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He [Arthur Symons] thought to spend his… artistic life, in making the silver mirror without 
speck, and I thought to see it fused and glowing. 

W. B. Yeats 
 

The first impressions conveyed by the thirty-three paintings that Christopher Le Brun has completed since 

January 2013 are seductive. Visiting Le Brun’s studio in Camberwell, South London, on a sunny spring day this 

year, one immediately felt awash in swell tides of radiant color. The refulgence reached from blazing reds and 

oranges, through opalescent peach tones, to glacial blues and creamy whites. In short, an abstract luxe, calme et 

volupté, with perhaps an almost pastoral note somewhere in the mix—a nod, say, to the ripe, sun-saturated 

meditations on light and landscape found in Samuel Palmer, J. M. W. Turner and Claude Monet’s late Nymphéas. 

Distant echoes of American Abstract Expressionism and its progeny also lingered—among them, Mark 

Rothko’s floating expanses, maybe Milton Resnick’s denser painterly effects and doubtless Joan Mitchell’s 

dappled brushmarks. These and similar affinities remain a commonplace of the critical literature on Le Brun. 

Yet upon looking again and more closely there emerged, if not trouble in paradise, then signs that all may not 

be as voluptuary and unambiguous as it seems outright. Rather, as Le Brun’s images unfold in time they divulge 

a complex interface between canny abstraction and impassioned poetry, objective directness and inwardness. 

Their immediacy—like their apparent stress on absence over representation—is layered, transitional. 

 

For a start, consider Le Brun’s recent works by way of their titles. Painting as Sunrise drops a hint. In other words, 

the composition is a metaphor, a commentary on painting’s capacity for associations. It might evoke a sunrise 

and/or have taken one for inspiration (which is improbable insofar as Le Brun never works straight from 

nature). However, its real subject matter or content—as distinct from what Barnett Newman neatly termed 

‘object matter’—is the pictorial process whereby the medium becomes the message, like a rosy-fingered aubade 

writ in pigment. Analogously, both the title and picture may put us in mind of a Turner such as Sunrise with Sea 

Monsters. Significantly, though, two Turners coexist here. On the one hand, to cite William Hazlitt’s oft-quoted 

conclusion, stands a painter of ‘pictures of nothing, and very like.’ This is a variant of the ‘Turner’ whom John 

Ruskin rhapsodized far more positively for his luminous sublimity: 

 

Detail after detail, thought beyond thought, you find and feel them [Turner’s paintings] through the radiant 

mystery, inexhaustible as indistinct, beautiful, but never all revealed; secret in fullness, confused in symmetry, 

as nature herself is to the bewildered and foiled glance, giving out of that indistinctness, and through that 

confusion, the perpetual newness of the infinite, and the beautiful. 

 



A century hence, New York’s Museum of Modern Art celebrated this late proto-abstractionist with J.M.W. 

Turner: Imagination and Reality. No wonder that when Rothko saw the exhibition (1966), he quipped that Turner 

‘stole from me.’ On the other hand, the sea monsters lurking amid the haze advert to another “Turner.” Namely, 

the painter who penned an unfinished, fantastical epic poem to amplify the obscure symbolic meanings of his 

compositions and whose pictorial thoughts delved deep into ancient history, myth and legend. The “Turner 

factor” in Le Brun’s art is equally double-sided. It dissolves almost everything in light, while simultaneously 

suggesting the residue of what has vanished. Why else should a ghostly, fragmentary horse hover in Atlas (After 

Shelley)? In other canvases—witness the cerulean verticals in Castle or the horizontal yellow strokes at the left 

of Cover—the erstwhile mostly effaced pictorial fabric looks as though it were on the brink of becoming 

something else. Consequently we behold, as the artist once noted, the ‘texture of duration.’ More than ever, the 

past two and a half years’ production addresses the issue that Le Brun had announced in one from 1997: Time 

as a Subject.  

 

By definition, temporality inheres in erasure, that is, the concept entails a ‘before/after’ sequence. For this 

reason, Le Brun’s latest works invoke with renewed insistence another Abstract Expressionist whom he has 

long admired, Philip Guston. In turn, Guston’s example clarifies the matter of Le Brun’s relation to modernism. 

Over a career spanning half a century, Guston seesawed between figuration and abstraction. To be sure, the 

resurgent iconography of his final years delivered a slap in the face to Greenbergian modernism’s credo of self-

referential reductiveness. Nevertheless, whether representational or non-objective, Guston’s abiding obsessions 

stayed constant: the image and its annulment, time, memory, the self and existence. From Marcel Proust to 

Jackson Pollock, these are nothing if not perennial leitmotifs of modernism, broadly defined (of which 

Greenberg’s admittedly compelling version was but a Savonarola-like, extreme codification). Linking paintings 

such as The Trial and Rose to Guston’s work in the 1950s is both artists’ belief that resemblance exists in even 

ostensibly aniconic art. Listen to Guston: ‘At the time, in the late forties, early fifties, when I went into 

nonobjective painting or at least nonfigurative painting, I felt I was even then involved with imagery, even 

though I didn’t understand the imagery, but I thought it was imagery.’ Now compare Le Brun:  

 

Nevertheless, an issue arises about the image and what it means. So if held to, its potency starts to get 

stronger; at a certain point, I painted all the horses out, which produced a wholly different direction in my 

work which was, in appearance, abstraction. On one level it’s about the image not being there…. The content 

starts to become whether it’s there or not there. And quite often its underneath, it’s buried. 

 

Buried treasure—with its implication of both potential joy and frustration—might well describe Le Brun’s 

current painterly practice. In this respect, Guston said, ‘What is seen and called a picture is what remains—an 

evidence.’ 



Le Brun’s pigment has this quality of bearing the evidence of struggle as well as equivocation; it conceals even 

as it strives to define. Intuition and spontaneity overrule deliberation. One part of the diptych Scriabin looks as 

though it were about to form a tangible statement as red indentations materialize amid the vibrating orange 

continuum; the second, upper section buries this tremor under the ecstatic field. Hence the uncanny, pervasive 

sense of immanence here and elsewhere. Le Brun notes that this tension of revealing and covering ‘can be just 

as potent psychologically as any narrative.’ The result is to make the compositions opaque to any easy 

interpretative submission, especially as the evocative titles urge the beholder to seek covert narratives (to cite 

one at random, Enter the City references Aeneas approach to Carthage in Vergil’s epic). Again, such a trait is 

modernist to the hilt. As proof, we have only to witness how close Le Brun comes on this score to a 

quintessential modernist poet such as Wallace Stevens. For the former, ‘The image, with its meaning and 

implications, must always be beyond complete understanding.’ For the latter, ‘Poetry must resist the 

intelligence/ Almost successfully.’ In the unusual Moment graffiti-like lineation almost approaches legibility. 

Almost, because the script stops short of coherence, leaving a rune. Likewise, just a step leads from the title 

Cover to the covert.  

 

Another trait that induces the viewer to regard the manifest surfaces of Le Brun’s current paintings as latent is 

their small edgings—visible along the lower sides of Painting as Sunrise, Seraphim and Capital—where the main 

pictorial fabric draws back to leave a tier of tiny drip marks, excrescences from events above. A formalist would 

probably liken this device to Brice Marden’s ‘index.’ Marden left a reserved margin along the bottom of his 

canvases during the 1960s: there, he allowed the drips generated during the process of painting the main field(s) 

to show. However, the connection would be mistaken. Instead, the true parallel obtains with Clyfford Still (and 

by extension the earlier Sam Francis, whom he influenced). It was Still who perfected the knack of allowing 

small contrasting slivers to emerge at the edges of his jagged masses. They produce the same aura of enigmatic 

hiddenness as Le Brun’s drips. Furthermore, Still’s palette continues to affect Le Brun’s. Bifurcating his 

paintings into those that are dominated by saturated tones at the red-orange end of the spectrum and others 

wherein bare canvas or chill greys and blues prevail, we might say that Still’s vision veered between fire and ice. 

Mutatis mutandis, Le Brun tends to pit painterly conflagrations, typified by Walton, against others in which the 

heat melts into pallor (Castle, Fall and Swan), although sometimes the two polarities confront each other (Roma 

Amor, Pelléas). The signal difference, though, between Still and Le Brun lies in how the American chiselled his 

vocabulary with the palette knife into structures as solid as rock (an academic philosopher once remarked to 

me, rightly, that in the main Still’s pictures were very… still). By contrast, Le Brun’s brush opts for deliquescence, 

haziness and a shifting, open-weave texture, seen at its fullest in Neither White, Nor Warm, Nor Cold’s dream 

space. 

 



Nor is a mention of the dream out of place. On the contrary, an untitled painting executed in late 2012 shortly 

before Le Brun began Walton hung on a side wall of his studio when I visited, a sly footnote to the larger 

canvases arrayed all around. In this small scene, a pale castle-like edifice stood amid a wooded landscape vista. 

Under it, ran the shadowy names of composers: Wagner, Schoenberg, Berg, Hindemith, Strauss. In a nutshell, 

this is the heart that beats beneath the abstractions that followed. And it does so literally, too, since diverse 

comparable figurations and the like lie under their mask-like surfaces. What began in overt high romanticism—

underlying Walton is the written full name of the composer in the lower half and, above, the words ‘Troilus and 

Cressida’—finishes in the modernist task of erasure, dissemblance and a path towards the absolute (of which the 

monochromatic color field is a prime example). On one level the elements that led commentators to consider 

the earlier Le Brun a neo-romantic steeped in nostalgia (or irony) for the past, fairy tale and myth have returned 

as revenants to haunt the present’s abstract feast/fest.  

 

At another level, we tend to forget that modernism, especially at its root stage, held a double-edged attitude to 

the past. Far from eschewing it, certain modernists often built their creative edifices upon the archaic. In 

particular, think of Wagner’s Ring and the Norse Nibelungenleid, Schoenberg’s massive cantata Gurre-lieder and 

the medieval castle’s tales that inspired it, Sibelius’s tone poems and the ancient Kalevala lore, James Joyce’s 

Ulysses with its Homeric template, the youthful W. B. Yeats’s archaizing ‘Celtic Twilight’ and T. S. Eliot’s 

pervasive allusions to mythicized, distant historical periods. Similarly, Symbolism with its allegories, centaurs, 

swans, mists and so forth also proved a revolving door leading towards modernist abstraction. To take one 

obvious example, from Stéphane Mallarmé’s poetry and theory stems a lengthy involvement throughout the 

twentieth century with nothingness/blankness and the palimpsest, just as Odilon Redon and James Abbott 

McNeill Whistler anticipated the modernist urge, epitomized by Wassily Kandinsky, to evolve a kind of painting 

based on sheer colorism that aspires to the condition of music. The point where Le Brun’s impetus of late to 

veil his echt romantic underpinnings intersects with his musical muses concerns desire. The Ring and Tristan (Le 

Brun has used titles from both operas), the Guerre-lieder, Alban Berg’s Wozzeck, Richard Strauss’s Salomé, Paul 

Hindemith’s Mathis der Maler and Claude Debussy’s Pelléas et Mellisande share one idea in common: tragic love. 

The crux of tragic love is desire in some way thwarted. How does this thought relate to Le Brun’s art? 

 

The answer to the question is encapsulated in an Old Master painting that addresses a classic scene of desire 

gone awry. Titian’s Diana and Acteon. Its hero unveils an object of passion that should have remained covered, 

thereby illustrating a convention perhaps as old as mythology itself. Simply put, that which is most desired or 

is of supreme value must remain hidden or out of reach. Why else would Icarus’s wings have melted when he 

soared towards the sun? Why will Yahweh not reveal himself? Why should the Dance of the Seven Veils end 

fatally or why must the fabled gold stay in the depths of the Rhine? Different as each instance may be, the 

message remains the same. It is caught in the common adage to beware that what you wish or seek most of all 



does not come true, is not found. If it is, the seeker falls captive to the focus of desire. This is the moral to that 

lynchpin of the “romantic agony,” John Keats’s poem, ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’: its femme fatale holds the 

knight errant in awful thrall unto death. From Dante’s Beatrice to Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale,’ the essence 

of romanticism across the ages has been captivating but unattainable and/or forbidden beauty. By no 

coincidence, Le Brun, who loves the lines in Keats’s Ode inspired by Claude Lorraine’s Enchanted Castle—

wherein Psyche at last gazes, despite being forbidden to do so, on Cupid—titled a 2007 painting Tirra Lira. The 

allusion was to Tennyson’s poem ‘The Lady of Shallot,’ in which the tragic heroine is doomed to depict reality 

in a woven tapestry only by seeing it in mirror. When she looks outright at the desired Sir Lancelot: 

 

Out flew the web and floated wide; 

The mirror cracked from side to side; 

‘The curse is come upon me,’ cried the Lady of Shallot. 

 

The tapestry and mirror offer a parable of art making and its perils. On this score, remember the fable of 

Pygmalion transfixed by the sculpture he has made.  

 

In aesthetic theory, the mirror is the classic model of mimesis, a cool reflection of the visible. Its ensuing 

counterpart is the lamp, the romantic symbol of the artist as visionary who passionately illuminates his inner 

world. According to the most doctrinaire modernist orthodoxy the mirror shall be wiped clean of every speck 

to lay bare geometry, chromophobia, purity, the absolute, the flat plane and their kin. Such is the frigid rigor 

that Le Brun discerns in artists of the type of Ad Reinhardt, Robert Ryman and Brice Marden. To their 

presumed formalism and austerity, he opposes a lamp that burns bright with imaginative ardor. Indeed, Seraphim 

literally means “burning ones” and that incandescent painting looms as emblematic of his recent output. True, 

icy touches staunch the glowing flames—notably, the paleness and abstracting voids into which the chromatic 

phantasms fade or disperse, often gravitating from warmth to cold and back. Aptly, Atlas (Shelley) offers a clue 

to the whole mercurial drama by alluding to Perce Bysshe Shelley’s poem in which the Witch of Atlas with 

‘strange art’ conjures a living shape from kneading together fire and snow. Such opposites could as well be 

metaphors for the tense and vital balance that fuels Le Brun’s artistic odyssey.   
 


