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Ariel Kahn previews In Memoriam by Sarah Lightman
Sarah Lightman is a diary artist, comics scholar and curator. She studied at the Slade School of Art for her BA and MFA, where she won 6 awards for her work, including the Slade Life Drawing Prize and The Slade Prize. She is currently researching a PhD on ‘Autobiography in Comics’ at Glasgow University. In 2008 she curated an exhibition entitled Diary Drawing of 11 international autobiographical artists, and gave a paper on the topic at Northampton University. This engagement with the critical and creative contexts for her own work is evident in this exhibition, a solo show of drawings from her on-going autobiographical graphic novel with a specific thematic focus. Lightman comments: “I am really trying to find my own artistic language within the tradition of extended graphic narrative. At the same time I am still keeping the work organic, and daily, which means that I don't plot out storylines. It feels like a delicate, even precarious balance. For In Memoriam I have chosen to explore and develop the process of mourning and acceptance - my feelings naturally developed through the work and the time it took to make the drawings - so there is the innate narrative that nature itself seems to have created.”

The exploratory nature of the drawings is reflected in their hanging and display. Richard Adamson, curator of In Memoriam at the Another Roadside Attraction Gallery, will display the work in such a way that the viewer needs to choose a path through the exhibition, facilitating the creation of new associations between the images, mimetic of the journey of memory itself. He comments that: “My aim is to display it such a way as to encourage different routes and therefore a different understanding.”

  The delicate pencil work of these drawings amplifies their crafted nature, and lends them a tentative quality, while the textual commentary, poetic and suggestive, allows us to mediate between objective and subjective, between the seen and the felt, perception and passion; “I think I am trying to draw each object as a person. Or perhaps as a symbol. I think that many things can really be portraits or self-portraits. Objects can have so much love, or life invested in them.” The creation of identity, and the relationship between what we own and what we know, are profoundly linked in these works, which also suggest the possibility of alternative kinds of relationship – to the past, to experienced reality, to the self. “I am aware that the person in my diaries is both me, and also someone other, but also I become the person I draw. The drawings become an alphabet of considered responses to life, and become how I think of things in the future - I drew it, thus I named it.”

For Lightman, drawing is profoundly associated with notions of temporality and mortality: “I think drawing is a simply beautifully humane process of creation, lending itself so much to ideas of building and constructing, but also to ageing and maturing. For example as you add more marks to an image it becomes richer and stronger, more lines to a face can make it older and more worn or in an object by gaining creases, it sits with gravity in the invented space of the picture plane. The picture literally grows in front of your eyes. There is a sense of time invested in a work, and I think it is interesting to think that some images hold the viewers eye like they held the artist’s eye, and even come alive in that gaze... Even the process of erasing is like living and memory, for there is always something left behind, a mark, a remembrance. Like a child learning to walk, a drawing grows and falters, and then picks itself up again.”

A haunting sense of fragility and loss permeates both text and images; we can never know when will be the final kiss goodbye is universalized with the image of a locked suitcase, as we are presented with the privacy of the other, the journey as both immigrant reality and universal metaphor. Despite their subject, these images are shot through with a playful, delicate irony that opens them out to the viewer. They mediate between absence and presence, exploring the personal and symbolic meaning that objects left behind gain, both in their connection back to the lost loved one, and what they suggest we can take with us, and what we leave behind.

The tradition of craft is handed down to her; in I’ve inherited handmade lace by a great-great-aunt I never met, the lace is drawn black on white, a feathered circle of concentric rings, like a cross-cut from a family tree suggestive of what is passed on, floating in a vast space that shows through it, suggesting the presence of absence. The subsequent image focuses on a detail from the lace; I’m just a stitch in my family’s intricately woven history. The image floats to the top of the frame, takes on the solidity of ironwork, something powerful and solid; the self represented by the text floats far below, tentative and fragile beneath the weight of the past, intimating the struggle for harmony and balance, between self and other, past and present, that is a leitmotif in her work. Lightman sees a conceptual relationship between her drawings and the space which surrounds them; “the whiteness on a page is huge, enormous and infinite, like time itself, and I find there is a power in anchoring it in an object, like time and an event, but still being aware of the invisible chaos and emptiness. Our reality hinges on the things we can hold onto.” In addition to belief, love is also something we “hold on to”, and a series explores her own intimate relationship through the valentines gift of an orchid plant which gradually expands to fill the page, creating a symbiosis between object and self “each budding pod an instance or a year, of our journey together.” 

The overall impact is of powerful emotional snapshots of an interior life, lovingly and painstakingly rendered in a way that suggests the way craft and commitment can transform loss and grief, through the reflective process of drawing, into a basis for ongoing life, connection and commitment.

Ariel Kahn is a Senior Lecturer in Creative Writing at Roehampton University, and Head of Film Theory at the Met Film School, Ealing Studios.
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