Untitled no. 82 Paul Bonaventura
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Callum welcomes me into the studio and starts making tea. Straight off | ask him about the red
rectangle on the left-hand side of Untitled no. 82 and he tells me that the painting is part of a
series of approximately square, ‘half-and-half’ works and that the red finds its source on the side
of a building he chanced across on a visit to New York in late 2010. Which isn’t to say that
Untitled no. 82 is some kind of portrait or illustration. That brightly coloured gable end on the
Bowery was merely the point of departure for a painting that has subsequently followed its own
course, one in which the material requirements of the work have outstripped all other
considerations.
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Aside from its optical properties, the colour red evokes a host of expressive associations, and
while Callum carries on talking I find myself musing on beauty, love and sex, blood, heat,
danger and guilt. Seen alongside the mostly white rectangle on the right-hand side of the
painting and the surrounding wall of the studio that pulsating, rubicund form also prompts me
into thinking about height, depth and space, concealment and revelation.
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Callum and | agree that it’s hard to stand still in front of Untitled no. 82. The painting
encourages us to enter into a dynamic relationship with it and any meaning we might attach to
the work is predicated on this restless physicality. Unconsciously | find myself mimicking the
movements of the artist as he coaxed the painting into life, constantly shuffling backwards and
forwards to attend to the details on its surface.
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| say to Callum that | think the painting is an unashamedly lyrical piece of work, a symphony of



counterpoint, intimacy and sensual pleasure. There is something about it that speaks of memory
and the passage of time and obliges us to appreciate how it came into being. On the most basic
level a painting is just another object in the world and we need to treat it as such. Only by
doing so can we open it up for analysis and interpretation. | begin firing questions at Callum
about the making of Untitled no. 82 and out of his generous and patient replies | am able to
stitch together the narrative sequence of events.
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After the stretched and prepared canvas had come up from the workshop downstairs, Callum
stood in front of it, assessing its overall proportions and trying to decide on the position of the
seam. Sometimes he generates a few thumbnail drawings in his sketchbook to help with the
process. Whether he did so on this occasion | don’t know, but once he had come to a decision
about the seam he made two pencil marks on the wall, one above the canvas and one below,
and covered the painting with a soft, bluish-black pigment called Lamp Black.
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Next he took up a narrow bristle brush, dipped it in turpentine and made a channel through the
paint from bottom to top, using the marks on the wall as a guide. Thereafter he picked out a
wide bristle brush, loaded it with turpentine and started removing the paint, working away from
the channel in broad strokes from left to right and from bottom to top. Callum repeated this
procedure without a break until he was left with a large expanse of greyish-white ground. At this
point he armed himself with a sponge brush and continued washing off the surface of the
painting until almost nothing was left of the Lamp Black to the right of the channel. An hour
after it began the unpainting was brought to a close with a final sweep of a wide bristle brush.
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The work then sat on the wall for almost a week until all the turpentine had evaporated and the
remaining Lamp Black had dried sufficiently at which point the entire canvas was covered in a
combination of Cadmium Red Middle, Cadmium Red Light, Orange Oxide and Carmine.
Carmine is a vivid red pigment with a purplish tinge, which added a pink note to the mix.
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Because of the way in which he had removed the Lamp Black, Callum was left with a ridge in
the paint, which would eventually become the seam, and he used this ridge as a guide while
removing the red, once again working away on the canvas in broad strokes from left to right and
from bottom to top. The ghostly trails and rivulets of red and black pigment that remain along
the edges and sides of the painting are the real clues to its construction; without their animating
presence Untitled no. 82 would be lifeless, inert.
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Callum completed the painting last September, but it has since gone back up on the wall many
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times. This is the period during which Callum sits with a work and decides on whether to let it
out into the world. Sometimes he will reflect on a painting for years before resolving that it is
strong enough to leave the studio. The process is as much a question of feeling as looking for
Callum isn’t editing the work; he is editing his reactions to the work artistically, emotionally and
intellectually.
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Untitled no. 82 is not a product of some dehumanised, industrial method. It is the product of an
imprecise human hand and Callum had to be assured that it transmitted that flawed humanity,
that wrongness in exactly the right way. So if the removal of paint had been too emphatic it
would have been rejected; or if the vertical boundary between the two neighbouring rectangles
had leaned over too far it would have been rejected; or if the surface were deemed to have been

too flat it would have been rejected. Needless to say, many finished paintings never make it out



of the studio.
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As | take a sip of tea Callum tells me that he spends a lot of time waiting for paint to dry, and the
speed at which it dries is determined by a number of interconnecting factors: the way in which
he mixes his colours, the quality of the gesso ground and the ambient conditions in the studio. If
he catches the paint just right the layers dissolve into each other and the colours commingle
along the seam. That vertical boundary between the two halves of the canvas is the fulcrum
around which everything pivots and Callum needs to re-enter the painting at the precise
moment to achieve a successful union. On one level Untitled no. 82 is simply about how and
where things come together and fuse on a planar surface.
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| know that Callum has canvases made up to specific sizes and | ask him about the scale of
Untitled no. 82. He replies that he wanted something that was big enough to step into without
overwhelming the viewer. | sense that he has got the proportions inch-perfect on this occasion
and imagine the painting in a domestic interior. The absolute limit on the overall dimensions of
any painting is a function of the artist’s body. Callum will not make anything that he cannot
cover in a single, unbroken movement of the arm. He is keen to embrace bigness, but without
sacrificing structural integrity, and the vitality of the work is a product of his visceral and expert

relationship with measurements and materials.
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Callum’s seemingly minimal paintings occupy a position somewhere between the mechanistic
restraint of pure formalism and the ego-driven excesses of Abstract

Expressionism, and he confirms that he is much freer with paint today than he was in the past.
He revels in the lusciousness of the medium, searching for an elusive brilliance. He confesses
that he doesn’t know how to replicate the luminosity of his watercolours in oil at present, but |
guess that he will arrive at a solution as he normally does through the practical expedient of
trial-and-error.
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We go over to one of the many studio tables and Callum begins showing me some of his most
recent watercolours. All of them are exquisite, but my mind is elsewhere. | am thinking that
there is a lot of repetition in the way Callum works, but that he harnesses this as a creative force.
He uses repetition as a means of moving forward, arriving at discoveries in a series of deliberate
steps marked by subtle and not so subtle variations in composition, palette, tone, gesture and
texture.
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Callum offers to turn on the kettle again, but I've got to go. We say our goodbyes and | step out
into the street and the chill afternoon air, wreathed in the light of Scotland’s east coast and a
heightened awareness of being in the world.
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