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Shadowbreath
An Exhibition by Helen Pynor

[Breathing Shadows]
A catalogue essay by Jan Guy

We do not see it start, and yet it always starts the same way, that is, it flees the object nearby 

and right away it is far off, elsewhere, in the space of elsewhere.

    What is Shadowbreath, what is the shadow of breath? Except on a crisp winter day breath 

is translucent. Like the motes that appear in rays of sunlight, it is always there, but rarely 

seen. Perhaps the shadow of breath is firmer than breath itself, one cannot see it, but feels it. 

Shadow and breath are caught in webs of haecceity - at times visceral, at times imperceptible. 

Such are the objects of Helen Pynor.

    Coats suddenly appear out of empty space, tricks of vision, hallucinations, spectres. 

They hover solidly, consuming the space they barely inhabit. One is drawn to them as to 

other bodies. At an intimate distance one becomes aware they are made of human hair. 

Like discarded teeth and bones, they have entered the realm of  Kristeva’s Abject neither 

object or subject, repelling one’s desire to touch yet compulsively attracting the same. 

[I remember stroking the hair of my mother, as she laid not long dead ñ the hair sparse 

and softly damp with sweat.] They are before and after language, their matter is fragile 

and ephemeral yet remains long after the body’s death. The body becomes a secondary skin, 

a garment infused with personal meaning birthed by experience. If for Pynor clothing is 

the language of the body, clothing is the body; then in these coats there is elegy and living 

monument.  

    Woven with a spacious knit these garments are barely there and yet coloured from a rich 

deep crimson to transparent grey the hue seems to drain from them like life from the dying. 



They vaporise as if a slow heat has been applied. This coupled with the space-between bound 

to the weave is the process, time passing - the hours of the artistís labour come to entwine 

with the memory of voice, smell, touch of a life lived, of a life spent. These are coats of 

memory, ethereal, capillaric, gaseous and changeable; reminiscent of Deleuze’s lines of flight. 

Resembling avian motes, they settle gently on shoulders and one is cocooned in memories of 

absent bodies and the  endurances of loss and belonging. Anchored to the tactility of memory 

Prynorís coats marry the drives of Eros and Thanatos - the artistís obsessive toil is an 

evocation of the space of serene non-existence (it is here one breathe shadows). A long 

exhalation or a slight breeze shatters this revelry; memory is set adrift and flows off to 

settle elsewhere.  

    Photographs are like empty clothes, they are the trace of time, an echo of the past they 

hold a space that is imaginary that is no longer there, but ever there. In Pynor’s case, 

the space they hold seems to infinitely recede. [I am reminded of an anonymous nineteenth 

century photograph of a shark’s egg. The small, cool, blue photograph Poisonous Sores 

appears as a window and conduit to the elsewhere space where the coats, revelry and 

memory reside. The embroidered handwritten text seems to float in a pre-embryonic fluid 

before time and space, yet a space that seems more real than the Real. This is the space 

of Bachelard’s miniature - a topophilic experience. Pynor captures the initial movement 

of the act of writing, like the knitting of the coats she unravels the quotidian and its history. 

The experience of the image is vertiginous, one is thrown into a weave of the present, one’s 

own past and a past seemingly outside oneself. One is asked to bare witness to the first 

recording of the formulaic script, to the physicalities of the wordsí meanings in a similar 

manner to the way the coats’ knit evokes absent labouring bodies. And then to futilely 

watch as the text dissolves into the elsewhere space like the use of a poultice to cure death. 

Meaning is washed away and the signature of the individual is erased by a collective scribe.

    Throughout Pynor’s work there is a doubling up, a juggernaut device intensifying one’s 

experience, producing an affective awareness of her deliberate layering of realities. There are 

two coats, not one, so the viewer is forced to remain outside this relationship - it is only 

the space-between one is allowed to inhabit, a strange, tense space that is simultaneously 

comforting and dislocating. While the coats draw one into an intimate space of personal 

memory, the photograph Poisonous Sores transports one to an eternal expanse. But at any 

moment these positions are likely to be reversed. The photographed threads of handwritten 

text, heavily laden with moisture, mirror the calcified, brittle material of the garments. 



The body parts: heart, hands, lungs hang like clothes drying on a line; again reflecting the 

coats - connecting inside and outside, spirit to body. This doppelganger affect reveals the 

themes of life and death as cyclic and endless. 

    In this exhibition everything is fossilized yet everywhere allusions to water. Where there is 

barrenness there is also abundance. Pynor’s suspension of dichotomies leaves an unconscious 

undertow here that at any moment threatens to transport one to Elsewhere - the place of 

knowing, the place of loss, the place of belonging.  

Gaston Bachelard The Poetics of Space Beacon Press, Boston, 1969, p.184

Julia Kristeva Powers of Horror: an essay on abjection (trans Leon S. Roudiez), 

Columbia University Press, New York, 1982.

A line of flight is a rupture in a rhizomatous line. While still connected, it allows new lines to be formed 

(the processes of thought, memories, imaginings could be said to operate in this way). See Gilles Deleuze and 

Felix Guattari A Thousand Plateaus: capitalism and schizophrenia (trans.B.Massumi), Athlone Press, London, 

1988. Bachelard, pp.148-182.
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