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Eleonora Meier
When it Comes, the Landscape Listens

There‘s a certain Slant of light,

Winter Afternoons –

That oppresses, like the Heft

Of Cathedral Tunes –

Heavenly Hurt, it gives us –

We can find no scar,

But internal difference –

Where the Meanings, are –

None may teach it – Any –

‚Tis the seal Despair –

An imperial affliction

Sent us of the Air –

When it comes, the Landscape listens –

Shadows – hold their breath –

When it goes, ‚tis like the Distance

On the look of Death –

Emily Dickinson

Both poetry and painting are known to employ 

figurative strategies to render the strange as 

something familiar and the familiar as something 

strange. To take words and images we think we 

know and harvest them for their potential ambi-

guity; taking us into rooms in our own minds we 

have never seen before. The title for this exhi-

bition “When it Comes, the Landscape Listens” 

is taken from an Emily Dickinson poem written 

in 1861, it is one of her most famous and tran-

scendent pieces and well displays her uncanny 

brilliance in capturing an effervescent and subli-

me form of knowing that shivers just beyond our 

grasp. She binds nouns to verbs they have no 

business with in any rational sense, takes poetic 

personification to alchemical heights, transubs-

tantiating landscapes and shadows into listening 

breathing entities, wielding words like spells, a 

metaphysical mage. 

Eleonora Meier’s paintings also do all of this. 

What our eye reads and what our mind perceives 

seem to vibrate at cross purposes. Familiar ob-

jects behave strangely, mischievous half-revealed 

characters seem to be amused at our perplexity 

in this sumptuous spirit-world. Aesthetic tools 

familiar to the history of western realist pain-

ting - perspective and shadows - are gorgeously 

subverted into illogical colour-scapes that are not 

surreal so much as irreal. Figuration and abstrac-

tion bend elegantly against each other, shapes 

are only partially legible and yet full of humour, 

exultant at their own absurdity. Stairs lead to 

impossible spaces, interplanetary marble portals 

seem to open onto multiple vistas existing in dif-

ferent time zones, indeed each painting seems to 

be composed of multiple  time zones left to play 

across the same plane. 
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Meier does not give titles to each individual work, 

instead she gives titles to bodies of work as 

single movements of thought, or imaginary 

dimensions being explored. Among the many 

things that make these works so impressive is the 

fact that they are watercolours: that most unfor-

giving of pigment mediums, and one that Meier 

has mastered on a remarkable scale. Impossible 

to manoeuvre and sculpt like other mediums, it is 

also impossible to cover one’s mistakes without 

destroying the paper, or muddying the delicate 

colour balance; using this medium is a constant 

battle of wills between pigment, paper and 

mois ture and gravity. Painting in watercolour 

in this size is a high-wire act, tensions rise the 

further the work gets to completion, errors must 

be accepted and incorporated. But the beauty in 

the medium, other than the struggle it presents, 

is in its propensity to glow as though there 

was a light behind it, giving it an ethereal and 

weightless radiance. 

Her palate is one of visceral reds and pinks, 

with echoes of flayed flesh and often contras-

ted with a stark lapis blue, lending a decadent 

splendour to these imagined palaces. The pink 

and grey hues are a nod to “Arzo-Marble” - 

mined close to where Meier grew up in Ticino 

since the 1300s it was traditionally polished by 

women- and is to be found in many of the chur-

ches in the area. Marble a stone so inextricably 

linked with rituals of memorial, and therefore 

with death in our culture, is also a marker of 

the miracles manifested by geological time, the 

veins of a jurassic ocean petrified under the alps, 

yet another space who’s temporality is beyond 

us to imagine.

These paintings are a new form of vanitas, that 

seem to dwell in multi-temporal transience, 

and nameless visceral pleasures, their funerary 

oppulence raises the spectre of death and its 

capacity to enhance life. Impelled to wander 

these impossible spaces, we feel the presence 

of the artist as medium channelling some inner 

beyond. And like all the best vanitas works we 

feel the delicate skin between life and death and 

the awe released as it effaces.

Leila Peacock


