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INTRODUCTION

BETH BATE



“— if  a painting really works down in your heart and changes the way you see, and think,
and feel, you don’t think, ‘oh, I love this picture because it’s universal.’ ‘I love this painting 
because it speaks to all mankind.’ That’s not the reason anyone loves a piece of  art. It’s 
a secret whisper from an alleyway. Psst, you. Hey kid. Yes you.”

Donna Tartt, 7KH�*ROGÀQFK (2013)

This publication accompanies 8QGHUZRUOG, a major new exhibition by David Austen at 
Dundee Contemporary Arts. As DCA enters its twentieth year, and a new chapter in our 
organisational history, we are delighted to bring this constellation of  Austen’s practice to 
6FRWODQG�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH���

Austen’s art is the whisper in our ear that Tartt describes, inviting us down this alleyway,
to wander into his beautiful and melancholic imagination. Filled with love, both hopeful 
DQG�ORVW��DQ�XQPLVWDNHDEO\�KXPDQ�DFKH��FRPSDVVLRQ�IRU�RXU�PLVWDNHV�DQG�SK\VLFDO�ÁDZV��
and a dark, disarming humour, Austen’s world is a liminal space for us to venture into, 
DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�GLVWDQW��VRPHWLPHV�IDPLOLDU�ÀJXUHV�ZH�PHHW�DORQJ�WKH�ZD\�

7KH�IRUPV�RI �$XVWHQ·V�ZRUNV�DUH�GLYHUVH��RLO�SDLQWLQJ�RQ�KHDY\�ÁD[�FDQYDV��GHOLFDWH�
ZDWHUFRORXUV�RQ�SDSHU��VXVSHQGHG�VFXOSWXUDO�REMHFWV��SULQWHG�WH[WV��FLQHPDWLF�ÀOP�SURMHFWV��
FRORXUIXO�FROODJHV��IRXQG�SKRWRJUDSKV��DQG�ERWK�ÀJXUDWLYH�DQG�DEVWUDFW�GUDZLQJV��)RU�
8QGHUZRUOG, all are drawn together on what Austen describes as “… a journey. There are 
lanterns to light our way. We see naked ghosts, violent twisted trees, scraped roadside 
words, a ships-crew of  men who have seen better days, abstracts from a burnt out retina, 
an ocean of  stars, a city of  fractured coloured glass. My work explores love and yearning, 
loss and grief, memory and dream and the unreliability of  these things. I make my work 
with exactitude and attention: it’s what the world deserves.”

:KHQ�$XVWHQ�ÀUVW�YLVLWHG�'&$·V�JDOOHULHV�MXVW�RYHU�WZR�\HDUV�DJR��ZLWK�WKHLU�6FRWWLVK�HDVW�
FRDVW�OLJKW�ÀOOHG�H[SDQVH��KH�DVNHG�PH�KRZ�ZH�PLJKW�FUHDWH�LQWLPDF\�LQ�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�³�
intimacy as a whole experience, for the viewer and the viewed, a two way exchange. This 
understanding of  our need for physical and emotional closeness helps us to not just see
his works but to feel them. We are enveloped in this strange, endearing world. 

Filled with lost souls, bodies adrift and stories of  violence, this remains a space borne of  
tenderness and generosity, where we are invited to gaze upwards to celestial heights, to 
DOORZ�RXUVHOYHV�WR�EH�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�DZH��$XVWHQ·V�UHIHUHQFHV�DUH�ULFK�DQG�YDULHG��IURP�OLWHUDWXUH�
WR�ÀOP�QRLU��DQFLHQW�P\WK�WR�DUFKLWHFWXUH��EXW�DUH�DV�OLNHO\�DOVR�WR�EH�GUDZQ�IURP�KLV�
immediate surroundings; a sign passed, a misread headline, words which, when isolated, 
take on new meaning, titles for unseen scenes. 
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In Austen’s studio, amongst the paintings, text pieces and collages, books are piled high and 
it is impossible to spend an afternoon with him and not have them pressed into your hands. 
A publication of  photographs of  Pina Bausch performances, a Rupert Thomson novel, 
a collection of  Scott Walker’s lyrics... The world seems sonorous, there for us to draw into 
our lives. His work speaks of  weight and gravity, of  the passing of  time, of  movement and 
fragility, of  stories real and imagined, of  lust and care, of  connection and loneliness.

Austen’s work has inspired exceptional writing throughout his career and we are grateful to 
George Vasey and Lavinia Greenlaw who have contributed remarkable new texts for this 
publication. Having spent many hours with Austen in his studio, Vasey’s essay gives us the 
opportunity to dive down deeper into Austen’s practice and into these otherworldly spaces. 
Greenlaw’s piece unfurls as a poetic response to Austen’s images, bringing in Hélène Cixous 
and Virginia Woolf  as additional voices, as we learn of  a body in transition and its position 
as outsider, moving around in the darkness. We are also pleased to include the original text 
E\�5XSHUW�7KRPVRQ�VHQW�WR�$XVWHQ��WKDW�IRUPV�WKH�EDVLV�RI �WKH�ÀOP�7KH�VWRU\�RI �P\�GHDWK�
DV�WROG�WR�PH�E\�DQRWKHU.

Our thanks to the many lenders whose generosity has made this exhibition possible. We 
are, as ever, grateful for the ongoing support from Creative Scotland and Dundee City 
Council for all of  our activity, which reaches hundreds of  thousands of  people every year. 
We particularly owe a special debt of  gratitude to Richard and Florence of  Ingleby Gallery 
who have been tremendously supportive throughout the development of  this exhibition. 

Finally, of  course, our heartfelt thanks to David Austen for his deep care, his commitment 
and for sharing his work and his world with us and our audiences. 

“...as we rise from the organic and sink back ignominiously into the organic,
it is a glory and a privilege to love what Death doesn’t touch.”

LELG�

Beth Bate
Director, Dundee Contemporary Arts

��IRU�6LREKDQ�'XQGHH��
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I once interviewed the oceanographer Don Walsh for a project I was working on and it 
GLGQ·W�JR�YHU\�ZHOO��:DOVK�³�DORQJVLGH�-DFTXHV�3LFFDUG�³�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�WR�YLVLW�WKH�
Mariana Trench in 1960. Walsh and Piccard were the only people to have descended to the 
GHHSHVW�SDUW�RI �WKH�RFHDQ�XQWLO�WKH�ÀOPPDNHU�-DPHV�&DPHURQ�PDGH�WKH�WULS�LQ�������7KH�
WUHQFK�LV�LQ�WKH�:HVWHUQ�3DFLÀF�DQG�LV�URXJKO\���NP�GHHS��,W�UHPDLQV�ODUJHO\�XQFKDUWHG�DQG�
obscure, a place that continues to haunt our imagination. 

)RU�D�ZRUOG�WKDW�LV�VHHPLQJO\�TXDQWLÀHG�DQG�DFFRXQWHG�IRU��WKH�RFHDQ�UHPDLQV�RSDTXH��
countering the assumption that we have mastered and mapped the planet. We can imagine
WKH�OLJKW�RI �WKH�VXEPDULQH�LOOXPLQDWLQJ�WKH�GHSWKV�RI �WKH�RFHDQ�OLNH�D�ÀOP�SURMHFWRU�
through a dark auditorium. When I interviewed Walsh, I asked him what it felt like to 
EH�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�WR�VHH�WKH�ERWWRP�RI �WKH�VHD��7KH�TXHVWLRQ�FRQIXVHG�KLP��DQG�DV�KH�
recounted his memories from the day he told me that his concerns about cabin pressure 
left little time for feelings. I expected to be regaled by his accounts of  extraordinary 
encounters and ended up hearing about pressure gauges.

I wonder what David Austen would make of  the bottom of  the ocean? 8QGHUZRUOG, 6LOHQFH�
%HDFK, 2FHDQ, (GJH�RI WKH�:RUOG. His titles reveal a fascination with the natural world, and his 
QRPDGLF�ZRUN�³�HQFRPSDVVLQJ�SDLQWLQJ��SULQWPDNLQJ��GUDZLQJ��VFXOSWXUH�DQG�ÀOPPDNLQJ
 — frequently portrays images of  the sea, stars, the moon and the sun. His iconography 
is pervaded by a certain romanticism, tempered by a chilled and stylish painterly economy. 
The sun is denoted by a yellow circle; the sea as a dilating collection of  lines on a 
monochromatic surface. His formalism possesses the brevity of  a haiku. 

$�SODFH�RI ORYH�DQG�IHDU«

&ROOHFWLYHO\��WKH�ZRUNV�IRUP�D�FLQHPDWLF�YRFDEXODU\��'LPLQXWLYH�ÀJXUHV�SDLQWHG�LQ�
watercolour take the role of  protagonists, abstract geometric gouaches offer a scenography 
and large dense paintings of  epigrammatic texts provide snippets of  dialogue and 
VXJJHVWLYH�WLWOHV��:RUNLQJ�LQ�VHULHV��HDFK�FRPSRQHQW�IXUQLVKHV�KLV�ÀOPLF�RHXYUH�ZLWK�LWV�
own particular tenor. Austen makes literary art, translated through the formal vocabulary 
of  Modernist painting. No line is wasted, and there is no illusionism in the work; it’s all on 
the surface. The liquidity of  watercolour and rigidity of  oil paint — each medium does its 
thing and no more. 

,Q�WKH�ÀJXUDWLYH�ZDWHUFRORXUV�ZH�HQFRXQWHU�D�FDVW�RI �QDNHG�FKDUDFWHUV��GHIWO\�FDSWXUHG�
with the acuity of  a few brief  marks. Sometimes alone and often coupled up, they 
variously stand, kiss, piss, screw and mess about. Beyond a few simple props there is no 
ODQGVFDSH��DQG�³�ZKLOH�HDFK�ÀJXUH�LV�ZHGGHG�WR�D�JUDYLWDWLRQDO�VSDFH�³�WKHUH�LV�QR�
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horizon line. There is a slapstick and anecdotal quality to much of  this series, the body 
becoming the agent and subject to acts of  sensuality and violence in each scene. To 
paraphrase one of  Austen’s own titles, these characters seem to occupy a land of  ‘love 
and fear’; a space of  unabashed hedonism where shame and contrition lie just beneath
the surface.

$V�OLJKW�DV�D�SDLQWLQJ��DV�KHDY\�DV�DQ�LPDJH«

%HVLGHV�WKH�ÀJXUH��WKH�SDSHU�LV�OHIW�XQPDUNHG��,·P�UHPLQGHG�RI �'DYLG�7RRS·V�DQHFGRWH�
about his teacher Harry Thubron making his students draw radiators, asking them to pay 
SDUWLFXODU�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�VSDFH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SLSHV��7KH�VSDFH�DURXQG�$XVWHQ·V�ÀJXUHV�LV�
like the gap in the radiator. Like a pause just before a chorus, like John Cage’s silence, like 
the space in Japanese woodblock printing — it creates the conditions for possibility. Gaps, 
absences and silences are frequent motifs through much of  the work. What possibilities 
lie under these surfaces? The blank paper — just like the ocean — oscillates between 
metaphorical opacity and potentiality. Can we see Austen as the love-struck protagonist in 
Jean Vigo’s /·$WDODQWH"�,Q�WKLV������ÀOP��D�UHFHQWO\�PDUULHG�FDSWDLQ�RI �D�ULYHU�EDUJH�LV�WROG�
by his wife that he will see the person he loves when he puts his head under water. At a 
tumultuous moment in their marriage he dives into the canal where he eagerly awaits 
YLVLRQV�RI �KLV�ZLIH��,Q�WKH�ÀOP��DV�LQ�$XVWHQ·V�DUW��ZDWHU�WDNHV�RQ�D�WKHRORJLFDO�DQG�
transformative state. 

:RUGV�IDOO�ZLWK�D�PXWHG�YLROHQW�WKXPS«

$XVWHQ·V�RLO�SDLQWLQJV�RIWHQ�LQFRUSRUDWH�VLQJXODU�DQG�UHVRQDQW�ÀJXUDWLYH�LPDJHV�VXFK�DV�
Medusa trees, hearts and geometric motifs that suggest architectural fascia or stained glass. 
Other works encompass textual statements in the same bold sans-serif  typeface. He 
SHUVLVWHQWO\�XVHV�WKLFN�ÁD[�FDQYDV�UHGROHQW�RI �VDLO�FORWK�DQG�SDLQWV�ODUJH�PRQRFKURPDWLF�
areas with tiny brushes. The oil paint encrusts the heavy tooth of  the canvas providing a 
dry and brittle surface. There is a ritualistic quality to the way that Austen persistently 
employs the same techniques and approach; repetition becomes meditative. 

2FHDQ, 2018, incorporates an irregular pattern of  stylised stars. The surface of  the canvas 
trembles with an asymmetrical pattern, like a Bridget Riley gone slightly awry. The stars 
FRQWLQXH�RII �WKH�HGJH�RI �WKH�FDQYDV�VXJJHVWLQJ�DQ�LQÀQLWH�SDWWHUQLQJ��2I �FRXUVH��WKH�VWDUV�
we see at night have often long since imploded and what we are viewing is the light that has 
travelled millions of  years to reach us. In a further act of  lyrical resonance, Austen has used 
a paint pigment ground from charred animal bones. Dead stars and dead animals. A star 
can guide us and fool us — send us in the right direction and down the wrong path. It is, 
then, a particularly apt symbol for the act of  painting: looking, believing and day dreaming. 
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Austen’s art asks us to stare up at the night sky and down at the soil under our feet, to look 
ULJKW�LQ�IURQW�RI �XV�DQG�IRU�WKLQJV�ZH·OO�QHYHU�ÀQG�

,Q�WKH���PP�ÀOP�7KH�VWRU\�RI P\�GHDWK�DV�WROG�WR�PH�E\�DQRWKHU�����������ZH�ÀQG�$XVWHQ�LQ�
PLQLPDO�FORZQ�PDNH�XS��:HDULQJ�D�QDXWLFDO�MDFNHW��KH�LV�UHGROHQW�RI �D�ÀJXUH�IURP�WKH�HDUO\�
20th century. His face is painted white with blocks of  black marks over his eyes and mouth. 
:H�YLHZ�KLV�ERG\�IURP�DERYH�DV�LW�ÁRDWV�LQ�EODFN�VSDFH��$V�ZH�PRYH�LQ��WKH�FKDUDFWHU�XWWHUV�
a brief  monologue written by the novelist Rupert Thomson inspired by a dream Thomson 
had of  Austen’s violent demise. Is the clown a self-portrait or a mask? Is he coming back to 
life or staging his own death? 

Time and travel are the durable themes of  Austen’s work. From the brevity of  the 
watercolours to the painstaking surfaces of  the oil paintings, we travel into space and 
descend under water, are transported into distant memories and projections of  potential 
IXWXUHV��$XVWHQ�PDNHV�WKH�LQVWDQW�LQGHOLEOH�³�D�WUDSH]H�DUWLVW�LQ�PLG�ÁLJKW��D�ÀJXUH�SDLQWHG�
while the artist holds his breath, an image read in seconds that unravels over a lifetime. 
Painting is like trying to petrify a soap bubble. 

6XEPHUJHG�OLJKW�EHDPV�LQ�GDUN�RFHDQV«

Time, though, has not been kind to the characters in 7KH�+HDGV, 2016-19: a cast of  
VHHPLQJO\�LGHQWLFDO�ORRNLQJ�ÀJXUHV�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�VHOI�SRUWUDLWV�EXW�VHUYH�MXVW�DV�ZHOO�DV�
cyphers or archetypes. Unkempt and unshaven, their surfaces are whitewashed and they 
bear the accumulations of  re-drawing and overpainting. They could be washed ashore 
onto a desert island or dishevelled after months out at sea. Like down and out Argonauts, 
Austen’s portraits form a motley crew. Travel has its consequences, and we don’t always 
ÀQG�ZKDW�ZH·UH�ORRNLQJ�IRU��&DQ�ZH�UHDG�WKH�DUWLVW·V�ELRJUDSK\�IRU�QDUUDWLYH�FOXHV"�+LV�
father was in the Navy and he is of  a generation whose formative years were framed by 
the space race and moon landing. Perhaps the lesson in Austen’s work is not so much 
about where he is from but where he wants to go. 

From the sea to the sky, looking at this planet from above and below. What does this 
DWWHQWLYH�ORRNLQJ�UHYHDO"�7KH�ÀUVW�IXOO�SKRWRJUDSK�RI �WKH�HDUWK��WDNHQ�LQ�������FDSWXUHV�
WKH�SODQHW�IURP�RXWHU�VSDFH�DV�LW�ÁRDWV�LQ�D�EODFN�PRQRFKURPH��7KH�DVWURQDXW�-DFN�6FKPLWW�
famously said that when he took the photograph and contemplated the earth from above 
he felt tiny. Austen’s studio takes on the form of  a submarine or spaceship illuminating 
the depths of  the world through the light beam of  his curiosities. This captures something 
RI �KLV�DUW��RI �JD]LQJ�DW�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�WKUHDWHQV�WR�RYHUZKHOP�XV��RI �QDNHG�ÀJXUHV�UXQQLQJ�
around an Edenic garden trying to make sense of  the world and ending up in all sorts 
of  bother. 























































































NIGHT SWALLOWED 
MY HAND IN FRONT 
OF MY FACE

LAVINIA GREENLAW
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1.

We left the city on a January afternoon and drove into darkness that settled heavily as 
we turned off  the main road into ancient lanes overhung by low trees. I told myself  this 
was the magical passage of  fairytales, a tunnel through which I had to pass in order to 
reach my new home, but I felt as if  I were being carried away. As the car’s headlamps swept 
those crooked branches, they seemed to rise up to stop us entering (or passing through).

I was still a creature, looking outwards from a body I understood (if  at all) as electricity 
or weather. My imperatives were acute and I struggled with containment. I did not apply 
words to myself  and so my aspects and processes had no form. My hair was long and 
tangled. It fell in snakes.

&RPH�GD\OLJKW��WKLV�QHZ�ZRUOG�ZDV�UHYHDOHG�DV�ÁDW�ÀHOGV��7KH�VN\�ZDV�QR�ORQJHU�EDFNGURS�
but most of  what there was. A brief, blinding winter sun cast monumental shadows of  
RDNV�DQG�S\ORQV�DFURVV�IUR]HQ�HDUWK��7KHVH�ZHUH�WKH�JRGV�RI �WKLV�ÁDWQHVV��$V�IDU�DV�,�FRXOG�
see, nothing was happening. It was as if  whatever I looked at turned to stone.

Countryside darkness was the velvet curtain of  picture-books. When I approached the 
house at night, a distance of  a hundred yards could fall endlessly open. I hesitated before 
wading in. Not long before we left the city, my brother and I had gone through a phase 
of  slipping out of  the house at dusk. We weren’t going anywhere but turned back to spy 
through the windows. We watched our mother tidying up the kitchen, our sister playing a 
JDPH��RXU�IDWKHU�UHDGLQJ��RXU�OLWWOH�EURWKHU�O\LQJ�RQ�WKH�ÁRRU�FKDWWHULQJ�WR�KLPVHOI��:H�ZHUH�
out there in the not-quite-dark looking in on the not-quite-life of  early evening. The point 
was not to see but to become unseen. Perhaps we were also testing the idea of  stepping 
outside the family and home. It felt like discovering a new power but had I looked in the 
ZLQGRZV�DQG�VHHQ�QR�RQH��KDG�WKH�OLJKWV�JRQH�RII��,�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�WHUULÀHG��,�ZDQWHG�
to be able to step outside my life but only if  I could easily step back. There is no point in 
being invisible unless someone is expecting to see you.

In their twenties, with both parents dead, Virginia Woolf  and her siblings rented a house
in Cornwall two miles from Talland House, where they had spent their childhood summers. 
They arrived at night and immediately walked up the hill to Talland, which they hadn’t seen 
for ten years.
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1 ‘Cornwall, 1905’, Virginia Woolf, $�3DVVLRQDWH�$SSUHQWLFH��7KH�(DUO\�-RXUQDOV�RI �9LUJLQLD�:RROI, 
   ed. Mitchell A. Leaska (1990)
2 To the Lighthouse��9LUJLQLD�:RROI �������

There was the house, with its two lighted windows… all, so far as we could see, as though
we’d left it that morning. But yet, as we knew well, we could go no further; if  we advanced
the spell was broken. The lights were not our lights; the voices were the voices of  strangers.
We hung there like ghosts in the shade of  the hedge, & at the sound of  footsteps we turned
away. 1

Those lights that invite us in only do so if  they are ‘our lights’. Otherwise we must remain 
in the dark, at an unintrusive distance, able to bear the fact that as far as the lights are 
concerned we do not exist.

2.

Night swallowed my hand in front of  my face. (I was starting to learn that parts of  myself  
could slip out of  sight, could refuse me.) Not wanting this new life, I welcomed the 
IHHOLQJ�WKDW�,�PLJKW�GLVVROYH�LQWR�WKH�EODFNQHVV��,�KDG�\HW�WR�EH�À[HG�E\�DQ\RQH·V�JD]H��
7KHUH�ZDV�IUHHGRP�LQ�WKLV�EXW�LW�PHDQW�WKDW�,�FRXOG�QRW�À[�DQ\RQH��FRXOG�QRW�NHHS�WKHP�

For now she need not think of  anybody. She could be herself, by herself. And that was what 
now she often felt the need of – to think; well not even to think. To be silent; to be alone. 
All the being and the doing, expansive, glittering, vocal, evaporated; and one shrunk, with 
a sense of  solemnity, to being oneself, a wedge-shaped core of  darkness, something invisible
to others... and this self  having shed its attachments was free for the strangest adventures. 2

As if  being free requires you to give up being visible, even to yourself. Unattached, you are 
unanchored and undescribed.

3.

0\�ERG\�VHHPHG�LQFRQVHTXHQWLDO�DQG�KDUG�WR�GHÀQH��7KH�ZRUOG�ZDV�DW�D�SRZHUIXO�UHPRYH�
and I was vague about points of  contact. I would forget what I had in my hand and rarely 
QRWLFHG�ZKDW�ZDV�XQGHU�P\�IHHW��0\�RYHUDOO�H[SHULHQFH�RI �RWKHUV�ZDV�RQH�RI �GHÁHFWLRQ�³�
mine or theirs. Girls would point out that I had an ink stain on my shirt or marmalade in 
my hair. I couldn’t see myself  and it did not occur to me to want to do so. (Or I refused to.)



3 ‘The Laugh of  the Medusa’, Hélène Cixous, trans. Keith Cohen & Paula Cohen, 6LJQV, Vol. 1, 
���1R������6XPPHU�������
4 Cixous, LELG.

Girls who ironed their hair each morning laughed at my head of  snakes. I had been 
seen because I did not belong, and so I cut my hair and changed my form. I wanted to
be anyone — as in no one. I made myself  take on the shape of  these girls. I didn’t want
to be them, just to look like them enough not to attract attention.

Hold still we’re going to do your portrait, so that you can begin looking like it right away. 3

4.

The village had a scattering of  lamp-posts but after dark you needed a torch to walk down 
WKH�PDLQ�URDG��7KHUH�ZHUH�UHJXODU�SRZHU�FXWV�WKDW�ÀUVW�ZLQWHU��7KH�QHZVSDSHUV�ZHUH�IXOO�
of  pictures of  families gathered around a vague source of  radiance, looking plucky and 
happy and playing a board game or cards (as if  spending more time together had to be 
restorative).

We are not people of  the hearth. We’ve learnt how to carry off  heat and light, and build 
our homes accordingly with corridors and staircases, in a series of  small rooms. So when 
heat and light failed us, we did what we could to preserve our habits and arrangements.
We were allocated candles, lanterns or oil lamps. Each carried their own small source 
of  light off  into their own private dark.

5.

You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. 4

And what if  you are inside the light looking out? We’d moved from a city street shaded 
by large trees to the middle of  a village. My room looked onto the green. When I turned 
on the light I couldn’t see anything out there and so assumed myself  unseen. One day my 
father said that someone had mentioned seeing me lying in bed reading late one night. 
+H�WKRXJKW�LW�ZDV�IXQQ\�EXW�,�ZDV�PRUWLÀHG��,�IRXQG�WKLFNHU�FXUWDLQV�LQ�WKH�DWWLF��GHYLVHG�
elaborate ways to test their opacity, and drew them even during the day. The spell of  
LQYLVLELOLW\��RI �VOLSSLQJ�RXWVLGH��RI �VHHLQJ�QRWKLQJ�LQ�UHÁHFWLRQ�KDG�EHHQ�EURNHQ��)URP
then on, I could not help but see myself  and could not imagine myself  unseen.
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5 ‘Medusa’, Sylvia Plath, $ULHO (1965)

The self-consciousness of  adolescence was a wrenching into light. I stared into the mirror 
DW�ÁDZV�PDGH�PRQVWURXV�E\�WKH�VFDOH�RI �P\�DWWHQWLRQ��$OO�P\�HQHUJ\�ZHQW�LQWR�YLJLODQFH�
against exposure. I turned myself  up, invested in surfaces — hair, make-up, clothes — and 
OHDUQW�QRW�RQO\�WR�PHHW�WKH�JD]H�RI �P\�HQHPLHV�EXW�WR�VWDUH�VR�ÀHUFHO\�WKDW�,�FRXOG�WXUQ�
them back on themselves.

Over-exposed, like an x-ray,
Who do you think you are? 5

To be seen too clearly is to be reduced. Much of  you gives way, becoming transparent
and so invisible. Only the basic lines remain — anything from a sketch to a diagram
depending on the level of  attention and the determination of  that gaze — what it accepts 
and refuses.

My eyes started to fail. The child who would not see now could not see. I peered at the 
blackboard and operated by guesswork while people — friendly or otherwise — receded 
from view. The world became fuzzy and contracted. How to stare at what you can’t see 
clearly? Now it was I who was being turned to stone.

6.

I started to turn myself  down again. I dyed my hair and clothes black. I stopped making 
noise to the point of  speechlessness. I shut down at school and found myself  unable to 
learn or remember (‘not even to think’). Dispensing with ‘all the being and the doing’, 
,�VLPSOLÀHG�LQWR�VLOHQFH�DQG�GDUNQHVV��,I �,�ZDV�OXFN\��,�FRXOG�PDNH�WKLV�D�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW��
I was now ‘free for the strangest adventures’.
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