UP TO THE SILENCE
Dr. Ian Chisholm in conversation with Evelyn Garden
Part 1: Traveling in Liguria
Chisholm: You are constantly surrounded with art: Besides this studio here in Liguria you also have a studio in Berlin and in your house hang paintings by friends as well as your own works, some partly un-finished. Does it influence your art whether you work in the city or in Liguria?
Garden: Definitely, because life in Berlin pulsates more: everything is more driven from the outside. Quite different things work on me in Liguria: The brightness of the light, the down-to-earth people and the whole southern flair. Above all it is here I find the inner space to work. If you compare the artistic process to a flow of energy sometimes stronger or sometimes weaker, then I move between these two poles.
Chisholm: You have travelled a lot. Can one see your work also in this context?
Garden: Journeys or in fact changes of location are critical in defining oneself anew, to feel new. In the unknown you change your perception, rearrange it, which acts as a focus. Distance clarifies my experience and my work. So after my return, I often find it much easier to finish work with which I have been fighting for a long time. Lately my travels in Asia have left a deep meaning in my work:
In Laos and Cambodia - life is so meditative and quiet which is reflected in the flow of the Mekong and above all the people are calm and kind to each other.
This way of seeing and experiencing things has also affected the structure of my work: instead of expansive movements and gestures now I work increasingly on a horizontal plane. I only had four tubes of colour in Asia and worked in Luang Prabang primarily on small formats. Back in Liguria I continued the ' Mekong ' cycle also in larger formats and on canvases.
Chisholm: After your trip to Morocco you said: ' travel with less baggage '.
Garden: I believe this is so in many aspects: One has to select, to discard unnecessary baggage to be able to get to the core of things. Reduction on the outside can lead to internal richness and ultimately to the essential.
Chisholm: How does this reduction reflect itself in your work?
Garden: After creating large pictures with a lot of energy and movement I search for peace and delicacy in my expression. My use of colour and form is reduced. I prefer  then to use paper rather than to canvas. Nevertheless, I still get excited by layers and breaks in structure, by the compact and the constructed. Both exist side by side.
Part 2: Artistic processes

Chisholm: Literature is important in your life. What role do poems play in your life and in particular in your painting?
Garden: For a long time I have had a profound relationship with lyrics. Particularly during phases of apparent stagnation in the process of painting, when brief poems related to my pictures burst from me - and I simply let these texts flow out, uncut, just as they come. Subjects are journeys, dreams and observations. Later in the studio I use these texts to return to the painting process.
It is a kind of mutual fertilisation between writing and painting. In this way sometimes the “pupation phase” of the creative process can be shortened.
Chisholm: Some of your titles seem to be taken from your poetry, for example "Unter dem Baum des Schweigens" (“Under the Tree of Silence”) - are there any connections or is there no direct association between the title and the painting, as it is for example with Franz Kline who simply gives an unconnected title to the picture?
Garden: Yes, for me there is a connection between the title and the picture. The title "Unter dem Baum des Schweigens" (“Under the Tree of Silence”) can also be a found in one of my poems. Others have psychological connections as, for example, with "Geheimer Garten" (“Secret Garden”), others still are seemingly rooted in reality, like the cycles “Liguria” or “Mekong”.

Chisholm: You often use symbols and writing in your paintings.

Garden: These repeated signs are metaphors, they are a connection between the inside and the outside, of the now and the then. It is similar to writing - the written word serves as a stepping stone and an entry-point and sometimes it gets drawn in, into the process.

IAN: "One often sees in your work small, almost hidden images of chairs or other antique furniture - what is your association to these?"

Garden: For me a comfortable chair is a symbol of the search for a place in life where one feels well, where one can relax. Artists are often searching for the ideal spot where creativity can flow more easily, where things seem untroubled. Antiques are a part of my childhood because my parents dealt with them. Still today I enjoy going to flea markets and looking for would-be treasures with the charm of past times.
Chisholm: Do you have a certain rhythm in your work?

Garden: In the wider context I have extremely intensive phases during which I can be very productive and I feel that time is running out – these are wonderful moments of being “in the flow”. Thereafter come times of low tide: when I feel worn out and have to wait until something new develops again. 
Chisholm: Many artists experience these phases as a crisis. Is it possible that artists need such crisis? Is this an important part of your work?
Garden: Rationally I have to accept it and when I feel the emptiness I try to see it as a necessary part of the process. To try to deal with it, I have read a lot of theory and found from research on creativity the following model: A preparation phase during which one collects, then the incubation phase which can be compared to pupation or to pregnancy. After that is the illumination phase which leads to realisation.
The pupation phase is the most difficult for me, I experience it as stagnation. But the one cannot exist without the other. I need stimulation, which is the reason for my frequent travels and changes of place but I also need peace and quiet for the phases of integration and pupation to again become creative.
Chisholm: So creativity can sometimes also be a painful process.
Garden: Yes indeed. An interesting train of thought reassured me – I think I found it in the catalogue to the Sam Francis exhibition at the Bonner Kunsthalle. It was formulated by Pontus Hultén who suggested that when an artist wishes to create something new he/she should place him/herself in a position within which forces of chaos can work.
Chisholm: „The forces of chaos “, that is interesting. Tàpies tries to put himself in a particular state of mind by carrying out rhythmical movements. Francis Bacon confessed to alcoholism. Do you think that it is necessary for creative processes to withdraw from normal life either by the use of meditation, alcohol or drugs?
Garden: This is the enigma, the mystery, which cannot be understood by rational thought or will. Everybody has to find his own way. Meditation helps when one can master the self-control. I don’t have any experience with drugs. With alcohol there is an old saying “it raises desire but makes fulfillment more difficult to achieve” which shouldn’t be related solely to sex as it also affects the creative process: Initially one feels inspired but this rapidly declines. So, I need to find other ways to achieve this state of mind, for instance with trivial activities like washing out brushes, tidying up, taking the dog for a walk – anything that leads to switching off, to a change of gears. Music plays an important role.
Chisholm: Which kind of music do you prefer?
Garden: Music that connects me to the subject. After my trip to Morocco I listened to Spanish and Arabic inspired music which initially sounds monotonous and has a kind of ritual nature to it. I listen to the same tape several times in short successive bursts and I think I don’t consciously hear it anymore, however it is there and switches off other things.
Chisholm: You have just spoken of hearing and I know you don’t hear very well. It is interesting that you can still use music to find space. Which role does your deafness play in your Art? 
Garden: All the different tones of music create an energetic and emotional connection even if some of the frequencies are missing. This is different with speech where each sound is important and this is where I have problems, particularly when there are other noises around. I miss the relaxed ability I had earlier to connect, for instance at exhibitions. Nowadays I need my full concentration to follow the conversations which are so important to me. But still I lose a lot of what is said and this makes me repeatedly sad.  
In regard to my painting, a friend of mine has gone as far as to say: „Since you’ve had your second sudden loss of hearing you paint much better.” This is problematic for me. I cannot comment on it and find the price very high.
In his memoires and in relation to illness and art, Tàpies as a young man felt that his serious lung infection was a kind of test and symbolic sacrificial offering to reach a higher level of consciousness, which is the way it is considered necessary by the Shamans. This kind of meaning I could accept for myself. The essentials, loneliness and threat to the individual, therefore the question of the meaning of life, are recurrent themes in my work.
Part 3: Biographical subjects

Chisholm: A lot of your paintings are full of movement and they are emotional paintings. I could imagine that they represent feelings.
Garden: I believe that feelings such as jealousy, hope, love – in fact all basic experiences – give essential impulses to art. Ingmar Bergman once said, that he hopes with his work, his films to conquer fear, other say, artists are the seismographs of society which proactively pick up wavelengths and processes that are also close to their feelings. But as an artist it is difficult to give information about it as I don’t analyse all impulses before I start to work. Afterwards however, I can often see the connection between my experiences and my subsequent work. 
Chisholm: Does that mean the artist’s biography is reflected in his art?
Garden: Most certainly. The uniqueness of each person shows in their way of life and with artists it applies to their work; their intellectual as well as their emotional sides, also the influences they have had during childhood.
Chisholm: Seismograph means that certain events are registered. In hindsight which connection can you see between the influence people have had and the representation of it in your art?
Garden: For many years I painted primarily in abstract but during certain phases I have accepted the blend of human representation. These were times when on the one hand the question of identity surfaced anew or on the other hand when I was deeply touched, for instance with reports of the holocaust, wars and terror. In 1997, after a cycle of “heads” I started to paint feet and foot impressions. In this I see a strong connection or a further development between the mind and more earthy matters. The connection originated in Liguria with the farms and the olive harvests which suggested a connection to the earth and the feeling of energy emanating from the fertile soil. Perhaps also the return to more reality, more connection to one’s body
Chisholm: I notice that energies and elements are frequently recurring themes in your work.
Garden: For some time now I have been involved with the sources of our energy, what makes us grow and the other way round, which situations, relationships or people cause a decline in energy levels.
Chisholm: We have already spoken about seismography. What excites you about the subjects “volcano” and “Fuji”?
Garden: First of all I’ve got to say that the optical impression is one of extraordinary beauty; the colours and the flowing lava are both impressive. The eruptive force which seems to blaze a way through the surface is connected paradoxically to the glowing nucleus of the earth which is fascinating. Looking back volcanoes have been instrumental in forming the earth’s surface. After destruction there follows a fruitful phase –lava soil, for example from which the best wine grapes are grown.
This duality “destruction – construction”, “injury – healing” symbolises for me the eternal cycle of psychic and physical processes.
Chisholm: The element fire plays a big role in volcanoes.
Garden: An old Italian lady told me once „il fuoco è sempre un pò di compagnia” (fire is always a little bit of company), which I thought was a very nice expression.
Fire is a symbol of warmth in all cultures, life-energy, fusion or the transformation from one state to another, for example the cremation of the dead. This is contradictory, both the divine as well as the destructive is stimulating. 
Chisholm: If I think of vulcanos in connection with the title of some of your works “Bis an die Stille – Aufzeichungen aus dem Vulkan” (Up to the stillness – notes from the volcano) they don’t have much to do with silence 
Garden: I think there is also a parallel to the artistic process: The stillness as a vibration in the phases of passiveness does fascinate me. Again it is the polarities, the opposition to the inner coherence that is essential.
Chisholm: Could one say that you live or try to live both sides, in your art?
Garden: Exactly, I try to oscillate: to integrate both sides, stillness/movement, reduction/fullness, abstraction/concrete, consciousness/unconsciousness in my work.
Chisholm: Does chance play an important role in your art?
Garden: Chance in the sense that I never make sketches, I leave it up to the process to guide me, I don’t fix myself beforehand. I also use techniques that leave a space for chance, like pouring, spraying. In addition sometimes unintended slips happen that remove the smoothness and the perfection. The following sentence is from Meret Oppenheim: “Change delights, metamorphosis hurts, perfection bores” which is a wonderful observation.
Chisholm: We have already touched on the connection to the biographical. Can you describe more concretely which influence art has and had in your life?
Garden: I have approached art from different aspects and it has accompanied me from the beginning: My parents had an antiques shop – as a child I used to wonder through the storehouse through pictures and porcelain – it was for me an adventure. After school I studied History of Art and Archaeology, in other words, I experienced the theoretical in parallel with my own painting. Then after a break to start a family I taught art at school and became interested in Psychology and Art Therapy.
You brought me this work by Braque from St. Paul-de-Vence. On it is “Avec l’âge, l’art et la vie ne font q’un” (with age art and life become one). I think the connection is best described in this sentence. You must work for a long time, then there is no difference between art and life.
Chisholm: As a mountaineer one often gets asked the question, why does one climb? And the answer is, because there is a mountain. Why do you paint and write? 
Garden: Why do people decide to become carpenters or architects or to bring up children? Perhaps it is their own way of taking up contact with their inner mountain and to feel their way through the density of their lives. In the best case it could be to bring out the most intensive side of a person, perhaps to get them closer to the peak.
It is always a new challenge for me when I stand before an empty canvas, to feel inside for the something that requires expression, to give it space with my eyes and hands, with all my being. Without this work I would feel disconnected.
These notes are based on conversations between Evelyn Garden and Dr. Ian Chisholm in the atelier in Liguria.
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