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From, Of and For the Body:

A Phenomenological Approach to Alison Watt’s Shift Paintings

My paper will extend the interpretation of works by Scottish painter Alison Watt (b. 1965) introduced in my undergraduate thesis.  I will attempt to look beyond the self-consciously allusive character of Watt’s painting, which preoccupied much of my earlier thinking about her work, to the more elusive, evocative quality of her great fabric paintings of the late 1990s: Sabine, Rivière, Moitessier, among others.  It goes without saying that much of the appeal of these ostensible still-life paintings lies in their suggestion of a latent human presence – a woman’s presence – too readily attributed to the painting’s Ingres-derived titles.  Watt’s art-historical references might please a professional audience, after all, but fail to explain the unqualified enthusiasm with which her paintings were received by the general public when exhibited at the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art in late 2000.  The specific gendering of the implied body as female in paintings such as Shift, which will appear in the Picturing Women exhibition, stems instead, I will argue, directly from Watt’s phenomenological approach to painting; that is, of depicting fabric as felt – as experienced bodily, tangibly – as much as seen.  My argument will rely heavily on The Phenomenology of Perception by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who writes, “The thing is constituted in the hold which my body takes upon it.”
  The ineffable female presence holding and held by Watt’s rich drapery is, of course, the artist’s own body.  

I will contrast Watt’s work to that of Welsh artist Julie Roberts (b. 1963), one of Watt’s contemporaries at the Glasgow School of Art, whose painting similarly engages with the conjured, rather than pictured, body through the language of historical works of art.  The apparent similarity, however, belies a fundamental difference in the two artists’ understanding of the visual world which, more than their divergent subjects, explains the antithetical responses their paintings provoke in the viewer.  Roberts engages primarily with art of the later nineteenth century made as photography increasingly mediated visual experience, imposing the literally mechanistic way of seeing so effectively deployed in Roberts’s clinically-painted images of morgues and medical equipment.  The viewer’s eye slips off the sleek surfaces of works like Gynecological Treatment Couch (Blues) (Yale Center for British Art), distanced and detached from the absent bodies they seem to recollect.  The close corporeality of Watt’s painting, by contrast, holds the viewer’s gaze, draws it irresistibly inward.  Painted not from the eyes but from the body, they engage with the body.  Watt’s phenomenological treatment of drapery induces what Jonathan Crary has described as a pre-Enlightenment way of seeing,
 the lingering effects of which appear in the tactile appeal of Ingres’s painting in the early nineteenth century.  It is this embodied mode of looking that constitutes Watt’s affinity to Ingres and her key difference from Roberts, and that makes her recent body of work (and work of the body) entirely her own. 

� Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception [1945], (trans. Colin Smith), London: Routledge, 1996, 320.  I am deeply indebted to Alex Nemerov for introducing me to Merleau-Ponty’s writing and its resonance to the work of American still-life painter Raphaelle Peale, whose relationship to Watt I had been struggling to clarify.  


� See Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990.





