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ART What lies beneath

Blue Mist
by Robert Armstrong

Japanese ink on rice paper on panel
Courtesy of the artist and Kevin Kavanagh

BORN in Gorey, NCAD graduate Robert
Armstrong — founding member of Temple
Bar Gallery and Studios, art director of In
Dublin and Magill, winner of a Guinness
Peat Aviation Award and the Oireachtas
Exhibition Painting Prize — returned to
NCAD to teach in 1991 and was appointed
Head of Painting in 2002.

Armstrong’s own work has featured
Wicklow and Wexford landscapes, the
frozen pond surface at the Botanical
Gardens, the volcanic landscapes of the
Aeolian Islands, paintings in response
to, and prompted by, his great interest
and knowledge of classic Renaissance
work — Poussin, Titian, Giotto, Raphael.

Those “religious or biblical themes
like The Flood interest me because they
resonate with contemporary issues like
climate change” and in these “versions of
several canonical paintings”, Armstrong
was always concerned with “the visual dy-
namics rather than the grand narratives”,

In his version of The Assumption of

Our Lady into Heaven, for example, “the
figure of the virgin and saints are reduced
to circles of colour”. And Armstrong’s
new show, Three Distances, celebrates
real and imagined Chinese and Japanese
landscapes.

Be it Wicklow, Hong Kong or Japan,
Armstrong says landsca.pe “is an ideal
subject for the painter. It offers visual
permission to explore light and form,
distance and pattern, movement and
colour. When [ was younger, I thought art
and painting should tell a story or address
grand themes, but as | grew older, I re-

alised that painting can be its own story,

%
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containing its own history and traditions
and its own internal aesthetics. The ten-
sion between ‘ﬁgurative’ and ‘abstract’is
always present in my work — possibly, I
lean more towards the abstract”

Though NOw retlred from NCAD
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resudency in Hong Kong last year Arm

strong was initially impressed by “
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dynamlsm of the CIty a,nd 11;5 “fI‘ v th

time. The 11th-century Chinese painter
Guo Xi speaks of three distances: from
the bottom of the mountains to the top
i1s upper distance, from the front of the
mountain to the back is deep distance,
and the view from one mountain to an-
other is level distance”

Armstrong mastered eastern tech-
niques using ink, rice paper and callig-
raphy brushes. “Stretchm rice paper
on wooden panels is difficult. Doing it
badly in the studio in Hong Kong, three
students were giggling at my clumsy ef-
forts but the y@ung women came to my
aid and showed me how to do it pmpeﬂy”

With oil paint “you can scrape
lt off if you make a mistake.
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