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Dion 1 

Lacking a Moral Compass 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘But if I were released from my bitter and unpleasant state of mind,’ 
protested Patrick, ‘what would be left?’ 
 
‘Nothing much,’ admitted Johnny, ‘but think what you could put 
there instead.’ 

 
 
 

- Edward St. Aubyn, Some Hope 
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My painting is born out of a visceral demand to convey the lived 

experience of being human, to tell the absurd story of being alive. My work 

confronts the viewer with elaborately fabricated, morally ambiguous narratives 

derived from personal experience in a life of reckless abandon.  Through the 

context of postmodern history painting, these deviant narratives stake a claim in 

the reality of truthlessness and absence of moral hierarchy. The representational 

images I create and develop through exhaustive handwork reflect a fundamental 

building block of being, the moments of in-between. These moments of 

nothingness, of not-happenings, are crafted in a large scale, painterly realism 

which demands attention, yet refuses satisfaction. My paintings expose the myth 

of certainty and purpose by exalting the boredom of existence, and through the 

slow methodical act of painting, asserting these experiences as worthy of being 

painted.  

To be alive is to crave certainty. An overwhelming desire for truth and 

purpose lives deep within all of us, yet is consistently denied whenever we believe 

to have it in our grasp. In a sense, painting is a search for some kind of 

quantifiable truth or purpose; a cathartic act of self excavation. Growing up, I 

found this drive in an endless consumption of fictional novels, films, and music. 

In these works of art, it felt to me as though the artist (writer, director, musician, 

it is all the same) had known some truth about me, connecting to something so 

deep within me so that, for a time, I was able to feel alright, certain that I was 

alive, that I was not alone. The energy I heard in Nirvana’s Territorial Pissings had 

me thrashing around alone in my childhood bedroom. Barely understanding Kurt 

Cobain's scream-like vocals, I would always yell along to the chorus: “Gotta find 

a way, a better way, when I’m there. Gotta find a way, a better way, I’d better 

wait.”  Emblematic of adolescence, I felt understood in the crunchy guitar and 1

pulsating drums. So, I picked up a guitar and obsessively learned every song I 

could. I consumed every band I felt kinship towards, learned all their music, and 

1 Kurt Cobain, Territorial Pissings (California: Geffen Records, 1991). 
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crunched on my fender squire all night long. These kinds of experiences were 

certainly satisfying, but also served as a kind of distraction — a way to ignore the 

persistence of this black hole in my chest. Inevitably, my empathic response 

would fade away as I continually turned my attention to the next activity which 

promised me fulfillment and purpose. 

The most emblematic feeling of my childhood and adolescence can be 

described as a void. I never felt complete, always lacking. One could say that the 

creation of music, stories, poems and paintings were all attempts to find that 

“thing” which held the promise satisfaction, which would fill the void. Or rather, 

as we will see, that with which to distract from the void. As a child and young 

teenager, I was obsessed with the act of creation in any form I could find; playing 

guitar, writing poems and stories, crafting imaginary worlds with my friends. I 

spent every free moment in high school in the art rooms, losing myself in the 

processes of drawing and painting. However, the quick fix of drugs enveloped me 

at a young age. I discovered the beautiful ability to feel certain and whole for just 

twenty dollars and an obligation to long sleeve shirts. As Edward St. Aubyn 

eloquently states; “Heroin was the cavalry. Heroin was the missing chair leg, 

made with such precision that it matched every splinter of the break.”  2

And yet, given that there is no absolute truth, there is no one thing which 

promises total satisfaction. Like every story of drug addiction, it ended with a 

realization that the love I once held dear always turns to ash, slipping through my 

fingers. Although I had to learn this lesson again and again, and many of those 

around me never got the chance to make it out, I survived to tell the tale. In the 

purgatory of sobriety, the void I felt in my youth persisted. I eventually 

understood that the only option I had was to make art, to reignite that internal 

drive toward creation with all the dedication of a junky in withdrawal. This 

decision was not and is not necessarily a purpose, but more of an active mode of 

interaction with being. Through painting, I am able to negotiate this absurd 

2 Edward St. Aubyn, Bad News (London: Picador, 2018): 54. 



Dion 4 

existence. In Leon Battista Alberti’s Della Pittura, he famously stakes a claim that 

the mythical character of Narcissus was the first painter. Narcissus, when 

encountered with his own likeness in the reflective pool, falls in love and 

attempts to embrace the illusion. Alberti uses this myth to state: “For what is 

painting but the act of embracing, by means of art, the surface of the pool.”  3

In the context of Alberti’s quote, the surface of the pool can be understood 

as the reflection of the artist, Narcissus. In an examination of this concept, 

author Paul Barolsky writes, “not only is the viewer fooled by the illusion but, 

making the illusion, the artist (suspending disbelief) must participate in his own 

illusion, if it is to be convincing. He must fool himself.”  To Alberti, the artist 4

painting the picture is simply creating their own reflection in the pool. The “act 

of embracing by means of art” is the artist fooling themself through the act of 

painting in an attempt to embrace themself. To speak less cryptically, painting is 

the means which the artist uses in an attempt to “embrace,” or rather “depict,” 

themself. In this sense, my painting practice is a personal reflection, an attempt 

to embrace myself, and by extension, embrace the void as part of myself.  

In my painting There, Being (fig. 1), 2019, the viewer is confronted with a 

large canvas featuring three young men seated in a semicircle. The left figure is 

wearing a hospital gown, his head resting in his hand as he stares into the 

distance. The middle figure is seated back comfortably, looking skeptically 

toward the third figure who appears to be frozen while reading from or 

commenting on the book in their hands. None of the figures in the painting are 

self portraits, yet the painting as a whole was born out if imagery which 

resembles my lack of fulfillment with the various recovery communities I have 

participated in throughout the years. I do not believe that the making of this 

painting, or the image itself, to be a method of fulfillment, in substitution for 

what these groups could not deliver. Rather, the obsession over this image 

3 Paul Barolsky, “A Very Brief History of Art from Narcissus to Picasso,” The Classical Journal 90, 
no. 3 (Feb. - Mar., 1995): 255 
4 Barolsky, “A Very Brief History of Art from Narcissus to Picasso,” 255 
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through the act of painting is exposing the lie that certainty and satisfaction are 

possible. The image is one of boredom, in-between spoken words and 

interactions, where the figures are physically together and simultaneously all 

alone — they are fully present within their own moments. I create this image, 

crafting through layers and layers of paint in an almost blind determination. It is 

through the physical interaction with the paint that I become acquainted with 

being, and how I in turn force the viewer to interact with boredom. I am offering 

a skillfully crafted painting, one with evidence of struggle and passion, yet 

through this specific representational imagery I am denying reward. Rather than 

offering the viewer a grand narrative worthy of my efforts and education, I am 

showing them nothing, or perhaps no-thing. 

I am painting my experience; not just my experience of addiction, but this 

universal, ontological experience of what it is to be human. I have come to 

believe that this void, this emptiness that never remains filled, is present in all of 

us. Peter Rollins, a contemporary neo-christian philosopher, explores this 

concept in his book The Idolatry of God. In the opening chapter, Rollins states:  

Whether we look at our own personal history or reflect upon the history of civilization, it 
is difficult to avoid the sense that we feel a lack in the very depths of our being, a lack 
that we try to cover over with any number of religious, political, or cultural remedies. 
This feeling might touch us like a breeze or knock us over with the force of a hurricane, 
but however it comes, most of us can testify to the feeling that there is something just 
beyond our reach that might help to fill this void, whether it is a person, money, power, 
possessions, God, or heaven.   5

 
Even though I personally reject any subscription to a particular religion or 

ideological group, Rollins’ dissection of this lack has allowed me to understand 

its ubiquity throughout humanity. Rollins goes on to explain his own philosophy 

towards the universal lack, claiming that whatever path we take to fill the hole 

(people, money, power, God, etc.) will always fail, just as heroin eventually failed 

me. Alternatively, Rollins claims that the only solution, to paraphrase the first 

third of his book, is to embrace this lack and to understand the fallacy of the 

5 Peter Rollins, The Idolatry of God (New York: Howard Books, 2012), 9. 
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idols we believe will fill it.  This lack which Rollins describes, which I have 6

referred to as ‘the black hole inside my chest,’ is described by Martin Heidegger 

in terms of twentieth century existentialism. In an analysis of Heidegger’s 

theories regarding boredom, contemporary philosopher Jan Slaby writes: 

The draining away of existential significance is identical to the strange slowing or even 
halting of time in boredom. Heidegger claim(s) that the experience of profound boredom, 
understood in its full existential depth, makes manifest that a human being is the free 
and responsible creator of whatever meaning there is is one’s life. Not only that, but the 
profound boredom moreover amounts to a call to actively take charge of one’s existence 
so as to endow it with meaning, and thereby effect a fundamental change in existential 
temporality.  7

 
To Heidegger, this lack which exists within all of us is the phenomenon of 

existential significance draining away, one which is akin to, or synonymous to, 

profound boredom. Boredom, the absence of distraction, the experience of total 

conscious being, is not something to fill through the constant seeking of activity, 

but a state in which we are confronted with this inherent lack of purpose and 

certainty. It is through profound boredom that we, as beings, are faced with a 

choice. We can ignore it, continue to fill the void with distractions sold to us in 

the form of idols, or welcome it and take charge of one's own existence. In my 

paintings, I use imagery and memories of my experiences as a conduit towards 

this goal, to embrace the surface of the pool and in turn show others the 

reflection. The process of painting does not cure the lack, it exposes the 

uselessness of trying to cure it. The existential insignificance which we all feel in 

the face of true, profound boredom, is worthy of painting. In the words of Walter 

Benjamin; “Boredom is the dream bird that hatches the egg of experience.”  8

 

 

 
 

6 Rollins, The Idolatry of God, 9-72. 
7 Jan Slaby, “The Other Side of Existence: Heidegger on Boredom,” in Habitus in Habitat II: Other 
Sides of Cognition, ed. Sabine Flach & Jan Söffner (Bern: International Academic Publishers, 2010), 
102. 
8 Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller,” in Craft: Documents of Contemporary Art, ed. Tanya Harrod 
(Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2018), 77. 
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Down with the Academy! 
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My creative practice is situated within the tradition of representational 

painting, a tradition which has persistently revived itself from the destructive 

hands of modernism and continues to thrive in the contemporary sphere. More 

specifically, my work is placed within a milieu of postmodern figurative realist 

painters which critic Donald Kuspit describes as the “New Objectivists.”  This 9

distinction of objectivity is in relation to the subject of painting as 

representational objects (figurative), rather than in relation to the subjectivity 

associated with non-objective abstraction. In Kuspit’s writing, the New 

Objectivists exhibit a resurgence of empathy and humanism through the act of 

painting representationally which “resurrect(s) the body from the grave in which 

the Kandinsky-esque non-objectivists and Duchampian anti-artists buried it.”  10

This kind of figurative realism in the contemporary context, given the histories 

of modernism and postmodern interdisciplinary conceptualism, is a reclamation 

of human experience as important — and therefore worthy of being painted.  

I choose to operate under the genre of postmodern history painting; 

emblematic of Kuspit’s “New Objectivists” as I am actively claiming my images 

and meditations as reflective of the human experience while subverting the 

original conception of history painting, which was used as a way to assert the 

ethics of the king and the French Royal Academy as absolute truth.  11

Jacques-Louis David (1748 - 1825) was a painter who frequently comes up in the 

art historical canon of history painting, and one who continues to influence me 

throughout my career.  

Most of David’s work, namely before the Napoleonic era, are magnificent 

examples of Neoclassicism, the resurgence of Greco-Roman stylization in 18th 

century France. David’s painting The Death of Socrates (fig. 2), 1787, is his 

interpretation of Plato’s The Apology, featuring a emboldened Socrates lecturing 

9 Donald Kuspit, “The New Figurative & History Painting,” The Brooklyn Rail, June 1, 2017, 
https://brooklynrail.org/2017/06/editorsmessage/The-New-Figurative-History-Painting. 
10 Kuspit, “The New Figurative & History Painting.”  
11 Tate, “History Painting,” Art Term, accessed March 25, 2019, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/h/history-painting 
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not to fear death while reaching for the cup of hemlock which served as his death 

sentence. History painting during the late 18th century often featured these 

grand tales of morality, taken from the subject of classical greek and roman 

mythology to deliver to the viewer a clear cut, digestible narrative. Art Historian 

Robert. R Shane says, “Traditional history painting’s stories demonstrated the 

best in human endeavors—according to the bias of their Eurocentric patriarchal 

culture.”  The history paintings of the late 18th century were exalting the "very 12

best” of humanity, chosen by the academy, controlled by the king. 

As painting moved forward, particularly outside of the Royal Academy’s 

control, we begin to see this breakdown of history painting’s idealistic ethics. In 

exchange, with movements such as Romanticism and Realism, painters were 

increasingly drawn towards more contemporary scenes.  Edward Hopper  13

(1882 - 1967), another major influence on my work, is emblematic of this move 

from the supreme and into the realm of the personal. As an American realist 

painter during the modernist era, Hopper’s paintings were generally discounted 

for many years as “low art” due to the figurative nature of his work in a world 

that championed non-objective abstraction.  Hopper uses the language of 14

history painting, that is the objective representation of people and places within 

a composition which implies a kind of didactic moral happening, while 

maintaining to paint a different kind of subject all together. In his painting 

Automat (fig. 3), 1927, the viewer is confronted with a lone figure signifying as 

female occupying a table in a diner. Hopper’s work, more specifically Automat, by 

most descriptions is no more than an illustration of an archetype. In this case; a 

lonely woman.   15

12 Robert R. Shane, “Temporal Nomads: The Scandal of Postmodern History Painting,” The 
Brooklyn Rail, June 1st, 2017, 
https://brooklynrail.org/2017/06/criticspage/Contemporary-History-Painting. 
13 Tate, “History Painting.”  
14 Kuspit, “The New Figurative & History Painting.”  
15  Alain de Botton, “The Pleasures of Sadness,” Tate, May 1, 2004, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/pleasures-sadness 
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Alternatively, I would put forth that Hopper is using the language of 

history painting and realism in order to speak to something greater and more 

personal. Hopper is constructing a scene that is not simply about the sad looking 

woman at the table, but intentionally places her in the shadow of a monolithic 

black window which towers over her.  Hopper is using the relationship between 

the woman and the vast blackness of the window to paint a kind of emptiness. 

Not just an emptiness, or lack as it were, within the woman, or a lack of 

happening in the diner, but all of this combined to speak to a ontological 

emptiness within being.  Hopper’s figure is actively experiencing boredom, her 16

existential significance fading away into the monolithic void.  

Hopper’s use of this narrative structure developed in the vein of history 

painting in order to paint something intellectually and psychologically personal 

is similar to my own endeavors. I discovered this vein of working with the 

painting Hello, Friend (fig. 4), 2017, subconsciously referencing the classic diner 

scenes that Hopper loved. Three figures are seated at a table in the warm light of 

a diner as the busy, cool blue world rushes by outside the large window. In this 

work, I sought to create a quiet moment of contemporary life, stripped down of 

any real happening. It is within these moments of the in-between that I believe 

resemble something larger about this phenomenon we call living. A group of 

young adults at a diner completely disconnected from each other, from the world, 

from the viewer, and from myself. The figures do not appear dead, yet there is 

something not quite alive about them, something plastic. It would be nice if all of 

us could be as fulfilled as Socrates confidently drinking hemlock, but this is an 

unrealistic ideal that nobody will ever live up to. Instead, in Hello, Friend, I am 

using the context of history painting to exalt the everyday, the average and the 

ordinary. 

 

 

16 Margaret Iverson, “In the Blind Field: Hopper and the Uncanny,” Art History 21, no. 3  
(September 1998):412-414. 
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The (not-so) Grand Narrative 
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When the concept of staking a claim in moral standards is morphed 

through a postmodern context we begin to see that there is no absolute truth or 

concrete morality. The postmodern fluidity of morality tears down this kind of 

godly ethical code and brings it into the imperfect world of humanity, exalting 

the muddied, boring water of real lives, which I present to the viewer through 

representational imagery constructed in narrative. This specific dominance of 

narrative within postmodern history painting is the defining function of the 

genre. 

Vincent Desiderio (b. 1955) is one of the leading figures within this realm 

of postmodern history painting. In an interview with Daniel Maidman, among 

many other sources, Desiderio breaks down this concept of narrative into three 

forms that play through the artists mind during the construction of a painting. 

The first form of narrative is what Desiderio refers to as the dramatic narrative. 

This is potentially the most obvious, as the term refers to what is literally being 

represented on the picture plane - the subject matter.   17

Consider again my painting There, Being. The dramatic narrative lies in the 

depiction of the three figures, the clothes they wear, the environment that they 

appear to be in, and the cinematic nature of the composition. This form of 

narrative keys the viewer into the existence of, yet not necessarily an explanation 

of, a story conjured from the mind of the artist. The dramatic narrative becomes 

deeper upon closer examination, revealing clues to the specific story being told, 

such as the left figure wearing a hospital gown. The main function of history 

painting, as previously mentioned, was to stake a claim in morality through the 

visual depiction of a story. However, in my own work I choose to tell a more 

contemporary story — a story riddled with ambiguous emotion and clouded 

morality where nothing is true and everything is permitted. 

Guillaume Bresson (b. 1982) is a contemporary painter who actively 

utilizes the function of dramatic narrative in the same vein of postmodern history 

17 Daniel Maidman and Vincent Desiderio, Theseus: Vincent Desiderio on Art (New York: Griffith 
Moon Publishing, 2018), 2. 
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painting. In one of his paintings, Untitled (fig. 5), 2009, Bresson paints an 

industrial scene that appears to take place under a bridge, featuring two distant 

figures, signifying as male, gripped in violence. This violence is imbued 

throughout the painting, not just in the struggle between the figures but in the 

inherent violence of the industrial setting.  The figures, or perhaps the 18

characters, are dressed in distinctly contemporary clothing, wearing items like 

baseball caps and white sneakers. Placing this scene of contemporary violence 

within the dialogue of history painting is a parallel practice to my own despite 

the differences within the specific stories told through dramatic narrative. In an 

article dissecting Bresson’s work from a 2009 paris exhibition, the author writes: 

A certain ambiguity haunts all the paintings, in the violence and rioting 
suggestive of French Revolutionary (Jacques-Louis David the painter of the 
Revolution) and Socialist Realist painting on the one hand, whereas the car park 
interiors hint more at mindless social violence and simple criminality on the 
other. No matter how contemporary some of the images appear in terms of garb 
and sentiment, one is constantly drawn back to historical analogies.  19

 
It is through this dramatic narrative of the painting that another form of 

Desiderio’s narrative surfaces, which he identifies as narrativity. Desiderio uses 

the term narrativity in reference to film, in which narrativity describes the 

placement of scenes between other scenes. In regards to painting, however, 

Desiderio describes narrativity as “the presumed effect that the work will have 

within the narrative of the stream of history.”  With this explanation, we can 20

understand the concept of narrativity to encompass how the painting operates in 

the real world; existing within an intersectional conversation involving 

everything from the history of painting to the cultural context of the work and 

the life of the artist. In my own painting Reflecting Pool (fig. 6), 2019, this concept 

of narrativity arises in multiple manifestations.  These include, but are far from 

limited to, the fact that the dramatic narrative of a messy room was conceived 

18 Mark Gisbourne,“Guillaume Bresson: La Bataille De Rangueil,” Sorry We’re Closed, January 5, 
2009, http://www.sorrywereclosed.com/en/expositions/presentation/30/guillaume-bresson. 
19 Gisbourne,“Guillaume Bresson: La Bataille De Rangueil.” 
20 Maidman, Theseus: Vincent Desiderio on Art, 2. 
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from the imagery of a crack house and my personal association with the 

experience. 

Narrativity lies within the context of painting; The conception of the 

dramatic narrative as a “crack house,” the cultural connotations of this imagery, 

my personal associations with it, and the act of painting this concept within this 

lineage of history painting. Within the narrative of historical and cultural 

context, painting this image is a bastardization of history painting’s original 

endeavor toward didactic morality. Instead of presenting the viewer with a clear 

cut illustration of moral excellence, Reflecting Pool is using specific imagery, born 

out of real experience with drug addiction and the representational manifestation 

of what can be defined as a “crack house,” and presenting this to the viewer as a 

subject worthy of being painted, worthy of the framework of moral excellence 

while inherently contradicting any level of excellence. Reflecting Pool takes this 

idea of a lack of being, literally containing no being, and imbuing with a kind of 

being through its worth, through its narrativity. 

The third form of narrative which Desiderio describes is “the story of the 

evolution of the technique, and that is the technical narrative.”  He goes on to 21

define technical narrative as “the movement of the painter’s mind through the 

course of the picture, arriving at its terminus, and in the terminus the implication 

of everything that went into it is there.”  The technical narrative is the story of 22

craft, the physical construction of the painting from its conception to its 

“terminus,” climax or completion.  

In Desiderio’s painting Theseus, 2016 (fig. 7), he describes the painting 

through the various stages of thought during its construction. Near the 

beginning of the work he wanted to “do a Rodinish painting” with the 

compositional qualities of “an all-over picture like a Pollock,” yet through the 

painting process the figures that emerged “had nothing to do with Rodin — they 

21 Maidman, Theseus: Vincent Desiderio on Art, 1. 
22 Maidman, Theseus: Vincent Desiderio on Art, 1. 
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had all the morphology of Hans Memling”  Rather than describing the painting 23

exclusively in terms of the concept, or the gruesome heap of bodies which makes 

up the dramatic narrative of the work, Desiderio speaks about the painting 

through the story of its process, through the physical crafting of the piece.  

In my own work, the technical narrative is crucial in the crafting of the 

painting and my personal relationship to it. Returning to The Reflective Pool, the 

technical process to create the dramatic narrative includes the many hours spent 

staging and perfecting the imagery of a “crack house,” photographing it from 

hundreds of subtly varying lighting situations, and then using the final 

photograph as a reference for a scaled down charcoal drawing before rendering 

the image in paint on a surface. In the creation of There, Being, I gather people to 

serve as actors rather than simply models, directing them to perform a specific 

storyline. This method of image making is evident in the technical narrative just 

as the abstraction of the photography through physical paint is. The technical 

narrative is the active engagement of the artist with the work, the craft with 

which the painting becomes a being. The technical narrative physically exists 

within the painting through its being, yet can only be known to the viewer 

through evidence of handwork and thought. 

Contemporary painter Jonathan Wateridge (b. 1972) works in a similar 

process where he hires actors to perform a scene in elaborately fabricated sets 

within his studio. In his painting Swimming Hole (fig. 8), 2011, Wateridge presents 

the viewer with multiple figures wading in water by a beach and fading into 

chiaroscuro. Considering the technical narrative of the painting, we are given 

clues to Wateridge’s process through his artist statement and photos on his 

website. Wateridge states: 

 

 

 

23 Maidman, Theseus: Vincent Desiderio on Art, 9. 
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Jonathan Wateridge's paintings are elaborately crafted 'non-events' that have the 
trappings of a real occurrence but for the most part are entirely fabricated. A 
significant part of his work over recent years has been to reconfigure or re-make 
a given scenario or found image. This involves building full-scale sets and using 
performers to enact roles, within the context of the studio, in order to set up 
questions about the way we frame and understand notions of the real.  24

 
It is clear that Wateridge’s technical process is similar to my own in the 

construction of the image, where specificity of every element within an image is 

crucial. Wateridge appears to even take it a step further through the act of 

fabricating sets which appear as real places in the completed paintings, an 

attempt to elude towards these “non-events” which he mentions in his artist 

statement. In a photograph taken from his website, we can see the fabricated set 

of Swimming Hole and the actors awaiting instruction as Wateridge directs the 

scene to deliver a specific dramatic narrative (fig. 9). 

Through the lens of Desiderio’s narrative deconstruction, it is clear that 

all painting exhibits narrative in one way or another. In the contemporary sphere, 

the inevitability of narrative is embraced with artists such as Wateridge or 

Bresson. The work that I create is deeply rooted in narrative, inspired by my 

childhood consumption of novels, aspirations to become a film director, and even 

through my years of drug abuse and subsequent recovery where one must learn 

through the story of others. By nature, however, painting is a medium in which 

total narrative is not given to the viewer, it must be discovered and digested 

through their own perspective. A painting is a static object once the artist claims 

its completion, and upon its introduction to the public the narrative exhibited is 

no longer concrete, it is subjective to the viewer.  

In my painting Form and Void (fig. 10), 2019, the dramatic narrative of the 

painting features a impassioned depiction of a motel, its sign towering over the 

road. Like a prophetic monolith, the sign reads:  

 

 

24 Jonathan Wateridge, “Statement,” About, accessed March 5, 2019. 
https://www.jonathanwateridge.net/about/. 
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THE CADILLAC MOTEL 

R  OOMS FOR AN  IGHT  

OR  A LIFE   TIME 

Underneath this declaration, the viewer sees a dated looking car with two 

young adults on the hood, one of them smoking, both of them doing nothing in 

particular. Again we see how the dramatic narrative keys the viewer into a kind 

of happening, this one establishing a kind of hierarchy of the motel and sign 

versus the two apparent customers, yet there is no real event taking place. The 

technical narrative of the painting exhibits an intense, meticulous care in 

rendering — rendering a scene where nothing is happening. The narrativity of 

the work is clear in regards to the rest of my work, i.e. postmodern history 

painting. However, the narrativity is not complete without the insertion of a 

viewer to discover all of these elements and decide on complete narrative for 

themselves. Sure, this scene has a specific memory attached to it. Yes, The 

Cadillac Motel is referential to a real place. Ultimately, however, the purpose of 

the painting is not to advertise the place, or to illustrate the memory, it is an 

emotional rendering in which the viewer can choose to connect with. In Form and 

Void, I am taking this strange, apparently inconsequential scene and imbuing 

with importance. I am not just stating that these people and this motel are 

worthy of being painted, I am painting them. 

The overall narrative of my work is deeply personal and reflective of 

concrete stories and emotions that I conceive to paint, but the true purpose of the 

painting is not to didactically illustrate my story or ethical stance to the viewer. I 

distill a story down to an image, translate that image onto a surface through long 

hours of labor, all in an attempt to confront the viewer with a narrative that is 

visually still, yet ethically, morally, and emotionally dynamic. And yet, it is 

through the process of painting, the obsession over an image of nothingness, of 

non-happening, that I am able to negotiate my personal experience through art.  

My experience has never been just that of an artist, or simply that of  a 

junky, or any other titles we may enjoy to claim as our identity. I have always felt 
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acutely aware of the ontological void, the black hole inside of my chest, the 

draining away of existential significance. For some, the pursuit of an idol is 

enough to take up their time until their time is up, distracting themselves until 

they are no longer. I prefer to confront these moments of in-between. Inside 

these non-happenings we are able to catch a glimpse of the authentic 

nothingness which lies dormant inside of us, yet most never wish to face. I 

believe that we must not only face it or confront it, but love it and cherish it. Sit 

with Heidegger’s profound boredom, embrace the surface of the pool. Once all 

existential significance has drained away, the illusion of meaning will be lifted. It 

is only once you have lost everything that you become free to do anything. 
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Corresponding Images

 

 

Figure 1. Elijah River Dion, There, Being, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 48 x 72 inches. 

 

 

Figure 2. Jacques-Louis David, The Death of Socrates, 1787, Oil on Canvas, 51 x 77 

inches. 
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Figure 3. Edward Hopper, Automat, 1927, Oil on Canvas, 28 x 36 inches. 

 

 

Figure 4. Elijah River Dion, Hello Friend, 2017, Oil on Canvas, 48 x 72 inches. 
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Figure 5. Guillaume Bresson, Untitled, 2009, Oil on Canvas, size unspecified. 

 

 

Figure 6. Elijah River Dion, Reflecting Pool, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 48 x 72 inches. 
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Figure 7. Vincent Desiderio, Theseus, 2016, Oil on Canvas, 62 x 164 inches. 

 

 

Figure 8. Jonathan Wateridge, Swimming Hole, Oil on Linen, 110 x 155.9 inches. 
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Figure 9. Jonathan Wateridge website content. 

 

 

Figure 10. Elijah River Dion, Form and Void, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 48 x 72 inches. 

 

 



Dion 24 

Bibliography 

 

 

Barolsky, Paul. “A Very Brief History of Art from Narcissus to Picasso.” The  

Classical Journal 90, no. 3 (Feb. - Mar., 1995): 255 - 259. 

 

Benjamin, Walter. “The Storyteller.” in Craft: Documents of Contemporary Art,  

edited by Tanya Harrod, 77 - 78. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2018. 

 

Cobain, Kurt. Territorial Pissings. California: Geffen Records, 1991 

 

De Botton, Alain. “The Pleasures of Sadness.” Tate, May 1, 2004. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/pleasures-sadness. 

 

Gisbourne, Mark. “Guillaume Bresson: La Bataille De Rangueil.” Sorry We're  

Closed, January 5, 2009. http://www.sorrywereclosed.com/en/expositions 

/presentation/30/guillaume-bresson. 

 

Iverson, Margaret. “In the Blind Field: Hopper and the Uncanny.” Art History 21,  

no. 3 (September 1998): 409 - 429. 

 

Kuspit, Donald. “The New Figurative & History Painting.” The Brooklyn Rail, June  

1, 2017. https://brooklynrail.org/2017/06/editorsmessage/The-New- 

Figurative-History-Painting. 

 

Maidman, Daniel and Vincent Desiderio. Theseus: Vincent Desiderio on Art. New  

York: Griffith Moon Publishing, 2018. 

 

 



Dion 25 

Picasso, Pablo. “Picasso Speaks.” Translated by Marius De Zayas. The Arts 3 (May  

1923): 315 - 26. 

 

Rollins, Peter. The Idolatry of God. New York: Howard Books, 2012. 

 

Shane, Robert R. “Temporal Nomads: The Scandal of Postmodern History  

Painting.” The Brooklyn Rail, June 1st, 2017. 

https://brooklynrail.org/2017/06/ 

criticspage/Contemporary-History-Painting. 

 

Slaby, Jan. “The Other Side of Existence: Heidegger on Boredom.” In Habitus in  

Habitat II: Other Sides of Cognition, edited by Sabine Flach & Jan Söffner,  

101 - 104. Bern: International Academic Publishers, 2010. 

 

St. Aubyn, Edward. Bad News. London: Picador, 2018 

 

St. Aubyn, Edward. Some Hope. London: Picador, 2018 

 

Wateridge, Jonathan. “Statement.” About. Accessed March 5, 2019.  

https://www.jonathanwateridge.net/about/. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


