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Ironic, isn’t it, that the vessel we depend on to bear our essence 

from our first to last breath also embodies our core concept of 

fragility and temporality. This is the flimsy structure we stumble 

around in, only too aware of every wound and every danger, 

perpetually anxious about things going awry outside or in.

The manifest pathos of the human body drives Trude Parkinson’s 

art, from the inside out. The figure appears constantly in her 

work, lost in seas of tone and material seeming at once to engulf 

and to enwrap, shrouding protectively and mortally. Especially in 

her latest two series, Emanations and Ghosts, Parkinson muses on 

the body not by describing it in exacting anatomical detail but by 
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What is as vulnerable,  

as evanescent as 

 the human body?

The Tantric Retablos of Trude Parkinson
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rendering it a cipher, establishing it only in rudimentary,  

even approximate outline, negative space afloat in luminous 

mineral fields. But the generality of the image makes it more 

poignant, not less.

We associate with these empathetic, anonymous shadow-forms 

more readily than we would a portrait (a portrait, after all, is 

always of someone else – even when of you), a clothed figure 

(bedecked invariably in some other era’s fashion), or a nude 

(especially in art, the othered locus of the gaze). Our shadows are 

more alike than are our bodies themselves. Thus, for Parkinson, 

our shadows are the truest representations of our common 

humanity, removed from race, size, often even gender.

Indeed, those are shadows hovering at the heart of Parkinson’s 

latter-day compositions. Other representations of the body 

predominated in previous series, but for the last several years, 

images of shadows – Parkinson’s own and others – have provided 

the artist with her leitmotif. Responding to the existential 

conundrum posed by the condition of the shadow – an entirely 

disembodied absence of light affirming the physical presence 

of a human being – Parkinson has considered the shadow from 

every epistemological vantage – intellectual, spiritual, aesthetic, 

symbolic – relying on and often motivated by a broad array of 

extraneous sources, from modern literature to traditions of 

religious art, to help define her comprehension of the image.  

The conundrum remains: there is emptiness where the human  

is supposed to be. But a shadow, Parkinson has us understand,  

is a very full emptiness.

P
er

ce
iv

in
g

 G
h

o
st

   
de

ta
il

P
er

ce
iv

in
g

 G
h

o
st

   
20

17
O

x
id

at
io

n
, w

ax
 o

n
 s

h
ee

t 
si

lv
er

,
2.

5 
x

 2
.5

 in
. p

ai
n

ti
n

g 
o

n
 8

 x
 8

 in
. p

ai
n

te
d

 c
la

y 
b

o
ar

d
 f

ra
m

e


