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CORRESPONDENCE 006 

CHRIS OFILI AND 

CYDNEY PAYTON 

Payton: What's on your desk? 

Ofili: Sketches and paint, the usual. 

Payton: In the ArtForum interview between you and Brice Marden, you 

talk about how drawing is like the wind brushing a leaf along the ground. 

It's such a gorgeous quote. If that's the description of the act of drawing, 

what's the act of watercolor? 

Ofili: Well, it's a slightly different process- it's very fluid, and it's a different 

touch. It's much more liquid, and the material itself does a lot for you. It 

already has some momentum. It's quite difficult to describe, because with 

drawing you can hear it, but with watercolor, it's silent. It's like you don't 

really hear the brush on the paper, or you don't hear the watercolor moving 

through the paper. The way I use it is as a mixture of drawing and watercolor. 

They start off as drawings- linear descriptions and then t allow the water to 

move through the paper. 

Payton: I like the idea of that silence and exploring that silence, it's like 

swimming, except in images. In this group of untitled images for MCA 

DENVER's inaugural exhibition STAR POWER: Museum as Body Electric, the 

result of that exploration seems very vocal, as if the images have sound in them. 

Ofili: That's true, I think the articulation of the figures is quite expressive, 

and I suppose that one thing I try to control, to a degree, is how the figures 

move, or relate to the page - relate to the rectangle. So, it's a mixture 

between them trying to be off the rectangle, but also be entirely free of 

the rectangle. 

Payton: Also, watercolor is like completely giving over yourself, the idea of 

controlling watercolor almost seems absurd. 

Ofili: Well, technically you can't, but it's most exciting, when you leave a 

watercolour painting to dry and you return later and in drying it has changed 

or moved, it's like dropping a leaf into the river. 

Payton: It gives you something back. 

Ofili: It's already alive, it's already in motion. 

Payton: Right, I was thinking, do you know the filmmaker Stan Brakhage? 

Ofili: No. 

Payton: He painted abstractions directly onto celluloid. Brakhage's work 

gives you a feel for the concept of the perfection with abstraction, perfect 

abstraction, because there's this movement within the line. In watercolor, 

the medium allows you to be looking for that idea of perfect abstraction, 

seeking something inside the line that you can't get with any other medium. 

Ofili: It is exciting when there's an undercurrent. With watercolor you can 

always move on the surface, you can almost treat it as a dry medium. It 

becomes more exciting when, like deep sea diving, you discover an 

undercurrent, and that can be done in technical ways, if you just allow it to 

move, and allow it to flow. I think with the subjects of these pieces, the 

figure, then I'm already halfway there. I'm drawing the figure in such a way 

that I'm trying to describe a form of flu idity, a form of movement. I think 
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with this show, with there being several of them in a continuous line 

around the room, you get to feel that there is some rippling going on, 

some movement, or tide or wavelike motion. 

Payton: You've talked about Matisse in past conversations. With this body 

of your work, I'm reminded of The Dance from 1909/10 as well as The 

Swimming Pool, which is a much later work from 1952/53. Your work in the 

context of Matisse is less about the figure than forms. 

Ofili: That essentially is what happens in making them because if I accept 

that they will be a figure in the making, then the most important thing, the 

most defining thing, is to try to achieve a perfect form, and that differs 

from page to page depending on how the first mark goes down and then 

everything is set in motion. There's a certain amount that can't be erased, 

you can't really go back, but a certain degree of perfection can be 

achieved from that imperfection of the first mark, if that possibly could 

make sense to you. 

Payton: I think it's that idea of going back to the perfect within abstraction, 

which is a contradiction but that is that essence. 

In your piece, The Upper Room, on which David Adjaye, MCA DENVER's 

architect, collaborated with you, the piece is completed through an 

architectural device. Is it ideal for your work that the room is one stage and 

the walls another? 

Ofili: It's about atmosphere, really. 

Payton: Atmosphere, in more general tones? 

Ofili: Atmosphere -when you go into a room, and how it feels when you 

are looking at works. I was interested in less of a high contrast, less 

differentiation, if any at all, between the paintings and the room they are in. 

Payton: More soothing. 

Ofili: More medium moods where you're not necessarily analyzing, you're 

just allowing the work to be around. It's not lit with the bright lights of 

an operating theatre, it's more sedate, moody or homey. Actually most of 

these works were made at home, they were not made at my studio. 

Payton: That's wonderful, that goes to my conversation with David 

Adjaye about domiciles and what comes out of thinking about domesticity. 

In the Paper Works Gallery where the work will be exhibited there's this 

other element, painted light. It's the way David has brought the light into 

the space that puts color into the room throughout the day, in different 

tones or moods. He's infused the space with a hominess that museums 

seek to reject. 

Oflli: The light comes from? 

Payton: It's an "L" shaped light scoop that creates a very indirect flow of 

light. It's warm like the background colors of these 23 watercolors, it could 

be another variation or tone of the color on the wall. 

Ofili: It's difficult for me to imagine because I don't know what the color of 

the light is that time of year in Colorado. 

Payton: Florence meets Venice Beach. Very beautiful, clear yet creamy. 

Let's talk about these images of women and "the gaze" in particular. The 

Surrealists, such as Salvador Dali, Andre Breton, and Hans Bellmer have 

had a powerful influence on the 20th century idea of the female form as 

subversive that continues today. But these women really are about 

something completely different, they're empowered in a way that images 

of women today often aren't. Can you talk about that? 

Ofili: They're a continuation of works I've done in the past, which are the 
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Afromuses, or head and shoulder depictions of women and some men. 

I really wanted to extend it to a more complicated form, to whole figures, 

which seemed like a worthwhile challenge. They're watercolors about 

beautiful form, beautiful female form, trying to see if I can depict that in 

different ways, using different methods, some from photography, some 

from life and some from the imagination or memory. And, I suppose, playing 

with and using a love of the medium, and also the excitement in the 

moment of trying to do these. They're all done at once. The way I would 

use the medium, you can't really stop and start, and come back to it, or 

leave it, so really everything happens in the moment. In a sense what you 

see is what was painted, and there's no concept of mistake, everything is 

effective and everything remains and exists. So, that's my criteria. In terms 

of color, there are the overall browns and blacks and hints of much 

brighter colors: yellows, reds, blues and some green. The other challenge 

is to work with line, and the line describes how the figure might articulate 

the page, so that's put down quite early, and that's often just with one 

color, just an overall outline of the figure, but then as I paint into it I take 

away some of those lines and allow some of them to remain and that's a 

form of abstraction. 

Payton: It's a cutaway. 

Ofili: It's a cutaway, trying to leave the lines I consider to be necessary. 

Payton: Right, I'm imagining the line is going to dance in its own lyrical, 

it's all these levels of lyrical, there's a lot of lyricism in this group of work 

as it's going to stand together because you have the form against the 

background, but then once you get into the interior of the form, you have 

the lines that are cutting away from the form, and then you have the 

sensuality of the lips and the nails and the tips of the woman. So, they're 

very vocal, I think. And then you have these screens, their eyes, and I think 

I was really trying to get at the gaze. I'm thinking of a feminist conversation 

a little bit, because what's so amazing is the power of these forms that is 

just not often put out there. I think we are still in a Freudian and dissident 

surrealist expression of the female form, and these have nothing to do 

with that to me. 

Ofili: I wanted them to feel quite sensual and at times quite sexual and 

that could be described in what I'm actually painting, for example the one 

where the figure has open legs ... (OFICH0126) 

Payton: Her sex is very predominant. Andre Masson did an image with 

predominant sex like that, called La Danse from the early 1930's, which is 

funny because everyone associates sex with dancing, is that it? These 

are all untitled. 

Ofili: Collectively they're called Afro-Nudes. 

Payton: Let's go back to, let's see, where is she? I'm trying to find her amongst 

the pile of images that I have here on my desk. 

Ofili : As I remember, you see half of her face. 

Payton: You do, but she has one of the most direct expressions. 

Everything about her- from her eyes- well, her eyes are half-closed, 

they're very seductive. 

Ofili: You see a lot of the lid, but the eye that still looks right at you - I am 

saying this is from memory- and the feet are outside of the frame. 

Payton: And her sex is like lava in a volcano, it's got trembling color in it. 

Ofili: It's very bright, isn't it? 

Payton: Not as bright as her lips, but it is bright. It's very beautiful. There's 

this way the colors have the qualities we get out of print, or something you 

would see in fabric. 
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Ofili: I know what you mean, that's sometimes the way the paper absorbs 

the paint. You know, in Trinidad we have rainy season and dry season and 

when it's dry, it's very dry, and the paper feels different, and some of them 

I did in the rainy season, and the absorption in the paper is much more 

rapid than in the dry season. 

Payton: It's a much more poetic medium , watercolor, right? 

Ofili: It's alive and it reacts to the environment, which is why I really like it, I 

mean, I'm more aware of that in Trinidad than in Europe. 

Payton: Right, you can really see all those lingering impressions. The title 

of the show is STAR POWER: Museum as Body Electric. When I saw these 

images, they overcame me with their relationship with the idea of the Body 

Electric. Their poetics and the way these androgynous blue and pink lines 

float in the exhibition space is overwhelming. 

Ofili: I love the poem, the Walt Whitman piece of writing you sent some 

t ime ago. 

Payton: I Sing the Body Electric. What does that mean? Is it you that sings 

it, as the art, or as just a being? You are one as am I. When I am totally 

enlivened and in the world I am the Body Electric. It's a very beautiful call 

to humanity, I think. 

Ofili: The bit that I really tuned into is towards the end, where he just 

describes the body, he mentions lots of, almost lists, parts of the body, 

foreheads and temples and cheeks and elbow sockets. I think at some 

point he mentions the finger balls and finger sockets, or something like 

that, and I like that specific celebration of the body and how all the little 

elements that make up the body, they all have resonance, they all have a 

current flowing through them. I identified with that, and trying to paint the 

body, that all of a sudden everything becomes important, and areas that 

are considered to be of little importance, suddenly gain a huge amount 

of power. I'm looking at one now, where a nipple touches her hair and also 

touches a shoulder. They're like electric moments because as the brush 

scoops around loaded with watercolor, those little touches allow the black 

to bleed into the color it is touching, in this case brown, and gives it 

another tone, gives it a shadow. They are moments where the medium is 

so beautiful and so alive. 

Payton: It allows the body to be broken apart and come together again, 

and it is a perfect illustration of that, the breast and the hair communicating. 

What is even more titillating to the eye is the negative space between her 

hair and her shoulder. 

Ofili: Exactly, that's when it's all happening. 

Payton: That's the great gesture, the set up, to draw you in. There are all 

these moods, you are into her neck from there to her throat. I love the 

language that can come out of this work. I think they may be wordless for 

you when you're making them, that silent communication with the medium, 

but they do in the end call out for that list that Walt Whitman was talking 

about- that you can just take each of the images, each of the forms, and 

make a beautiful poetic list by the way your eye moves inside the paper, 

inside the page. 

Ofili: I'm just looking at a wonderful line, "eye fringes, iris of the eye, 

eyebrows," and this is the bit I really like, "and the waking or sleeping of 

the lids," that's great because that is another moment in some of the 

watercolors where I make a decision as to how much of the actual eye you 

can see, and how much of the lid you can see, and that determines how 

intense or how sleepy her gaze is. 

Payton: They're nonplussed by the fact that they're being looked at. 

Ofili: They're looking out, but they're also looking in. 
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Payton: You don't feel they're being yanked about by the artist, like the 

Masson image, where the woman's got her leg up over her head, completely 

contorted, just for the artist's pleasure. 

Ofili: There's one that I really like, it's the one where most of the figure is 

off the page, and you can see her ... (OFICH0118) 

Payton: She's got her hand to her head. 

Ofili: Her hands are in her hair? 

Payton: Yes, and then her fingers are electrified in her hair. 

Ofili: That's right, and down at the bottom you see a piece of her thigh. 

Payton: A mound, a leg, it's like a mountain that sets her apart from the 

other part of her body. 

Ofili: That's right, yes. 

Payton: That's a very exciting image. 

Ofili: The important bit in there was the earring because that gives you 

an orientation as to which way up she is, it gives you an idea of gravity with 

that earring hanging. 

Payton: So, if she was covered in sand, or snow, that's how she would get 

out of the world, right? It does imply air and breath, the earring is about air 

and breath and what's above. She's got a little surl in her eyes. 

Ofili: They are barely open. 

Payton: She's a little hettie. All of their eyes, the fringe, they're all so 

different. They embody intelligence even though they are your objects. 

Ofili: Yes. 

Payton: So, are you giving over to them? Is it the medium or the narrative 

that makes them come to the fore and you to recede? 

Ofili: As I'm making them, it oscillates between the two. There are times 

when I try to achieve the perfect idea of a body, rather than trying to 

describe a body or to depict a body. They actually become body, they 

actually become figure, rather than trying to paint the figure or trying to 

do a watercolor of a figure. I th ink what also became exciting aher a while 

was working on a number of them and knowing I'd have to refer to the 

older ones to see if I'd actual ly ... 

Payton: Duplicated? 

Ofili: To see what was missing, so the one that we described before where 

most of the figure is off the page, that was a conscious decision because 

most of the t ime I was articu lating the figure within the page and that was 

the decision to come off the page. 

Payton: That's going to be relevant to this singular composition that they 

ultimately make when they're together. You're working on varied layers of 

compositions; the images are individual, yet they come together as a 

collective to create a collective composition. When the viewer is engaged 

in the gallery it creates this whole other composition. 

Ofili: That's something I've not seen yet, but I can imagine it. 

59 


