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As an art dealer primarily focused on Asian paintings and works of art, 
my visit to Whitney McVeigh’s studio this July (encouraged by my family who 
had extolled the beauty of her ink paintings to me over many years) was a 
matter more of amateur curiosity than professional interest.
 Her studio was smaller . . . much smaller . . . than I had expected.  Its packed 
space was astonishing: a blend of a 19th century philosopher’s study and a 
contemporary installation. Texts, old books, manuscripts, frayed ancient 
documents, newspapers in countless languages, drawers filled with her own 
drawings and notes and mysterious found objects . . . stones, clocks, letters, 
suitcases, typewriters, old frames and photographs . . . jostled for space with her 
own finished paintings and monotypes. 
 As she laboriously extracted one large painting after another from this 
literary wunderkammer, I was for the first time able to view these subtle 
pictorial disquisitions on memory, egoism and the passing of time (amongst 
many other preoccupations). It was a matter of moments for me to suggest 
working together on an exhibition.
 Whitney McVeigh is a painter, filmmaker, poet, installation artist, 
passionate reader and collector.  Born in New York, she grew up in London from 
the age of seven and still lives and works here, although her travels have taken 
her to India, Mexico, China, South Africa and Syria, amongst many other 
places, since she graduated from the Edinburgh College of Art.
 Her work runs against much of contemporary cultural orthodoxy in 
producing for the viewer a visual experience that is unostentatious, poetic, 
evocative, psychologically probing and unabashedly beautiful.
 McVeigh challenges expectations and cultural norms in diverse ways. She is 
equally comfortable with choreographing an installation of found objects, for 
example her 2015 exhibition in Kettle’s Yard and her participation in the 55th 
Venice Biennale in 2013, as directing film or continuing her long exploration of 
ink paintings on paper. And she is a gifted poet.
 In many ways her paintings evoke visual comparison with the 
contemporary Chinese ink paintings that we, as art dealers, exhibit and 
to which she was exposed while she spent time in China in 2007.  However, 
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despite her interest in the Chinese aesthetic, her work differs from the language of 
Asian ink painting. Nor clearly is she interested in expressing the world of today in 
a pictorial language that is linked to, but builds on, the aesthetics of ancient China, 
which is the aspiration of the avant-garde ink artists in China today. 
 On the other hand, there is in her work a close affinity to the purpose of art for 
the scholar-artist in China. For the Chinese painter or calligrapher, the ultimate 
aim was, and remains, the cultivation of an inner life that is connected to a moral 
stature befitting one’s status as a scholar. For them, as for Whitney, the ultimate 
‘beauty’ of a work does not depend on its beauty. It is the result of its inner truth 
and it is this moral concept that exhorts us how to lead our life . . . what Proust 
called ‘la vrai vie’ – the inner life of instinct, intuition and the fugitive ideal which 
persists underneath the surface of our everyday world.

 The association with Proust is relevant. Much of her work is to do with memory, 
discovery and continuity. Unlike most popular culture today, she aspires to 
make art that has no political agenda but is a source of spiritual and intellectual 
enlightenment. Like the Chinese, she is trying to inspire a special form of 
aesthetic response, and even of moral elevation, by recapturing and collecting 
moments of the past . . . her past . . . and sealing them off, safe from the fingertips of 
the future and the depredations of technology.
 Her excavations into her own deepest experience, fuelled by her collection 
of residues from the past and from all over the world, is not so much indulgent 

self-examination as an attempt to make connections and to restore continuity 
through the association of disparate ‘items’. It is these intuitive juxtapositions, 
both in the ‘found objects’ and in her free-wheeling play with pen and brush on 
paper, that ignite our . . . the viewer’s . . . imagination to reconnect with our own 
forgotten depths.
 Her work for this exhibition is confined to her ink paintings and mono types, 
but the themes that are explored in the paintings are precisely complemented 
by her configurations of found works, installations and painting over old docu-
ments (a small sample of which are illustrated in this introduction).
 The paintings themselves range from pure gestural abstraction, as seen in 
Infinite Space, to eloquent forms that await interpretation and where the ‘subject’ 
is just discernible, as well as technical innovations in the richly textured 
monotypes, such as Integrated Body. Common to all is a persistent and relevant 
dialogue between abstraction and oblique references to the tangible world.  
 While, as we have seen, there is a pictorial sympathy between Asian brush 
painting and her ink works, McVeigh’s cultural roots are embedded in western 
art history. She has absorbed a rich mixture of influences, from the Prodigal 
Son drawings of Daumier through to André Breton’s 1920’s experiments in 
automatic writing, the haunting intimacies of Joseph Cornell’s boxes and the 
weighty abstractions (and writings) of Robert Motherwell.  More explicit links 
are evident in her interest in the work of Louise Bourgeois, Emil Nolde and Yves 
Klein. Her work also is marked by a sophisticated literary quality shaped by 
immersion in the work of artists’ texts, world literature and particularly the 
poetry of Arthur Rimbaud, Jorge Luis Borges and Walt Whitman, all of which 
have gradually permeated her aesthetic personality.
 Despite an ambiguity in many of the paintings (and even more in her 
treatment of the found works and fragments) she has not been drawn into 
the teasing intellectual parlour games espoused by some of her fashionable 
contemporaries, nor is she interested in peddling the latest post-modernist 
polemic or political agenda. In other words, she is not so much concerned with 
what’s ‘new’ as with what’s true. And it was this sense of utter commitment 
to a moral and aesthetic seriousness that I experienced whilst looking at her 
paintings in her extraordinary studio that has led to this wonderful exhibition.
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Map of Memory, 2015
Ink on paper, 38 × 28 cm (15 × 11 in)

Theologian, 2011
Ink on paper, 38 × 28 cm (15 × 11 in)



integrated body, 2014
Acrylic on paper, 101 × 56 cm (393/4 × 22 in)

notes on land, 2011
Acrylic on paper, 101 × 66 cm (393/4 × 26 in)



last of the wind  
ships, 2012
Ink on paper, 
102 × 153 cm (40 × 601/4 in)



infinite space, 2014
Ink on paper, 76 × 56 cm (30 × 22 in)



echoes of history, 2014
Acrylic on paper, 105 × 75 cm (411/2 × 291/2 in)



Herzogin Cecelie (Last of 
the Wind Ships I),  2012

Ink on paper, 102 × 153 cm 
(40 × 601/4 in)



Notes on Language, 2014
Ink on paper, 153 × 102 cm (601/4 × 40 in)



primitive botany  
(after borges), 2012

Ink on paper, 59.4 × 42 cm (231/2 × 161/2 in)





places of memory, 2014
Ink on paper, 105 × 75 cm (411/3 × 291/2 in)

Previous spread, left
Study (after Five Studies for the Prodigal Son), 2012
Ink on paper, 59.4 × 42 cm (231/2 × 161/2 in)

Previous spread, right
prodigal son (after Daumier), 2012
Ink on paper, 59.4 × 42 cm (231/2 × 161/2 in)



the visitation, 2012
Ink on paper, 75 × 105 cm (291/2 × 411/3 in)





the kiss, 2007
Ink on paper, 105 × 75 cm (411/3 × 291/2 in)

Previous page, left
Untitled, 2006
Ink on paper, 105 × 75 cm (411/3 × 291/2 in)

Previous page, right
his memory, 2014
Ink on paper, 153 × 102 cm (601/4 × 40 in)
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