DISTILLATIONS: New work by Mary Riley  
13 November – 4 January 2009
I was pleased to be offered a show at Leamington Spa Art Gallery & Museum in 2008/2009. I have had many shows before, but never on home territory. The temporary exhibition space is a large gallery (12.8 x 8 metres) and provided a challenge.
My work for the show was mainly large scale on both paper and canvas. It was a wonderful opportunity to show in such a good public area.
Chloe and I decided to show work evolving from figurative paintings and drawings through to the monochromatic pieces I had been working on over the past three years.
There were many journeys between the gallery and my studio, which is five miles away, to discuss progress of work. I was fortunate to be given freedom to do almost what I wanted, although I was aware that I was being closely watched, and that fresh work was being considered for display or sometimes not!
The exhibition included a large number of paintings which depict Larkstoke Hill, South Warwickshire alongside more recent paintings of the lake at Compton Verney. Visits to Larkstoke Hill, South Warwickshire, were arranged on occasions and photographic documentation would take place which built up a very informative brief on my ‘place’ of work. The lake at Compton Verney was also visited for the same purpose.
Decisions in hanging the show were not always straightforward. Final thoughts and decisions took a while to reach - what to leave in and what to take out provoked some anxious thought. 
It was a very rewarding and enjoyable time, and I think that the show worked for everyone. 
 Silent and ETERNAL …..
Larkstoke, which has been the subject of much of my work over recent years, is both enigmatic and profound. I’m not quite sure whether it found me or I found it. Late in November 1991, returning from the Cotswolds, I found myself following a small ascending road somewhere on the borders of Warwickshire. When we reached the top of the ascent, there before me was the most wonderful site of an open landscape spanning thirty miles in all directions. The light was quite magical and the ‘place’ instantly had me spellbound.
I had found Larkstoke Hill, and so began an almost twenty year sojourn that I could never have imagined.
Early next morning I returned, and began to draw…..
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Mary Riley, Postcards, 2007-8, oilstick on card, 9 x 14cm each
‘We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time ‘
T.S.Eliot Little Gidding, Four Quartets
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Mary Riley, Larkstoke VI, 2006, oil, acrylic, pigment and graphite on paper, 152 x 102cm
 
 Contextually speaking, the landscape has evolved, calling to mind aspects of space, absence, loss and resolution. However central to my thinking is the paradox of ‘the seen’ and ‘the unseen’ in relation to the subjects I have mentioned.
Although it took many years to learn, I realised that the elimination of the horizon had the effect of completely immersing me in the landscape ….I became the landscape - an insight that I could only have gained through experience and faithfulness to the ’place’. This in turn has led me to pursue the genre of monochrome. Monochrome creates the space in the work that I had been seeking within my paintings.
In spite of giving up the object, I find I must return to the motif each day. Drawing is my constant. The sketchbook drawings are my scales, as essential as for a musician to his music. 
 
From knowledge comes recognition, from recognition come suspended moments that may offer glimpses towards a deeper reality.
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Mary Riley, Following, 2008, oil and acrylic on canvas, 198 x 198 cm
 
ENTRANCES AND EXITS
 ‘…………………There remains, perhaps,
Some tree on a slope, to be looked at day after day, 
There remains for us yesterday’s walk and the long drawn loyalty
Of a habit that liked us and stayed and never gave notice. Oh, and there’s Night, when wind full of cosmic space
Feeds on our faces’ …
Rainer Maria Rilke, First Elegy, Duomo Elegies
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Mary Riley, November, 2006, oilstick on paper, 102 x 127cm 
 
To know and not know, to see and remain unseen, to return …..…. as we will.
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Mary Riley, Residue, 2008, acrylic on canvas, 213 x 300cm
 After working with the Warwickshire landscape for the past eighteen years both en plein-air and studio based, I hope the ‘DISTILLATIONS ‘ show captures some of the essence of the ‘place ‘ with all its beauty.
The exhibition was curated by Dr. Chloe Johnson. I would like to thank her for her continual help and support during the show.
Workshops and discussions were held throughout the duration of the exhibition. 
A film on my working practices was made by Martin Wells, and a catalogue accompanied the show including essays by Simon Lewty and Mel Lloyd-Smith. My thanks to them. 
Finally, I would like to thank the Warwick District Council and The Arts Council for their support and generosity.
It was a rewarding experience.
Mary Riley 2009
