark tone with a touch of black is used
to ‘outline the upper edge of the eyes,’” the lashes, nostrils, brows, the hair, to accentuate these features.'!8 Once
the tonal underpainting is refined, it is time to begin applying glazes of colour. | tend to begin with a limited palette
of primarily earth colours, and then expand this to subtly introduce more vibrant mineral colours such a lapis lazuli,
azurite, malachite, lead tin yellow, Naples yellow, lead red and vermillion. Delicate half-tones and fine nuances are

reserved for the final stage of the painting.1®

In the under- and over-painting process, | generally adhere to the principles of the progression of dark to light (also
key to iconography and the Fayoum portraits) and the interplay of translucency in the shadows and opacity in the

highlights. The beauty of the overpainting is dependent upon the supporting contrast in the underpainting, in

175 Anita Albus, Art of Arts (New York: Knopf, 2000), 286.

1176 |bid., 65.

177 |bid., 93.

1178 Cennini, The Craftsman's Handbook, 94.

1178 Melanie E. Gifford, Dina Anchin, Alexandra Libby, Marjorie E. Wieseman, Kathryn A. Dooley, Lisha Deming Glinsman,
John K. Delaney, "First Steps in Vermeer’s Creative Process: New Findings from the National Gallery of Art," Journal of
Historians of Netherlandish Art 14, no. 2 (2022): ): n.p.

118 Cennini, The Craftsman's Handbook, 94.

181 vytlacil and Turnbill, Egg Tempera Painting, 15-16.
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accordance to the principle of opposites.'*®? For example, the contrast of applying a warm final glaze over a cool
colour, or cool over warm.183 The dark colours, such as the shadowy contours of the face, are rendered more
transparent; whereas the pastose effects are reserved for the highlights. This contrast of thick and thin paint avoids

the monotony of a uniform surface to the painting.1%*

Colour is all about relationships; a colour is influenced by the other colours around it and subtly shifts and changes
according to the tone and hue beneath.8> DaVinci writes that ‘When a transparent colour lies over another colour
differing from it a compound colour is composed which differs from each of the simple colours from which it is
compounded.’'8® Each and every pigment has a different body and hue, therefore it ‘refracts reflects, and absorbs
light in a different way.”'*®” There is a dynamism in the interaction between the tonal underpainting beneath and the
glazes of colour above. The interplay of light and shadow is a dance, and seems to emanate from within the layers of
paint itself. | suggest that depth of presence of the painting is accentuated by the continuous layering of glazes and
colours. ™8 The art of medieval and early Renaissance Europe is distinctly characterized by minute attention to detail
and striking luminosity of colour, achieved by the use of traditional materials and laboriously layering brushstrokes

of transparent and semi-transparent paint. 8

Paul Crowther reminds us that ‘This layering itself is meaningful—both for the artist’s sense of evolving the painted
image, and for the spectator, who knows that the picture has such origins. For both parties, painting evokes the
plenitude of Being in its many-layered aspects.” ™% | have found the rhythm of the repetitive brushstrokes soothing,
for it encourages a detached and contemplative approach and helps me to enter into a flow state of ‘deep but
effortless involvement’ 1 while painting. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi characterizes his theory of flow as one whereby
‘people become so involved in what they are doing that the activity becomes spontaneous, almost automatic; they
stop being aware of themselves as separate from the actions they are performing.’'**> However, one must remain
attentive to the quantity, viscosity, texture, and transparency of the paints.113 At the latter stage of the painting
process, one’s attention is more engaged and vigilant, as even the smallest brush stroke can alter the entire

expression in the face, or the emotion in the eyes.
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The stippling motion of the searching, overlapping brushstrokes and innumerable small touches gradually build the
image; in Irigaray’s words, 'urging it to unfold without a show of force.'1%* Contemporary artist Aliza Nissenbaum
says: ‘A lot of painting, because of its materiality and because of its gesture and texture, almost feels like the presence
of another person.”1% The painting process is akin to a process of ‘approaching’ and ‘the work of acquaintance’'%®

that builds towards ‘a climax of recognition’11%7

one brushstroke at a time. The gesture and character of the brush
strokes bring energy to a painting, and are in part determined by the brush selected, the nature of the pigment, the
chosen medium, and the physicality of the pictorial ground and surface.®® Choices made with regard to medium—
whether tempera, oil, acrylic or watercolour for example—acts as a ‘horizon of being;’1*®° each artistic medium
creating a ‘universe of its own. 1% As such, the way the work is made becomes the focus of meaning. °* Irigaray

contemplates the ‘specific materials and gestures’ 122 of painters and the “different use of vision, in particular in

relation to touch and the nature of touch.’1203

The medium of oil paint has a distinctly different character to tempera, due to its slow-drying properties that made
possible the addition and blending of colours.?% Tempera as a medium dries fairly quickly, and once laid down, it
cannot be altered except by over-painting. The oil medium, by contrast, has a protracted drying time that allows
paint to be applied in glazes. The paint can be removed, softened, blended and refined to a degree of subtle tonal
gradation and visual illusion unprecedented in tempera.’?° It is a more malleable, spontaneous medium and the
artist is able to blend tonal contrasts more easily and thereby achieve greater naturalism and ‘quasi-photographic
effects.’1% Thompson concedes that egg tempera painting cannot accomplish a comparable ‘depth of finish,
immediacy, realism or the dramatic possibilities of contrast available to an artist working in oil paint.”12%” However,
the successive layers of paint, if applied thickly, have a tendency to sink into one another, resulting in a surface that

is somewhat ‘greasy or clogged up with pigment’ and a quality of ‘muddiness’ in the darker tones.'208

119 |uce Irigaray, An Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans. Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1993), 214. Quoted in Hilary Robinson, “Approaching Painting through Feminine Morphology.” Paragraph 25, no. 3
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The discovery of oil painting is generally attributed to the Flemish artist and alchemist Jan van Eyck in the fifteenth
century.1?% According to the Tuscan art historian Giorgio Vasari, van Eyck stumbled upon the ‘secret’ while dabbling
in alchemy, and a visiting Sicilian subsequently brought the formula back to Italy and it rapidly spread throughout
Europe, supplanting tempera.'?!® As such, the Renaissance witnessed unprecedented advances in verisimilitude.
However, one of the distinct disadvantages of oil is the darkening, yellowing or cracking of the painted surface with

time. 1211

For the portraits painted for this thesis, I've experimented with combing the advantages of both mediums - tempera
and oil - for the first time, known as the ‘Flemish technique.” In this method egg tempera is used for the tonal
underpainting, and glazes of colour in oil for the over-painting, in order to achieve a more naturalistic finish. Once
the underpainting is established in tempera, it must be sealed with shellac — resin secreted by a female lac bug from
the forests of India and Thailand — before beginning with oil. Once the shellac sealant has been left to dry for several
days, the veils of coloured glazes in oil can be applied on to the underpainting. The natural pigments are hand ground
and mixed with linseed, walnut or poppy oil, using a drop or two of cobalt siccative to speed up the drying process.
The technique of combining the transparent layers of the egg tempera underpainting with the rich depth of oil paints
creates a jewel-like quality to the colours. The interplay of the different mediums evokes a sense of elusive mystery

and depth.

For Vaclav Vytlacil and Rupert Turnbill the ‘ideal medium” would ‘possess the freedom and ease of handling of
tempera, the richness and softness of oil, the precision of detail of tempera, the blending and luminosity of oil, the
airy transparence of tempera, the pastose solidity of oil, the permanence of tempera, the clean surface of tempera,
the personal temperamental quality of oil, and last, but not least, the cheapness of tempera.’'?'? Therefore, the
closest one can come to this imaginary ‘ideal’ medium is the process of combining tempera with oil: This means to
complete ‘the major part of the painting in the tempera underpainting’ and to reserve the oil paints for the ‘final

effects only,’ 1?13 thereby preserving the luminosity and chromatic quality of the materials. 2

After shining a light upon these traditional materials and techniques, | will delve into describing the painting process
for each of the individual portraits in detail. | will endeavour to elucidate the ‘liquid complexity of thoughts that

accompany painting’ inscribed ‘in, and of, and through the paint.’*?>

1203 Ashby, Colours of Art: The Story of Art in 80 Palettes, 29.
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Maria and Nadiia

(Tempera on panel, 2022)
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My portrait painting of Maria and Nadiia, a mother and daughter from Ukraine, is intentionally evocative of the

symbolism and painting techniques used in Byzantine iconography and the early Renaissance. | chose to embrace

the soft delicacy of the tempera palette used by the Renaissance artists Fra Angelico, Fra Lippo Lippi and Botticelli.

Indeed, Irigaray articulated the need for
visible representations of the mother-
daughter bond in the Western Imaginary, as
‘the most ancient and current relationship we
know —the relationship to the mother’s body,
to our body.”*'® |n the painting it is almost
the mother Nadiia who seems more
vulnerable. Maria later reflected that, as time
passes, the more love she feels for this
portrait that, ‘will always remind [her] of her
[mother’s] endless warmth and care.’1?17 |
hoped that the painting would be a distillation
of a shared sacred moment: a pictorial space
where the sacred, the spiritual, and emotional

commune together, 1218

| have questioned whether my choice of
iconographic imagery merely makes the
images and stories of displaced women more

legible or palatable for a European audience,

or whether it renders the artistic process more meaningful for the sitters as well. In this instance, Maria and Nadiia

said that they found beauty and meaning in this symbolism, which reminded them, in their words, of the icons of

their Ukrainian Orthodox Church which aim ‘to deliver simple truth and highest values.’*?'° Therefore, for Maria and

Nadiia this iconographic representation resonated with their faith tradition. It offers a tender testament to the

humanity retained while experiencing forced migration. | sought to bring the sacred subject matter into the present

1216 | yce Irigaray, Sexes and Genealogies, trans. G. Gill. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 18. Quoted in
Walton, Heather. Literature, theology and feminism, (Manchester, England: Manchester University Press, 2019), 133.

1217 personal communication with Maria, December 11, 2022.

1218 Sheona Beaumont And Madeleine Emerald Thiele, “Introduction: ‘All Great Art Is Praise’ John Ruskin.,” in John
Ruskin, The Pre-Raphaelites, And Religious Imagination: Sacre Conversazioni, eds. Sheona Beaumont And Madeleine

Emerald Thiele (Palgrame Macmillan Cham, 2023), 2.
1219 Maria, Personal correspondence, 11 December 2022.



111

while maintaining its elemental power and the universal themes of love, companionship, belonging, sacrifice and
loss.1220 In Cavarero’s words, the imagery alludes to ‘the persistence of a popular imaginary that imposes an

emotional pause and a mute resistance against the long record of violence.’ 1?2

The iconography symbolism is evident
both in the imagery and the materials and
techniques | chose to wuse. The
background of the painting is painted
with the ‘liquid tempera technique,” or

the Russian ‘floating’ 1222

style. Whereby
glazes of pigment in tempera are applied
in a very diluted state or ‘floated’. 223 The
beauty of ‘liquid tempera’ is that it is
difficult to control. The paint gathers
around the larger limonite stones that are

combined with the pigment, creating

mesmeric swirling patterns. The first

paint layer was composed of indigo
pigment combined with limonite — one layers the paint in liquid form, gently moving the translucent paint with the
brush so that the pigment gathers around the large limonite stones; this naturally, effortlessly creates a swirling
pattern and a sense of movement. Once it has dried | gently removed the limonite stones with a palette knife and
applied glazes of azurite and lapis lazuli. Mineral pigments such as lapis lazuli and azurite have larger and more
irregular crystals of varying transparency, compared to the homogeneity of synthetic pigments; therefore these allow

more light to enter.1??*

These crystals are clustered with particles of quartz and calcite, yielding a colour ‘like the
glittering firmament.”12%> The calcite ‘sparkle[s] like stars within the deep blue.”1??6 Contemporary artistic Makoto
Fujimura reflects that, ‘The layering of these minerals reveals a mystery hidden beneath the surface reality, a world

full of life and enchantment.’ 1227

The choice of the colour blue in the background is symbolic. In Kandinsky’s words, ‘Blue is the typically heavenly

colour’ that creates a feeling of rest and tranquillity, like a ‘high cerulean sky’ it evokes a ‘call to the infinite, a desire

1220 David Areford. The Art of Empathy: The Mother of Sorrows in Northern Renaissance Art and Devotion (Jacksonville:
The Cummer Museum of Art & Galleries, 2013), 12.

1221 cavarero, Inclinations, 14.

1222 Sister Gabriela, Painting as Prayer: The Art of A. Sophrony Sakharov. (Essex: Stavropegic Monastery of St. John the
Baptist, 2017), 179-80.
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for purity and transcendence.” 1228 However, ‘when it sinks almost to black, it echoes a grief that is hardly human.’ 12%°
This symbolism is universal and yet personal and specific. For example, the subtle use of the blue background and
yellow ochre of Nadiia’s sweater to allude to colours of the Ukrainian flag. This allusion moved Nadiia to tears when

she attended the painting’s unveiling with her daughter at the UK Houses of Parliament.

| also used the ‘liquid tempera’ technique for the backgrounds of the paintings of the female judges of Afghanistan
and Zainab. For these dark backgrounds | used indigo and ivory black pigments, combined with the limonite stones
and a sample of gritty, glittering volcanic sand found on the Iranian Red Beach on Hormuz Island. However, for their

faces and garments | adopted the ‘Flemish mixed technique’ described above.

Female Judges of Afghanistan

(Tempera and oil on panel, 2022)

The Christian iconography that | allude to in Maria and Nadiia’s portrait, did not hold the same cultural significance
for the female judges from Afghanistan. However, | acknowledge that the use of the triptych itself is a structural form
associated with altarpieces and devotional art, subtly alluding to visual-theological traditions.?3° For the individual

portraits of Ferozan, Alia and Zuhal, | drew inspiration from the Northern Renaissance portraiture tradition,

emulating the Netherlandish painters who worked in tempera and oil on panel.

1228 \Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Modern Art and Painting in Particular. First edition 1947. (Connecticut:
Martino Fine Books, 2014), 58-9.
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There are examples of early Netherlandish portraits in the National Gallery that | sought out, such as the diptych ‘A
Man and A Woman’ by Robert Campin (c. 1435). The women has her hands nervously folded at the bottom of the
panel and her expression is meek, uncertain, with an aura of solemnity. Typically for Netherlandish portraits, the
woman is portrayed timidly as a carrier of a 'dowry of virtue.”'?*! Torreno alludes to the ‘stiffness’ of Netherlandish
female portraiture ‘notwithstanding their quasi-photographic rendition; 1?32 describing them as ‘icons of humility’ 1233
representing an ideal mature femininity.*?3* | consciously sought to eschew demure representation. By contrast |
depicted the Afghan judges hands clasped as a mark of their judicial authority, and their expressions convey
composure, determination and quiet defiance. In my portraiture representation | was consciously trying to refute

gendered portrayals of refugees as victims, powerless and vulnerable. 23

| aspired to avoid visual representations that reproduce negative tropes of suffering and feminised visions of abject
victimhood, with more agency-focused representations. The intention was to communicate strength through
adversity and to honour how the women wanted to be represented and remembered, thereby providing a space for
‘the performance of identity’.??3® | was determined that the portraits would be a decisive move away from
representations that ‘fashion the modern refugee as a passive and traumatised object of intervention.”?3” | sought
to ensure that each of the women had agency in their portrayals. At Ferozan and Allia’s request | included a quote in
Arabic from the Quran inscribed at the top of the panel: ‘When you judge between people judge with justice.” As
Allia’s explained, ‘when [ sit on the bench of judgement, | am not a man, | am not a woman, | am a judge.’ 23 Allia
and Ferozan both chose to be painted in the black and emerald green robes, with ribbons of gold, that they wore as
judges in Kabul: symbolic of their authority and prominent positions within Afghan society. Ferozan wanted to make
sure that her wedding ring was visible. Together, Allia, Ferozan and Zuhal’s hijabs reflect the colours of the Afghan
flag. What is most important in artistic research of and with refugees, is how the refugees themselves perceive how
they have been portrayed. How artists aspire, however imperfectly, to fulfil their ethical responsibilities to convey
the perspectives of refugees is integral to any collaborative artistic endeavours.'?*® This requires ongoing and
meaningful consultations with protagonists, in order to represent their individual stories and perspectives and refute

reductive narratives of trauma and victimhood. 240
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Torreno remaks that, in Netherlandish portraiture, ‘female
likenesses were routinely against dark, abstracted backgrounds
that heightened their other-worldly concerns.’'?*! The dark
background for the portraits of the Allia and Ferozan, by contrast,
is textured, the surface scratched and tarnished in places. This
gives a visceral, yet subtle impression of the painting as,
figuratively speaking, worn and damaged by the passage of time.
However, this was an entirely accidental effect. | had combined
too much undiluted egg yolk into the pigment when | applied the
layer of liquid tempera to the background and robes. Therefore, |
had to vigorously sand down and scrape the viscous, congealed
layer of paint using a palette knife in order to remove as much as
possible. | found that the unintended effect enhanced the story of

the portraits, almost evoking a tangible sense of what the judges

and their people in Afghanistan had endured.

This sheds light on the unpredictable and uncontrollable element of a painting, regardless of one’s careful choice of
medium or methodical approach. It is a common experience in painting, the artist may embark upon an image with
a certain preconceived idea, and invariably the final result diverges from the initial intention. In the words of Davide
Pangia, ‘the painter handles the brush’ and ‘(most importantly) vice versa: the brush handles the painter.’ 1242 While
unexpected, and somewhat disconcerting at times, this can make the end result more profound, and offers a valuable
lesson in relinquishing the illusion of control. Perhaps it is a way of letting the painting speak. As such, the painting
process could be considered an extension of the attentive listening that | discussed in part . This attentive listening,

extended to the materiality of the painting process, is an aesthetic embodiment of Cavarero’s inclination.

Indeed, sometimes mistakes occur after the painting is complete, similarly beyond one’s mastery or control. For
example the portraits of Allia and Ferozan were damaged in transit for my exhibition in the UK Houses of Parliament
inJune 2022. As | unwrapped the portraits to set up the exhibition, after some considerable delay due to traffic and
incorrect paperwork, to my dismay the non-stick paper was stuck to the surface. Holding my breath | gingerly peeled
it off, lifting some of the paintwork with it. Fortunately, prior to the exhibition launch on World Refugee Day, |
managed to smuggle a small jar of pre-prepared egg tempera through security for some hasty restoration work. All
too often it is easy to become fixated on a mistake rather than to see the whole story of a work of art. It was only
upon reflection that | could see poetry in the aesthetic effect. The damage sustained by the paintings in transit
conveys a symbolic resonance with the lives of refugees, compelled to undertake precarious journeys to seek safety

and welcome.

1241 Toreno, Netherlandish and Italian Female Portraiture, 199.
1242 Davide Pangia, “Thesis 5. On Handling,” Ten Theses for an Aesthetics of Politics, (University of Minnesota Press,
2016).
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Zainab

(Tempera, oil and 24ct gold leaf on panel, 2022)

For Zainab’s portrait, while technically | adopted the
‘Flemish Mixed Technique’, stylistically, it is closer to

anicon.

As | look back upon the portrait | painted, | wonder
whether our physical distance is what endowed the
portrait with a somewhat elusive quality. The shared
name with her sister whom she lost, Hana, also
connected us across space and time. Usually, | am
unable to paint a portrait without a face-to-face
encounter with the person. | have tried before and
failed. However, with Zainab our conversations over
Zoom —an amalgamation of English and my faltering
Arabic — and her haunting paintings left an
impression upon me that was profound. The
distance and yet proximity seems to shimmer

through the painted image. The portrait itself offers

an encounter within absence; an evocation of

presence.

For Zainab’s portrait, | drew inspiration from the Fayoum portraits, widely considered to be precursors to icon
painting. In the funerary portraits of Fayoum, the gaze is direct and yet seems to see beyond. Theis Vallg
Madsen describes how the large eyes and elevated pupils of the funerary portraits create an impression that
oscillates between ‘an outward-looking and an inward-looking gaze;” ‘motion and motion-lessness;” ‘presence and
absence, openness and withdrawing, and looking at the beholder and nowhere at all.”'?*3 The artist of the Fayoum
portraits (as well as icons) focuses upon the stylisation of the eyes; leaving a space between the eyeballs and the
lower contour of the eye. This creates an ambiguous, perhaps disconcerting, vibration of liveliness and an impression
of intensity. It is only afterwards, upon reflection, that | realised that this is how | chose to paint Zainab’s eyes. Her
eyes gaze into the distance and yet simultaneously appeal to the viewer intimately and directly, seemingly animate

and present.'?* This creates the impression of liminality; seemingly suspended between two realms, the material

1243 Theis Vallg Madsen, “Moving Eyes: The Aesthetic Effect of Off-Centre Pupils in Portrait Paintings,” Journal of
Aesthetics and Phenomenology 6, no. 1 (2019): 74.
1244 Richard Temple. Icons and the Mystical Origins of Christianity. (Luzac Oriental Limited, 2001), 108.
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and transcendent. The funerary portraits were symbolic of an individual’s presence whom no longer is physically
present. Indeed, Zainab herself described feeling like a ‘corpse in a gown’ at her graduation without her mother and

siblings, months after the airstrike.!?#

In Zainab’s penetrative, direct and yet unfocused gaze, there is almost an elusive quality of seeing and being seen,
for the beholder.'?*® Eyes in portraits are arguably the most important aspect of the painting. St Jerome affirms, ‘the
face is the mirror of the mind, and eyes without speaking confess the secrets of the heart.’*?*” The ‘two dots of

71248

basically black paint are a recuring theme in Marion’s phenomenology of the iconistic encounter. The black

1249 71250

pigment at the centre of the eyes ‘irrupts’ the visible and addresses the ‘gazing spectator with an opposing,
irreducible gaze. Thus ‘I discover myself visible and seen by a gaze that, though present in the sensible, remains
invisible, remains invisible.”1%>* Beholders returning the direct gaze of a portrait or icon painting sustain a mutual
reciprocity of gazes.'®? This challenges the passive ‘to be looked upon’ position of the female as an object of the
male gaze,'?> and denotes intimacy, reciprocity, and respect. The unflinching gaze is almost accusatory, implicating
the viewer. In retrospect this is especially haunting in light of the most recent iteration of the conflict in the Gaza

Strip.

The gold leaf in Zainab’s portrait illuminates the beautiful traditional Palestinian embroidery, tatreez, that
embellished the dress that Zainab wore for her exhibition in the Gaza Strip 2022. Tatreez is a recognisable symbol of
Palestinian culture and identity, passed down over generations mother to daughter as a means of preserving heritage
and therefore one of the most prevalent forms of female resistance.* In 2021, UNESCO added the art of Palestinian

embroidery, or tatreez in Arabic, to its Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.

The use of gold leaf creates subtle meanings related to concepts of time as well as the sacred. Gold has traditionally
been a symbol of the divine because it does not change or tarnish with age. Even without the allusion to iconographic
imagery or painting techniques, the use of gold leaf ‘strongly evokes traditional visual vernaculars of the holy.’ 12>

Gold reflects light which gives it an almost insistent presence, especially in contrast to Zainab’s black robe that almost

1245 73inab al-Qolaq, “I am 22, I lost 22 people:” Zainab al-Qolaq tells her story of (not) surviving an Israeli airstrike on
Gaza, painting booklet (New York: UN Women, 2022) https://palestine.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-
05/Booklet-EN.pdf

1246 Madsen, “Moving Eyes,” 73.

1247 5t Jerome, ‘Letters 54’, quoted in Robert Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, Photography and the Human Soul 1850- 2000
(LA and Cambridge: Los Angeles County Museum of Arts, 1999), 16.

1248 Jean-Luc Marion, The Crossing of the Visible, trans. James K. A. Smith (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004),
62.

1243 Jean-Luc Marion, In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, trans. Horner, R. and Berraud, V. (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2002) 115-6.

1250 Marion, The Crossing of the Visible, 59.

1251 bid., 62.

1252 Madsen, “Moving Eyes,” 74.

1253 simons, “Women in Frames,” 8-9.

1254 Erin Quinn, “This is Artful Resistance: The Power of Tatreez,” SOAS Centre for Gender Studies, November 5, 2019.
https://blogs.soas.ac.uk/gender-studies/2019/11/05/this-is-artful-resistance-the-power-of-tatreez/

1255 Anderson, The Invisibility of Religion in Contemporary Art, 122.
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fades into the background. The two opposing effects create a vibration, a dynamism in the painting. To apply the
loose-leaf gold | use the traditional method of water-gilding, which requires one’s breath in order for the gold leaf to
stick to the brick-red water-based mordant known as ‘bole’. As | breathe gently on the painting to lay down the gold,

| think of Zainab trapped beneath the rubble, struggling to breathe.

Tursunay

(Tempera and oil on panel, 2022)

Tursunay’s choice of dress is of symbolic significance for
the Uyghur. In her portrait she wears a beautiful,
traditional Atlas silk scarf. The exquisite fabric is known
as Atlas (or etles) after the Atlas moth and silk worm. The
name, Atlas also refers to the distinctive technique of
resist dyeing the silk yarn prior to weaving. | tried to do
justice to the shimmering play of light over the delicate
folds of silk. | carefully painted it first in a tonal tempera
underpainting, then in a limited colour palette in oil
using only ivory black and zinc white, and finally adding
glazes of indigo, lapis lazuli and hints of yellow ochre to

bring tonal harmony with the background.

For Tursunay’s portrait. | drew inspiration from the
paintings of 17th century Dutch artist Johannes
Vermeer. Vermeer’s paintings evoke stillness and are
imbued with a sense of gentleness and of reverence. Asa
Regnér, former Deputy Executive Director of UN

Women, offered the following reflection at my

exhibition for the International Peace Institute inaugural
‘Art for Peace’ event: ‘You play with history of art in a very graceful way’ and that this approach shows that women

whom | paint are ‘leaders and not just victims.’12°® Tursunay was present in the audience and visibly touched.

In my portrait of Tursunay, | was influenced by the colour palette characteristic of Vermeer’s paintings; particularly

hushed harmony of muted ochres with warm greys, lapis lazuli and accents of white. Additionally, an unseen light

1256 “Ip|’s Art for Peace Series Presents “Tears of Gold” by Hannah Rose Thomas,” September 7, 2022, video recording
43:03. https://www.ipinst.org/2022/09/ipis-art-for-peace-series-presents-tears-of-gold-by-hannah-rose-thomas#8
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source seems to suffuse the scenes Vermeer renders with precise, refined brushwork and slow, patient discipline.'>>?
| was struck by the sense of interiority, composure and self-possession of his subjects, typically women. As Merleau-
Ponty suggests: ‘The psyche of another appears radically inaccessible [...] | cannot reach other lives, other thought
processes.’ 128 Vermeer conveys the impression that his figures have a rich inner life, that is ‘inaccessible’ and eludes
our interpretation. As a viewer, we silently bear witness to a tantalising glimpse of the mystery of their inner worlds
from a distance.'®*® Vermeer’s paintings are therefore, ‘metaphors of silence, markers that indicate the gap, the
incommensurability between the sitter's inner life and her external world.”*?®® And while | do not for a moment
consider my work comparable to Vermeer; this was the impression | hoped would shimmer through Tursunay’s
portrait. Tursunay’s lips are partially open, as though she is about to address the viewer, but she looks away and
tears seem to glisten in her eyes. Her inwardly-turned gaze seems to see something that the viewer cannot. It is an
acknowledgement that one cannot for a moment fathom what Tursunay, or anyone for that matter, has endured.
The painting preserves a space of silence that, in the words of Irigaray, ‘safeguards [..] the other in their

withdrawal.’ 1261

In this chapter | have reflected upon painting as a sanctuary, a space of silence, for contemplative withdrawal into
myself while simultaneously holding a space to acknowledge the other. A painting represents a form of recognition
distinct from that which is realised through words. 2% Portrait painting is the language | have found to communicate

with the other ‘in an artistic way,” 1283

and to reclaim silence’s regenerative potential as a creative threshold to listen
attentively to the other’s mystery (and to one’s own).*%* Art is a profound way to lament, to pray, to remember, to
love, to listen, to communicate, to commune.?®> For Pascale Devette, it is only artworks that ‘leave room for silence’
which are ‘capable of communicating affliction without consolation and without justification,’ 1% eschewing any

attempt to explain, grasp, reconcile, or appease. Such works of art evoke what is referred to in the Orthodox tradition

1257 Gifford, Anchin, Libby, Wieseman, Dooley, Glinsman, Delaney, "First Steps in Vermeer’s Creative Process: New
Findings."

1258 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “The child’s relations with others,” in The Primacy of Perception, ed. James Edie, trans.
William Cobb, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press 1964), 114. Quoted in Joel Krueger, “Merleau-Ponty on shared
emotions and the joint ownership thesis,” Continental Philosophy Review 46, no. 4 (2013): 511.

1253 Mary B. Wiseman, “Vermeer and the Art of Silence.,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 64, no. 3 (2006): 323.
1260 Brian Jay Wolf, Vermeer and the Invention of Seeing (University of Chicago Press, 2001), 163. Quoted in lbid., 322.
1261 | yce Irigaray, The Way of Love, trans. Heidi Bosticand Stephen Pluhacek, (London: Continuum, 2002), 32. Jessica
Murray, “Reborn from Silence and Touch: Gender Violence in Southern Africa,” In Luce Irigaray: Teaching, ed. Luce
Irigaray and Mary Green, (Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2008), 6.

1262 Strine, Mclnroy & Torrance, “The Place of the Image,” in Image As Theology, 16.

1263 | yce Irigaray, Personal communication 10. Quoted in Sanderson, Eleanor Sanderson, “Emotional engagement,” 128.
1264 Caroline Godart. “Silence and Sexual Difference: Reading Silence in Luce Irigaray.” DiGeSt. Journal of Diversity and
Gender Studies 3, no. 2 (2016): 19.

1265 Kathryn Lawson, Ecological Ethics and the Philosophy of Simone Weil: Decreation for the Anthropocene (London:
Routledge 2024), 170.

1266 pascale Devette, “Paying Attention to Affliction: Hannah Arendt and Simone Weil on Tragic Storytelling,” in Hannah
Arendt and Simone Weil: Unprecedented Conversations, eds. In K. Lawson & J. Livingstone (London: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2024), 165.
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as ‘bright sadness,” a term often used to describe icons.'?%” Alison Phipps considers ‘bright sadness’ to be expressive
of a ‘peace, bright with the sadness of so much loss and violence, but able to hold, and to weave containers strong
enough to sustain the peace and the loss that was and is and is to come.’1?%8 | posit that a portrait painting can hold
and contain the seeming paradox of the weightiness of sorrow and the bright serenity of strength, dignity and grace.
As such it represents a gentle invitation to acknowledge the reality of violence, pain and loss while also holding space

for hope.

1267 Hart, Aidan. The Icon and Art. A talk given at the School of Economic Science, Waterperry, Oxford, 7 March, 2000.
https://aidanharticons.com/the-icon-and-art-by-aidan-hart/

1268 Alison Phipps, “The Many Twists and Turns in the Pathways to Peace: Reflections on the Bright Sadness of Decolonising
and Structuring Cultural Work,” in Cultures of Sustainable Peace: Conflict Transformation, Gender-Based Violence,
Decolonial Praxes. eds. Hyab Teklehaimanot Yohannes, Alison Phipps, Tawona Sitholé. (Multilingual Matters, 2024), 274-
5.
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PART IV: The Therapeutic Value of Attention

Self-Portraiture Painting in Glasgow

In the previous chapter | reflected upon my portrait painting process as a practice of prayerful, reverential attention
and a personal expression of grief. In this chapter | will consider the therapeutic value of attention in a communal
context, drawing upon insights from the participatory art workshop that | facilitated with asylum-seeking women in
Glasgow. Community art workshops offer a glimpse into ‘making sanctuary’ and the cultivation of what Sarah Willen
calls ‘inhabitable spaces of welcome, 2% however fleeting. These workshops invite a posture of attention and
inclination to the other in an open, relational gesture of care, thus shaping my understanding of the ‘welcoming,
witnessing’ 7% value of art. As Bayd Akomolafé reminds us, ‘sanctuaries are not committed to reinforcing rectitude;’

they are ‘invested in touching inclinations.’ 27

This chapter attends to the self-portraits drawn, painted and embroidered by women from asylum-seeking
communities in Govanhill, Glasgow in May 2022. The art workshop was modelled upon previous workshops
facilitated in Iragi Kurdistan and Northern Nigeria. In 2017 | taught a group of Yazidi women who had escaped ISIS
captivity to paint their self-portraits, in a rehabilitation facility in Dohuk, Iragi Kurdistan. In September 2018 | taught
a similar workshop to Nigerian women, survivors of sexual violence at the hands of Boko Haram or Fulani militants,
at a retreat centre in Northern Nigeria. Prior to COVID-19, my research was projected to involve travelling for
participatory art workshops with migratory and marginalised communities, in partnership with local partners through
UNESCO and MiDEQ. Nonetheless, while my research trajectory was indelibly affected by the limitations of a global
pandemic, | am sincerely grateful to have had the privilege of partnering with Unity Sisters and UNESCO RILA for a
self-portraiture workshop in Glasgow. Together with Prue Holmes and John Corbett, | found that the Covid-19
pandemic taught me to ‘live more comfortably with partial success.’*?’? | have learned to embrace externally

imposed limits and the secret gifts and opportunities that these can contain.

1269 Sarah Willen, Fighting for Dignity: Migrant Lives at Israel’s Margins. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press
2019), 21.

1270 Gilbert J. Rose, Necessary lllusion: Art as Witness. (Madison, Conn: International Universities Press, 1996), 112.
1271 Bayd Akdmoléafé, “Making Sanctuary: Hope, Companionship, Race and Emergence in the Anthropocene.” Keynote
Speech, March 15, 2019. Retrieved from Bayo Akomolafe (personal website),
https://www.bayoakomolafe.net/post/making-sanctuary-hope-companionship-race-and-emergence-in-the-
anthropocene

1272 prye Holmes and John Corbett, “Introduction: Critical intercultural pedagogies in contexts of conflict and crises” in
Prue Holmes John Corbett (Eds.), Critical Intercultural Pedagogy for Difficult Times: Conflict, Crisis, and Creativity
(London: Routledge, 2022), 11.
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It was in Northern Nigeria that the idea of sewing vibrant fabric sourced locally onto the canvas of the women’s self-
portrait paintings first materialised. This concept was carried into the art workshop with Unity Sisters, through the
invaluable support of textile designer and researcher Naa Densua Tordzro, in a spacious studio in the heart of
Glasgow City Centre. The women had the opportunity to design a multi-textured inter-disciplinary artwork combining
paint, vibrant fabric and sparkling bead stickers for jewellery and embellishment. One participant Beatrice - whom
everyone referred to as ‘Mama’ - explained that through her self-portrait she ‘wanted to bring the African in me out.
That’s why | put headgear on it, and the draped scarf.”**’3 Some
of the headdresses were especially elaborate with large bows
flowing over the side of the canvas. The process of adornment
offered a unique way for each participant to playfully express her
creativity and individuality. It encouraged an atmosphere of
mutual support and collaboration, as the women helped one
another in the design and sewing of the headdresses, absorbed in
the process. Indeed, research has shown that embroidery has
therapeutic benefits, intended to relieve anxiety and stress,
enhance social connection and built self-esteem.?74 The slow and
tactile process of painting and sewing self-portraits together is

expressive of the need to be seen and witnessed, which is

neglected in the asylum system.

Prior to the textile work on canvas, the women first drew their self-portrait somewhat tentatively with a pencil and
paper. The first step was drawing the outline of the face, and then the facial features. Initially there was uncertainty,
ambivalence and some resistance. However, with gentle and persistent encouragement and as the women became
absorbed in the process, comments of ‘I do not know how to draw’ subsided. The hope was to help foster an
atmosphere of lightness, freedom and encouragement conducive to creativity. Beatrice said to me, ‘I have never
done any painting before, and | thought it was a difficult thing, putting pencil to paper and drawing something. And
now, | can’t believe it, it’s awesome and | felt so great. Now | feel, maybe, I’'m willing to try again and do something.

| want to learn basic things — maybe if you want to draw an eye, how to go about it. I'd like to take it up as a hobby. 127>

There are many reasons to not even start making art. Indeed after our first day drawing together | was unsure
whether any of the women would return. However, to my surprise all but one of the women came back. In crossing

the threshold and willingly embracing something entirely new, a new field of potentiality opens up, whereby that

1273 Interview with Beatrice, conducted on the final day of the art workshop in Glasgow, May 11, 2022.

1274 Ardiana Bytyci, Malisa Zymberi, Besnik Rustemi, Ejona Miraka Icka, Feride Rushiti (2022) “The Art of Healing in a
Transitory Context: Groupwork with people seeking asylum in asylum centres in Kosovo,” in Groupwork with Refugees
and Survivors of Human Rights Abuses: The Power of Togetherness, eds. Boyles, J., Ewart-Biggs, R., Horn, R., & Lamb, K.
(Routledge, 2022), 145.

1275 |Interview with Beatrice.
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which was previously perceived as unattainable becomes possible.'?7® There were moments of frustration, Beatrice
reflected, when she said to herself, ‘I want to rip it off,” but ‘it turned out well at last.” Having overcome these
challenges, Beatrice remarked: ‘Looking at what everyone has painted, | couldn’t believe it. There’s nothing anyone

cannot do, if you put your mind to it.” 277

Another participant named Kidistri explained that
the process of painting made her feel ‘happy’ as it
helped to take her mind off her daily struggles and
pain. Shaun McNiff points out ‘how emotional
states profoundly influence expression, how art
may be an expressive lifeline in periods of crisis,
and how difficult times and emotional upheaval
offer a gate of access to the archetypal flow of
artistic expression and its medicines.’ 278 Kidistri

explained that trauma is a daily part of her life. She

has been waiting for seven years for her asylum

claim to be processed. Additionally, Kidistri bears physical pain from being beaten by police in the Calais Jungle and
emotional anguish not knowing whether any of her brothers or sisters in Eritrea are still alive. She does not sleep
well and faces debilitating anxiety, depression, grief, loneliness and destitution. However, our few days together for

the art workshop helped her to ‘see a little light in the darkness.’'?7°

Willen warns that the experience of ‘illegality’ and other ‘related forms of sociopolitical abjection” can become
‘embodied through chronic stress pathways’ that accentuate ‘physiological wear and tear’ and ‘hasten sickness and
death.”1?8 The internalisation of the experience of not being welcome and therefore ‘undeserving of care’ can also
become embodied,'?®! and consequently diminish the capacity to live a meaningful, dignified life. Willen suggests
that stories such as Kidistri’s ‘help us understand that feeling welcome, at least sometimes and in some places, is
indispensable to a flourishing life.’1282 However, a limitation of the art workshop was its brevity. It offered but a
fleeting space of sanctuary and welcome. Many participants requested additional sessions over a longer period and
expressed disappointment when the programme finished. As Kidistri said, ‘for three days | feel happy and | feel proud.

| need more than just three days.’ 1?8 Although the scope of the workshop was constrained by funding, witnessing

1276 Jan van Boeckel, “A Pedagogy of Attention to the Light in the Eyes,” in Knowing from the Inside: Cross-Disciplinary
Experiments with Matters of Pedagogy, ed. T. Ingold (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2022), 45.

1277 |Interview with Beatrice.

1278 Shaun McNiff, Art heals: How Creativity Heals the Soul (Boston, MA: Shambhala, 2004), 47.

1278 Interview with Kidistri, conducted on the final day of the art workshop in Glasgow, May 11, 2022.

1280 \Willen, Fighting for Dignity, 197-8.

1281 |bid.

1282 |bid., 199.

1283 |nterview with Kidistri.
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Kidistri and Beatrice fully immersed in the painting process and their pride and joy in what they created in a short

space of time, reaffirmed the value of this work.

Susan Carr suggests that drawing a self-portrait can be an effective way of strengthening an individual’s sense of
identity.?84 For Simone Muri it has the potential to help to promote self-reflection and emotional healing.1?®> The
face is intricately connected with an individual’s sense of identity. Beatrice explained that, ‘l hope that my portrait
will show that | am myself.” She paused, ‘I am myself [...] what is myself? I'm a determined person, very assertive. |
would like my painting to show that.” In self-portraiture, Beatrice explains, ‘the way people look, the way they sit,

their expression, their body language, communicates a lot.” 1286

In the self-portraiture art workshops that | previously facilitated in Northern Nigeria and Iraq for survivors of conflict-
related sexual violence, the focus was the ‘creation of a safe space for the sharing of stories.’*?8” However, for the
art workshop with Unity Sisters in Glasgow, a space of hospitality, safety and care for these women meant, in most
cases, not being required to share their stories. Many of the women whom | worked with in Glasgow are trapped in
a transitional state, facing the cumulative impact of delays in processing asylum claims, increasing levels of asylum
destitution, and the ever-present threat of potential counter-claim, rejection and deportation.?® Anna Rowlands
describes the distress of inhabiting an open-ended, unpredictable period of waiting and, unable to work, and the
agonising awareness of the passing of time. 1?8 For individuals who have travelled to the United Kingdom via irregular
routes, such as Kidistri, many have been exposed to traumatic events during their respective journeys, in addition to

the traumatic circumstances that compelled them to flee. 12

The art workshop offered a space of freedom away from everyday pressures and constraints, and some respite from
chronic stress, anxiety and depression, however fleeting. It offered a framework for individuals to engage in making
sense-of and contribute freely to the sense-making around them, whether spoken or unspoken. Beatrice affirmed
that, ‘Art speaks, it communicates, it’s a way to express yourself, even if you can’t say the words. But when you look
at a piece of work you can send messages across. Sometimes you can use an artwork to unite a community.” Beatrice
continues, ‘Art can be used to tell stories, of the past and present, especially of the past.”1?°! Indeed, stories and

feelings can be communicated through art, that perhaps cannot be expressed through words. For, as Sandra Bloom

1284 Sysan M. D. Carr, “Revisioning self-identity: The role of portraits, neuroscience and the art therapist's ‘third

hand,” International Journal of Art Therapy 19, no. 2 (2014): 57.
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explains, trauma is ‘articulated’ in an entirely different language; the language of the nonverbal.1?°? Art therefore
can allow for non-verbal, affective communication of emotionally laden experiences, and transcend the linguistic
and cultural barriers often experienced by individuals from displaced communities. The hope is that these art
workshops create a space that values and acknowledges the unique presence and voice of each individual,?*3 which

also means to respect the desire to remain silent.

This respect underlies what James Thompson has described as an ‘aesthetic of care’.1*®* A community arts project
with a well-developed aesthetic of care relies upon ‘building mutual activities of sharing, support, co-working and
relational solidarity within a framework of artistry or creative endeavour.’’% The aesthetic value is therefore
ultimately not found in the quality of the artistic product, but is ‘located in-between people in moments of
collaborative creation, conjoined effort and intimate exchange.’'?°® According to Eva Kittay, these projects can
become ‘a source of connection’ — or indeed Weil’s metaxu —and a chance for ‘developing our capacities for thought,
empathy, sensitivity, trust, ingenuity, and creativity; in short, as providing for us the conditions of our distinct human

dignity. 1297

An Ethic of Hospitality

Caroline Lenette affirms that artistic research can actively counter the ‘culture of inhospitality’??°® towards refugees
and migrants and supplant this with ‘a sense of sanctuary through ethical, meaningful research.’1?*® This work
gently counteracts the existential trauma and ‘dispossessive negativity’ that comes from the experience, in the
words of Rowlands, of being ‘rendered superfluous selves, negated in basic humanness’'3% which ultimately

compounds a ‘loss of a sense of selfhood — a permanent form of dispossession.’*3%* Migratory communities face the

1252 Sandra L. Bloom, “Bridging the black hole of trauma: the evolutionary significance of the art,” Psychotherapy and
Politics International 8 (2010): 207.

1293 hell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: Education as Practice of Freedom, (London: Routledge, 1994), 8. Quoted in Catrin
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Scottish Journal of Performance 6, no. 1 (2019): 45.
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1295 |bid.

1296 |pid.
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interdependency,” in Care Ethics and Political Theory, eds. D. Engster and M. Hamington, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015), 67.
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inhospitality of increasingly stringent laws which do not attend to the dignity of the forcibly displaced, but privilege
the security and integrity of national boundaries. In On Violence, Hannah Arendt describes ‘the faceless
administrative enactment of violence” whereby this ‘manufactured bureaucratic facelessness ensures the erasure of
the face of the other’ and ‘indicate signs of a crisis of judgment and responsibility with roots in a much deeper crisis
of human value.’13%2 |n the words of Henry Girou, it is to ‘become more attentive to the ways in which institutional

forces and cultural power are tangled up with everyday experience.’ 393

The asylum system in the UK erodes human autonomy, enforces dependency®%* and generates hopelessness, due
to its stasis and non-responsiveness.’®® Baroness Helena Kennedy declares the asylum support system

’1306 even ‘to the point of being manifest as cruelty.” 3% For, ‘it places people into marginalised social and

‘shambolic,
economic situations, without adequate support, and leaves them there with ever-diminishing hope for the future.
For those who have experienced trauma, this same system can compound the problem.’13% There are countless
stories of re-traumatisation and additional existential harms and indignities that are the direct result of the treatment
of refugees in the UK.13%° Baroness Kennedy writes that what she could offer was to ‘listen, and give the dignity of
being heard, to those who have been systemically ignored and marginalised. Listening is a form of justice but we
must do better, to honour those who have been harmed, who have died, been traumatised and hurt.’1310 Attentive
listening to the experiences of individuals seeking safety is a gesture of care that can help to acknowledge and

alleviate the emotional implications of sociopolitical abjection and exclusion. Indeed, Willen asks, how do individuals

‘find ways to reclaim or remake their worlds— even, perhaps, to flourish— despite these incursions?’ 1311

The embodied ethics and aesthetics of care enact a mode of resistance to ‘care-less’ bureaucratised form of state

care that refugees and asylum seekers are routinely subjected to.?3!? The art studio space emerges, in the words of

1392 Anna Rowlands, “Against the Manichees: Immigration Detention and the Shaping of the Theo-political Imagination,”
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perspectives on socially engaged performance, eds. In A. Stuart Fisher & J. Thompson (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2020), 3.



https://indylibrary.scot/independent-commission-of-inquiry-into-asylum-provision-in-scotland-with-particular-reference-to
https://indylibrary.scot/independent-commission-of-inquiry-into-asylum-provision-in-scotland-with-particular-reference-to

126

bell hooks, as a ‘a counter-hegemonic act’ and a ‘way to resist’ 1313 everyday state-imposed hostile strategies and to
mitigate the deficits of care in contemporary societies. ‘Hospitality in action,” with regard to the art-making process,
involves creating a space which allows individuals to feel meaningfully connected to their host communities and also,
crucially, among themselves. 3 Although it cannot entirely compensate for the exclusions and alienating reality of

B15> jdentifying hospitable spaces that provide respect, recognition and ‘a sense of dignified

the asylum process,
kinship’ are invaluable.31® Nick Gill defines ‘feeling welcome’ as a ‘perception that your presence brings about joy or
satisfaction in someone else’ and that refugees’ accounts of welcome ‘often emphasise these inter-personal
aspects.”17 Community art workshops are conducive for facilitating environments of welcome, joy and the
satisfaction of ‘time well spent’ in the face of the degrading of time.'3!® Michael Jackson writes that a meaningful,

dignified life ‘is never simply bare survival, but rather a matter of realising one’s humanity in relation to others.’1319

Individuals experiencing dis-placement are both physically and culturally uprooted from their place of origin. As such,
Willen invites us to consider the ‘gestures, imperatives, and projects that make it possible to anchor, or re-anchor,
individual and common lifeworlds when they have become untethered.’*3?° Community-based art workshops help
to break through isolation through providing a shared experience of hospitality and welcome that can cultivate a
sense of rootedness, dignity and hope for the future. According to Weil, art and culture are vital social binders which
can cultivate and strengthen a sense of belonging and recognition within a community.2! As such, alienation from
culture is both ‘a cause and consequence of uprootedness.”’3?> The word ‘culture’ carries the sense of the verb ‘to
culture;”  Weil envisions culture as essential and sustaining spiritual nourishment and human flourishing.13%3
‘Flourishing’ also has botanical, biblical and philosophical connotations,’3** and is both a process and an

accomplishment.3%> The World Health Organisation attests that the arts and culture have a vital role to play ‘in the

well-being and social cohesion of both forcibly displaced people and their host communities.’*3?6 Hyab Yohannes
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describes how necessary it was, from his own experience as a refugee, to find and create ‘ruderal spaces’ 3%’ through
meditative prayer, music and poetry. Yohannes writes: “The worlds | inhabited as a refugee contained no spaces free
of spatio-temporal violence’; therefore comparatively safe ‘ruderal spaces’ 3?8 were vital for survival. The unmooring,
uprooting experience of displacement disrupts individual and societal capacity for flourishing, therefore | will turn to
consider the therapeutic value of art. As Yohannes attests, the arts enable refugees ‘to sustain joy in life amidst

difficulties, and to communicate these difficulties, revolt against them, and overcome suffering.3%°

The Arts of Trauma Integration

Research suggests that art can help to reintegrate the right and left brain after the fragmentary experience of trauma.
The bridging of the disconnection between the hemispheres precipitated by a traumatic experience, offers yet
another link to Simone Weil's metaxu. Bessel van der Kolk describes dissociation as ‘the essence of trauma,” whereby
the ‘overwhelming experience is split off and fragmented, so that the emotions, sounds, images, thoughts, and
physical sensations related to the trauma take on a life of their own.”133% And as a result the psyche, Bloom attests,
is ‘like a broken phonograph player’ and keeps ‘replaying the same fragments of a post-traumatic tune, unconnected
to a melody line.” 31 The inner and outer fragmentation that individuals experience as a result of exposure to conflict,
communal atrocity, violence, persecution or torture and of leaving and losing home, is impossible to comprehend. 1332
Traumatic experience shatters fundamental personal and cultural assumptions about the primary ways that one
orders reality: Suddenly, the future no longer feels safe and predictable, and the past is haunted and no longer
known.1333 Cathy Caruth describes trauma as an ‘unclaimed experience, 1334 one that cannot be forgotten nor fully

remembered, and therefore cannot be easily expressed in words.133>
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The elevated levels of fear and uncertainty that refugees and asylum seekers experience prior to migration and after
resettlement can result in complex trauma.'®3® Individuals displaced due to persecution, conflict, generalized
violence or human rights violations have invariably endured significant loss that can cause psychological distress. 337
The trauma of exile is ‘a rupture’ that profoundly violates ‘the boundaries of the self’ and shatters ‘core conceptions
about one’s place in the world’ 332 as well as the frame of reference inscribed by one’s cultural codes and close
relationships.'3* The immigration process compounds additional layers of trauma. Individuals often encounter
socioeconomic disadvantage, employment obstacles, linguistic barriers, social isolation, in addition to experiences of
precarity and delay pertaining to the asylum application process and concomitant risk of repatriation.*3 In light of
this, the breadth and depth of trauma exceeds that which is traditionally regarded as a traumatic event, and often
renders refugees and asylum-seekers susceptible to mental health challenges.’*! The most challenging symptoms
of which include a diminished capacity to trust, withdrawal, depression and anxiety, making it profoundly difficult to

connect.1342

The World Health Organisation advises that ‘arts activities can be one of the relevant activities to improve health and
well-being.” 13 ‘Well-being’ is defined as the interplay between personal aspects, such as resilience and self-esteem,
as well as the social, namely close relationships, trust and acceptance.®* Community arts activities provide
opportunities for social connection and inclusion, countering loneliness and improving mood and self-confidence. 134
Melinda Meyer DeMott affirms that the ‘arts create a bridge between the participants,” and individuals are able to
connect and engage through ‘the third,” namely, art.13*¢ As well as a bridge to connect with others, engaging with
the arts also can become a bridge to connecting with oneself, enhancing emotional well-being and one’s sense of

identity and belonging.13*
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John Paul Lederach attests that the chronic insecurity of displacement makes it difficult for individuals to ‘recover a
basic sense of trust in the outer social landscape and the inner personal journey,” and as a result,” people suspend,
or outright lose a capacity to feel at home.”*3* Home is, for Lederach, ‘a relational metaphor of feeling surrounded
by love, a sense of wellbeing, shelter and unconditional acceptance.’*3*° Anna Westin examines trauma through the
metaphors of ‘home and homelessness’.?3*° Trauma disrupts one’s capacity to feel ‘at home’ in the familiarity of
one’s world, in ‘the body itself as the first site of origin and welcome,’**>? which can further compound mental
distress. 1352 Westin writes that the affect of trauma is intimately connected to the literal experience of dis-placement
and exile, whereby an individual is often violently removed from their place of origin and from the relationships that
contextualised their experience of home.3%3 Therefore, a process whereby one can restore one’s at-home-ness and
relatedness to others and to self is a vital prerequisite for recovery. | am curious about the restorative value of art-
making in such a complex context.'3>* The shared experience of creating art within a community group, can nurture

a sense of safety and facilitate relational healing.3>

The arts can help create a nurturing environment where individuals feel valued and a sense of safety. Gilbert Rose
connects Donald Winnicott’s idea of the ‘holding environment of the infant / caretaker environment’ 3¢ with the

"1357 of art. The art workshop can function as a bridge to the world, from social

‘welcoming and witnessing presence
disconnection towards a sense of being witnessed and touched by others.13>® Westin suggests that the group
container of the workshop enables a ‘supporting presence and space in which gentle reconnection with others is
made possible in a safe space.”’3>° Olivia Sagan describes how Arendt’s notion of the ‘loss of world’ 130 — the acute
experience of displaced communities and those in psychological distress — may gradually shift to a subtle ‘finding of

world’ through art, ¢! enabling a (re)newed sense of ‘home-coming,” belonging and a revitalised connection to the
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relational and sensory life.13%2 The arts can offer a pathway for individuals to begin to heal from violations that

ruptured their sense of dignity, safety and life itself.1363

By focussing on a manual gesture such as drawing, painting and sewing, individuals gently begin to reconnect with
their own bodies. 1364 Art-making is an invitation to silence, slowing down and embracing the experience of absorption
in a practical task — in essence, a simple practice of ritual.13%> Art-making enlivens the senses and gives an affective
experience of being engaged in the present moment, and therefore prevents disassociation.'3%®

’1387 absorption in an activity such as painting. Even

Csikszentmihalyi presents evidence for the benefits of ‘flow time
Winston Churchill attested to painting’s value thus: ‘All one’s mental light, such as it is, becomes concentrated on
the task.”13®8 Indeed, from personal experience, the meditative absorption of the painting process can bring respite
and even offer glimpses of ‘light” in times of pain and grief. Art-making is temporal, but it also encompasses a release
of sorts from the confines of time, comparable to meditation or prayer.'3%° The self re-learns that she can be present
to her experience, however painful it may be, and discover a new way of relating to others and to the wider world.137°
As such, in the words of Irigaray, therapeutic aesthetic experiences often involve: ‘recalling a past, opening a future,
remaining in the present or trying to arrive in it, to dwell in it,” which ultimately ‘serves to build bridges between

different moments, inside a single subjectivity or between two subjects.’ 137!

The arts have been interwoven into the fabric of human existence for as long as civilizations have been recorded.

’1372 whether the impulse to paint

Jeremy Begbie suggests that the ‘urge to make and enjoy art seems to be universal,
on stone walls, to delight in dance and music and the cadence of poetic language.'®”3 The search for the restoration
of well-being through art is a well-worn path;7# art also has long been associated with spiritual regeneration.7>
Lederach affirms the significance of rituals and indigenous traditions as tools of ‘social healing’*3”® within a
community context.'¥”7 Indeed, even the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Arts Health and Well-being Inquiry

Report acknowledged the impact of the arts, stating ‘arts engagement has a beneficial effect upon health and
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wellbeing and therefore has a vital part to play in the public health arena’'3’® and boldly declares that ‘policy should
work towards creative activity being part of all our lives.”*37° This explicit and high-level endorsement of the value of
the arts suggests a growing orthodoxy. However, the value of artistic pursuits in enhancing mental well-being is

difficult to quantify, with outcomes slow to emerge, nuanced, elusive, and reluctantly articulated.3%

Since the beginning of the twenty first century there has been increasing attention bestowed on the wide range of
art therapies, whether art, music, writing or movement. It is important to note that the art workshops that | have
facilitated with refugee and asylum-seeking communities are within the remit of participatory arts and not art
therapy. Nonetheless, the art-making process, even if not in an art therapy context, can be considered therapeutic,
specifically in light of Weil’s philosophy of attention. One of the earliest theories of art therapy originates with Edith
Kramer, a painter who conducted art classes with Fried| Dicker-Brandeis in Terezin concentration camp in order to
equip children to psychologically survive the war.®8! Linney Wix underlies the importance of attention in Dicker-
Brandeis’s practice ‘aesthetic empathy:’ 1382 ‘Attention was the act of empathetically holding the space for the
emerging artists.’ 138 Her instinctive practice of teaching art in adverse circumstances establishes an ‘aesthetic past

71384

for art therapy and its role in bearing witness, or Ettingerarian with-ness.

Edward Adamson’s pioneering work is also pivotal to the emergence of art therapy. Adamson’s art studio at Netherne
Hospital in Surrey was amongst the first located within a psychiatric unit. In Art as Healing Adamson writes that ‘the
studio gradually became an oasis for each person to express that individuality which had suffered such erosion in
this desert of sameness. Painting gave expression to the uniqueness of each human being. Many people said how
they appreciated the natural silence of the studio, with its atmosphere of quiet concentration.’’3%> The British
psychiatrist Anthony Stevens writes that intuitively Adamson ‘knew there to be a connection between creativity and
healing, and he understood the importance of providing a sanctuary — a space, a temenos — in which this connection
could be made. His genius lies in his ability to create the enabling space.”'3% Nonetheless, as Akémolafé reminds us,

‘making sanctuary is always partial, modest and emergent.’1387

Adamson believed that the artist’s role ‘is to be a catalyst who allows the healing art to emerge. 138 He emphasises

the relationship between time and healing in his work: ‘There seems to be a natural ‘fullness of time” which occurs
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in both art and healing. Just as a painting cannot be forced, healing must proceed at its own pace. [...] All | can do is
to try and create a permissive atmosphere and have the necessary paint and paper on hand. If the person is prepared
to come and spend his time with me, then | must be prepared to join in the vigil."138 He adds that this process
‘demands a considerable amount of patience.”'3%° Adamson’s approach aligns with the notion of Weilian attention
that is also at the heart of Dicker-Brandeis’s ‘aesthetic empathy.” This attention is integral to curating an ‘enabling
space’ for healing. Stevens attributes Adamson’s success to the ‘absolute respect — one might say reverence — he has
for the individual, and for the value that he creates out of that experience.’?3*? The notion of reverence, patience
and time-taking is integral to both the art workshops | have facilitated with displaced and asylum-seeking women
and my portraiture practice. Weil’s philosophy of attention offers a framework for artistic practices rooted in dignity,

respect, and solidarity that incline tenderly to the unseen, unspoken stories of communities on the margins. 132

This chapter has addressed the vital need for individuals from migratory and marginalised communities to find
meaningful, if fleeting, ‘inhabitable spaces of welcome.’*3*3 While small in scale, community art workshops — such as
the project with Unity Sisters in Glasgow — have the potential to open up something wider and to encourage gentler,
kinder forms of inter-human relations.'3®* These glimpses of an ‘aesthetics of care’ offer ‘hints of a more hopeful,
equitable way of being together.”'3%> On a micro level, community art projects are an expression of ‘beautiful

'13% and provide ‘glimpses of more mutually sustaining social relations,’ %7 highlighting connection,

attentiveness
care, deep listening as essential for ethical engagement, acknowledging the inherent dignity of each and every
life.13%8 |n the following chapter | will shine a light upon the art exhibitions that have been underpinned by the same
thread of intention. Thus contributing to painting a picture of the artistic process, in the words of Lederach, as a
‘wellspring that feeds the building of peace;’'3%° and a ‘peaceful politics’ founded upon respectful relations with the

other. 1400
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PART V: The Work of Art as an Interval of Hesitation

On Hesitation

In the preceding chapters | have reflected upon the value of making art, whether individually or in a community-
based art workshop. | have conceptualised this value in terms of attention, inclination, sanctuary, silence, listening,
prayer and hospitality. In this penultimate chapter | will consider to what extent art can serve as a stimulus to Weilian
attention in the viewer. Therefore, drawing upon my experience from exhibitions of my portraits of displaced women
in places of influence in the Global North, such as the UK Houses of Parliament, | consider the attention-inviting value
of a work of art. As such, how far can these works of art help go to bring attention to topics that are difficult to
approach, namely conflict, sexual violence and forced displacement? Do these paintings invite individuals to create
space for, in the words of Weil, that ‘interval of hesitation, 14! and what Irigaray refers to as a ‘silent constituting

pause’?1402

In this thesis | suggest that a work of art offers a profound insight into Weilian attention. Attentiveness is both at the
heart of the artistic process, and the outcome of it: there is the artist’s attention in creating the work of art and the
viewer’s attention in contemplating it. 14°3 One can learn an ethics of attention through the contemplation of works
of art as well as the practice of art. Intervals of contemplative hesitation are especially valuable and rare considering
the fracturing of attention accepted as endemic to modern life. In a fast-paced world which demands increasingly
immediate, reactive responses to the daily events taking place around us, these intervals are few and far between. 1404
Hesitation implies a patience, an open process of thought and a willingness to suspend certainty and to create space
for wonder. Michelle Boulous Walker writes that work of art urges one ‘to stop, to reconsider, to rethink everything

’1405 and reveals the importance of a contemplative, ‘open relation to the complexity of the world

we think we know
we inhabit.”1%% |n the words of Martin Heidegger: ‘art breaks open an open space, in whose openness everything is

other than usual.'14%7

1401 Simone Weil. “The lliad; or the Poem of Force.” In Simone Weil: An Anthology, ed. Sian Miles. (London: Penguin
Classics 2005), 194.

1402 | yce Irigaray, The Way of Love. trans. Heidi Bostic and Steven Pluhacek (London: Continuum, 2002), 22.
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University, 2018), 44.

1404 Richard Kyte, Intervals of Hesitation: Essays on the Ethical Life 2013-2017 (Piscator Books, 2022), xii-xiii.

1405 Michelle Boulous Walker, Slow philosophy: reading against the institution, (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, an
imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing, Plc, 2017), 8-9.
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The danger, according to Weil, is that: ‘Since other people do not impose on their movements that halt, that interval
of hesitation, wherein lies all our consideration for our brothers in humanity, they conclude that destiny has given
complete license to them, and none at all to their inferiors.”*% This suggests that hesitation is the foundation of
ethics, at the heart of our consideration for the other.'4%° A Weilian interval of hesitation sits at the cross-roads of
the aesthetic, ethical, epistemic and political. For Peter Winch, Weilian hesitation ‘imports a set of attitudes and
establishes a notion of a human being as one to whom respect is due.”**1° Hesitation is therefore a ‘moral

necessity, 1411

since it allows for a respectful engagement with the world to emerge. Thus a new ethical constellation
of being-in-the-world-with-others'**? becomes possible; a posture of attentive inclination to the other that preserves

the silent space between-two.

Weil expresses the importance of hesitation in an illuminating way that has substantive implications.'*'3 This
‘hesitation” implies an appropriate caution and respect, almost shyness, with which we approach the mysterious
threshold of the sanctuary of the other.''4 Rebecca Hill conceives of Irigaray’s notion of the interval as a threshold
of open potential ‘for the theorization of different relations of alterity and different becomings.’*#'> As such, a work
of art can illuminate an Irigarayan politics based upon prayer, compassion and silence.'*'® Art can reveal an

'1417 35 something that demands reverence and attention.'#18 A

awareness of the ‘transcendence of the other
painting as prayer can become an iconistic encounter for the viewer, imbued with transformative potential.
Therefore, a seemingly passive, personal encounter with a work of art has the potential to provoke change (albeit in
a small way) in the public realm of politics. ‘With quiet and silence as dynamic poetic resources, it is possible,’

Benjamin Tausig reminds us, that ‘silence achieved a political mobility that no sound could have matched.’ 4
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The Ethical Value of Aesthetic Contemplation

Through the contemplation of works of art one can learn the art of perception and Weilian attention. Jennifer Roberts
believes that attention is essential in order to perceive what is in a painting: ‘in any work of art there are details and
orders and relationships that take time to perceive.’ 20 This suggests that perceptive vision is not immediate. As
Weil writes, ‘| must pay attention to in order to notice, just as | need to pay attention to see glazes of red or yellow
pigment on the canvas that portrays the Gioconda (Mona Lisa), instead of seeing the skin of a woman.”?*2! One must
allow time for a work of art to gradually reveal its multiple aspects and subtle nuances, this is also true for one’s
ethical relations in the wider world. Anthony Rudd illuminates: ‘The notions of presence and of attention are closely
bound up with each other.”**?? Indeed, as in the case of intersubjectivity, ‘for a painting to be present to me, | need
to attend to it. And in the case of painting too, such attention demands an effort.”'4?® As such, this requires
relinquishing control: ‘I am surrendering myself, giving myself to the painting.’1#** Rudd reflects that when he
consciously attends to a painting ‘it is as if a gestalt shift has taken place; the object of my perception remains the
same, but it also becomes quite different. But sometimes there is no decision and no option. The painting forces

itself on me.’ 142>

In Weil’s ‘Method for understanding images’ she instructs us to relinquish any attempt to interpret a work of art, and

’1426 3nd ‘illusions are scattered and the real becomes visible.”1#27 This

instead to look until the ‘light suddenly dawns
attentive receptive openness is another way of letting the painting speak, whereby one’s senses, emotions and
perceptual faculties are touched and one intuits the paintings’” message silently communicated via colour, light,
texture and gesture. For Merleau-Ponty, rather than seeing a painting, ‘| see according to, or with it.”2*?® Neil
MacGregor asserts that the greatest works of art are those that communicate a direct message to the viewer, for

example the torso fragment in Rilke's famous poem Archaic Torso of Apollo, which appears to address him thus: ‘You

1420 jennifer L. Roberts, “The Power of Patience: Teaching students the value of deceleration and immersive attention,”
Harvard Magazine, November-December 2013 https://www.harvardmagazine.com/2013/11/the-power-of-patience
Quoted in Silvia Caprioglio Panizza, The Ethics of Attention: Engaging the Real with Iris Murdoch and Simone Weil,
(Routledge, 2022), 10.
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McFarland and W. Van Ness, (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1988) 79. Quoted in Warren Heiti, “The
Dance of Perception: The Réle of the Imagination in Simone Weil’s Early Epistemology,” in Imagination and art :
Explorations in contemporary theory, ed. Moser, K., & Ch., S. A. (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2020), 309.
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Oxford Press 2022), 64-5.
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must change your life.'""*?° The work of art represents a meeting place of dialogue and communication; it
communicates differently with different people, with whomsoever may choose to attune to it. In the words of Marcel
Duchamp, ‘The creative act is not performed by the artist alone; the spectator brings the work in contact with the
external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner qualifications and thus adds his contribution to the creative

act.”13% Duchamp describes this ‘transference from the artist to the spectator’ as an ‘aesthetic osmosis.’ 1431

A work of art can be considered an artefact or a vessel of Weilian attention, if approached in the right way.1*3? For
Stephanie Gehring, a work of art asks for a ‘deliberate intellectual and emotional openness, a posture of receiving,’
which she describes as ‘compassionate attention,’'*33 in order to be seen. This is especially important for art that
attends to suffering or human and personal vulnerability, opening our imaginations to what Cora Diamond refers to
as the ‘difficulty of reality,”1*3* resisting our ingrained tendency to turn away and deflect.'*3> Gehring writes that
attention is the only way of ‘getting past deflection’ 3 and ‘engaging meaningfully with suffering.’'*3” Weil's new
ethic is described by Jacqueline Rose as a ‘form of magical thinking,” whereby instinctive, natural revulsion towards
suffering is turned into a ‘willing and tender embrace.”**38 The challenge therefore, is to understand the conditions
that enable a beholder to attend to a work of art that engages with difficult themes.'**° For, to borrow T. S. Eliot’s
words, ‘human kind, / cannot bear very much reality.”1#4° These paintings can therefore can be seen as an invitation

to hesitate, and perhaps even ‘a companion in our hesitating; 144! offering a silent, sensory, and epistemological tool
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for transformation and ‘a gesture of resistance.’***? Portraiture of women from displaced communities can therefore

be considered a tangible ‘vessel’ of Weilian attention.1443

Susan Magsamen and lvy Ross present a compelling neurochemical and biological argument for the transformative
potential of the arts: ‘You are literally changed, on a cellular level, by aesthetics.’'#* The visual stimuli that we
encounter fundamentally alters ‘the structure and function of cells within our brains and bodies; 14> this, in turn,
affects physiology and behaviour.'4® The Mauritshuis museum recently commissioned research exploring the
neurological mechanisms and emotions underlying the perception of works of art.1#*’ The research revealed that art
stimulates various parts of the brain, in particular the frontal cortex which is ‘crucial for aesthetic appreciation and
value judgements’ and the amygdala, which is ‘involved in emotional responses, allowing art to evoke a variety of
emotions such as joy, sorrow, and a sense of calm.’1**8 The results show that original artworks, compared to their

reproductions, evoke an emotional reaction that is ten times more powerful.144?

Magsamen and Ross affirm that the arts ‘trigger the release of neurochemicals, hormones, and endorphins that
offers you an emotional release. [...] There is a neurochemical exchange that can lead to what Aristotle called
catharsis, or a release of emotion that leaves you feeling more connected to yourself and others afterward.’***° Thus
visual art invigorates empathic engagement.*! Indeed, neuroscientific research suggests that observing an
individual in pain, whether in a work of art or in life, activates the same neural networks as if the viewer was
experiencing the pain themselves.'>? According to the Mauritshuis research, it is ‘logically plausible’ that works of
art, specifically paintings with a Marionian ‘counter-gaze’ such as portraiture or iconography, help to stimulate these
mirror neurons which have an essential function in empathy.*3 Therefore, while a work of art might not ultimately

undermine embedded structures of power, oppression or indifference, it might create ruptures, cracks; challenge
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dominant narratives and expand our capacity to care about others.#* As Elaine Scarry writes, ‘beautiful things [...]

act like small tears in the surface of the world.” 14>

Experiencing a work of art can focus our attention and compel us to pause and to experience the slow delight of
wonder. Roberts affirms the value of engaging with art as opportunities for ‘deceleration, patience, and immersive
attention,’***® which can be an expansive experience. Erik Scherder, professor of neuropsychology at Vrije
Universiteit Amsterdam, affirms that ‘watching art stimulates your brain on several levels. It evokes excitement,
triggers imagination and makes you think about what you see. It's an ultimate enrichment, activating your brain to

11458 and a

the fullest.’1*7 Indeed, traditional, non-digital works of art offer ‘contained temporal experiences
temporary sanctuary from an over-saturated reality, where there is rarely the opportunity for silence or stillness.
Therefore, creating space for silent contemplation may enable ‘renewed inhabitations of the present’, and a
receptivity to a more expansive encounter with the other.'#>° Irigaray writes that, it is essential ‘to know how to stop
in order to rest, to leave an interval between himself and the other, to look toward, to contemplate — to wonder.’ 1460

Irigaray’s interval between-two resonates with Weil’s ‘Interval of hesitation;” envisaging an open threshold onto new

political, ethical, and cultural possibilities.

Weil and Iris Murdoch both highlight the close relationship between art and the ethical realm.'# Murdoch
acknowledges the encounter with art to be integral to the process of ‘unselfing.’146? Indeed, the appreciation of a
work of art is ‘the easiest available spiritual exercise.”1#®3 According to George Steiner, a work of art ‘takes us outside
of ourselves’ and instead of inviting us to consume it, ‘invites us to behold.”*®* Thus art counterpoises tendencies
toward self-absorption and brings us closer to a metaxic ‘border-crossing into ‘otherness;’ the ‘terra incognita of a
humanity beyond itself.”146> For Scarry, it can be the spark that causes an increased attentiveness and engagement

with the wider world; ‘a radical decentering.’146® According to Weil, when we ‘give up our imaginary position as the
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centre,” 1% even if only momentarily, a ‘transformation then takes place at the very roots of our sensibility.'4®8 This
decentering allows for the perspectives and needs of others to be brought to the fore, so that these might be
attended to with care.®° True attention, according to Weil, is decentered.'#’° Thus we can see the ethical value of
giving attention to a work of art in opening up oneself to alterity.?*’* Weil reminds us that the ‘contemplation of
authentic works of art [...] can sustain us in our effort to think continually about the human order which should be

our first object.’1472

In Murdoch’s words, a great work of art ‘invigorates our best faculties and, to use Platonic language, inspires love in
the highest part of the soul.” 73 For art ‘provides a stirring image of a pure transcendent value, a steady visible
enduring higher good, and perhaps provides for many people, in an unreligious age without prayer or sacraments,
their clearest experience of something grasped as separate and precious and beneficial and held quietly and
unpossessively in the attention. Good art which we love can seem holy and attending to it can be like praying.’'474
Thus a work of art, if one attends to it with absolute attention and love, can be a metaxic bridge to revelation,
illumination and what Weil describes as a ‘more mysterious dimension.’*4”> A work of art can open a sacred, ethical
and aesthetic space for others to contemplate. Perhaps the silent, reverential attention when standing before a work
of art, the posture of stillness required to be receptive to its presence, is the interval that allows the revelatory and
restorative possibilities of art to emerge. | posit that the portrait paintings in this thesis possess the potential to

mediate a prayerful, iconistic encounter for the viewer.

For Norman Wizba, the ‘goal’ of prayer is an attentive response to the world that ‘prepares us for a compassionate
embrace of reality.”14’® Maldonado-Torres writes that prayer is ‘a humble recognition of something beyond.’*4”” A
work of art can be a container for the sacred or a delineation of hierotopy™*’8 (‘sacred space’); therefore looking at
art becomes a kind of liturgy and prayer.'4”° For Nicoletta Isar, the ‘liturgical space’ is ‘fundamentally relational;” a

‘ritual space of participation’ in the act of veneration.'#® Anton Houtepen explains that prayer, liturgy and iconistic
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encounter aspire to evoke ‘a real ‘change of heart’ or metanoia,**8! whereby we come to know and perceive others
and ourselves differently. A work of art that reveals an aesthetically embodied attention to the marginalised may
move the viewer to respond with compassion.'#® Marion reminds us that: ‘Art bears the responsibility of what it
gives to see and, even further, the responsibility of its power to make us look,’**®3 through creating a sacred space

for the encounter of gazes. 1484

Weil’s attention therefore is profoundly illuminated in our encounter with a work of art, perhaps only eclipsed by an
encounter with, in Levinasian terms, the infinite in ‘the face of the other.”1*8> Mark Freeman suggests the respectful
attention that an encounter with a work of art elicits can subtly influence how we relate to people. '8 However, he
concedes that while the aesthetic encounter will not necessarily inculcate ‘an attentive, respectful regard and
increased care for what is other — the potential is there.”’8” Nonetheless, some artworks create the space for
‘unselfing, through both beholding and being beheld, as well as a kind of reselfing, such that a larger, more capacious
mode of being’1%88 emerges. In the words of Irigaray, a work of art has the potential to ‘teach how to respect and
contemplate the world, and not only how to grasp and master it, as has been too often the case in our Western
culture.’1*® There is potential that, on the contrary, we might be captured and captivated by a work of art and

brought to a place of stillness, silence and self-forgetful reverence.

Towards an Irigayan Feminised Politics

We are witnessing escalating authoritarianism, nationalism and polarisation along the well-wrought lines of religion,

race, ethnicity, gender.1®0 This is exacerbated by inflammatory political and media rhetoric that valorise identities
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preserved at the expense of other identities, accentuating state and public hostility and in-hospitality towards
migrants, refugees and anyone labelled as ‘other’. In light of the concomitant damage to community and the
possibilities for communion and hospitality, there is urgent need for restorative practices which impel us to the giving
of care and attention.'*! As we have seen, a work of art has the potential to offer an expansive encounter and inspire
sensitive consideration for other voices and subjectivities alongside our own, and thereby cultivate an ‘ecology of
attention’ based on ‘non-violent being-for- and with-the-other.”*4%2 Art can play a role in helping to shift dominant
political narratives based upon violent logics towards embracing ethical co-existence with one another and a respect

for difference.’? According to Irigaray, our task is ‘to create a world in which we can live in peace.’ 4%

Bayo Akdmolafé urges us that: ‘We need a politics of tenderness now more than ever.”1*%> This echoes Pope Francis’
call for a ‘revolution of tenderness,’'* enjoining us to ‘use our eyes to see the other, our ears to hear the
other.”1% Tenderness suggests a sensitive care and concern for another; an intimacy, proximity and a bond of
common vulnerability. Levinas writes that poetry (and | suggest, painting) ‘is the proximity of things. [...] Tenderness
extends itself to all things from the human face and skin; knowledge returns to proximity.”14%® This invitation to
tenderness and attentiveness is essential in order to overcome power struggles, combative discourse and conflict
and embrace alternative ways of being-together that enable inclusivity, community and ethical affectivity to

flourish.149°

Irigaray’s writings invite us to a new way of thinking and re-conceptualising a caring democracy-to-come: ‘It is much
more a case of reorganising the way that humanity lives and produces with a view to preserving the planet, and
human life and culture. In other words, of awakening consciousness to another stage in its becoming, which will
allow us to begin building new ways of existing and thinking.”®® This is especially important at a time when
democracy is increasingly imperilled by anti-democratic, populist inclinations and regimes.**°! Our political structure

is irrefutably constructed to inculcate competition and individualism as opposed to collaboration, horizontality,
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mutual understanding and relational belonging. ™% As such, Irigaray advocates for a return to ‘political elements that
belonged to ancient feminine rights.”?*% For example: ‘the respect for the earth, the concern for life and its
environment, the search for peace, the sense of justice, in particular towards the weakest, the youngest, towards
those who cannot yet speak, and those who are excluded from social power, are ancient feminine rights. | could add

the sense of hospitality, of generosity, and of a priori respect for persons.’ 15

Lenart Skof, influenced by Irigaray, compellingly argues for a ‘feminisation’ of politics that is about new ways of
imagining how politics is done. By contrast to masculinist political paradigms of authoritarianism, hierarchy and
homogeneity, a feminised politics recognises the importance of relational gestures, dialogue, collaboration and
participation.’® It is a new ethical rituality based upon ‘mild gestures’ of tenderness, patience, care, attentive
listening, prayer and silence,™% that bring us to the threshold of an ‘Irigayan-based quiet democracy’**” and a
‘peaceful politics’” grounded in respectful relations with the other.'*% Kate Shea Baird and Laura Roth affirm that
promoting ‘feminine’ approaches to politics will ultimately be inclusive and beneficial for all marginalised groups
irrespective of gender.'>% For Irigaray, in order to promote a political philosophy ‘more appropriate for humanity as
formed by beings-in-relation, we must begin by transforming our energy through a continuous artistic process.’ >0
Indeed, she suggests that art can ‘express our whole being better than philosophy, and can more easily overcome

the dichotomies of our past logic.” 11!

1512 3nd expanding the ‘circle of human

Art can play a valuable role in widening the ‘aperture of our gaze
concern.”’ For powell and Menendian, expanding the circle of human concern entails deliberate efforts to
humanise the other and to contest and resist negative representations and stereotypes of certain social groups.>4

Works of art can help to reclaim our collective humanity by embracing all people, including the most marginalised,
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and searching for a deeper, common ground. Art can challenge reductive, essentialist narratives, systematising
tendencies and the intolerant and sectarian thought processes and attitudes that facilitate conflict and division,
whether explicitly or implicitly. As Helen Fielding writes, ‘[e]ncounters with artworks can cultivate perception by
simply conditioning the ways we perceive; encounters can also motivate reflection on how we perceive what we
perceive, revealing the possibilities of a more deeply relational world. *1®> There is a certain political potency and
potential pertaining to the affective capacity of art and the subtly subversive, subconscious ways that art shifts the
ways we perceive.’®® Even a work of art that does not overtly address politics can bring attention to imposed
silences and marginalised communities, and to our relational interconnectedness and intersubjective being-in-the-

world. For Leo Tolstoy, ‘Art should eliminate violence. And only art can do that.’*>’

Art helps to move beyond what Rowan Williams considers ‘the abstractness of the human’ that is pre-supposed by
the language of human rights, and render elusive concepts such as human dignity and the sacred more tangible and
visible.>'® Indeed, Irigaray criticizes the language of human rights — specifically ‘La Déclaration universelle des droits
de ’homme, that is, Declaration of the Rights of Man’ — for not adequately addressing women’s experiences.'>'® She
writes, ‘For | am not ‘born free and equal in dignity and rights’ [to other men]” and acknowledges that she cannot
‘forget all the women who do not enjoy the minimal civil liberties that | do’. 15%° Sarah Willen considers that the
notion of dignity becomes visible and meaningful when considered in ‘motion;” whether ‘dignity harmed, denied,
violated, or stripped away — or conversely, as dignity pursued, safeguarded, recuperated, reclaimed.’*>?! | hope that
these paintings offer a glimpse of the reclamation of dignity for women who have experienced its denial, violation
and systematic stripping away. Irigaray argues for ‘The right to human dignity’ for women which means, among other
things, ‘valid representations of themselves in actions, words, and images in all public spaces.”*%? | will accordingly
turn to address the value of exhibitions of these portraits of women from marginalised and migratory communities

in public and political contexts.

Irigaray suggests that art offers a language whereby women’s emancipation from Western tradition can be
expressed, and an alternative culture and new way of being envisaged.?® Art, whatever the medium, is a means of

‘discovering another manner of entering into communication that gives voice to our whole being in the present and

1515 Helen A. Fielding, Cultivating Perception through Artworks: Phenomenological Enactments of Ethics, Politics, and
Culture. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2021), 15.

1516 Ekaterina Chertkovskaya, Karl Holmberg, Moa Petersén,, Johannes Stripple, & Sara Ullstrom, “Making visible,
rendering obscure: Reading the plastic crisis through contemporary artistic visual representations,” Global
Sustainability 3 (2020): el14, 4.

1517 Leo Tolstoy. What is Art? (Penguin Books, 1995), 165-66.

1518 Williams. “Solidarity, Rights and the Image of God.”

1513 Lyce Irigaray, Ethique de la différence sexualle. (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1984), ix. Quoted in Laura Roberts, Irigaray
and Politics: A Critical Introduction. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2019), 81.

1520 |bid.

1521 sarah Willen, Fighting for Dignity: Migrant Lives at Israel’s Margins. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press
2019), 25.

1522 L yce Irigaray, Je, Tu, Nous: Towards a Culture of Difference. (London and New York: Routledge, 1993), 86.

1523 |rigaray, “How Can We Achieve Women’s Liberation?” 26.



144

allows the respect for our differences.’*?* Laura Roberts affirms that ‘positive symbolic representations in various
spheres of culture,’*>?> and the telling of new, inclusive stories, will enrich the western social imaginary and symbolic
order. As Rosi Braidotti suggests, this enables women to ‘revisit and repossess’ the physical, discursive and
representational sites where she has been ‘essentialised, disqualified or quite simply excluded.'*>?® This will
ultimately pave the way for the discovery a female subjectivity liberated from the one that has been imposed and ‘a
mode of representation that would take the fact of being a woman as a positive, self-affirming political force.’1>?’
Bardotti describes this as the ‘sensible transcendental foundation for a female process of becoming subject.’*>?8 As

71529

such, these portraits are, in the words of Irigaray, ‘a simple beacon or aid along our spiritual way in our search

for a ‘cultural reserve yet to come.'153

The arts have the potential to offer modes of culture-making whereby occluded and silenced voices — specifically
women from marginalised and migratory communities — can be recognised. Art can be used as a conduit to focus
attention, elicit public discourse, and shape social imaginaries, 3! in order to ‘attain greater cultural maturity, more
social justice’.?>32 A work of art can paradoxically embrace an aesthetics of contemplative silence and yet confront
institutional and political issues regarding silencing.*>*3 Art can facilitate contemplation and attentive listening; open
a space for dialogue and overcome divisions; help make those rendered invisible visible and restore dignity; contend

with legacies of violence, human rights and ecological issues; and articulate a renewed vision for our time.
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Exhibitions in Parliament and Beyond

In considering the political efficacy of art, | reflect upon the value of the exhibitions of my portraits of displaced
women in places of influence in the Global North, such as the UK Houses of Parliament. In the fast-paced, frenetic
realm of politics, these exhibitions potentially open a space for an interval of hesitation, enabling individuals to pause
and contemplate the lived experiences of women whose lives had been indelibly marked by the legacies of violence,

conflict and atrocity.

For Murdoch, art offers a the opportunity for ‘serious unforced reflection.”*>3* Weil shines a light on the importance
of such reflection: “The man who is the possessor of force seems to walk through a non-resistant element; in the
human substance that surrounds him nothing has the power to interpose between the impulse and the act, the tiny
interval that is reflection.” ™3 The ‘tiny interval’ of reflection that can intervene between ‘the impulse and the act’ is
especially important in bastions of power and at the heart of political decision-making. Art can offer such an
infinitesimal interval. Nonetheless, there is no guarantee that such an interval will be welcomed. Indeed, in
Parliament many politicians hurried past the portraits in the Upper Waiting Hall without even a sideways glance.
However, for those who did pause to engage, such a ‘tiny interval’ has the potential to reveal the futility of violence
and vitality of justice. Over time, this could give rise to a ‘politics of grace and wonder;’ 3¢ inviting us to reconfigure
our relations with one another, defy institutional silencing, elevate the voices of marginalised groups, nurture

empathy and restore human dignity. >3’

| will consider the value of such exhibitions by returning to the notion of attentive listening, or what Rebecca Fricker

’1538 3t the heart of ethico-political practice. Indeed, Fricker considers what would it

describes as ‘virtuous hearing,
entail for a political institution to embrace this ‘virtue’ that is critical to epistemic justice. 3° Fricker describes it as a
‘silent listening that endeavours to ‘make out a voice that is seldom heard. This kind of silence belongs with a moral
attitude of attention to others.”™* Aboriginal activist Laura Holland contends, ‘we HAVE voice — you NEED to
listen.”'>4! As such, the women represented in these portraits are not ‘voiceless’ and do not need help to find their

‘voice;’ they already have one. Rather, the onus is on individuals in positions of power to attend to it.1>*? Indeed, to
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speak ‘for’ the other is also to potentially silence the other.>3 Art simply offers a unique and unusual invitation to,
in the words of Weil, ‘stop, attend, and listen.’*>** Saiba Varma advocates for a ‘politics of hearing’ *>*> which requires
listening beyond the dominant discourses that define the stories that are given attention. Indeed, according to
Donald Galloway, there is an urgent need to foster ‘the institutional will to listen’1>¢ to refugee communities, which
has been lost at significant cost.**” Indeed, art can play a role in promoting the aforementioned feminising of politics,
which embraces dialogue, empathy, attentiveness and a capacity for listening.?>*® In the words of Irigaray paintings

‘speak first of all to the ear,’1>*° attuned to the ‘silent reverberations’*>°0 that are often overlooked.

Portraits are powerful communicators that have been used for centuries to illumine, not merely mimetic likeness,
but the voices and stories of the people portrayed.'>! Through my portrait paintings | hope to communicate the
stories of women from marginalised and migratory communities through the advocacy exhibitions in locations
including the UK Houses of Parliament. For the women whom have | have had the honour of painting, the knowledge
that their portraits were going to be seen by others in these contexts (and their voices heard as a result) was an
important therapeutic aspect of the process. Stories and narratives play an important role in shaping identity,
meaning-making, and future possibilities.’>>? There is urgent need for stories that elevate marginalised voices in
order to re-weave the fragmented social fabric, unsettle colonial and patriarchal legacies, and embrace
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difference.’3 Such stories offer an invitation to a renewed attentive concern for those at the margins, whose

lives are directly affected by the tragedies and conflicts unfolding in the shifting shadows of Realpolitik.1>>° By
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listening to and narrating stories that disrupt dominant narratives, Mary Steedly suggests, we can move ‘(slightly)

against the grain of official discursive practices.’1>>®

In public discourse visual representations of migration rarely include names or accompanying narratives of refugees’
testimonies.'>>’ Indeed, this is one of Sontag’s main critiques with regard to photography.>*® However, for my
exhibition in the Houses of Parliament, the portraits were exhibited alongside accompanying texts with the women’s
stories. According to the UNESCO ‘Art-Lab’: ‘Giving a voice and agency to first-person narratives and testimonies will
promote the experience of minority ethnic marginalized communities to be embraced and not left behind.”*>>° This

|1/

is especially important since, in Pope Francis” words, the ‘globalization of indifference’” makes us all “unnamed’ [...]
without names and without faces.”*®% In my exhibitions, such as in the Houses of Parliament, | observed how people
reacted to the portrait paintings. Occasionally | have glimpsed tears in people’s eyes and a sombre reverence seemed

to weigh on others, as they contemplate these contemporary ‘icons’ and their accompanying texts.

The first of my exhibitions, once
Covid-19 restrictions had lifted,
took place to mark World Refugee
Day 2022 in the Houses of
Parliament, sponsored by the UN
Refugee Agency. The exhibition
opened only days after the Johnson
administration’s aborted attempt
to deport refugees to Rwanda. The
exhibition was not a vociferous

condemnation of the

e f _ government’s hostile policy, but a
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gentle invitation to hesitate; to carve out a space for what Michael Shapiro refers to as ‘slow looking,’ ¢! and attend

to the stories and portraits of individuals forcibly displaced from their homes. The exhibition served to bring the
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fraught subjects of migration, gender-based violence and structural discrimination into the public realm in a
dignifying way. For Roland Bleiker and Emma Hutchison such artistic and aesthetic engagement ‘will not change
things overnight,” nonetheless it ‘offers the preconditions for eventual social transformation.’1°%? Pascale Devette
avows that if receptivity to issues such as forced migration has the hope of changing the course of things, then this

will be ‘transmitted through storytelling.’*>3 In Arendt’s words, storytelling is something that ‘needs time.’ 1°64

While the exhibition of my portraits of displaced women in the Houses of Parliament did not result in any tangible
policy change, it’s symbolic value had personal significance for the women themselves. The portraits of Allia, Ferozan
and Zuhal, as well as the painting of Maria and Nadiia, were unveiled at this exhibition, with the women themselves
in attendance. In Maria’s words, ‘It was absolutely unique to see our portrait among the others in the House of
Parliament, as a place of meeting for the supreme legislative body of the United Kingdom - it gave a hope and believe
in existence of a power, and which has an aim to hear people and to serve human rights, not to abuse it."*°%> However,
| am conscious that institutions such as Parliament have both historically, through empire, and in current post-
colonial border regimes, contributed to the oppression of the communities that my portraits claim to represent. |
guestion to what extent do the paintings symbolically disrupt these spaces of power? Indeed, what effect can so
subtle a form of ‘institutional critique’ have if it is ‘sanctioned by the institution?'1°%¢ For Lucy Lippard, ‘[a]rt that is
not confined to a single context under the control of market and ruling-class taste is much harder to neutralise. And
it is often quite effective when seen within the very citadels of power it criticises.”1*%” It is nonetheless intriguing that
establishment institutions historically hostile to women and to refugees have welcomed my paintings into their
hallowed halls. Since the paintings have been shown in public places rather than art galleries or museums, which can
impose a remoteness and self-conscious distancing, viewers can approach these paintings up close, allowing for a

relational intimacy, proximity and encounter. 1°68

Nonetheless it is difficult to evaluate the impact of such exhibitions and ascertain whether these instigate even
negligible change at the political level.?>%® Gretchen Coombs asks, ‘How politically effective can art, especially the
socially engaged kind, really be?’1>% Maggie O’Neill suggests that such artistic endeavours ‘may help processes of

social justice via a politics of recognition, thereby countering the mis-recognition of the asylum seeker, refugee,

1562 Roland Bleiker, Emma Hutchison, “Art and Aesthetics,” in Gender Matters in Global Politics: A Feminist
Introduction to International Relations (3rd ed.), eds. Shepherd, L.J., & Hamilton, C. (Routledge, 2022), 102.
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migrant—the Other;’ opening up a potential dialogic space with ‘transformative possibilities.”*>"! It is even more
difficult to quantify the value or significance of a work of art in the decades, and perhaps even centuries to come.
Indeed, many works of art gain renewed significance long after the death of the artist.'>’2 According to Hans-Georg
Gadamar: ‘Temporal distance [...] lets the true meaning of the object emerge fully. But the discovery of the true
meaning of a text or a work of art is never finished; it is, in fact, an infinite process.”*>’® A work of art therefore

1574

addresses the elusive question of meaning beyond the present time, generating fresh meanings in different

contexts, changing with each successive generation of viewers, unforeseen at the time of its creation.'*”® In Merleau-

Ponty’s words, paintings ‘have almost all their life still before them.’1>7®

In the face of deepening division and escalating conflicts, this work often feels but a drop in the ocean. However,
perhaps we may never understand the ripples that our gentle gestures and works of art may produce. | contend that
a work of art can offer an unique invitation to hesitate, to incline our attention, to the reality of another. Art can help
us to imagine different ways of seeing and dwelling in the world. The work of art that silently takes up the stance of
attentive presence and witness to radical alterity opens up a ‘window onto ethics.”**’” Indeed, a work of art can make
possible a discourse with the other.’”® For while a portrait does not speak, it inculcates a posture of inclined and
attentive listening in the artist and the viewer.?”? As such, the portrait encounter might constitute the basis for an

1580

Iragayan interval of wonder, safeguarding the ‘the irreducibility between the two, the transcendence between

the two, the difference between the two.’ ™8 A portrait can offer a glimpse of what Gayatri Spivak calls ‘the

impossible intimacy of the ethical.’ 182
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Ethical Possibilities of Art.” Levinas Studies 13 (2019), 201.
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By Way of Conclusion: Art as Metaxu

‘It is the triumph of art to lead to something other than itself:
to a life which is fully conscious of the pact between the mind and the world. 1°8
— Simone Weil, First and Last Notebooks
‘Love takes place in the opening to self that is the place of welcoming the transcendence of the other.’1>%*

—Luce Irigaray, Between East and West

In this thesis | have endeavoured to trace the potential for ethical, attentive portraiture of women from displaced
communities, drawing upon Simone Weil, Adriana Cavarero and Luce Irigaray. Weil's philosophy of attention has
comprised the primary conceptual framework for my approach to painting. | have also called upon various metaphors
and images that | believe are key facets of Weilian attention, such as: prayer, listening-to, silence, proximity,
authentic relation, gift, aura, care, receptivity, tenderness and grace. By way of conclusion | will return to Weil’s
concept of metaxu, and consider the various ways that a work of art acts as a bridge, a threshold of becoming, and
a pathway to an Irigayan ‘peaceful politics.”*>8> A work of art as metaxu serves to weaken the walls and borders that
separate, enabling a ‘softer, more porous movement’ within and betwixt the boundary between-two. 18 This is
especially important in times replete with violent, dehumanising (b)ordering practices.’®” In light of this, | hope to

illuminate the political, ethical, spiritual, mystical and relational value of these portraits of displaced women.

The women honoured in these paintings have become for me icons. His Eminence the Coptic Archbishop of London
expresses this beautifully: ‘In Orthodoxy there is a difference between a picture and an icon. An icon is ‘written’
because it includes thought, reflection and teaching with a depth of understanding, and in the same way Hannah'’s

portraits are very much written with an understanding and sensitivity that projects the courage and beauty of the

158 Simone Weil, First and Last Notebooks, trans. Richard Rees. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970). Quoted in
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women she so graciously portrays from a depth that far exceeds the suffering that they have endured, and the
trauma that some continue to endure.”*® If an icon is an encounter with the ‘face of the other’ that mediates the
divine Other; these paintings might therefore be considered icons illuminated-by and illuminating the presence of
the sacred in the women whom | encountered. The restoration of an awareness of ‘iconicity’ in our encounters with
individuals and works of art can be a bridge to alter our way of seeing the world. As such, for Irigaray, ‘a painting
becomes a transmission of truth, a message of love, a work that is always already common, a creation of world, a

manner of saying that which words and musical notes would have been unable to express.’1>%°

A painting can be regarded as sacred or ‘iconistic’, not simply on account of its subject matter, but according to the
attention invested in it. The work of art can be considered a sacralisation and transformation of material, immanent
reality, through the quality of prayerful attention. In Irigaray’s words, it accordingly becomes a ‘bridge between the
instant and eternity’ 1*° and ‘[t]he point of passage between two closed worlds.” %1 The sacred process encompasses
the making of the art work, the relationship with the subject, and the auratic encounter viewers experience through
the work of art itself. In the words of Nicoletta Isar: ‘The icon erases the gap between the one looking and the one

looked at. They move together. 1°%?

| suggest in this thesis that this metaxic bridge is first and foremost built through attentive listening to the other;
embracing a posture of inclination and openness. Attentive listening creates space for the very possibility of an ethical
relation between-two.' It is also entails a risk, a willingness to go beyond one’s limited understanding, and to
silently bear witness to the other and their experiences, whether spoken or unspoken. Art is a way to pay close
attention; a choice to engage and not to deflect. A work of art can bestow a recognition of loss, reflecting and

touching another’s grief tenderly with love, expressed through painting, poetry, music, theatre or dance.>%

| also propose that as well as a bridge to the other, art can help in the process of returning to oneself. From personal
experience, | can attest to the value of art in navigating pain and loss, and to transcending it through awareness of
the shared human experience of grief. Indeed, the immersive experience of painting, whereby one can be swept into
a state of flow and complete absorption, helps with subtle integration and embrace of the self.1>%> | have witnessed

this both in solitary withdrawal to my studio to paint and in the communal contexts of the community-based art
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workshops. These communal contexts can offer a hospitable, welcoming space for individuals who have experienced
trauma, to begin to reconnect with themselves and also with others in supportive social relationships. Art in this case

embodies, in Irigaray’s words, ‘a bridge in the present between the past and the future.’

| suggest that the work of art can be a tangible expression of Irigayan fourfold: ‘to go towards the other, to welcome
the other into oneself, open non-vertical dimensions in the relation to the human and to the divine.”>° The work of
art as metaxu can be a bridge that extends vertically in an experience of transcendent sacrality, such as in the iconistic
encounter. It is also a bridge that extends horizontally, in a relational, reverential encounter with the other, that also
preserves the ethical space between-two. It is a touching and proximity that is never a fusion or the crystallisation of
a desire to appropriate the other. In Irigaray’s words, she understands a painting as a ‘crossing not only of looks, but
also of lives, of breaths, of energies.”’>” A portrait painting represents a tangible experience of how to listen,

approach, exchange with and enrich one another.1>%

Irigaray upholds the ethical encounter as a ‘horizontal transcendence.’?®*° Horizontal transcendence is not in
opposition to vertical transcendence, but to transcendence as ‘ecstasy.’'®% Rather than rapture or a desire to go
beyond the self, transcendence aims at the transformative becoming of self and other.'®%! The divine is revealed not
only as the ‘celestial [that] lies above our head, but also as that which can occur between us; %2 spirituality is
therefore grounded in one’s interpersonal relationships and not limited to abstract, ecstatic, otherworldly
experiences. As such, transcendence ‘does not lead away from the self’ but enables ‘the self to return to itself’ and
to the other — ‘enstasy instead of ecstasy.’1%%3 The process of painting the portraits in this thesis has been akin to an

experience of horizontal transcendence; and it is my prayer that this is shared by the viewer.

We discover the measure of our becoming not only in ‘relation to the celestial but also in the respect of the
terrestrial,’**% in and through one’s relation with the other and with the earth. There is something alchemical,
beautiful and mystical in a relational aesthetics and ethics of becoming.®% Perhaps this ‘becoming towards
transcendence’ 1% teaches one to respect difference, rather than this being the source of ceaseless conflict and war.
Therefore, we urgently need a culture that nurtures transcendent encounters with the other, and invites new ‘ways

to approach the other, to prepare a place of proximity: with the other in ourselves and between us.”*®% | contend
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that the arts can mediate an iconistic encounter with the other, an ethical transcendence, serving as a bridge

between the present moment and what is beyond:'®% ‘The path towards the other is first a path towards the

infinite.’ 1609

| propose that portraiture of displaced women can embody Irigayan horizontal transcendence and Weilian metaxu
illuminating a respectful relationship to the irreducible, mysterious alterity of the other; a between-two, being-with
and becoming-together.1®19 |t is my hope that these portraits offer a jewel-toned, silent invitation to attend to the

transcendence in the face of the other and to the grace that awaits us in that encounter.
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