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Beannacht/Blessing
JOHN O’'DONOHUE

For Josie, my mother:

On the day when
the weight deadens
on your shoulders
and you stumble,
may the clay dance
to balance you.

And when your eyes
freeze behind

the grey window

and the ghost of loss
gets into you,

may a flock of colours,
indigo, red, green

and azure blue,

come to awaken in you
a meadow of delight.

When the canvas frays

in the currach of thought

and a stain of ocean

blackens beneath you,

may there come across the waters
a path of yellow moonlight

to bring you safely home.

May the nourishment of the earth be yours,
may the clarity of light be yours,

may the fluency of the ocean be yours,

may the protection of the ancestors be yours.

And so may a slow
wind work these words
of love around you,

an invisible cloak

to mind your life.



some of its parts
CLAIRE MESSUD

Nothing keeps its own appearance, Nature, renewer of things,
Prepares new shapes from other shapes:
Believe me, nothing in this whole world perishes,
But only varies and changes its face.

This is the wisdom of Pythagoras, in the final book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses: transformation
and rebirth are Nature’s order. All artists, directly or indirectly, create in conversation with
their influences, preparing new shapes from other shapes, as Ovid has it. The vitality of these
metamorphoses - their energy, their capacity to communicate, their ability to follow the modernist

poet Ezra Pound’s exhortation to “Make It New!” - is what macters.

Elise Ansel’s glorious, vibrant paintings take up Pound’s challenge with bold exuberance: an
artist engaged with - even enamored by - the glorious masterpieces of our antecedents, (Titian,
Tiepolo, Caravaggio, Gentileschi, Manet, among others) and energized simultancously by a desire
to celebrate and profoundly to reconceive them. As a feminist artist, Ansel rebels against many
canonical portrayals of women: in her painting “Lucretia’s Dance”, inspired by Titian’s “Tarquin
and Lucretia’, she literally turns the forms on their heads, liberating Lucretia from Tarquin’s violent
attack, granting her the freedom of dance. In “Déjeuner”, inspired by Manet’s “Déjeuner sur I'herbe’,
Manet’s naked woman picnicking in a wood alongside clothed men is transformed into a wide,
glowing golden crescent, in communion with the golden and green environs, while the men around

her are reduced to black swaths, importunate almost, incidental almost, to the eye.

What Ansel does here can be seen as a translation of energy, a reframing of the paintings’
narratives into a more immediate, asymbolic mode, freed from traditional linear storytelling (which
unfolds over time, with an arc —analogous, according to feminist theorists such as Hélene Cixous,
to male experience) and exploring, instead, what Ansel herself calls “a spherical sense of space’,
which enables a viewer to apprehend the painting’s reality differently. The paint - in its intensity
of color, in the movement of its brushstrokes - becomes the work’s subject, referring, in the first
instance, only to itself: the abstract composition does not, on one level, reach beyond the edge of

canvas, does not call for external interpretation. It invites us to experience - as Ansel has said, “the



freedom and release that come from focusing on the purely visual” - rather than to analyze. The

signifier and the signified are one.

Paradoxically, in these paintings, we experience this freedom balanced by inescapable, equally
exhilarating, constraint. [ have the distinct memory of my first encounter with Ansel’s work, several
years ago: an carlier iteration of “Déjeuner” is a highlighted piece in the art collection of Boston’s
Newbury hotel: seeing it, I was magnetically compelled by its composition, slightly different
from the version shown in this exhibition: the forest in the earlier painting is more recognizably
comprised of trees, their trunks and foliage distinct; the transformed nude woman’s figure in the
foreground, of a paler gold, performs a narrower and more tentative arc. What burns above all is the
golden light at the painting’s center, as if the work’s heart is afire; and the pale gold crescent seems
to yearn, tender almost, supplicant almost, for that unreachable molten ligh, a light that wends a

dissipating path, a glimmering firefly progress, through the trees at the right of the painting.

[ first experienced this painting as itself, chrilled by its color, by the mysteries of its strokes;
and when its reference to Manet was revealed to me, and I saw the painting all over again, anew: |
experienced the painting twice. “That’s why it feels familiar,” I thought delightedly, as the swoops
and lines of paint resolved themselves into an echo of “Déjeuner sur T'herbe”, “I knew it was
familiar!” But did my profound sense of intimacy - of conversing with Ansel’s work - arise from my
recognition of Manet’s famous painting and its long-known narrative, or from the fact that Ansel
had magically given back to me what [ had always already seen, somehow, before even I understood
what Manet had depicted? Was it not as if she'd unearthed and restored to me the very neurological
experience of my eye’s trajectory through the painting, the way my brain experiences color, light,
intensity, depth, and only then creates of them, after the fact, a narrative? Is she not giving us, in

fact, experience before language?

Ansel’s images are shaped by, in conversation with, and yet liberated from their inspirations,
at once carrying historical reference with all its baggage and throwing it away. Standing in front
of any one of Ansel’s paintings, we feel its inspiration’s weight, a given painting’s subject and its
history or myths; the original painter’s intentions; the responses - to Caravaggio, to Titian, to
Manet - over centuries, of viewers, critics and institutions, all hovering. And yet at the same time,
Ansel has stripped the image of that baggage, setting color, light, and composition free into a new
conversation, a new grammar, if you will. We may fruitfully read these paintings in light of art

history; but crucially, we do not need to.

What Ansel so bountifully restores to us is wonder-filled visual experience, and as her work
evolves, her paintings move only more fully into their this-ness, slipping further from their origins,
the way over generations we Americans slip ever further from our cultures of origin, retaining

sometimes unexpected elements but becoming something entirely new. Ansel’s large canvases



become environments into which we may enter: “Cornbury III", saturated with moving blocks
of color - deep Prussian blue and purple; an off-center burst of orange and ochre; the whole
punctuated by rising scarlet wings - fully creates its world, the brushstrokes speaking to one
another and to us, their vitality palpable. The painting from which Ansel drew inspiration in this
instance, Bellini’s “Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints and Donor” (i505), while it shares
colors with “Cornbury III, emits a very different energy, of calm reverence racher than explosive
animation. Similarly, Ansel’s “Blue Hour”, inspired by Bellini and Titian’s “The Feast of the Gods’,
dispenses entirely with the dark canopy of trees that overhang the 16th-century scene and lend
it an aura of rest, almost of passivity, reinforced by the number of reclining or supine figures. In
contrast, in Ansel’s painting, the sky’s blue surges to dominate the painting’s center, washing down
over the profusion of other colors - waves of rose, scarlet, chocolate, dove grey - that seem almost

to reach upwards into it, an interpenetration, a commingling, intensely alive.

The French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941), whose ideas about time powerfully influenced
modernist writers (including T.S. Eliot, Marcel Proust and Virginia Woolf), considered perception
an action: “In pure perception we are actually placed outside ourselves, we touch the reality of the
object in an immediate intuition [of it]” [Matter & Memory]. Furthermore, however, “perception is
never a mere contact of the mind with the object present; it is impregnated with memory-images
which complete it as they interpret it As the critic Mary Ann Gillies has observed, “One could

say, then, that memory allows awareness of perceptions; it is memory that permits the existence of

ABOVE: THE FEAST OF THE GODS, GIOVANNI BELLINI AND TITIAN

consciousness.” For me, Elise Ansel’s paintings bring Bergson’s reflections to mind: she invites the
reader to engage both with the closest possible experience of pure perception (when we encounter
her work without any reference, what are we secing? How do we experience it, if not with immediate
incuition? How do we understand it?) and, in a subsequent (or perhaps simultaneous) moment,
we engage with it again, in a referential and analytic frame, “impregnated with memory-images”,
bringing to bear our personal memories and understanding but also those of Western culture of

the last five hundred years.

This may make engaging with these paintings sound somehow effortful - but as any viewer will
viscerally discover, the reality is quite the opposite. I experience these paintings as joy itself - even in
the dark palette of “Emmaus”, based on Caravaggio’s “Supper at Emmaus’, a waltz of amber glimmer
and rich black and brown, in which a forest-green stroke emerges like an unexpected musical note.
These works extend an invitation to commune with color, line and texture, and with a gamut of
emotions conveyed through these gestures. Abundantly, brimmingly, overdetermined, Ansel’s work

teems with experience and significance, open and enticing.

The French feminist theorists of the 1970s and "8os wrote often of “jouissance,” a word strictly
untranslatable from French but signifying ecstasy, firmly distinct from pleasure, less continent, less
containable. Filched from the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan and transformed (through an Ovidian
metamorphosis of its own), this feminist “jouissance” is described by the editors of New French

Feminisms as “that intense, rapturous pleasure which women know and men fear”. The word implies
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not merely bounty but surfeit - think female multiple orgasm, the antithesis of a male single, linear
arc. Return, then, to Elise Ansel’s paintings: at once contemporary, historical and timeless, at once
pure abstraction and replete with reference; at once elegantly constrained and free, they are both/

and. Like a great ‘yes), they resonate fully in the now, open-ended and open to all: they are.

Claire Messud’s bestselling novels include The Emperor’s Children, a New York Times Book of the Year in
2006; The Woman Upstairs (2013); and The Burning Girl (2017), a finalist for the LA Times Book Award
in Fiction. She is also the author of a book of novellas, The Hunters (2001), and a memoir-in-essays, Kant’s
Liccle Prussian Head & Other Reasons Why I Write (2020). Her work has been translated into over twenty
languages. She writes for Harper’s Magazine, The New York Review of Books and the New York Times,
among other publications. She was made a Chevalier de I'Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by the French
Ministry of Culture in 2020. Her new novel, This Strange Eventful History, will be published by WW.
Norton in May, 2024.

Messud teaches creative writing at Harvard University. She lives in Cambridge, MA with her family.
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Woman in Blue Reading a Lerter
Johannes Vermeer

Abour 1663-64

Oil on canvas

49.6x 403 cm (18 516 x 15 3/8 in))
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam







Madonna and Child Enchroned CORNBURY I

wich Saincs and Donor . .
Giovanni Bellini Qil on Linen

1505 152.4 x 152.4 cm
Cornbury Park (60 x 60 inches)



Le Déjeuncr sur lherbe
Edouard Manet

1863

208 x 264.5 cm (819 X 104.1 in)
Musée d'Orsay, Paris




Christ and the Adulreress
Titian

c. 1508-1510
1393 cm x 1817 cm (54.8 in x 75 in)
Kelvingrove Art Gallery, Glasgow




FEATHER | FEATHER Il

QOil on Linen Qil on Linen
152.4x121.9 cm 76.2 cm x 68.6 cm
(60 x 48 in) (30 x 27 in)



FIRE FANGLED FEATHERS IV

FIRE FANGLED FEATHERS Il

QOil on Linen Qil on Linen

121.9x 152.4 cm 121.9x 152.4 cm
(48 x 60 in)

(48 x 60 in)



Tarquin and Lucretia
Titian

1571
188.9 cm x 145.1 cm (74.4 in x 57.1in)
Ficzwilliam Museum, Cambridge




Supper ar Emmaus
Caravaggio

1606

141 x 175 cm (56 x 69 in)
Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan







The Virgin Appearing to
St Philip Neri
Giovanni Batista Ticpolo

1740
360 x 182 cm
Museo Diocesano, Camerino
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The Dearh of Sardanapalus
Eugene Delacroix

1827

392 X 496 cm (154 X 195 in)
Musée du Louvre, Paris




The Feast of the Gods

Giovanni Bellini and Titian

1514 (Titian’s additions in 1529)

Oil on canvas

170 x 188 cm (67 x 74 in))

National Gallery of Art, Washington




Judich and Her Maidservanc
Artemisia Gentileschi

C. 16231625

184 x 1416 cm (72.4 x 55.8 in)
Detroit Institute of Arts
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Flaying of Marsyas
Titian

c. 1570-1576
212 cm x 207 cm (83 in x 81 in)
Archdiocesan Museum, Kromériz




CELESTIAL SLIDE | CELESTIAL SLIDE Il

QOil on Linen Qil on Linen
76.2 x61 cm 76.2 x 61 cm
(30 x 24 in)

(30 x 24 in)



The Virgin and Child with two Angels or
The Virgin of the Pomegranate

Guido di Pietro (Fra Angelico)

. 1426

83x 59 cm (32.7 x 232in)

Museo del Prado, Madrid
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