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ROBERT YOUNG: INSPIRATION, ALLUSION AND EVOCATION 
By ROBIN LAURENCE 

In 2012, as Robert Young reflected on the process of 
creating his large and complex painting Ax is Mund!, he 
wrote, "I'm generally not very purposive, intentional or 
goal-oriented - rather I trust to inspiration and try to 
keep out of the way."1 Because Young 's works appear to 
be so carefully composed and meticulously executed , 
and because they are filled with such particular 
references -- whether art historical, philosophical , 
literary, political , musical , or architectural -- viewers 
might find his assertion of non-purposiveness difficult 
to believe. Yet, he describes his way of working as 
"not so much making a picture as attending while it 
comes into being"2 

- and here we must empty our own 

2 EIGHT POUNDS TOO 1986 -87, o il on linen, 40 x 40 in . 

minds of expectations and preconceptions in order to 
understand that Zen condition of "yieldedness" to which 
he al ludes. Certainly, the academic impulse to nail down 
meaning with words threatens to diminish visual art's 
expressive power and inherent mystery3 -- and mystery 
is sign ificant here. Although themes and ideas hover and 
then coalesce in his m ind as he paints, Young puts his 
collage-like compositions together intuitively, believing 
that u ltimately they will make deeply fe lt -- although not 
necessarily easily articu lated - sense. His paintings are 
not only about the nature of painting, the commitment 

to vocation, and the important continuities of art history, 
but also about the inexplicable - the deep mysteries that 
underlie the shapes and forms of our daily lives. 

Despite his apprehensions about the concreti z ing 
nature of verbal language, Young is extremely well read , 
thoughtfully articulate, and sincerely appreciative of 
those who look closely at his art in order to write about 
it. He fully acknowledges the sources of his images and 
allusions, whether they originate in Byzantine icons, 
Gothic tapestries, Renaissance paintings, Constructivist 
designs, Buddhist koans, American blues singers, or a 
wooden asparagus crate picked up at a local produce 
market. At the same time, he is concerned about too­
literal interpretations of his work based on these sources . 
In Mystique: Povera, for i_nstance, Young has adapted 
and ju xtaposed the ragged and patched central figure 
from Giotto's 1330 painting Allegory of Poverty, a 1975 
news photo of the imprisoned left-wing militant Ulri ke 
Mein ho f, and a st i 11 shot of the Japanese actress H id e k o 
Takamine from the 1960 film When a Woman Ascends 
the Stairs . In contrast to the "iconicity" of these three 
figures, each frozen in a moment of renunciation , 
reflection or hesitation in a way that conveys something 
of the archetypal , Young has borrowed a nude from the 
20th -century American artist Isabel Bishop. He observes 
that Bishop painted women in a natural and uninflected 
way, neither idealized nor eroticized. As signalled by this 
figure's naked, awkward, and unpretentious pose, she 
might be "the raw material from which the other three 
women are made." 4 Together, all four figures suggest a 
meditation on the contemporary condition of women -­
although this is a barel y adequate description of Young 's 
immensely complex and subtle play of emotional , formal 
and philosophical elements, of art historical traditions, 
geometric patterns, contrasting perspectival systems, 
natural and built environments, and unexpected framing 
devices. 

Evident in Young 's recent series of paintings, Ax is Mund!, 
Taberna, and Booth Portal, is his affectionate attention 
to and appreciation of the everyday, especially within 
the context of the modest house and garden he shares 
with his wife Miyoko. The way sunlight slants through 
an open kitchen door, the classical line of a lintel above 
a stained glass window, the overhanging branches of a 
cedar of Lebanon in the front yard , the healing qualities 
of certain herbs in the garden, the reflections in the glass 
of a framed art work that hangs near ·him, the corner 
of the living room where he often sits and thinks -- all 
have found a place in these works. Such components 
evoke a contemplative ex istence and contribute to 



a sense of the sanctity of the home, the providential 
nature of shelter, and the interpenetration of life and 
art. At the same time, Young is again playing with 
opposing systems of representation and abstraction 
and seems to relish the tensions that occur when the
illusion of three dimensions and the essential flatness 
of the picture plane contradict or contest one another. 
He takes apart certain architectural elements, creating 
a magical sense of transparency while also honouring 
the way his house is physically put together. As well , he 
quotes architectural elements from biblical, literary, and 
art historical sources. In recent years, one of Young's 
recurring motifs has been a walled stairway, borrowed 
from Filippo Lippi 's Annunciation, ca . 1450, and evoking 
the sense of a cloistered or sacred space as well as 
posing a perspect ival conundrum. 

Arcanum of Providence is one of a number of mixed­
media works based on an old, gnarled crab apple tree in 
Young 's front yard. Having roughly transplanted the tree 
twice after he bought the house, Young found himself 
sitting in the corner of his liv ing room many years later, 
looking out at it through a succession of natural and 
architectural frames and arches, represented here as a 
series of apertures positioned at different angles from 
each other. He imagined himself having a conversation 
with the tree, which posed the question of which of 
them would outlive the other. A significant aspect of all 
Young's paintings based on the crab apple tree is their 
geometrically patterned surrounds, inspired by elements 
of Islamic decoration. The patterns, which shift "woozily" 
between flatness and the illusion of depth, call up the 
use of geometric patterns in sacred art and architecture 
around the world and across the ages. Young 's paintings 
seem to reiterate religious vocations in times past 
when geometry was used as a contemplative practice, 
although again he has arrived at this imagery intuitively 
rather than purposively. "I have a growing sense, which 
I can't describe or defend, of the purity, the spiritual 
qualities of geometry," he says. 

An earlier series of works deploy the recurring form 
of a box as a vessel for Young 's self-directed passage 
through the history of painting, from ancient Roman 
frescoes through Jacques-Louis David's Death of Marat 
and on to a V ladimir Tat lin stil l life and a wooden tea chest 
directly rendered in the studio. These boxes function as 
both formal and allegorical devices (although the artist 
might contest the word "a llegorical "), serving Young's 
investigation of different modes of representation 
and, at the same time, his meditation on a number of 
existential questions. 

3 IN WEIGHT POUNDS 1986-87, oil o n linen, 42 x 42 in. 

What endures in Young 's work is the sense of many 
shifting and shimmering planes of being -- intersecting, 
overlapping, contradicting , and confounding each other. 
Instead of proposing a single means of making sense 
of who we are, where we are, and why we are here, 
Young shows us a myriad of approaches - his own and 
those of artists who have preceded him by decades and 
centuries . Ultimately we are left with a profound and 
generous sense of the wonder of it all - the wonder and 
the mystery. 

Robin Laurence is an independent writer, critic 
and curator based in Vancouver 

1 Robert Young, "Change of Title" (artist's statement), 

August 2012. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Robin Laurence, "(T)art and Its Orthodoxies," from Robert 

Young: In My Small Pavilion (Vancouver, Atelier Galle ry, 
1993), p.2 . 

4 Robert Young in conversation with the author, January 7, 
2014. Unless otherwise cited, all direct and indirect quotes 
by the artist are derived from interviews conducted January 
7 and 11, 2015. 
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