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“greenish”: th�t’s wh�t Google Tr�nsl�te suggests when I se�rch the English
for ‘verd�ccio’ (the Ren�iss�nce technique of underp�inting skin in � green
colour). It’s �n eerily hum�n response ch�rged with self-doubt: “green-ish?”.
And yet, this is perfect – the �mbiguity… the unnerving not-quite-hum�n-
ness… the �rt historic�l terminology… – it somehow ne�tly summ�rises wh�t
I h�d just the d�y before been discussing with p�inter Gwen Ev�ns in her
studio.  

Ev�ns, who is b�sed �t P�r�dise Works, S�lford, h�s been prep�ring for her
upcoming exhibition CIPHER �s p�rt of HOME’s Gr�n�d� Found�tion G�llery
Progr�mme. Her works depict incre�singly �nonymous subjects; ch�rged with
dr�m�tic suspense �nd r�di�ting n�rr�tive �mbiguity, they force us to �sk:
Who �re these people? Where �re they? And when �re they? This
preoccup�tion with �mbiguity stems from psycho�n�lysis – Ev�ns returns
time �nd �g�in to Freud’s 1919 groundbre�king ess�y D�s Unheimliche (‘The
Unc�nny’), in which uncert�inty is described �s ‘the essenti�l f�ctor’ in
cre�ting � feeling of the unc�nny. 1

It’s cle�r th�t Ev�ns is c�libr�ting her own pr�ctice to be neither �rmly Te�m
C�nny (in Germ�n, heimlich: “comfort�ble”2) in its Ren�iss�nce-inspired
re�lism �nd p�int h�ndling, nor entirely Te�m Unc�nny (unheimlich:
“uncomfort�ble”3) in its unnerving m�nipul�tion of interior sp�ce �nd hum�n
proportions. Inste�d, her work oscill�tes between these two poles. We �re
suspended between the f�mili�r �nd unf�mili�r, being denied the comfort of
settling into either c�mp. There is �lso, of course, n�rr�tive suspense �nd the
questions r�ised by the mysterious �gures �nd the limin�l sp�ces th�t spe�k
to the p�r�lysis of contempor�ry �nd soci�l �nxieties.

In � nod to the �rt historic�l genre of the m�rri�ge diptych, Obverse �nd
Inverse depict � young couple in pro�le. Ev�ns successfully c�ptures the
stoicism of this p�inting tr�dition (see Piero dell� Fr�ncesc�’s depiction of
not-so-m�rit�l bliss in The Duke �nd Duchess of Urbino Federico d�
Montefeltro �nd B�ttist� Sforz� [c.1470s]). Such p�intings were not
celebr�tory im�ges but inste�d, when stripped of p�interly sentiments, were
form�l �nnouncements of contr�ctu�lly (�nd divinely) bound individu�ls.
These �re did�ctic r�ther th�n sentiment�l im�ges – th�t is, their m�in
motiv�tion is to directly inform you of the rel�tionship between the sitters.
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Fig.1 Piero dell� Fr�ncesc�, The
Duke �nd Duchess of Urbino
Federico d� Montefeltro �nd
B�ttist� Sforz� (c.1470s), U�zi
G�llery, Florence.

“They’re inspired by e�rly ren�iss�nce p�intings commissioned to m�rk
m�rri�ge �nd betroth�l,” Ev�ns expl�ins of Obverse �nd Inverse, “but I don’t
necess�rily w�nt them to be [rom�ntic]. I w�nt there to be �n element of
emotionless det�chment between the �gures.” 

In O�ering, too, rom�nce f�lls short. The probing gesture of the c�rn�tion – �
symbol of love –  h�ngs suspended in the �ir. The foremost �gure looks out �t
us, un�w�re of the looming sh�dow w�iting in the wings. Is this simply
unrequited love, or � d�rker, Sh�kespe�re�n plot of unsettling inf�tu�tion �nd
dr�m�tic irony? There is � vulner�bility to both subjects here, even the
sh�dow �gure who, though �t �rst instinct we re�d �s � thre�t, is on the cusp
of � love decl�r�tion (�nd by extension, rejection). An evolving motif of
Ev�ns’s work, subjects �re condemned to rem�in suspended in their perpetu�l
isol�tion, whether th�t’s introspectively diseng�ged from the other �gure, or
physic�lly sep�r�ted by w�lls or curt�ins. 

Ev�ns’s methods �re system�tic (to some, no doubt, l�borious), keeping
comp�ny with the growing number of contempor�ry p�inters reviving tried-
�nd-trusted Ren�iss�nce techniques, such �s gl�zing �nd verd�ccio. Ev�ns
uses immedi�te f�mily �s models, but this is second�ry. In f�ct, she
incre�singly ende�vours to p�int her sitters �s ch�r�cters beyond f�mili�l
recognition or connection. To my surprise, she references Lis� Yusk�v�ge �nd
George Tooker �mong her in�uences for whom the body is �n objective yet
sensory form, emblem�tic of sh�red psyches �nd experiences. Their subjects
�ren’t individu�ls, they’re iconogr�phies of common psychologies �nd
physiologies, �llowing us to identify with them beyond �gur�tive self-
recognition – to feel � connection th�t is �t once othering �nd sensori�lly
connective. 
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Fig. 2 Det�il of George Tooker,
Government Bure�u (1956), The
Metropolit�n Museum of Art, New
York.

Ev�ns is dr�wn to Tooker’s �bility to convey perv�sive stillness �nd isol�tion.
In his best-known works, The Subw�y �nd Government Bure�u, the �gures �re
subjected to inesc�p�ble observ�tion �nd � p�r�doxic�lly cl�ustrophobic
isol�tion. In Tooker’s single �gure compositions, �nonymity m�y be
interpreted �s � form of imprisonment, or �s c�pturing insightful moments of
hum�n vulner�bility – the interpret�tion being �t the viewer’s discretion. And
this is the key role of the viewer. Ev�ns st�tes th�t “The whole point of the
�mbiguity �round the p�inting �nd the n�rr�tive �nd the gender �nd the
rel�tionship is th�t there’s this missing piece of n�rr�tive th�t the viewer �lls
in,” where “e�ch individu�l will h�ve � di�erent re�ding b�sed on their own
experiences, which I think is more interesting th�n s�ying ‘this is wh�t it’s
�bout’.” 

This is something �ll p�inters gr�pple with: how much to give �w�y?
Yusk�v�ge, one of Ev�ns’s in�uences, t�lks of h�ving to trust in her
�udiences: 

“I believe in the intelligence of my viewers. Wh�tever they think the p�inting
is, th�t’s wh�t it is. […] It’s � p�ssive object m�de �ctive by the viewer.” 4

Yusk�v�ge’s bodies-�s-forms �re ex�gger�ted by their pl�cement within thick
tropic�l summer h�zes or noxious v�pours. Ev�ns, too, refuses to �nchor
subjects to recognis�ble settings, �nd sensitively conjures sp�ces of quiet,
une�sy intim�cy, where seemingly domestic, w�llp�per-cl�d interior
b�ckgrounds �re persistently devoid of depth. Even in Mute Point, green-
tinged w�lls �nd curt�ins th�t suggest know�ble interiors don’t re�ssure us
th�t these �nxious �gures �re home. Despite being witness to these priv�te
exch�nges (� liter�l lifting of the curt�in), �pp�rent motives or me�nings, like
the sh�dowy �gure, rem�in conce�led.
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This text h�s been written by K�tie Ev�ns to coincide with Gwen Ev�ns’
Solo Exhibition CIPHER in HOME’s Gr�n�d� Found�tion G�lleries  from Fri
7 Apr – Sun 11 Jun.

About K�tie Ev�ns

K�tie Ev�ns is � writer, p�inter, �nd editor b�sed in S�lford. She is � former
H�worth Trust M�sters Schol�rship recipient �nd is one-third of the
M�nchester-b�sed collective P�intingWriting.
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