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The Alchemic Magic Of Ena Swansea’s  
F L O A T I N G  
I M A G E S

Andrea Inselmann

The invention of photography was said to be the “death” of painting in the 1840s. But 
since then, painting has been declared dead or irrelevant so many times, and for so 
many reasons, that it is hard to take these declarations seriously anymore. Ena Swansea 
herself, in a 2008 Brooklyn Rail interview with art critic Irving Sandler, felt that the 
discussion of painting’s relevance “was silly.” I would suggest that a more productive way 
to think about the photography-painting relationship is to consider how, for nearly two 
centuries, some of the best paintings have, in some way, functioned in dialogue with the 
camera. Painters either rejected photographic realism, as in the Impressionist and Post-
Impressionist movements, or embraced it, like with Andy Warhol’s silkscreened imagery 
or photorealist paintings that could be seen as “more photographic” than photographs. 
Still others, such as Gerhard Richter and Luc Tuymans, have employed more painterly 
effects that, nonetheless, parade their photographic sources. 
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(Previous page)
ENA SWANSEA, Cardboard Legs, 2016, oil, 
acrylic and graphite on linen, 241 x 280 cm. 

(Previous page, background image)
ENA SWANSEA, Shake Shack in Summer 
(detail), oil and vinyl ink on metallic fabric, 
2015, 77 x 51 cm.

(This page)
ENA SWANSEA, Snow on 16th Street, 2014, 
oil on graphite on canvas, 228.6 x 391.2 cm. 
Courtesy Burger Collection, Hong Kong.

(Opposite page)
ENA SWANSEA, Girl in a Club, 2015, oil 
and acrylic on graphite, 122 x 91.5 cm. 

Unless otherwise stated all photos by 
Christopher Burke Studio. Courtesy the 
artist and Albertz Benda, New York. 

Swansea’s position on photography as part of her painting practice is located somewhere closer to an embrace, 
guided by a deep understanding of the ubiquitous yet problematic nature of photographic images, especially in 
our digital age. In the aforementioned 2008 interview Swansea said that photography “is in all our eyes now, since 
we first saw a photo. So, I do start with photography and, like everybody now, my instincts are so intertwined with 
what cameras do that I can’t get it out anyway, so I just go with it.” Trained in both avant-garde and mainstream 
film techniques, Swansea knows how to use a camera not only to achieve dramatic lighting effects and extreme 
perspectives, but also considers the photographic apparatus “a tool for seeing” that has deeply shaped our 
perception of images. Though her paintings originate in the realm of dreams and the imagination, they often make 
use of rearranged motifs from photographs she has shot and manipulated digitally. During a recent studio visit, 
she described her images as “beginning in [her] head and passing through a digital treatment to then end up in 
the analogue format of an oil painting.” German art historian Holger Birkholz compared Swansea’s paintings to 
daguerreotypes—those one-of-a-kind photographs introduced in the early 19th century, dubiously credited for 
rendering painting irrelevant. Their subject appears either in negative or positive, on a silver-plated copper surface 
with a mirror-like finish, depending on the viewer’s angle and light conditions. The image does not sit on the 
surface of the metal, but rather seems to be floating in space between the object and the beholder, which actually 
represents an intensely contemporary attitude toward perception and is, consequently, where its meaning lies.

Out of concern for issues related to process dominating the reception of her work and “turning it into plain 
novelty,” Swansea preferred not to delve into it too much during our studio visit. Consistent with British curator 



Patricia Ellis’s observation that “the subject of Swansea’s paintings is found 
as much in her technique as in her depicted images,” I was immediately 
reminded of James Elkins’s remarkable book What Painting Is (1999), in 
which the painter-turned-art historian uses the language of alchemy to 
explore the magic that happens in a painter’s studio. Stressing the special 
knowledge only artists have of their materials, Elkins notes that “a painting 
is made of paint—of fluids and stone—and paint has its own logic, and its 
own meanings . . . [A] picture is both the sum of ideas and a blurry memory 
of ‘pushing paint,’ breathing fumes, dripping oils and wiping brushes, 
smearing and diluting and mixing. Bleary preverbal thoughts are intermixed 
with the namable concepts, figures and forms that are being represented.” 
Swansea’s work is a great example of how the alchemical materiality of 
paint is inseparable from an artist’s imagery. Ghostlike shapes—haystacks, 
waves, snow-laden branches on Manhattan’s 16th Street, upright wooden 
piles in the Hudson River and androgynous figures in nightclubs—appear 
to float in a kind of alchemic tension created within the contrast and 
confluence of the top and base layers Swansea puts on her canvases. 

The first series of coatings consists of graphite suspended in a urethane 
base, a mixture developed over the years by Swansea in collaboration with 
paint manufacturers. Only after grounding her stretched linen surfaces 
with 25 to 50 layers of this chemical solution does the artist begin to 
apply the actual image, by “drawing” with brushes of varying thickness 
on top of the graphite ground with thinned, translucent oil paint. Like a 
laboratory, Swansea’s studio is outfitted with a range of different light 
sources, including daylight, strobe and spotlights, as well as black curtains, 
in order to explore the effects of light on her painted surfaces. As light 
is being alternately absorbed and reflected, depending on the viewer’s 
position in front of the painting, Swansea’s works never seem to come to 
a complete rest, caught, as they are, in a constant state of becoming. In 
a 2004 conversation commissioned by Parkett magazine, Swansea and 
longtime friend and artist Alex Katz discussed not only how an oil painting 
matures over time, but also some of the fundamental differences between 
photography and painting. “Photography is basically past-tense art,” Katz 
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declared, “and if it’s any good, painting is present-tense art.” Aided by large sizes that tend to envelop the viewer 
in the realm of the experiential and corporeal rather than the purely visual, Swansea’s paintings assume an active 
participant in the process of looking, in an almost performative act that occurs in the moment, as art critic Carter 
Ratcliff suggests. “Swansea,” he concludes, “presents her images as primary realities. Thus, a painting is not merely 
a representation of the real but an instance of it.”

Reaching well beyond photography’s inertia in this way, Swansea’s work is squarely rooted in the history of 
painting. Her wave paintings are clearly a nod to French realist Gustave Courbet. Her many haystack paintings 
are reminiscent of Claude Monet’s depictions of the same subject. Her different series of works all keep returning 
to their specific motifs, like Vincent van Gogh’s many variations of the same subjects, because the paintings are 
ultimately about capturing light and shadow. The numerous paintings of tree branches covered in snow on 16th 
Street near her Manhattan studio suggest Swansea’s affinities to Jackson Pollock’s allover compositions, and, like 
his, Swansea’s images cannot be contained within the frame. In a recent iteration on this theme—created in oil 
and acrylic on archival ink and silver fabric—energy seems to pulse beyond the edges of the painting into our 
viewing space, emphasized by a cut-off street lamp in the upper-right corner. The push/pull of the composition is 
further accentuated by the neon-orange dots that Swansea has scattered across it, as they at times seem to sit on 
the surface and then just as quickly recede into the background. Works like this one signal that the juxtaposition of 
abstraction versus figuration is no longer fruitful, especially in paintings like Swansea’s, where the act itself and its 
effects are so much a part of the message. 

ENA SWANSEA, Aggregate, 2016, oil and 
acrylic on archival ink on silver fabric, 
137.2 x 203.2 cm.  
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It was the inclusion of several of his drawings in the 2005 defining exhibition “Geschichtenerzähler” 
(German for “storytellers”) at the Kunsthalle Hamburg, curated by Christoph Heinrich, that put 
Dennis Scholl’s work in the public eye. Scholl’s drawings in the exhibition were surreal, alternating 
between comical and tragic fragments of ideas seemingly adrift on sketchbook-sized white paper.  

In the early 2000s, while German figurative painting was experiencing an unprecedented surge in 
popularity, fueled by global interest in the works of the New Leipzig School, Scholl’s intricate works 
drew significant attention from gallerists and museums, all while he was still a second-year student at 
the University of Fine Arts in Hamburg.  

Though the dominance of German figuration ultimately waned, it did not affect Scholl as he had not 
taken part in the hype, despite numerous temptations. Still today, not only is he distinctly disinterested 
in obliging dealers’ demands, his process is so meticulous that his limited output exempts him from 
the fast-paced, voracious market that has no patience for such unconventional creativity.   

Over the past decade, the size of his paper has increased and his fragmented figures have expanded 
into all-encompassing worlds. Now, in the ongoing evolution of his practice, Scholl introduces color in 
his most recent works. 

A  J O U R N E Y  
T O  A R C A D I A 

Thorsten Albertz

In the studio with German artist Dennis Scholl
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(Previous page, left)
DENNIS SCHOLL, Peeping Tom, 2015, colored pencil 
on paper, 214 x 150 cm. Photo by Adam Reich. Courtesy 
private collection, Basel, Switzerland.

(Previous page, right)
Dennis Scholl at his studio in Berlin, 2016. 

(Previous page, background image)
DENNIS SCHOLL, Immanence (detail), 2015, colored 
pencil on paper, 54 x 34 cm. 

(This page, left)
DENNIS SCHOLL, Die Immunität der Glaubensstarken, 
2015, colored pencil on paper, 84 x 59.4 cm. 

(This page, top)
DENNIS SCHOLL, Mnemische Wellen der Verganenheit, 
2016, colored pencil on paper, 51. 5 x 38 cm.

Unless otherwise stated, all photos by Flo Maak. 
Courtesy Albertz Benda, New York. 

Since the details are very delicately worked through in the drawings, you 
will find a constant back and forth [of perspective]. Things you didn’t see 
from two meters in front of the drawings appear suddenly when moving 
toward the picture. I was fascinated by this and, of course, even more so by 
the fact that it emphasizes the possibilities of drawing to the fullest.

Do you think that you will remain exclusively a draftsman or do you 
have ideas about working in other media?

I am planning to do a couple of paintings for the next exhibition that will 
enhance the drawings. I like the idea of combining large-scale drawings  
and small-scale paintings as a reversal of the traditional hierarchy of  
these media.

You create lavish, almost surrealist fantasy worlds. Where does the 
inspiration for your work come from?

For the most part, my works are a reaction to whatever I happen to be 
reading at the time of their creation and, of course, to images I’ve seen. 
In addition to this, regarding the formal aspects, there is a more coherent 
line of development: the drawings evolve out of their predecessors. It is 
comparable to an ever deeper exploration of a hidden world. This world 
manifests itself and becomes increasingly clear through drawing. At the 
moment, everything evolves around the topic of “Arcadia.”

Until very recently you only worked in graphite on paper or, in other 
words, more or less only in black and white. You have just now started 
working with color pencil. What triggered the change?

After working pretty much exclusively in graphite for ten years, my inherent 
desire to work in color became so dominant that I had to give in to it.  
In addition to that, I felt like I had exhausted everything that was possible 
with graphite.

The drawings became larger and more dense, up to a size of 250 
centimeters by 200 centimeters. Since I wanted to keep size and density, 
my only way forward was to move on into color. In black and white the 
drawings have a painterly quality and to a certain extent are comparable to 
black-and-white photographs of a painting. Interestingly enough, the color 
drawings are much more identifiable as “drawings.”

You work on a particularly large scale for a draftsman, often filling the 
entire sheet. Why are you so fascinated by large formats? How do you 
build these works?

The size of the drawings slowly developed. For years I worked in small 
and medium sizes. A couple of years ago it became important to me that 
the figures in the drawings were at least life-size. This change in scale 
affects the viewer’s relation to the image. The figure becomes the image’s 
counterpart. Because of the size, the spectator is also prompted to move 
around the picture, in a way similar to “zooming in” on an image.

The following is an excerpt from a studio visit 
with Dennis Scholl:
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