THROUGH ANOTHER PLACE:
a correspondence between paint and sound

Sounds of Tomorrow Past, oil painting by Alice Zinnes

Through Another Place, watercolor and gouache by Alice Zinnes

Circling Shadows, music for saxophone quartet, by Gao Ping (online link)
Original interview, in Chinese (online link)

INITIAL COMMENTS BY ALICE ZINNES, sent to Gao Ping after hearing his musical
composition, Circling Shadows for saxophone quartet:

“Thank you for your beautiful music! For the first couple of minutes | had a strong
visualization of a young man slowly walking through tall grasses, taller than he was,
slowly peering through, exploring. Then after the first burst of new sound | felt he’d
discovered some kind of magical bird, like a hummingbird. And then I felt he was
climbing a magical mountain slope, still slowly exploring, but now with this sense

of magic. After the next burst of new sound my clear visual images dissolved into
feelings, at first a feeling of doom, then of questioning, then some hope, then more
questioning, and at the end | felt some kind of resolution of answers. | hope you’re
not offended that | had such literal responses, as you’d probably prefer your music be
heard as pure music. | did also hear it as pure, beautiful music, but | think I'm just a
visual/narrative type of person and can’t help bringing in pictures.”

Alice Zinnes, Through Another Place
watercolor on paper, 11 x 7 % inches


http://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1vK411o7h8/?share_source=copy_web&vd_source=64585dc7c29f205ed484a22fca1a2c2f
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/oQfC6gSAlk951JjSCruZuw

THE INTERVIEW:

AZ: | was first introduced to your music through compositions you wrote in response
to two of my mother’s poems, Gaze and Wings. | found myself floating through the
musical spaces, experiencing a kind of trance of sounds and images, and wanting to
hear more. And so it was with great joy that | recently received your Circling Shadows
saxophone quartet. Again | experienced a kind of visual trance of emotions, but this
time | also wanted to paint from the music.

GP: In our correspondences, we have on occasions sent each other our recent works.

| remember the first drawing you sent me was Silent Whispers, which | found myself
staring into for quite some time and was mesmerized by it. Then at one point, | sent
you my Circling Shadows for saxophone quartet, and | received at first your wonderful
description of your visualization when hearing the piece. Before long, | received your
watercolor that was inspired by that music, Through Another Place. And just very
recently, you have sent me Sounds of Tomorrow Past, an oil painting as an extension to
your early response to my Circling Shadows. | feel extremely honored and completely
moved by how beautifully you “echoed” my music. Would you please talk a little about
your process working on these paintings?

AZ: As with so many artists, my process is an enigma to me. Simply put, as | listened
to your music, images and emotions moved through me, and then | painted those
images while trying to express the emotions. But the process is much more complex
and amorphous, for, though the initial impressions were representational — a person,
tree, mountain for instance — and the emotions specific, the translation of these
emotions and images onto physical paper or canvas by necessity required abstraction.
After all, not only are emotions and imagination intangible, but these feelings were
musical and layered with the complexity of personal memories and hopes — some
clear and others vague -- merging and separating from one another. My aim through
the painting process was to find the form that might hold all this complexity in an
integrated whole.

| began with a general sense of the gestalt, of basic color groups, shapes, space and
light and action, but that initial concept constantly evolved as | worked. Rereading
my initial comments on your music, | realize now that my painting process was one
of distilling, of finding the essence, of translating my time-based series of musical
reactions into one multi-layered movement through a sustained visual rhythm.

For years | have been painting in response to emotionally dramatic narratives,



generally mythology, stories, and poetry, but this painting series was the first time |
painted from music. Except that your music had no actual story, my process with
Circling Shadows actually was similar to that with my other work: | feel an emotional
drama, imagine a landscape-like space permeated with light that the action occurs in,
and try to superimpose these two upon each other. | think I also must have a kind of
synesthesia, as color groupings elicit emotions for me, and so part of my seeing the
landscape is feeling its colors. In effect, the landscape gives structure to the emotions,
and the emotions give intention to the landscape.

| worked an extremely long time on each piece -- weeks with the watercolor, and
months with the oil painting. | dreamt, relaxed, tried to expose my vulnerabilities,

as | wiped out, overlapped layers of paint, glazed, created varied textures, and often
revised the orchestration entirely, with dark areas evolving into light ones, reds into
blues, clutter into openness, and quiet into loud. In my art, painted marks refer to
objects, people, or actual spatial locations that somehow sit in a lit landscape space,
and so, | searched for a landscape, flooded with light, movement and color, that might
express and give an armature to my inner visons. Though of course I’'m always
concerned with the formal construction of a painting, underlying all decisions were
your music and that core emotional drama it evoked within me.

GP: Sounds and images, such potent elements in our sensory world. The instinct is so
ancient and primal, we probably don’t think much about it, but they are at the core of
what we do in our creative work. Can you speak about your thoughts on sounds and
images, and how they manifest in your work?

AZ: Yes, these primal experiences of sounds and images are fundamental to who we
are as people, as we have developed almost universal responses of, say happiness or
fear, to these primal elements. We tend to feel energetic on a sunny day, and pensive
on a cloudy one, for instance. Therefore, as an expressive artist | must understand
what kinds of color combinations suggest the many types of light, the sense of scale of
space, and the rhythm of movement that elicit these various reactions to environmen-
tal conditions.

After completing my formal education, | spent years working outside, painting land-
scape from observation. | looked closely at the movement of space, light and color,
trying to find the interconnected structure within the motif, much as | felt Cezanne,
my artistic hero, did. However, on some level, | also was trying to find the poetry of
each place, for instance secrets lurking behind trees that the morning light made so
mysterious, the treasures bubbling brooks might discover in their journeys, the



contrasting worlds spanned by river bridges. | think it was during these years that |
became sensitive to the metaphoric qualities of light, color, space, rhythm and scale.
It definitely was during these years that | developed my personal visual language,
suggesting why, unlike many contemporary abstract paintings, my art has such a
strong sense of gravity, of a light passes through, and ultimately, of landscape.

Years ago, | read the philosopher Suzanne Langer’s seminal book, Philosophy in a
New Key, where she discusses how it is only through rhythm as expressed in music,
art, dance, and all the art forms, that we can directly express our deepest emotions,
experiences and needs. This book had tremendous impact on me, and so somehow,
through a kind of focused meditation and dreaming, | now let my hand move where it
will, searching for the rhythmic forms, most likely stemming from the rhythms of the
natural world, that seem to visually express the amorphous sensations | feel.

Alice Zinnes, Sounds of Tomorrow Past
(oil on canvas, 30 x 24 inches)

GP: We got to know each other through the late poet/writer Harriet Zinnes, your
mother, and a dear friend of mine. | know that Harriet and her work play a great role
in your life and work, and even reach a higher spiritual level for you after her passing
in 2019. Do you mind to talk about that? As well as your upbringing and family back-
ground, and how all that have influenced your development as a person and artist?

AZ: | feel very lucky, as | had parents who loved and practiced various art forms. As
you mentioned, my mother, Harriet Zinnes, was a poet. She was also an art critic, and



so, not surprisingly, many of her friends were artists, and we had a tremendous art
collection hanging on our walls. Some pieces, like a Nell Blaine Indian-ink wash
drawing given to my parents by the artist as a wedding gift, inspired me to be an
artist. | was mesmerized by the lush atmosphere and magical power this small black
and white held. Also, when | was a young child, my mother took me to art lessons,
first at MOMA (Museum of Modern Art, NYC), and later to a private teacher. At
MOMA | discovered Jackson Pollock’s majestic painting, One: Number 31, 1950, and
felt transfixed by its cosmic movements of constantly shifting endless space, much
like the space | experienced looking at stars in the night sky. Apparently, the private
art teacher declared, “No one can teach Alice anything about color,” a statement that
became family lore, such that | actually believed it was true, and so, in fact became a
colorist.

Later in life, when | could understand my mother’s poetry, and after she began writing
about art, she and | developed a professional relationship that also brought us closer
together as mother/daughter. For a number of years, | even painted in response to
her poems, particularly those from her book, My, Haven’t the Flowers Been? (1996,
Marsh Hawk Press). She also put images of my art on her book covers, and often
asked me to critique her art reviews, both of which naturally flattered me, and made
me feel strengthened by the respect she had of me as an artist.

Her death in 2019 was hard for me, as | never thought she would die, and in fact she
lived to just past 100. Covid lockdown gave me the much-needed quiet to explore how
to live — and paint — without her always there. But in fact, she is always there for me,
still. Itry to channel her passion for the word, her love of art, her zest for life, and her
undaunting belief in me, into every stroke | make. Her breath breathes through my
paint. In fact, | wonder if part of my painterly response to your music was also a
tribute to her, for, as you say, we met through my mother.

My father died when | was in my early twenties, and so | never developed an adult
relationship with him. Nevertheless, he was extremely important to me as an artist.
Though professionally a physicist, he also was a trained pianist, and would play almost
every evening. | would fall asleep to his Bach, Beethoven, Schumann, Shubert and
Brahms. | took music lessons in piano and harp, and also played the guitar. And now

| paint with the music he loved broadcast behind me. Bach was my father’s greatest
love, a love that he passed down to me, and | melt after hearing just a few bars from
this miraculous composer. Bach’s counterpoint has always intrigued me, and in some
ways, | feel I'm trying to recreate that harmonic complexity through my multiple layers
of meaning and paint.



My father and | also would talk about physics, about the infinity that is our universe,
and the tiniest of tiny particles on earth, about thermal dynamics, quantum mechanics
and pattern, about the questions impossible to answer. These discussions, with their
probing and constant curiosity, and references to metaphysical and physical realities,
are embedded in my every stroke and my every visual concept. | think my early
fascination with that infinitely layered cosmic space | saw in the MOMA Jackson
Pollock painting reflected this profound awe | discovered through what my father and

| discussed. On some level | now am trying to suggest a profound cosmic space of my
own.

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR THE INTERVIEW IN CHINESE, POSTED IN CHINA ON
FEBRUARY 25, 2024.
(TRANSLATED FROM ENGLISH INTO CHINESE BY GAO PING)
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(Website: www.AliceZinnes.com )

BIO:

Zinnes has had seven solo exhibitions in NYC, including at Causey
Contemporary Fine Art, Janet Kurnatowski Gallery, Tribes Gallery, and The Art
Center at Queens College, CUNY, a number of solo shows upstate NY at the
Alliance Gallery (Narrowsburg) and CANO (Oneonta), as well as been included
in many group exhibitions. Her work has been reviewed in The New York
Times, New York Newsday, New York Arts Magazine, Art New England, The
Queens Tribune, Revolt Magazine, Art News, The Indypendent, Abstract Art
Online and From The Mayot’s Doorstep. She has twice been interviewed on



NPR’s affiliate station, WJFF. Zinnes has received awards from the National
Academy of Design, and fellowships from the Virginia Center for the Arts, and
Cummington Community for the Arts. Her blog, @Entropvisions, of reviews
about gallery and museum exhibitions, as well as artist studio visits, can be
found on her website, Facebook and Instagram. She is in many private and
public collections. Alice Zinnes, who is a professor at The Pratt Institute, was

born in Norman, Oklahoma.

Website: www.AliceZinnes.com
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Alice Zinnes ARTIST STATEMENT:
Dreams. For me, making art is dreaming, being open, allowing forms, space and

light to flow slowly through me, like the absorption of oil into cloth. Not
illustrations or literal translations, my art transforms ancient myths to

mysterious worlds where the boundaries between underworld and waking earth


http://www.AliceZinnes.com

are traversable, terror coexists with joy, and loss yields to renewal. My art
pieces, inspired by poetry, fiction and mythology are quiet landscape narratives
in the guise of abstract explorations. Emotional tensions are transformed into
forms emerging from light and dark, suggestions of figures in space. Beginning
with myths, I hope to create epic spaces where the world at its least

understandable is made concrete.

I have been at the center of the anti-fracking movement since 2008, and though
lyrical and semi-abstract, my art indirectly relates to my environmentalism.
Commercialism has turned our humanity into a deadly pastiche of plastic
emotions. We buy to camouflage our alienation, uncontrollably burning fossil
fuels that threaten our very existence. Through its lyricism my art asks that we
value our inner selves over external belongings, people over objects, and our

planet’s life over personal greed.

For years I painted the landscape of rural northeastern Pennsylvania, and that
landscape space is in my bones and blood. Now, rather than suggesting the light
and space of an actual motif, my landscapes are cast deep in the rich colors of
myth and poetry — the language and pictures we create to understand the world

at its least understandable.
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