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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.
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Japanese concept of wabi no sabi, finding beauty in the aged and 

poignancy in the corrupted.

Parkinson cites a wide range of artwork, visual and otherwise, as 

primary influences on her own. Buddhist philosophy, for instance 

bears on both the humanism of her work and its aspirations to 

transcendence – as does the interest she takes in Butoh, a modern 

dance form sourced in Japanese sensibility. Parkinson’s reliance on 

the shadow as the touchstone of her imagery derives in part from 

Carl Jung’s concept of the shadow as a figuring of those aspects 

(positive and negative) of the individual psyche which the psyche 

itself does not know – that is, the unacknowledged subconscious.

As images and as things – textured, nuanced fields that physically 

bear dark, distorted (non-) figures – Parkinson’s Ghosts and 

Emanations, even more than her earlier work, take on qualities 

of the votive. Her recourse to objects of contemplation and 

veneration manifests in the icon-like quality of both her 

centralized, minimalized compositions and the fine-tuned 

radiance of her materials. On the one hand, they conjure icons 

and retablos, obliquely citing the ex votos of both the Eastern 

Orthodox Church and the Milagros tradition(s) of Latin America.

On the other they echo the “pure” form of the paintings made 

in the Indian subcontinent as triggers for tantric meditation. 

Is Parkinson’s androgynous shadow-figure a stand-in for the 

Madonna? The Buddha? A savior? Can these ghostly apparitions, 

these immanent un-bodies, be pictorial and abstract, there and 

not there, at once?

The shadows Parkinson captures in her Emanations and Ghosts 

are not reverse images of the bodies that cast them. That is, they 

are not simply human figures devoid of human features. They 

are foreshortened, skewed, often hobbled so that they gnarl 

into seemingly seated presences. They coalesce out of rich, 

oxidized swaths of metallic grain, often seemingly birthed by 

these glistening mineral seedbeds as much as cast upon them. 

The support structures themselves – small metal panels especially 

in the case of the Ghosts, somewhat larger metallic leaf in that of 

the Emanations – command a physical verity: they do not simply 

support pictorial information but become one with whatever has 

been laid on and in their surfaces. Their gross materiality, harsh 

and elegant at once, eroded and yet darkly sparkling, bespeaks 

both the precious and the worn. Parkinson here reifies the 
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Both as images and as fabrications, the Ghosts and the Emanations 

occupy a mid-dimension between substance and immateriality. 

Their metallic qualities result from the incorporation of real 

metal, after all, and their humanoid shapes are clearly sourced 

in shadows – notably the recessional shadows that bend away 

from the vantage point as photographers attempt to capture 

them. But the more glistery Parkinson’s artworks get, the more 

nebulous become their visual fields. You are supposed to be able 

to see yourself in a sheet of silver, but the silver leaf here, heavily 

oxidized and worked over with liver of sulfur, does not visibly 

acknowledge you, and in its volatility seems to contradict the 

reverse “you” embedded in it. And those works employing fabric, 

notably recycled kimono cloth and translucent silk, seem to carry 

their own human essence, as if they had been bandages for the 

wounded or shrouds for the dead – leaving little room for you, 
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the living outsider. Your point of association is that dark, distorted 

body topped with a rudimentary head, a version of the human 

figure abject enough to insinuate itself almost sacrificially into the 

glowing grit of burnt metal and stained cloth.

With all the mute mystery and subtle mutability of their 

ingredients, Trude Parkinson’s Ghosts and Emanations beckon us 

toward them. They are as much jewel-like as soil-like, after all 

– and they have that configuration in the center that persists in 

referencing us. They are more lovely than they are fearsome. And 

they are more reassuring than they are ominous. They touch our 

sense of fragility and mortality, and do so in a way that embraces 

vulnerability – ashes to ashes, dust to dust. They remind us that 

we, too are made of stardust and precious metals, that water is as 

formidable as gold, and that some of who we are endures.

Peter Frank  
Los Angeles 
November 2017
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The human body, with all its vitality, mutability, and scars,  

is an accretion of stardust. And it oxidizes.

So I make its image by oxidizing sheet silver and silver leaf 

on silk, recycled kimono fabric, or paper, adding oil paint, 

graphite, or whatever medium adds an element of surprise.

I take inspiration from sources that happen to pass my way. 

Some, like Buddhism, have been around a long time. Some, 

like Jung’s philosophy of shadow, found me when I was 

young, browsing through a neighborhood library on a quest 

for freedom. Others, like Morandi’s repetition of imagery, 

linger and then surface in my awareness. Still others I find 

daily in books or in small discoveries like the fingerprints 

visible in a terracotta figure from the Minoan era.

I work slowly, allowing time  

to seep into my images.

I search for accidents  

as though they were signs.

I paint as a passion, as play,  

and as meditation.
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In Emanations, I oxidize silver leaf with a solution of liver 

of sulfur on a variety of surfaces such as Japanese papers, 

translucent silk, recycled kimono fabric, and sheet silver with 

the addition of oil, acrylic and collage. The surfaces are protected 

with Renaissance Wax, a microcrystalline wax developed by the 

British Museum.

In the paintings on fabric, I have stretched translucent silk or 

recycled kimono silk that has been next to the body and retains 

remnant stains and threads. The fabric is primed with matte 

medium followed by silver leaf applied with size. Then the silver 

is painted with a solution of the sulfurated medium. Often, 

multiple layers of oxidized silver leaf overlap one another. Oil 

paint may be applied to the front or the back of the fabric. 

Several of these paintings are double-sided. Two panels are 

attached and placed in a wood stand so that both sides can be seen, 

creating a literal shadow figure behind the painted shadow figure.

The paintings on paper are created on large sheets of Rives BFK 

or similar cotton rag paper. The paper is gessoed or primed with 

matte medium. In some, silver leaf is applied directly to the 

prepared paper and then oxidized. In others, the large prepared 

sheet is painted with a select color of acrylic paint. Silver leaf is 

applied to primed sheets of Kitikata papers which are then affixed 

to the large acrylic painting with matte medium so that the color 

from the backing sheet is visible between the sheets of silver 

Kitikata. The solution of sulfur is applied over the final layers of 

silver paper as the last step in this process.
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eIn the paintings given the rubric Ghosts, I oxidize sheet 

silver with a solution of liver of sulfur (sulfurated potash) with 

the occasional addition of oil paint. This oxidation process gives 

equal precedence to accident and control. The surfaces are 

protected with Renaissance Wax.

The oxidized sheet silver paintings are framed in one of two ways, 

depending on the texture of the wall where they are to be shown. 

In some cases, the sheet silver squares are mounted on frames 

painted directly on the wall. In other cases, the silver paintings 

are mounted on painted clay board that becomes a frame. In both 

cases, the paintings are raised so that the cast shadow becomes 

integral to the concept.
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Early Silver Halide Photographs of the Hubble Telescope—  
A major impulse for my oxidized silver paintings was an exhibition 

I saw several years ago at the Huntington Library in southern 

California of early silver halide photographs taken by the Hubble 

Telescope. These photos show pinpoints of oxidized silver where 

starlight had literally transformed the silver. I was touched to the 

core by this vision of tangible starlight, and wanted to find a way of 

painting that could create the sense of a vast field of starlight that, 

when accumulated, became a human body. 
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In both these bodies of work, I explore shadows  

of the human figure situated in the cosmos,  

drawing ideas from many philosophical  

and religious sources. 
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Giorgio Morandi, Mark Rothko, Sigmar Polke — The 

element of ritual and the repetition of images are important 

to me, since I often copy the same figure from one painting to 

the next as a meditative exercise, taking my lead from Giorgio 

Morandi and meditative Tantric paintings. Color and field I take 

from Mark Rothko. Alchemy I take from Sigmar Polke. I have 

been profoundly moved by Morandi’s work ever since I first 

encountered it. Recently I made a pilgrimage to Bologna, Italy,  

to Morandi’s studio and museum, and am now completely under 

his spell—his simplicity, imagery, subtle color relationships, 

directness. I take the opportunity to look further at Rothko and 

Polke whenever I’m near museums displaying their work.

Tantric Meditative Paintings — When I first came across the 

book of Tantric meditation paintings documenting the collection 

of Franck André Jamme I became totally smitten. I went to New 

York to Feature Gallery, which was showing and selling such 

paintings. I purchased a painting that lives in my studio. Then 

I went to the Venice Biennale, where Jamme’s entire collection 

hung, and fell in love all over again.

Shadow of the Night — Several years ago, I was incredibly 

moved by the Etruscan sculpture in Volterra, Shadow of the Night, 

that had inspired Giacometti. This sculpture became a direct 

inspiration for the shadow paintings. 
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Minoan Terracottas — Many years ago, I was gifted a trip to 

Crete. There I spent days in the Heraklion Museum drawing the 

female terracotta figures where the impressions of the hand that 

made them was visible in the pinched clay. 

Milagros, Ex Votos, Retablos, Icons — For many years,  

I have collected Milagros and other ex votos, the religious folk 

charms used for healing purposes and votive offerings in Mexico, 

Latin America, and the Iberian Peninsula. They are also found in 

Crete and Greece, where they are known as Tamas. Many of  

these tangible prayers are silver, and many have oxidized.  

I am also intrigued by the idea of icons and the beauty of their 

immediacy, including their backs and the way the wood surfaces 

are constructed. 

Butoh Dance — A dancer friend in Portland suggested I look 

at Butoh, also known as shadow dance, a Japanese dance form 

that arose after World War II in response to the nuclear bombing 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. For the past few years, I have been 

attending Butoh performances, filming them, and using stills 

as an inspiration for animation and paintings. I recently began 

taking Butoh lessons. 

Carl Jung’s Concept of Shadow – I have been intrigued by 

Jung’s psychological perspective on personality ever since I came 

across Man and His Symbols in my teens. I have been inspired to 

create imagery that embodies Jung’s concept of shadow as it refers 

to the unconscious aspects of the personality which consciousness 

does not recognize—positive aspects as well as negative. 
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Buddhist Philosophy — I was raised in a family that encouraged 

the exploration of world religions. Buddhist philosophy has 

resonated with me throughout my life (although I’m not officially 

a Buddhist since I have not taken vows). In my paintings, I am 

searching for a process as well as a visual counterpart to the 

concepts of impermanence and emptiness as I understand 

them—the idea that all conditioned existence is transient and “all 

phenomena in their own-being are empty,” interdependent with  

all else. 

Meditation — I meditate, and paint as meditation.

Literature and Poetry — Literature and poetry have contributed 

profoundly to my understanding of the world, and I am 

indebted to the many writers I’ve read. When I was eighteen, 

Stephen Dedalus in Joyce’s Portrait of an Artist was my guide. More 

recently,I’ve been affected by Roberto Calasso’s Ardor, Michael 

A. Sells’ Mystical Languages of Unsaying, George Saunders’ ghosts in 

Lincoln in the Bardo, and the work of short prose form writers such 

as Lydia Davis.

I write clandestinely.

Dreams — I’m indebted to dreams, my own and those of others 

such as Hélène Cixous’ retelling in Dream I Tell You and Vladimir 

Nabakov’s Insomniac Dreams.
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Come back.  

Even as a shadow, even as a dream.

—Euripides

© 2017 Trude Parkinson, Visual Artist
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Vaulted Emanation   2016   
Oxidized silver leaf, wax on recycled kimono silk, 10 x 10 in. 

Emanations
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Peter Frank — (born 1950, New York) is an American 

art critic, curator, and poet who lives  in Los 

Angeles. He was Senior Curator at the Riverside 

Art Museum, art critic for Angeleno Magazine, and a 

frequent contributor to The Huffington Post. He was 

long-time critic for LA Weekly, past editor of Visions 

Art Quarterly, and art critic for The Village Voice and 

The SoHo Weekly News. Frank has written articles for 

numerous publications and many monographs 

and catalogs  for one person and group exhibitions. 

He has organized theme and survey shows for 

institutions throughout the world, taught at colleges 

and universities, and lectured in North America 

and Europe. Frank received his B.A. and M.A. in art 

history from Columbia University. 
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Trude Parkinson — (born 1940, Berkley, CA) 

is a visual artist based in Portland, OR, whose 

primary medium is painting. She received her BA 

in English from UC Berkeley and her MFA from 

Arizona State University. She served on the Art 

Department faculties of Arizona State University 

and Marylhurst University, and was a visiting artist 

at Pyramid Atlantic Art Center and the Visual Arts 

Program, Princeton University. Her work has been 

selected for the Oregon Biennial at the Portland 

Art Museum, exhibited at The Art Gym, Marylhurst 

University, The Scottsdale Center for the Arts, 

the University of Arizona, Riverside Art Museum, 

Parsons The New School for Design in New York, and 

Wolfson College, Oxford University, England.

Parkinson has received numerous grants in support 

of her work, including a Visual Arts Fellowship from 

the Oregon Arts Commission and a stipend from 

the Heitland Foundation for a painting residency 

in Worpswede, Germany, and Project Grants from 

Oregon’s Regional Arts and Culture Council. Her 

work is in collections nationally and internationally. 

She is represented by Augen Gallery, Portland, OR, 

and Don Soker Contemporary Art, San Francisco, CA.
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