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Merlin James

To write only briefly of Merlin James is a fairly delicate task. As yet not 
sufficiently well known in Italy, he is widely mentioned by painting connoisseurs 
and painters I admire, not only in regard to his painting but also his writing. 
His pieces on the Alinari Brothers or Serge Charchoune are concise examples of 
critical clarity and lucidity; rereading his lecture entitled Painting per se, in which 
he invites reflection on any given language’s specificity, as opposed to some 
generic idea of multimediality, is always regenerative.

Some of the most illuminating words I’ve read on Merlin James come from 
Luca Bertolo and Sofia Silva in a text they wrote together entitled Il limite Merlin, 
an account of their visit to the artist’s last person show in Milano and their zig 
zag past the paintings on display. Their observations and notes on the various 
works concludes with a statement I find particularly revealing: “a good painting 
is never an image, but rather an object flirting with an image without ever really 
coinciding with it”.

Now what exactly does that mean? Among other things, I believe it has 
something to do with the idea that anyone who aims at figuration must begin 
with the awareness that a painting is no longer a coherent and complete place of 
representation (no longer a window, considered in Renaissance terms, neither 
a pure surface, as certain Modernists would have it) but instead a stuttering, 
profound, detailed, inevitably discontinuous and incoherent place; a space that 
obliges its figures to come to terms with the material of their articulation – a 
support, a framework, and outline, maybe even a picture frame or even the 
reverse of one that amounts to the ”painting object”.

MJ canvases are small or medium-sized, and always give the idea of having 
something a little wrong with them, something under the surface that belies the 
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naivety and apparent simplicity of certain images of his that often coincide with 
the genre: slight irregularities in the frame, solid surfaces steeped in materials, 
sandy, even hairy things (the artist has applied hair, horsehair, bamboo fuzz 
to many of his canvases) that seem to have accumulated on top of them. Some 
canvases also look secondhand, repainted or recomposed with scraps of old 
canvases. With slight swellings, hollows, rips, holes, stitches… 

These inconsistencies make for skips and discrepancies in the image, 
jarring planes, fuzzy outlines. Among all the marks the artist deposits on his 
surface, some elude representation entirely: they’re just blobs, swathes, colored 
panels, hypotheses of abstraction sharing the space with figures. Elsewhere, the 
figure appears instead to swallow the stains and the irregularities in the canvas 
in lieu of generating its own. Further afield, the marks and squares subvert 
relationships between the painting’s planes and zones, complicating things and 
offering other possible readings of the images. 

Coast (2000 – 2002), for instance, displayed at the show, looks like nothing 
more than a small “marine”, a nocturne  of some gulf or coastline if not for its 
textured, vibrating surface – and raised square at the center – that suggests 
another, pre-existing image, a subterranean image that seems to corrode or 
stir the peaceful scene depicted on top. How else to explain the two colored 
rectangles in Fence (2000 – 2019) if not as arbitrarily reconfigured abstract forms 
(given the title and certain quick gestures that score the surface) or “fence” that 
defines the wide brown expanse? 

Of my one visit to Merlin James’s studio in Glasgow many years ago, I recall 
a series of cloudy contrasts. A gloomy, overcast day, Rangers (or Celtic) were 
scheduled to take the field at the stadium not far away. Exuberant fans thronged 
the pubs and streets waiting for the kickoff, police on horseback attempted to 
maintain order. Of the paintings Merlin James showed me that day, but only in 
passing during our chat in his sitting room crammed with books and catalogs, 
I particularly remember some small canvases depicting viewers or spectators 
from the back. A few are also on hand at this show, works that reconfigure the 
painting as “landscape with figure” as the relationship between the heads of 
observers/spectators seen from close up in the foreground and a background that 
could be many different things: a movie screen, a stage, or simply the hazy part 
of the painting, with abstract blots and fields of color.

Viewer (2006), in particular, establishes a network of relationships that goes 
beyond being merely descriptive, confounding the image’s planes of distances 
and proximities through ambiguous composition: the squares/fields of color at 
the lower corners bring some of the tones in the background into closer view; 
the distance between the figure and the background can dissolve if the green 
shape in the middle distance is recognized as some type of hat worn by the 
figure in the foreground.

The show also features a number of exemplary works from an important 
series that MJ has been developing since 2010: paintings whose frames he 
has “reinvented” and colored to become a part of the image and interact with 
what he paints on fine, transparent polyester or nylon “canvases” (mostly 
blots and hints of landscape, with houses, clouds, hills). Merlin names them 
Trasparencies. What exactly are these frames, then? Different hypotheses of a 
three-dimensional illusory place that owe their development to articulations 
of the painting’s material? New scripts for images? New perspective grids? 
Modernist frames?  Elements that complete the image from the inside? Or to 
the contrary, unsurmountable obstacles to the natural growth of the image, as 
if to remind us that a painting is always an object?



Shows of the work of Merlin James are generally paced with a rhythm 
I would call paratactic: a loosely assembled, dispassionate sequence of 
paintings that apparently has no intention of highlighting, say, the most 
emblematic, nor indicating chronology or series. Anything even remotely 
resembling “categories” remain open, inconclusive, in constant states 
of becoming, that interact and vie with one another, also through their 
contrasts and apparent heterogeneity. So do the single paintings to be 
seen at this show. Some have long stories behind them, extended periods 
of gestation that imply second thoughts, wiping out and superimposing: 
accretions of material life to the canvas.
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Merlin James, Viewer, 2006
mixed media on canvas, 52 x 42 cm
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Merlin James, House and Cloud, 2010
mixed media, 71 x 56 cm
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Merlin James, Untitled, 2020
acrylic on canvas, 20 x 33,5 cm
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Merlin James, Audience, sd
mixed media on canvas, 30 x 40 cm



Merlin James, House Model, 2005-2006
mixed media on canvas, 32 x 50 cm
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Merlin ames, Coast, 2000-2002
mixed media on canvas, 42 x 46,5 cm
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Merlin James, Buildings, 2012
mixed media, 42,5 x 56 cm
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Merlin James, Untitable, 2005-2008
acrylic on canvas, 65 x 70 cm
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