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My first response, on being confronted by a wall of painted faces is that.... "I am 
staring death in the face" 
I am looking at a series of different death-masks. A deadness in all their lack of 
expression- especially around the eyes...and mouths slightly parted (for the last 
breath?)... or atrophied back over teeth. Skin taut and without colour except a grey-
blue tinge. Then I notice the masks: layers covering  receeded- back eyes that are 
blank through a film of water like eyes looking up from the bottom of a well. Trapped. 
I recognise that sensation..... It is a deep grief.  
That is why Maria noticed an absence of landscape/setting/nature etc. 
 When you are trapped in that kind of grief you can be in the most beautiful place 
and you won't see it - and you cannot respond or interact with it.  
At that moment, Angelee came up and whispered "Ignatia" to me. 
 Later, she comes and says "Nat.Mur" to me and, yes, I observed too. The subject 
had continued but feeling was hidden behind more political and global concerns. The 
preoccupation with death and bereavement was still present but less personal. 
 
Then we see a lot of mothers' grief for their dead children and images around 
children and sexuality making us wonder if there has been a loss of a child or a loss 
of a childhood? One strong image was an idea for a "Peace Sculpture" - comprising 
of a huge flaccid penis with 2 children reaching up to it.! It made sense and was both 
affectionate and pertinent. 
I read Dumas' personal biography when I get home: Her father died when she was 
12 years old. When asked about this, she shrugged and brushed it off..."Oh, that was 
so long ago...." 
We were drawn to 2 portraits side by side: They looked like the same face but one 
image was pale blue, light and innocent and the other black and brooding. This 
duality was further apparent in other portraits leading  Angelee to suggest 
Anacardium, which she said, can be a RX used for  grief symptoms, also.  
There are a lot of themes of innocence/sex/death. The artist  explores issues around 
female sexuality both in traditional/religous/cultural arenas and from her vantage-
point as a (very witty) feminist.  
I bought a book of her writings "Sweet Nothings" - they are interesting and amusing - 
with lots of her personal observations about being an artist and of course, the ever-
contentious: what is art? I think it will reveal more clues to the essence of Marlene 
Dumas. here are a few quotes: 
"Firstly, I have to be sensually attracted to my subject matter. There is no need for a 
real person. " 
"Art doesn't want to sleep with you. Art ain't that good and art ain't that nice...." 
"I am an artist who uses secondhand images and firsthand experiences." 
 
 
On Goya's black paintings: 
"I felt the Gypsies, Islam, Christianity and Africa, all at the same time. And then I 
cried" 
 
 



 


