
  
“The pure present is an ungraspable advance of the past devouring the future. In truth 

all sensation is already memory.”  

 

Henri Bergson 

  

Annabel Butler’s recent body of work is one that unfolds slowly to reveal subtle 

complexities of form and illusion through a sensitive process of construction, 

destruction and reconstruction. Emerging from her distinctive practice, Butler’s 

layered wall reliefs tread a line between image and object, provoking ideas about the 

im/possibilities of depicting the experience of place. 

  

Painting multiple iterations of particular scenes from life, Butler hones acute 

observations and direct gesture to delineate essential aspects of a single space and 

time across a number of frames. As she says of this initial stage of her work, “When I 

paint a subject repeatedly... I am physically working in front of the scene but I am not 

observing as much as drawing on my memories, which have been created by the 

process of repeated looking and painting… It is what I have to do in order to 

abstract...pare down...simplify...find the essence.” Extending the interval between 

observation and description, Butler fragments these series of multiple images to 

isolate repeating refrains and passages of paintwork. In turn, these parts are gathered 

together to form a lexicon of calligraphic marks with which to build new three-

dimensional abstractions, evoking secondary imagined or remembered landscapes. 

  

The works in this exhibition span two realms, that of the specific, painterly and 

illusionistic, and that of the dreamlike, gridded and corporeal. Vestiges of the original 

context remain in these beautifully constructed fields, drawing us into incongruous 

hubs of illusion within the overall picture plane. The undulation between fragments of 



the painted landscape and their physical layering gives a sensation of multiplicity and 

of the surfacing of memories. 

  
Annabel Butler’s reliefs evoke the quality of memory described in the  
 
epigraph from Henri Bergson’s Matter and Memory. That is, to genuinely  
 
experience a precise moment in the present is impossible, especially in an act such as  
 
plein air painting. Instead, perception and expression are shaped by one’s amassed life  
 
and gestural experience. Annabel Butler’s wall reliefs are a testament to what happens  
 
when one embraces the unattainability of objectivity and honestly interrogates the act  
 
of representation, revealing the expression of memory as a process of reconstruction.  
 
These are singular objects, with a generous and deeply felt evocation of place. 
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