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A sincere artist is not one who makes a faithful attempt to put on to canvas what is in 
front of him, but one who tries to create something which is, in itself, a living thing.

GIORGIO MORANDI
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Ordinary objects are grouped together to form compositions which 

sometimes vary only slightly from work to work. This limitation draws 

the attention to formal relationships and to the interplay between im-

age and the materiality of paint. 

It is this interplay of image and materiality, and our pleasure in the 

sustaining of the ambiguities it generates, that is, I believe, the ba-

sis of most painting. It is certainly the primary basis for painting after 

photography.

Perhaps our pleasure in the unresolved ambiguities of art is a kind of 

practice for living with uncertainty, which requires a kind of faith. This, 

together with what seems to be a growing need for “slowness” in con-

temporary life, suggests there is still life in painting.

Jude Rae

JUDE RAE IN CONVERSATION WITH WIN-

STON ROETH BEACON NY, USA

      

We assume so much about seeing and the visual world. Our lives are 

geared to a kind of shorthand of vision. It is the effectiveness of this visual 

shorthand that has given vision it’s primacy amongst our senses and has 

made the visible so closely associated with certainty. Seeing becomes - re-

mains - believing despite growing evidence to the contrary.

Painting makes possible a sustained examination of the visual world that 

can reveal the uncertainties at the centre of vision. As a painter I have be-

come increasingly interested in what might be called sight undone. There 

are many ways in which a painting can be the undoing of sight.

I make “realist” or representational paintings. Art historian Svetlana Alpers 

identifies Dutch 17thC painting as “the art of describing”. She sees it as an 
approach to painting which differed subtly from that of the Italian Renais-

sance. The “painted window” of Albertian Humanism (or “wall safe for the 

visible” as John Berger put it) opened onto an idealised geometric space in 

which the human narrative unfolded.

Alpers identified the Northern Renaissance with an approach to the visual 
world that emphasised the appearance of objects - the surface, colour and 

texture of objects rather than their form in space, the unframed image rather 

than one that is clearly framed.

I am interested in what might be referred to as “a poetics of description”. 

Imagine this as a kind of painting that does not so much challenge normal 

vision as quietly recall the attention to something, which might otherwise 

be, as Norman Bryson put it, overlooked. 

In the making or contemplating of such paintings, conventions or habits 

which allow normal seeing can be quietly disrupted. The path of sight is 

retraced and vision itself is slowed, questioned, revised.

While representational paintings are concerned with the look of things, what 

is being painted is by no means certain. Realism, illusion, the appearance 

of truth - all require the shimmer of ambiguity. The point at which an edge is 

lost or softens with the turning of a form is a matter of judgment rather than 

fact. Representation is a matter of invention.

The genre is still life. Objects are identifiable but do not have any particular 
significance. There is neither the suggestion of allegory nor allusion to cir-
cumstance - no sense of narrative or the contrivance of life interrupted.

Sight Undone
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ABOVE: JAMES CASEBERE NEVISIAN UNDERGROUND #2, 
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INSTALLATION: CIMMERIAN SHADE

JENSEN GALLERY AUCKLAND NZ 2010

CORRIDOR 

2009 OIL ON LINEN 1800 X 1200MM

HELMUT FEDERLE BASICS ON COMPOSITION (FUR GUSTAV MAHLER) 

1994 OIL ON LINEN 400 X 500MM
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2009 OIL ON CANVAS 400 X 400MM

RIGHT: GARY HILL STILLS FROM SITE RECITE (A PROLOGUE), 1989

VIDEO (COLOUR, STERO SOUND) 4:00 MIN

THE ESTRANGEMENT OF JUDGEMENT 

JENSEN GALLERY, AUCKLAND, NZ 2009
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ERIC FISCHL ARCHING WOMAN (MAQUETTE)

2001 BRONZE 24.5 X 9 X 11 INCHES, EDITION 4 OF 5 2AP

PRIVATE COLLECTION, SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA

JUDE RAE UNTITLED DRAWING 106 

CHARCOAL ON FABIANO PAPER 2200 X 1500 

PRIVATE COLLECTION, AUCKLAND, NZ  

ERIC FISCHL TUMBLING WOMAN (MAQUETTE),

2001 BRONZE 12 X 18 X 14 INCHES EDITION 4 OF 5 2AP,

ABOVE: JUDE RAE DRAWING  NO.10 (NUDE),
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I first met Jude Rae in Christchurch in 1989 soon after her ar-
rival on what we all understood to be the stable alluvial plains 

of Canterbury in the South Island of New Zealand. Christchurch 

has long been viewed as the most “English” of the colonial 

towns that marked the expanding edges of the British Empire. 

Structured along a strict orthogonal grid the roads radiated logi-

cally out onto the level footprint of the plains until the South/

North axis of Colombo Street, at its southern flank rose to climb 
the Port Hills. Essentially Christchurch was an easy surface 

on which to build this commonwealth model of settlements. 

It’s physical order matched by a sense of social structure that 

causes it to occassionally be the target of light-hearted and not 

so welcome jibes. 

Since then Jude has returned to Australia via periods in Hong 

Kong and Paris - the alluvial plains of Christchurch have been 

shaken and liquified in the most interminable and upsetting way 
for its residents. Much of what we take for granted has been 

shown to have been built on unstable ground. The lives of old 

friends and colleagues have changed forever.

During her time in Christchurch Jude shifted from painting large, 

compressed and metaphorically loaded drapery paintings to 

considerably smaller and more discreet Still Life paintings. Sin-

gle objects, sometimes clusters of idiosyncratic but plain ves-

sells comprised this new attention. For Rae taking on the genre 

of Still Life was never motivated by a retreat to the security and 

perceived stability of paintings’ most “modest” genre but rather 

it would provide a considered framework - a laboratory to con-

duct the deepest enquiry into the instability of vision, the shifting 

circularity of memory and the shallow architecture of a painted 

place. That which we take for granted is shown to be uncertain. 

The visual foundations in which we trust are made unsure. 

 

Turbulence
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2011 OIL ON CANVAS 1010 X 910MM



STILL LIFE 283

2011 OIL ON CANVAS 1010 X 910MM

Critically, it is the quiver, the vibrato of edges, not the assurity 

of line that makes sense for us as her images are processed 

well beyond the retina. The very surfaces that seem to hold 

these arrangements seem on closer inspection to be little 

more than a watery meniscus.

In her new body of work Rae includes a brace of new Still Life 

paintings, carrying as they always have a great cognizance of 

the tradition of Still Life and yet more than ever these work 

steps around the loaded sentimentality and dry approach to 

technique that have beset the genre in many ways. Rae’s ap-

proach to the objects is not so much dispassionate as neutral. 

Rather she has taken this curious selection of domestic and 

industrial objects over many years now and assembled them 

time and again so as to investigate the complexity of sight.

 

The works achieve a vital balance between their existence as 

image and as material object. This exploration of imagined and 

painterly space has also found expression in a  new series of 

large scale architecturally referenced paintings. Large “Interi-

ors”, mostly public spaces – airport terminals particularly, have 

attracted Rae in recent years especially as she has travelled 

a great deal. The anonymity of the spaces is claimed as yet 

another formal laboratory for her work. The material culture of 

the buildings themselves – under examination show the very 

instability of form and image that attracts her. The interaction of 

reflection and transparency within these interiors extend Rae’s 
interest in the contingency of vision - something that we as 

viewers accept without question in daily routine.

Andrew Jensen
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