
500 Days  o f  So l i tude

It  i s  d i f f icul t  to  descr ibe  the  predicament  accurate ly.  I  would s im-

ply  say  that  the  l ines  that  denote  the  pol i t ica l  and the  cr iminal  had

been erased but  regardless  of  such i s sues  I  faced 500 days  in  so l i -

tar y  conf inement .  I  was  g iven one choice  within thi s  s i tuat ion,

e i ther  I  could watch TV for  a  couple  of  hours  each day or  have  a

minimal  amount  of  pa int ing mater ia l s .  In  the  f i r s t  case  I  would

have  access  to  the  wor ld and in the  second case  the  potent ia l  of

making my own rea lm.  I  had s topped paint ing years  ago,  in  fact  in

my f i r s t  year  a t  co l lege  but  the  idea  of  opening out  the  space  of

imaginat ion that  seemed poss ib le  with the  act  of  pa int ing appeared

to of fer  a  counterpoint  to  the  rea l i ty  of  conf inement .  I  a l so

thought  that  pa int ing would of fer  me a  c ipher  for  memory but

both imaginat ion and memory appeared inadequate  when having to

dea l  with the  day-to-day.  Instead I  d i scovered that  pa int ing func-

t ioned much more  as  a  form of  count ing.  I  found myse l f  pa int ing

in groups  of  ten,  repeat ing moti f s ,  emblems,  s igns  and gestures  in

the  process ,  so  instead of  funct ioning as  my own reduced rea lm of

f reedom the process  of  pa int ing had assumed a  task  l ike  character.

Likewise  my memory appeared to  conf ine  me to  the  recol lect ion of

pass ing moments  such as  the  recol lect ion of  des igns  of  text i le s  on

shir t s ,  f ragments  of  posters ,  emblems on T-shir t s ,  reproduct ions  of

modernis t  pa int ings .  Al l  of  th i s  was  cer ta in ly  unl ike  the  sense  of

the  other  wor ld that  I  in i t ia l ly  thought  I  was  capable  of  enter ing.

Never the les s  t ime passed and in pass ing came an acceptance  of  my

own re la t ionship to  the  l imits  within the  process  of  pa int ing.  In a

way they had a l l  the  s igns  of  pr i son paint ings  in  that  they appeared

mute ,  s l ight ,  moderate  and thus  on the  s ide  of  forget t ing.

Repet i t ion

The s t range thing about  leav ing pr i son i s  that  i t  i s  d i f f icul t  to  unders tand

the f reedom that  i s  announced as  par t  of  the  re lease .  Of  course  I  had

imagined that  when I  had le f t  the  dai ly  rea l i ty  of  conf inement  that  pa int-

ing would i t se l f  be  the  focus  of  a l l  k inds  of  new poss ib i l i t ie s  but  aga in

this  proved to  be  i l lusory.  What  happened instead was  that  I  repeated the

gesture  of  making one paint ing a  day for  500 days .  Even more  depress ing

than the  act  of  repet i t ion was  the  fact  that  the  paint ings  themselves

appeared to  s imply  c i rc le  around themselves  as  i f  impri soned by the  com-

puls ion to  repeat .  Never the les s  I  completed the  cyc le  and in doing so  fe l t

that  I  might  have  f reed myse l f  f rom the impact  of  pr i son.  The paint ings

had just  become a  pi le  in  the  corner  of  my room. The thought  of  be ing

able  to  look at  them in any way never  occurred to  me.  I f  my pr i son paint-

ings  were  mute ,  s l ight  and moderate  then these  pa int ings  were  just  so

many blanks .

Grids

I  must  admit  that  I  was  desperate  to  go beyond the  fee l ing of  r i tua l

that  I  had es tabl i shed for  myse l f .  I  knew that  I  wanted to  cont inue

but  I  a l so  needed to  get  some work.  For  a  whole  per iod I  dr i f ted

from one job to  the  next  so  when I  pa inted I  wanted to  invest  my

work with a  sense  of  purpose .  After  the  pi les  of  pa int ings  I  thought

that  pa int ing in  a  ser ies  of  gr id  s t ructures  would s ignal  an intent ion

to create  something that  might  be  v iewed as  a  whole .  I  had s tar ted

to make doodles  on the  way to  work because  i t  might  have  been a

way of  avoiding eye  contact  on the  underground.  It  was  a l so  a  way of

f i l l ing in  t ime,  thus  c los ing a  gap that  appeared to  fo l low me around

and so lend a  super f ic ia l  fee l ing of  cont inuity.  I  a l so  not iced that  as

par t  of  the  process  of  doodl ing,  I  had s tar ted to  pay more  at tent ion

to the  nature  of  t ime.

All  the  Paint ing s  I  Never  Painted

Strange things  s tar t  to  happen when you concen-

trate  on them long enough.  When I  went  to  ar t

school  i t  was  a  per iod of  g iv ing up.  I  ca l l  them

the years  of  re fusa l .  Over  the  years  I  th ink that

paint ings  might  have  col lected ins ide  of  me or  a t

the  very  leas t  I  had gathered a  melanchol ic  reser ve

re la t ing to  the  poss ib i l i ty  of  pa int ing.  Anyway

after  a l l  the  pi les  and gr ids  I  s tar ted to  paint  a l l

the  paint ings  that  I  had never  pa inted.  This  was  a

s t range per iod.  I  d id not  rea l ly  know what  t ime I

was  in .  When I  was  in  pr i son I  was  beref t  of  any

type of  instrumenta l  connect ion to  t ime but  now I

was  at tempting to  f ind a  way of  enter ing another

t ime that  on the  sur face  was  a l ready passed.  At

t imes  i t  fe l t  a s  i f  I  was  s imply  a  medium through

which these  pa int ings  passed and that  as  par t  of

thi s  condit ion I  had nothing to  express  within the

present .

Sunday  Paint ing

Eventual ly  I  secured a  regular  job which le f t  me with one day in  which to  paint .  A f r iend asked me what  k ind of  pa int ings  I  made and

al l  I  could think of  say ing was  that  I  was  a  Sunday painter.  He then asked me to  te l l  h im about  the  character i s t ic s  of  Sunday paint ing

and the  only  cons i s tent  thing I  could come up with was  the  at tempt to  paint  without  the  intrus ion of  sys temat ic  thinking.

I  pa inted on my ki tchen f loor,  which expla ins  the  shape of  my paint ings ,  but  the  paint ings  themselves  s tar ted to  be  pre-occupied with

the idea  of  removing thought  f rom paint ing.  The f i r s t  pa int ing cons i s ted of  red and ye l low s t r ipes  with a  f loat ing e lement  that  looked

l ike  a  tool  or  even r i tua l  weapon.  I  ca l led i t  “Tool  for  Removing Thought  f rom Paint ing.”  I  had the  idea  that  thought  might  be  an

enemy of  pa int ing or  a t  l eas t  I  would g ive  up paint ing i f  I  thought  too much about  i t .  Pr i son had g iven me the  capaci ty  to  spend t ime

on my own and in a  s t range way g iven me the  sense  of  empty or  b lank t ime that  pa int ing seems to  require  in  order  that  i t  might  re lease

i t se l f  a s  an event .  Someone sa id  to  me that  they thought  that  I  might  be  wast ing my t ime paint ing but  pa int ing doesn’t  occupy the

same type of  t ime that  i s  ordinar i ly  wasted.  Paint ing s tar t s  once  a l l  the  wast ing of  t ime has  a l ready occurred.  

 


