
Angus McDonald: Still Life

Often it is said that painstaking realism in art has been rendered unnecessary or uninteresting by the camera. But the opposite is the case. In circumstances where the world can be repeated mechanically, the handcraft of realism becomes all the more poignant and perverse, all the more deeply expressive of love for the world. To find again the world of things, to live and

work in collaboration with that world, forms a traditional and a remaining task of painting

Crispin Sartwell, Six Names of Beauty, 2004
The sensual materiality of paint that tantalises the senses of touch and smell as much as sight; the tenderness in the prolonged exchange between artist and subject, the patient process of carefully arranging and rearranging the basic elements of composition, elements that retain their wonder even past familiarity; the apparent simplicity of the image that ultimately reveals the arduousness of refining one’s visual language. These are some of the qualities that speak of the poignancy, perversity and expressiveness of painting still life in contemporary times, qualities that also describe the works of Angus McDonald. I’d like to propose that an encounter with the aesthetics of such painting may serve to hone our faculties of observation and our ability to experience delight in the world more generally, that it may serve to ennoble the everyday and heighten a desire to value what is at hand rather than what is forever unattainable.

In Looking at the Overlooked (1992), art historian Norman Bryson proposes that the still-life genre has the potential to regenerate our vision. The ‘hyperreal’ treatment of that which normally escapes our attention can have profound consequences in terms of reshaping the way we look at the world. Bryson argues that counter to conventional art historical readings that demote still life to a minor genre with no political content, thestill life’s power to engage the viewer can have significant critical effects. By depicting the world not according to the grand narratives of power, heroism and grandeur, but rather by training the viewer’s attention on that which has traditionally been cast aside as unimportant, the still life can represent an inversion of conventional social hierarchies. But more importantly, through certain aesthetic effects, the still-life can ‘persuade vision to shed its worldly education — both the eye’s enslavement to the world’s ideas of what is worthy of attention, and the eye’s sloth, the blurs and entropies of vision that screen out everything in creation except what the world presents as spectacular’.

What this reawakening through focused attentiveness entails is the ability to activate imagination, as against the passivity of the visually bombarded subject of late post-industrial society. That is, rather than allow vision to become ensnared by the pathways of spectacle, intensely focused attention allows counter-narratives and fresh thoughts to emerge. What such a practice of looking can approach is the constant surprise of seeing things for the first time, a sense of being returned to a vernal state before we first learn to make sense of the world according to what we are supposed to see. The images that are capable of inducing this transformation are marked by their ability to draw time out of the viewer. The images cannot

deploy mere realism, as this would ‘not bite deep enough into vision to dislodge the habitual vanities and blindnesses which lurk there’. Rather, the works must have ‘a surplus of appearances’, an ‘excess of focus and brilliance’ in order to ‘remove the interference of worldly attraction and to awaken vision to a sense of its own powers’. 
Angus McDonald’s paintings are marked by that very enhanced realism that renders the ordinary extraordinary. Through his adept handling of light, line, colour and composition, McDonald transforms his humble subjects of white cloth, fruit and receptacle into mesmerising scenes that refresh our vision. The artificial light allows the artist to control the tableau as a director controls a stage: he can create drama and suspense just through lighting. The minimal composition, strong line and restricted palette add to the drama, heightening ‘reality’ rather than seeking only to reproduce it. These are far from modernist abstractions, yet they bring modernist insight on the nature of the picture plane together with a loving fidelity to the real life object.

McDonald shuns ostentatious virtuosity, aiming instead for an economy of expression, a fine balance between the exertions of the visual language and the content. His treatment creates a

compact, integrated image that strikes us in its wholeness, but also invites us to notice and follow the interrelations between the different elements, to wonder at the sensibility that orchestrated their infinitely variable harmony. That is, the images at first appears simple — their direct cogency indeed attracts us — but prolonged reflection gradually suggests the complex conceptualisations on which such simplicity is grounded. 
McDonald’s choice to rigorously limit the objects he paints is key to his work’s ability to trigger our heightened  looking. As Crispin Sartwell observes, common objects become dull to us unless we can refresh our experience of them; the dullness of the world emerges from our own dullness, from the bluntness of our desires and the surfeit of sensation in the course of our lives. McDonald’s work is exemplary of the possibility to find endless wonder in the same things — a pear, an apple, an enamel jug. His continuous study of these everyday objects amounts to a way of expressing his love for the actual; it proposes that what is at hand is the most important thing, something to which one could devote a whole life to exploring. To gaze upon his paintings is to begin to discover that experience for ourselves. 
This enhanced looking and ennobling of the everyday is something that certain philosophers have associated more broadly with the aesthetic experience of beauty. Elaine Scarry in On Beauty (1999) proposes a concept of beauty as something that acutely hones our powers of attention and thus invokes a sense of unselfing that enables us to see the world afresh through different eyes. Scarry evokes the possibility of beauty, in objects, artworks, nature and people, pricking through that desensitised condition whereby urban Westerners cope with hyperstimulation by shutting down their perceptive faculties. Scarry suggests that beauty can induce a somatic sensation  that entails not just sensory stimulation, but the stimulation to thought — and more, to a particular kind of thought that is marked by a sense of generosity and possibility. For beauty’s triggering of a finely tuned attentiveness predisposes us to consider our relations with others: that is, in causing a ‘radical decentring’, beauty facilitates an appreciation of, and awe for, the particularity of everyday phenomena and other people. 
Scarry argues that beautiful things ‘act like small tears in the surface of the world that pull us through to some vaster space’. Beauty arrests us, then trips us up. It 'lifts us (as though by the air currents of someone else's sweeping) letting the ground rotate beneath us several inches, so that when we land, we find we are standing in a different relation to the world than we were a moment before'. This different time/space is a key aspect of beauty: beauty is generally associated with being stopped still, with that intake of breath (ah!) whereby the eye’s roving perceptions, the body’s habitual forward thrust, and the mind’s ceaseless flights are arrested.

Beauty provides a wake-up call to perception, and beauty in art prolongs the wake-up call that we receive in nature. McDonald’s paintings have that ability to stop us in our tracks, to take us out our selves and connect us not only with the painting’s ostensible subject — the diurnal aesthetic delights we usually overlook — but also to an ethical space where the humility of that subject is exalted. When we behold something beautiful, that which was previously in service of the self for a moment at least turns outwards to the wider world: this is a feeling that gives us immense pleasure. In effect we are released from the tyranny of self-absorption and dictates of habit, and given pause to creatively generate alternative thoughts. It is a sensation the artist himself seeks in the process of painting and in the work of others.
Beauty visits, never stays. It always bears within it the poignancy of loss: a cut flower, or a ripe fruit, is not only an occasion for visual pleasure, but also a symbol of what passes. The beauty of McDonald’s paintings in part relies on evincing that precious transience. We can imagine the cloth unfurling or sliding off the table to upset the momentary perfection. We can imagine the water pitcher or bowl being removed for some functional purpose, while the luminescent flesh of a pear or tangelo necessarily connotes that before long what is beautiful will shrivel, pucker and rot. Nonetheless, to paint what is beautiful is an attempt to preserve it: we want to save what we find beautiful, and we want to offer something of reciprocal beauty into the shared field of vision, to expand beauty’s presence. This is one role of still life painting.
Beauty has been much disdained in the discourse of contemporary art. It stands accused of all manner of misdemeanour: of precluding a conceptual engagement, of being frivolous and kitsch, of pandering to commercial taste for glamour rather than addressing social concerns. Yet beauty can nurture a critical disposition and facilitate a regeneration of our engagement with the world. Through its ability to focus our faculties of attention and refine our sensibilities,  through its power to decentre us and thus compel us to take a different position, and through its deployment of the aesthetics of delight that invite us into playful creativity rather than spurn us with shock, beauty in contemporary art has the potential for critical engagement.

McDonald’s still lives, with their rigorously negotiated economy of means, their simple and familiar subjects, and their heightened yet faithful realism, allow for that critical experience

of beauty in art.
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