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DESOLATION | BETWEEN THE OCEAN AND THE ICE

A GREY SYSTEM

A grey system is one in which some information is known and some information remains unknown. 
Under this quantitative model information quantity and quality combine to form a continuum ranging 
from a total lack of information (“black”) to complete information (“white”). Given constant uncertainty, 
real world systems are always somewhere in the grey area between these two extremes. Grey analy-
sis amounts to a clear set of statements about system solutions. 
At one extreme no solution can be defined for a system with no information. At the other extreme 
a system with perfect information has by definition a single unique solution. In between these points 
a grey system will produce a variety of available solutions. Grey analysis does not attempt to find the 
best solution but does provide techniques for determining a good solution, defined as an appropriate 
solution for real world problems.

THE WORK

I have used the following oil colour techniques together with colour theory to try and recapture with 
these works the complex range of colours and above all grey tones that make up the fascinatingly 
ephemeral landscape of the Patagonian fjords.

Glazing

I apply the oil colour very thinly as in watercolour painting. To thin the paint I use a medium I make up 
in the studio; this medium not only thins the oil colour but disperses the pigment and so facilitates 
transparency. When one layer of oil colour has dried I apply a second layer of paint and so on.

Optical mixing of colours

Placing a second, transparent layer of oil colour over a dry layer of oil colour allows the first layer of 
colour underneath to show through. So a transparent layer of blue over a (dry) layer of yellow will 
appear green as the two colours mix “optically” rather than physically. In this way the image gains a 
sense of depth and its colours greater complexity. Light passes through each layer of oil colour just 
as Patagonia’s daylight travels through multiple layers of mist and fog.

3



Complexity created by brushwork

Oil colour is applied manually using a brush so that the unevenness of each layer of oil colour creates 
variations in how the colours mix optically across the surface of the canvas. In the example of a blue 
layer on top of a yellow layer, this means that the resulting green tones vary across the canvas from a 
more blueish green to a more yellow green.

Painting wet on dry and wet on wet 

Both techniques have a role to play. Adding a new layer of wet paint to a dry layer means that the 
dry layer will not be physically altered by the new wet layer, allowing the two colours to mix optically 
rather than physically. But painting a wet layer of paint over another wet layer allows for unexpected 
and uncontrollable effects as the two wet layers mix physically and unevenly. The choice of technique 
depends on what effect the artist aims to achieve at the time.
In this case I wanted each layer of colour to be dry enough not to mix physically when a new layer 
was added on top, waiting at least a week before adding new paint to the canvas. 

Typically I would mix my oil colour on the palette, thin it with glazing medium and then apply the new 
wet layer in a single studio session.  
Occasionally, in the same studio session I might add additional wet colour over the newly applied wet 
layer in order to achieve a desired effect. All the same, I would always leave at least a week between 
working on a particular canvas.

Colour theory - adding multiple transparent layers of tertiary grey

I wanted multiple layers of transparent grey colour on the canvas to create a sense of depth and so 
reproduce in paint the seemingly impenetrable mist of sub-Antarctic Patagonia. 
A straightforward, neutral grey can be made by simply mixing black and white paint. But colour theo-
ry shows we can make a neutral grey alternatively by mixing two complementary – opposite - colours 
and adding some white colour. 

Examples of complementary colour pairs include red-green, yellow-purple and blue-orange. A grey 
made by mixing two complementary colours is called a tertiary grey. 
Too much red in a mix of red and green will make the resulting grey a reddish grey; too much purple 
in a mix of yellow and purple will make this version of grey a purple grey. This kind of “dirty” grey tone 
gives the impression that there’s a strong underlying colour trapped inside the grey, like the colours of 
a misty Patagonian autumn trying to escape its fog-filled air.
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For this project I have used transparent layers of alternatively “dirty” grey colour: in other words a layer 
of reddish grey tone painted over its complementary dirty grey, namely a layer of greenish grey tone, a 
yellowish grey mixing optically with a purple grey and so forth.
I wanted the “dirtiness” of these tertiary greys to themselves mix optically with each other and so cre-
ate layers of additional, “second order” neutral greys on the canvas.

My aim with all of the above was to heighten the complexity of the painted image and increase its 
sense of depth. Multiple layers of grey tone blend optically on the canvas: i.e. clean, neutral grey upon 
clean, neutral grey and dirty grey upon dirty grey, where the “dirty” (reddish/greenish) elements also 
mix optically to form grey.
As each paint layer has been applied manually and unevenly these alternately-dirty greys do not mix 
perfectly and so do not always cancel each other out to form grey. This allows some non-neutral 
(“dirty”) greys to appear sporadically across the image. These variously impure grey tones (reddish-
grey, greenish-grey etc.) “leak” out of the image, like disharmonic intervals of colour pulsating rhythmi-
cally around a leitmotif of neutral grey, refracted by the prism of a Patagonian mist.
 

A WORLD OF GREY AND GREYISHNESS

The Patagonian fjords lie within temperate rainforests located on the Pacific coast of southern Chile 
all the way down to Tierra del Fuego.
Wave upon wave of westerly winds from the Pacific Ocean launches huge moisture-laden clouds on 
to the Chilean coastline. Unable to pass over the Andean and Fuegan mountains these vast cloud 
banks must offload their rain on to the islands and the lower lying mountain ranges of the coast.
In addition to this incessant rainfall the cold oceanic currents keep the region cool and wet so making 
for ideal temperate rain forest conditions. 
Annual rainfall is four thousand millimetres in these coastal areas and even in summer snowfalls can 
occur. Fog is a regular feature of the landscape.

It is the morning of 6th March 2018. Our 1984 vintage roll on-roll off car ferry has just passed through 
an eighty metre wide channel known as the Angostura White (The White Narrows) and I am face to 
face with the Patagonian fjords in early autumn.
The sun hasn’t bothered to show up yet. Instead we are sailing through a gloom that is more night 
than day. In all directions the islands suggest themselves, almost completely obscured by the blanket 
of mist and fog: gloomy witnesses to a water-logged desert where the near permanent cloud and rain 
at these sub-polar latitudes means that daylight struggles to make an impact. Behind the veil of mist 
hides a sub-Antarctic rainforest that covers these islands, starved of sunlight, its vegetation a sickly 
yellow-green. 
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Mist clouds rise here and there from the trees like steam but without the heat.
This featureless and all-encompassing panorama of grey is interrupted only by faint white vertical lines 
of distant waterfalls.
When it does stop raining the ocean winds disperse what seemed at first a permanent shroud of mist 
and fog that blankets the coastline. During these welcome intervals an alien landscape reveals itself: 
huge mountain ranges and steep wooded valleys drenched by the almost unending rain; innumerable 
waterfalls that crash their way like lemmings down the rocky slopes, pouring at last into the sea, like 
so many burst water mains. Looking east, mountain summits wrapped in an icy blueness signal the 
nearby Southern Patagonian Ice Field.
Only as the channels narrow can one examine the islands passing by. Yet there is nothing to see ex-
cept uninhabited forest clinging to the slopes, the only feature to break the monotony an occasional 
waterfall gushing downhill through forests so water-logged it is hard to tell where the sea ends and 
land begins. Except for the ironically named hamlet of Puerto Eden (pop. 176) there is no human life 
along this coastline. 
Commercial ferries navigate their weekly passage through channels wide and narrow and as the 
fjords offer no complete route from North to South, for half a night the ferries must sail out into the ill-
named Pacific before returning to the shelter of the fjords. It is a journey of four nights in all.
These ferries need to be small enough to pass through channels as narrow as eighty metres wide 
so when the notorious Pacific swell is too high the ferries must wait in the fjords until the ocean has 
calmed down. 
The landscape is trapped behind a blanket of mist and fog; its colours like Kantian noumena are 
more the product of imagination rather than sensation - inferred rather than seen. 
Such colours that the limpid Patagonian landscape has to offer are refracted through its watery 
atmosphere, as a prism splits daylight into a rainbow.
I try to imagine what colours lurk behind this watery veil. The grey tones are imperfectly grey and 
vary with the shifting mist: sometimes this tone sometimes that one. My attempt to identify the 
constantly changing colours becomes a form of madness.

The eyes strain to see. I see a colour even as my brain is simultaneously pointing out that it is clearly 
not there. Emotional colour is what I call it and it’s just as real to me as any machine-recorded wave-
length.
I see a greenish grey but what kind of green is it; a yellow-green? Colours shift slowly before my eyes, 
shuffling along the spectrum. It’s more of a grey-purple now. Or at least it was just then. 
Now I think I can clearly see indigo. 
Most days the sky is the colour of lead, rarely blue and cloud-free. Grey is this landscape’s colour 
spectrum. 
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Artist’s statement

My skin is my largest organ and my largest organ has for many years been defective. I am atopic 
which means I have issues with my eyes, lungs, allergies and above all my skin. Every day my emo-
tional life plays out on my skin. Some days my skin leaves me in peace; other days it drives me so 
mad I want to tear it to pieces. Sometimes I do. 
My skin’s defences are weak and frequently fail. My skin can be unbearably itchy and dry offering 
no reliable barrier to water and the outside world. My skin is vulnerable to outside attacks and easily 
infected. 
Washing paint brushes in running water over many years has for example caused the skin on my 
hands to deteriorate in places. These days it is better to wear gloves when I wash my brushes. 
My skin gives clues as to my state of health and my state of mind. It is a window into my soul. I wear 
my heart not on my sleeve but on my skin. I am an artist.
I am an artist. I paint on my skin.

A rectangular wooden frame is placed upon a similarly sized piece of raw canvas with just enough 
of the fabric to wrap around the frame.  
A hail of staples is fired into the frame until the canvas is as tight as a drumhead, pulled taut in all 
directions, with all the dignity of Patagonian lamb al asador.
The untreated water-absorbent canvas is then sealed with three coats of acrylic primer to make it 
more waterproof. After this at least four more coats of white gesso are applied to the canvas, each 
one need several hours to dry. 
The canvas surface is now a chalky white, mapped with lesions of erratic brush strokes, scars of un-
evenly applied paint, random hairs and like so many pock marks the occasional lumps of dried gesso 
paint.
The canvas has become my skin: stretched on the rack of memory and ready to bear witness. 
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