Only Connect

Logic will get you from A to B. Imagination will take you everywhere
Einstein

Looking at the world

In Four Square’s recent film ‘Organic Geometries’, the German artist
Eberhard Ross likens himself to “a scientist in art’, an odd coupling
you might think, given that received wisdom so often sets these two
fields at opposite ends of the spectrum. But conventions can mislead
and behind this perceived divide- a relatively recent construct of
Europe’s Enlightenment - is a history rich with fertile overlaps, where
Da Vinci is the archetypal embodiment of it’s possibilities.

As art historian, Professor Martin Kemp, world authority on Leonardo
and champion of the current cross discipline dialogue between science
and art, points out, “shared intuitions about the natural world drive the
pursuits of artists and scientists” and for each, how questions are
framed owe as much to imagination as fact. He states, “it is a kind of
intuition, something that in an object is perceived as especially
interesting that captures the artist's attention. Many scientists start
their work in the same way.” So whilst paradigms change, art and
science, neither being homogenous categories, remain and have
always been engaged in a common aim to confront universal
questions.

For over twenty years Ross, struck by his own children’s uninhibited
responses to the natural world has defined his search, as an “attempt
to understand the system of nature” exploring the underlying rhythms
and patterns connecting visual phenomena as diverse as crystallised
protein colonies, the swarming behaviour of birds, and most recently,
snow falling on pine trees. Ross takes his place within a wave of
collaborations and creative dialogues between scientists and artists,
after having come to the attention of Professor Matthias Geyer. In
2007 he was given a solo show at the Max Planck Institute in
Dortmund, where he is now a frequent visitor, discussing with
scientists their findings, his own work and the parallels between the
two.
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Looking in the studio

So how does an artist’s parallel and intuitive encounter with events at
the frontiers of science translate into art? Do the paintings differ or go
beyond the seductive photos we find in glossy science periodicals and
if so how? Both artist and scientist engage in experiments, a series of
what ifs, where the way the experiment is set up and conducted
significantly determines what is observed, and it is the way these
observations are framed-their form, that can contribute to a dynamic
enlargement of the way we see ourselves in relation to the world.
Perhaps then a focus on the artist’s instruments and practices, can
help us better understand the intentions behind the work, which in
turn informs, what it is, and why it is what it is, rather than what it
means, which must in the end grow out of our direct encounter with
the work.

The film ‘Organic Geometries’ provides a window onto Ross’ practice,
as we see him work on paintings from the Speicher series. In a
concentrated process, that can last up to eighteen hours and which
must be completed before the paint dries, he begins inscribing lines
into a surface of wet oil paint, with a vocabulary, distilled to essentials,
like the binary 1 and 0, lines -straights and curves, and the spaces
between. It is a way of working that seems to me essentially mimetic;
the flat picture plane prepared in advance with fields of colour,
presents an arena in which to act, rather than a space to reproduce,
and the artist speaks of the energy needed to sustain this process and
his own state within it - “/ forget everything- | get empty in mind”. The
intricate lattice which emerges, appears to follow an inner organic
need and unfolding intuitive logic, growing and animating the surface,
where the mass of interconnecting lines are paradoxically additions
and subtractions. Rather than ‘copies’ of phenomena | would suggest
they seem to demonstrate principles in action, a tracing out of energy,
an imprint. Interestingly the title for this series, Speicher, translates as,
a place where memories are stored.
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Looking at the paintings

Professor Kemp’s quotes at the beginning of this short essay
highlighted how intuition can germinate and inform the work of
scientists and artists, | would suggest it is also the corner stone of
encountering art, which is essentially a heightening experience. In a
world where we are bombarded with accelerating visual stimuli,
confidence in the connection between quiet looking and intuition has
become increasingly weakened, supplanted by an over reliance on
ideas and concepts to supply and support meaning. In conversation
with Eberhard it is clear he wishes his work to be an antidote to this,
an invitation to slow down, and discover something of what he finds in
painting them.

A large black and gold Speicher hangs in the room where | am writing
this essay. On first impression it’s all surface, a lattice of golden
filaments give a pleasing luminosity, a decorative elegant density, but
after a while space appears, the eye is drawn in, the mind hard wired
to find meaning searches for pattern, rhythm, some sort of narrative,
shoals of curves emerge, then a forest of uprights, then they are in
dialogue twisting and spiralling in a dance. Is it the lines or the black
between the lines that create the dance? Associations flow in, muscle
fibres, lace, leaves, neural connections, spider’s webs. All at once the
black and gold oscillating together create green and a hyper real
image of grass emerges, then as suddenly the filaments shrink, the
golden light contracts, the piece becoming almost entirely black. To
what extent am | receiving or projecting | can’t say, and perhaps that’s
to miss the point. What is clear to me is that the connections and
questions that arise, flow from the experience of looking at this
painting. | am left with an impression, that for all their density and
movement the work equally radiates stillness, they are both full and
empty.

Later, on a walk by the river, | remember this painting in the tall grass,
as it bends in the wind, the blue between bare branches just flowering
with leaves, ripples creasing the water, and a sudden swoop of
Starlings. Snapshots which call to mind the Buddhist principle, that all
these separate things exist only in relation to one another.

“Music is the space between the notes” -Debussy

Marco Crivello
Artist
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