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Now, Then 
Panel discussion organised by Saturation Point and hosted at Flowers Gallery, 
Kingsland Road, London 
31 January 2015 
 
Panellists:  
PD = Philip Dodd; RB = Rana Begum; JC = John Carter; ND = Natalie Dower; LG = 
Lothar Götz; PL = Peter Lowe; Laurence Noga; Jonathan Parsons; RP = Richard 
Plank; RT: Ray Thomson 
 
20.40-32:24 
 
PD: I want to come back to this, and to the generational […] because art isn’t made 
just in relationship to other art but in relationship to the wider history, whether it’s 
in the ’50s, the ’70s or the ’90s, because the thing I think about as I walk around this 
exhibition isn’t structure or geometry but actually it’s colour, which is the very 
opposite of cold art, as it were. So if you want to interject, you can, because teacher’s 
now giving you permission to interject. I’m interested in how and why colour 
matters. Peter? 
 
PL: I supposed that one reason it matters is that it can be systematised. There are 
many systems for artists, like the Munsell Colour Atlas, Ostwald Colour Notations. 
And if, as we were, interested in retrieving the procedures underlying the system 
then if the form was going to be systematised, so the colour must also.  (Thumps 
table with fist à la Lohse.) 
 
PD: Nothing about emotion? 
 
PL: Oh no, no, no! 
 
PD: No, I wouldn’t want you to . . . 
 
PL: That’s a marvellous thing to bring up. People feel perhaps that paintings like the 
Crying Gypsy (Bruno Amadio. also known as Giovanni Bragolin) are absolutely 
packed with emotion. (Note to self: Example is absolute nonsensical kitsch, i.e. cynical 
manipulation of signs, bad painting, which serves argument ill.) The kind of work we 
do is not like the Crying Gypsy painting. I have feelings about ideas and ideas about 
feelings and the two things are not separate. 
 
PD: Old Calvinist, Blaise Pascal, in 17c. – “The heart has reasons, reason knows not 
of.” John, what about you and colour? You’re as chaste as I can think of. 
 
JC: I’d rather not have to answer, it’s rather immense difficulty. Refs. Animal Farm 
‘”One colour good, two colours not so good, three colours worse.” Ha, ha, ha. 
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RP: I’m wary of colour getting in the way of what it is I’m trying to structure. I don’t 
want colour to divert attention from the patterns and structures, the theme and 
variations I’m working with. 
 
PD: Why? 
 
RP: Because it can have separate emotional response that I don’t particularly want. 
It can lead one astray from the core of the work. But of course it is integral. It is 
incredibly important. So it’s difficult using colour, for me. It is not easy. 
 
PD: Are certain colours easier than certain other colours? 
 
RP: I don’t know. John . . . ? 
 
JP: It is incredibly hard. But for me it’s the stuff of everyday experience. We 
experience colours all the time, unless, of course, we have physiological problems. 
And I’ve made, you know, a systematic study of colour and I think and using systems 
in the studio and working on colour names, for example, ways of categorising 
colour, that’s a way of dealing with this kind of possibility of being completely 
overwhelmed by colour . . . 
 
PD: “Led astray”, which makes me think of religion, that colour is some sin, that one 
can be led astray. And “overwhelmed”. And you don’t have to be a Freudian to think 
that overwhelmed is an interesting term to use. 
 
JP: Colour is absolutely essential. And what I mean by that is when you make a study 
of colour, it gets inside you, crawls around inside you, and sort of takes over your 
thinking. For me colour and structure are the same thing. 
 
RB: That’s really interesting. That’s how I feel now, with my work. I feel can’t 
actually ignore colour. It is part of the form, the light, all those elements that are in 
my work. I remember, at a time during my degree actually, really struggling with 
colour and finding it incredibly difficult. For a start I couldn’t really mix. Every time I 
mixed something, it just ended up being really muddy and mucky, so it was 
something I knew I couldn’t do. I didn’t know whether because I didn’t understand 
it. Every time I tried painting it looked horrible – visually, it just didn’t look right. 
 
PD: How did you know that? 
 
RB: I think it was looking at my work I did during my degree and looking back, I 
realised it was something I needed to really spend quite a bit of time and I knew that 
paint wasn’t a way for me to understand colour and that’s when I suddenly realised I 
was collecting materials that already had colour, that already had some kind of form 
and so by using those, I came to understand colour and now I can kind of combine 
those kinds of research together. I hadn’t realised how difficult it was and how, 
when you do get it, how free you become, to be able to use all those things together.  
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JC: Didn’t mean to interrupt, I just need to add to this. I think that for people who 
work mainly with a kind of sculptural kind of structure, which you and I do, it’s an 
entirely different kind issue from colour in painting. It’s very hard to talk about this. 
I had in mind to write a treatise; Carter’s treatise on colour but one day I’ll get round 
to it, because objects it’s also sculptural but the quality of the material is extremely 
primary, I think. Whether you’re using the natural colour of the material or whether 
you’re painting it, as I do, there’s still an awareness of the material […] 
 
RB: I didn’t really plan the way my work’s developed. It’s just developed naturally 
and when I stripped it back and tried to think what I was interested in, it was really 
light and form – and so those were the things that I started researching, during my 
degree. Later on it was like OK the work is not just about light and form, actually 
colour is part of that, throughout the day the work is changing, because of the way 
the light falls and the reason it’s changing is that the colour is embodied in the work, 
embodied in light. And so that’s when I need to focus and seeing those things come 
together. Colour became light. Colour became surface. So it was really difficult to 
take it apart, almost separating. 
 
ND: Not so puritanical [as JC]. One thing that hasn’t been mentioned so far is that 
colour really is, as far as I’m concerned, relationships. One colour, adjacent to 
another will look completely different difficult. It’s like a game of chess. I find colour 
very difficult but it does seem to rely entirely on relationships rather than the colour 
itself. On the question of favourite colours, I find blue very difficult because of its 
associations with sky and sea, it’s difficult to get blue to be actually concrete, so I do 
find that a difficulty. 
 
RP: It does seem as though we all find it a deep complex problem to deal with. 
 
PD: I don’t find colour a problem but I’m a very, very bad painter. Maybe […] words 
are slippery and impossible things. I wonder if we can broaden it. I want to think 
about the category of abstract art. For or against? For others it’s just one choice 
among many. I wonder now when you think the term abstract art […] It was either a 
capitalist plot […] 
 
48:18-58:00 
 
Sue Hubbard (writer): One of the things I was really taken with was artists talking 
about the use of materials … colour … people were talking about the use of different 
systems and things … and then people said, well you sort of know when it’s right. 
Now for me, I want to know what is it this right. Is it a moral right? Is it a purely 
aesthetic right. What’s that based on. And I think that’s one of the problems that 
we’ve come to at this point. How to we assess what is right? 
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PD: Different ways of assessing what’s right. There’s a critical rightness. There’s a 
rightness as you’re making the work, there’s the rightness in the particular historical 
moment in which it is made […] John? 
 
RB: How do you know when it’s right? 
 
JC: Mm . . . Well, one of the key things about systematic art, is that if you have set up 
a system, you must follow it through, so in a sense it side-steps [the aesthetic?]. 
Where that against […] At the same time, if you find that twelve artists were using 
the same system, you’d come up with twelve different works because of different 
aesthetics. And I think you can’t avoid that. 
 
RB: It’s not actually right. It can’t be right because if it was right, you would just stop. 
And that’s the whole point of it, that nothing’s really right and that’s why we 
continue with it. 
 
PD: Quotes Beckett – ‘Fail again. Fail better.’ 
 
PL: I think that this problem is - when is a work finished? That’s a problem for 
figurative painters as well. It’s not unique to systems art. But if something starts out 
and goes through a logical sequence until it completes a cycle, then maybe you could 
say the work ends there. But the decision to end the work, is, I think it’s part of 
escape . . . taste and arbitrariness, and it’s something I would try to avoid. 
 
JC: […] material […] 
 
PD: To pick up on [the questioner’s point] both of you were using the term ‘right’ in 
aesthetic terms. There’s no moral dimension here. Richard? 
 
RP: It has to end up pleasing my eye. It has to look balanced and beautiful. It might 
be seen completely separately from the way it has been constructed. So there’s two 
things. It has to look good. It has to be aesthetically pleasing. It has to fulfil the way 
it’s been constructed. And that, of course, is a very personal issue. 
 
JP: That, of course is the point at which you’re happy enough to show it to somebody 
else, to be exposed by putting your work on display. That’s one measure of it but I 
would go back and echo that it has to be ahistorical, amoral, apolitical, asocial. In a 
way that decision to show is always an experiment in whether the personal can 
become communal, can become a shared experience. 
 
RB: I’m just interested in your expanding that a little bit, in terms of how you feel 
about finishing a piece of work. I mean, for me, I don’t feel like they’re ever finished 
because there’s always something more, you discover. You do a piece of work and 
you know it’s not quite complete because there’s something else. 
 
JP: But isn’t that the practice as a whole? Isn’t that a programme of discovery? 
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RB: That’s the practice as a whole but it’s also kind of individual works that you’re 
producing. I don’t think they’re ever actually complete, I don’t think they’re ever 
actually finished in terms of physically . . . 
 
PD: […] 
 
RB: Yes. Well, I think they kind of go together a little bit, mm . . . because . . . I dunno, 
that’s kind of what I’m understanding from the panel, they kind of go together a little 
bit, but for me, they never finish. Whether they’re right or not? . . . it’s again, it’s 
really up to the viewer because to me, it might seem OK . . . there’s not really any 
more I can do with this piece of work, y’know the only way I can do something more 
is to move on to the next one . . . 
 
PD: And because you’re […] because the artist is the just first viewer. You know, it 
was Barthes who said the writer is just the first reader. 
 
RB: But also, I mean . . . sorry, there’s something else within that because the 
language we all use . . . it’s a quite universal language, so it’s . . . you know, you’re not 
. . . dunno . . . 
 
JP: You don’t think that, one of the things that you make work that is good enough . . . 
 
RB: . . . yeah . . . 
 
JP: . . . that is good enough to satisfy whatever purpose . . . 
 
RB: . . . the curiosity . . . and enough to kind of put it out there . . . 
 
JP: . . . and to drive onwards . . . and to show it to other people . . . 
 
PD: Natalie? 
 
ND: I’ve found the sensation of whether a thing is right, or finished, is very close, for 
me, to the experience of listening to music. One has a strong feeling, again, one can 
have differences of opinion about music but the sensation you get, from a piece of 
music, which is absolutely wonderful, is the very much the kind of sensation I’d be 
looking for in trying to decide whether I’d got the painting right, or not. 
 
LN:  Hi, I’m Lawrence Noga, writer, Saturation Point, and a painter. Look, I’d quite 
like you to draw your attention to the work in the exhibition, in a sense because I 
think all the works have a kind of, their own utopia, and perhaps, their own 
phenomenology. I think that I’m quite drawn to the fact that when you look quite 
closely at the work . . . Bernard [Cohen’s] work for instance. Picking up on the kind 
of way the handprints, kind of give the work a phenomenology […] and I get […] [the 
way that’s depicted?] because I think that, in a sense, their own personal kind of 
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utopian existence, because I get, you get very drawn in to that sort of space. I think 
it’s almost in terms of your own rules, your own systems, that you bring to that 
utopia. Because I think utopia’s in a way a good place but in some ways no place, as 
well. I mean, I just wanted us to talk about Colin (Cina’s) work as well. I mean, I like 
the fact […] very briefly, sorry . . . one thing about is that he, very […] in a 
serendipity, in a moment of serendipity, he was visited by a friend, a mathematician, 
and his friend said, ‘god, I like all [schools?] and things you’re doing with 
mathematical thoughts and he offered to give him the possibility of ringing up his 
university, and he had the chance, every day, to sort of ring them and say, here are 
the kind of algorithms that I’ve sorted out, here are the rules, can you use your 
computer, which was a PC, a pre-PC and work them out for me. And so, I like that 
kind of serendipity, interwoven with phenomenology of [praxis?].  
 
58:00-1:08 
 
PD: Invites another question from the floor. 
 
RT: I’m Ray Thomson. I’m a painter. I was just thinking about . . . I’ve had occasion 
lately, in the context of a recent exhibition by a very fine artist, called Jean Spencer, 
to address the problem of chromophilia or chromophobia, as it relates to system, or 
the absence thereof, or the problematicity thereof. And there is a kind of trend that 
the more systematic, the less . . . the more chromophobic, and I do think that has a 
kind of religious thing, as you said, Philip. But that’s not really my question. My 
question is that within that tradition particularly there has been a link to what some 
call it the utopian thing, but definitely a project of Modernity, a kind of 
enlightenment project, if you like, which many people these days, because it’s not as 
universal as it pretends, it does tend to exclude quite a lot of people. And, I’ve just 
been speculating about how that might change the politics of reading around this 
work and . . . This is a question. This is the question actually, and ah, you know, the 
fact that that project is now falling apart, does this mean that that ethos within 
systematic practice is also falling apart? Thank you. 
 
PD: The relationship between systems and colour; that the more systematic, the less 
chromophiliac. The other issue is the much larger issue, which goes back to Kant, 
Hegel, late 18c. modernity, although modernism and modernity are very complexly 
related and not the same thing, whether that project, in a sense, has failed. And I 
suppose I think I should ask each of you this individually, because you have to live 
through it. John? 
 
JC: Asks for question to be repeated. 
 
PD: The question is, I’m doing my best. The question is that does this revival, this 
kind of work’s revival [enlightenment . . . order] in so far as that project has been a 
failure Does that change the nature […] (As I recall, PD’s summing up of the question 
was fair and balanced but the actual words are difficult to decipher on the video.) 
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John Carter: There’s a sort of implication in lots of geometric work, particularly that 
uses the golden section, even in my book it was written, I don’t agree with it, that the 
world is harmonious, otherwise it wouldn’t work. I don’t think I agree with it 
because: a) I don’t think it works and b) I don’t think it’s harmonious. I think, 
particularly dealing with systematic art, you can create things, if you follow a 
system, the result is not always necessary harmonious. I don’t know how to answer 
that. 
 
Peter Lowe: Goya, is quoted as saying that the dream of reason brings forth 
monsters. I’ve had [...] When we espouse [...] or we ought to be ration, there’s also 
the other side. There’s the anti-rational side. In the history of the world, I suppose in 
the history of modernism, you had the rationalist and the anti-rationalists. The anti-
rationalists were the Surrealists, Andre Breton, who attacked reason. It’s 
unfortunate that his arguments were self-refuting, because he needed logic in order 
to attack. On the other hand you had the rationalists who were sometimes part of 
the irrationalist camp. Van Doesburg was a rationalist architect and an extremely 
rational painter, but secretly, he was I K Bonsett, a surrealist, a Dadaist, more of a 
Dadaist. I think Constructivism and formalism, formal abstract art can’t exist 
without the other side of the coin is just as important. Dadaism was an anti-war 
movement. We were living through […]. The previous generation was living through 
a dystopia, to say the least. Dada was a reaction to that. It was anti-structure, anti-
rationalism. The rationalists might say that the reason all this happened was a 
failure of reason. Reason is still the gold standard for science, for debate and 
discussion. To go the other way is to take the road to madness. 
 
PD: Do you think that’s true, Richard? 
 
RP: I think from my point of view, I don’t tend to work from, or towards, a big idea. 
The way I make art, is to try and find a way, some clarity and understanding about 
our existence, how humans view the world and our place in it. And this kind of work, 
I have discovered, over the years, is the best kind of way I can begin to do that. 
 
PD: So you work . . . ? 
 
RP: . . . In fear and trepidation. 
 
PD: Rana? […] Foucault, Derrida […] unravelling of those enlightenment […] 
 
RB: Don’t know where to start, actually. 
 
PD: Jonathan . . . 
 
JP: The question is connected to the kind of stories we tell ourselves to be able to get 
a handle on the enormity of everything that happens in history. The flip side of the 
coin is this idea of metaphysics and transcending material, in a sense, because you 
could think of traditions, times and places where geometrical visual emblems are 
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used as objects of contemplation and as methods to transcend the physical. So that 
would be my flip side of it; the non-thinking, the empty mind. 
 
Transcribed from video on saturationpoint.org by G R Thomson, London, May 2016. 


