Arts

VISUAL ART

From Henry Kondracki’s views of Edinburgh at the RSA to
Joyce Gunn Cairns’s engaging character studies at the Smithy
Gallery, good painting abounds, writes Duncan Macmillan

=== dinburgh isa much-painted
cityand partof the display
e i1 the new Scottish wing
of the National Gallery
isdevoted toitsimage.
Starting with James Norie’s view
of the city painted around 1745,
itincludes Alexander Nasmyth’s
memorable painting of Princes
Street with the RSA building under
construction and alongsideithis
view of the city from Calton Hill
with the citizens enjoying the late
sunset of midsummer. Now, in the
Academicians’ Gallery within the
same RSA building, Joie de Vivre is
an exhibition of the work of Henry
Kondrackiand he can claim a placein
thatsame distinguished tradition.
Thereis morein the show, of course,
including pictures of London, of
Blackpool and other places too. Among
them, acknowledging the master, isa
lovely painting of Monet in his garden
and painting freely, butdirectlyand
givingavivid accountoflightand
atmosphere, Kondracki is certainly
inthe Monet tradition. Remaining at
the heartof whathe does, however,
Edinburgh provides the majority of
hissubjectshere and, unless Walter
Geikiein hisetchings, or,ina different
medium RobertGarioch in his
Edinburgh poems, few artists since
Nasmyth have captured justwhatitis
liketolivein the cityand in all weathers
too.One of the finest pictures here,
forinstance, isaview from Castle Hill
looking across toasummer sunsetover
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Fife. The skyis pink to the north, butin
the foreground the road is shiny with
recentrain. In Hanover Street, Rain, an
Edinburgh bus splashes through the
trafficon a wet streetand the spire of
the Tolbooth Kirk (now better known
as The Hub)islostin the murky sky.

Butalthough Kondrackiis good at
rainand murk-heeven paints the
Mound seen through therain-splashed
window of abus—healso captures
many other moods. In Portobello
Beach, forinstance, the seaand skyare
blue and the sand golden while Blue
Holyrood is a misty view from the foot
of Arthur’s Seatacross to Holyrood
and Calton Hill. Kondracki also goes
indoors, however, and one striking
imageisof the interior ofa cinema with
Casablancaon thescreen.

Thereare also several works by
Kondracki onview atthe Open Eye.
Heisnotthe mainact,butis there,
perhaps,asagentlereminder that,
asthe RSA expandsits commercial
activities with Academicians’ Gallery,
the organisation should be careful not
toupset the delicate economy ofart.
Itwasgallerieslike the Open Eye, or
for most of two centuries, the Scottish
Gallery, or Compassin Glasgow,
thattook the financial risk to give
openings toartists like Kondracki.
These galleries are the vital root of
eventual artistic success. Reasonably,
theyexpecttoreapitsreward, butifthe
rootis starved of the vital nourishment
ultimate success provides, the RSA
might find ithas nothing to show.

Clockwise from main: Casablanca

at the Cameo, by Henry Kondracki;
Caring For Her, by Joyce Gunn Cairns;
Winter Evening Walk, Edinburgh,

by Jane Askey; installation view of
Smickel Inn by Nick Goss

The Open Eye was begun by Tom
and Pam Wilson in1982 and later

passed to Keith and Jilly Dobson. Ithas
adistinguished record of investing in
new talentand nurturing it to success.
Aswellasagallerydirector, however,
Tom Wilson himselfisanartistand
Miscellany and Mugshots, currently
showingin the gallery, is a selection of
hisrecentwork. Tomisa miniaturist.
Many of the works here are barely six
inchessquareand few are more than
afooton theirlongestdimension. In
the tradition of the miniaturist, many
are pocket-sized portraits. Mug Shots,
presented asa single work, for instance,
consists of around 60 miniatures hung

together. Allin pencil, they are mostly
versions of familiar faces, whether
from photographs or old masters. Here
are Picasso, Francis Bacon and Stanley
Spencer alongside the Mona Lisaand
famous facesby Rubens, Velazquez,
Ingresor Lucian Freud. Other works

in crayon or watercolour render
similarimages by the likes of Vermeer,
Rembrandtor Velazquezin colour,
buttherearealsostill-lifes. Chillies,
mushrooms, windfall apples, nuts,
stones and beach-combings and other
thingsareall exquisitely described. The
biggest picture here, however, is The
Oenophile’s Day Off,a composition of
several hundred drawn corks of wine
bottles, somedistinguished namesand
vintages clearlylegible on them. Not
somuchaday off for the oenophile,
perhaps, butrather a busyday.

Alongside Wilson, the Open Eye is
showing by leaves welive, the delicately
poetic works of Ann Ross. She paints
in watercolour. Some pictures
are collections of leaves painted
individually, much as Tom Wilson
approachesstill-life. Mostly, however,
she paints birdsand animalsamong
leavesand flowers, always strikingan
exquisite balance between pattern
and atmosphereas, for instance, in
Between Two Hedges, in which two
hares run through morning mist.

The Smithy Galleryin Blanefield,
north of Glasgow, alsohasan
admirable record of supportingartists
andis currently showing work by
Joyce Gunn Cairns and Jane Askey.
Gunn Cairns’s works here are mostly
profoundly sympathetic portraits
of people. Her Dolly, for instance,
isa picture of a child withadoll.
Peacemaker isawoman with dove, but
even when she paints cats, an anxious-

looking bear or aleaping fox, we feel
whatmattersisindividuality. A good
many of hersittersare in fact painted
holding cats, Love Knows no Bounds,
forinstance, or The Love of Red Cats,
andsointhem we getasense of the
relationship between sitter and pet
asin some sense one of equals. Most
ofherworkisin oil on board, buther
drawingisalwaysapparentand she
uses oil very thinly and loosely, almost
like watercolour, avoiding its power
of definition or of rendering solid
colour. Theresultis to suggesthow,
assheexplores her subject visually,
thevisual and the emotional cannot
beseparated. Feeling is too delicate
and evanescentto be pinned down by
sharpdrawing or solid colour. Without
beingimpressionisther work suggests,
nevertheless, the impression made by
theinteraction of the emotionaland
thevisual.

Jane Askey’swork showing alongside
isnicely complementary. Itisall still-
life orlandscape, painted loosely, but
withvivid colour, asin the still-life
Willow Pattern Spring Blossom, orin
Ultramarine Sky and Apple Blossom.
Shealso chimes with Henry Kondracki,
however, inlovely ink drawings
of Edinburgh, such as Edinburgh
Blizzard, Bruntsfield Looking East, or
Winter Evening Edinburgh Walk.

Thelngleby Galleryisanother
importantindependent gallery,
althoughithasstoodalittle outside
the main arteconomy of Scotland and
hastended todraw bothitsartistsand
clients from further afield. The current
show, Smickel Inn, Balcony of Europe,
is, forinstance, of work by Anglo-
Dutchartist, Nick Goss. Theinn the
show isnamed after isin Rotterdam
Harbour on the edge of the North Sea,
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aEuropeanvantage
point, perhaps. Goss’s
paintingsinvarious
mediaarelargeand
atmospheric. Rather
like Joyce Gunn Cairns,
heavoidsbeingtoo
definite, letting his work
suggestbutnotdefine
whatheisrecording.
Several of the works
hereareinteriors,and
oneistitled The Smickel
Inn. Thereisastilllife,
aviewof aterrace,and
arather wonderful
painting of sparkling
lightonaswimming
pool. Thereisalsoa
group of smaller, freely
painted watercolours.
Altogetheritsagood
month for painting.

Henry Kondrackito

19 November; Tom
Wilson, Ann Ross,
Joyce Gunn Cairns

and Jane Askeyto18
November; Nick Goss to
16 December
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The Scotsman
Sessions

The Scotsman Sessions are shortvideo
performances, recorded by artists allaround
the country and introduced by our critics.

To explore the first 350 in the series, visit
www.scotsman.com/arts-and-culture
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