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Eric Cameron: Author! Author!

Peg g y  Gale

Though now best known as the author of the Thick Paintings (to be continued), in progress 
since 1979, Eric Cameron has also made important contributions to contemporary art through 
his video and installation works, his earlier, more traditional paintings, and in his ongoing 
production of critical, historical, theoretical, and autobiographical texts. In this essay, I con-
sider his major self-reflective writings since 1984, tracing a trajectory of development and 
revelation through the long years of their publication.

Aligning his texts chronologically, one moves from the artist’s origins and sources for 
work, towards the present: a demarcation of thought and achievement, a move from inside 
to out. Ironically, the essays themselves mark Cameron’s trajectory from exterior to interior, a 
revelation of self and psyche that is all the more admirable for its sometimes difficult content 
and relentless, insistent honesty. I deal here with each of the texts in turn, beginning with the 
book that brings together many of the threads initiated along the way. This is a tracing of Eric 
Cameron as literary and critical author.

English Roots1 is Cameron’s most comprehensive single piece of writing about his work: 
both exhibition companion and a memoir of his origins and growth as an artist. These ele-
ments are interleaved throughout with an attempt to decipher and explain his actions and 
concerns: an apologia, as well as narrative history and commentary.

Beginning with his parents’ lives and his own memories of childhood and early education, 
there are class issues raised, as well as those of talent, education, ambition, personal focus, and 
work ethic. He underlines the difficult lives of his parents, who had little but hard work to see 
them through; Eric Cameron is the first of his family to have a higher education. Though born 
in Leicester, where his parents had moved during the Depression to find work, most of his 
youth was spent in Newcastle and Durham in the north of England. He grew up at Brandon 
Colliery near Durham, studied at Newcastle (an hour away by bus), and completed graduate 

 Exposed/Concealed: Salima Halladj (1452) (detail).  
Photo: David H. Brown, University of Calgary Imaging Services.
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English Roots, back (Lethbridge: University of 
Lethbridge Art Gallery, 2001). Photo: David 
H. Brown, University of Calgary Imaging 
Services.

English Roots, front (Lethbridge: University 
of Lethbridge Art Gallery, 2001). Photo: 
David H. Brown, University of Calgary 
Imaging Services.
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work in art history at the Courtauld Institute, University of London. His first teaching post 
was at Leeds University in Yorkshire.

Newcastle, his parents’ birthplace, was always “home” to the Camerons, but that home 
has been elusive and distant for Eric Cameron, even while he lived in England.

The text of English Roots is eloquent and deeply felt, impressive in its recollection and 
insights. It is also a record of the obsession marking many aspects of Cameron’s life: his will 
to persevere, and his insistence on looking behind and underneath every action. Each chapter 
is headed by the same quotation from Little Gidding (1942, from Four Quartets) by T.S. Eliot, 
its repetition an indication that we are intended to read them for their literal sense, though he 
refers differently to the lines’ possible meanings with each reiteration:

And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

These words contain Cameron’s fond desire. To come to terms with his lived life and accom-
plishments and to confront and accept his origins and his potential legacy are central to this 
book. He has written in depth about certain works and exhibitions and keeps meticulous re-
cords of his activities. Indeed, he has assessed himself relentlessly over the years, English Roots 
being his summa. It suggests Cameron’s determination to make a “final” overview, pulling 
together strands or themes introduced in the earlier texts, and may also be intended as hail and 
farewell for his native English soil.

Abbrev ia ted His tor y
Eric Cameron’s artistic production divides unevenly into a series of single-minded projects. 
His early studies and student production in still life, landscape, portraits – drawings, watercol-
ours, and oil paintings – are carefully documented, moving from realism towards abstraction. 
This work was influenced most particularly by Lawrence Gowing, his undergraduate teacher 
at King’s College in Newcastle and by others there, including Victor Pasmore and Richard 
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Hamilton. Gowing was subsequently his department head at Leeds University, replacing 
Quentin Bell there.2

English Roots traces Cameron’s first mature works, the Sellotape Paintings3 beginning in 
1959, followed by the Process Paintings in 19644 – a strict, geometric application of the tape 
and paint system, with grids of different colours overlaid in large rectangular format, leading 
to his first public exhibition at Queen Square Gallery in Leeds (January 1967).

Moving to Canada in 1969 as Chairman of the Department of Fine Art, University of 
Guelph, he began working with video in 1972. The following year, he organised Video Cir-
cuits at the university library, including tapes by Vito Acconci (Waterways) and Peter Campus 
(Three Transitions), with installations by Noel Harding (Three Pieces for Circuits) and himself. 
Two of Cameron’s video works were included in Videoscape at the Art Gallery of Ontario 
(November 1974–April 1975), with a notable accompanying text in the catalogue, an import-
ant early statement for the field:

The day-to-day answer to the question, “What can you do with a television cam-
era?” is that you can use it to make television programmes. To speak of the tele-
vision medium’s potential for recording and transmitting information, of visual 
effects and feedback loops is only to expand the same reply. If in the context of 
art I give a different sort of answer, this is precisely because it places the decision 
at an altogether more fundamental level. What then can you do with a television 
camera? For one thing one might run it over a model’s skin. Or one might put it 
in one’s own mouth or someone else’s. The tubular form of the lens fitting more 
resembles a finger (or a penis) than the eye which its function seems to duplicate.5

Cameron saw these queries and answers as following directly on his decisions underlying the 
Process Paintings: question your tools and assumptions, then proceed with logic and care until 
a satisfactory result is achieved.
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Deve loping Ideas
I first met Eric Cameron in the early 1970s, when he was becoming interested in video at 
the University of Guelph. As with the earlier Process Paintings, his video works of the time 
were compatible with the now-familiar principles of conceptual art laid out by Sol LeWitt in 
Artforum:

In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work. 
(In other forms of art the concept may be changed in the process of execution.) 
When an artist uses a conceptual form of art, it means that all of the planning and 
decisions are made beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea 
becomes a machine that makes the art.6

Cameron’s insistence on their rule-based “conceptual” character required that the tapes admit 
no narrative or emotional content. Nonetheless, with the performative Insertion: a mouth 
(1974) and Numb Bares (1975–76), I saw substantial “other” content inherent in the work. I 
invariably imagined fellatio with Insertion, just as Numb Bares – slapping letters rhythmically 
into place on a female posterior – suggested playful spanking or some other sexual game, indi-
cating both “learning” and keeping score. With Keeping Marlene Out of the Picture (1975), the 
title suggested a removal and denial far more complex than a mere editing plan for on-screen 
imagery. Cameron rejected my opinions out of hand.

However, it appears I was not entirely wrong; in English Roots (note, p. 161), Cameron ac-
knowledges his inflexibility in the mid-1970s, now replaced by recognition of his unconscious 
motivations.

His titles invite speculation, such as Keeping Marlene Out of the Picture – and Lawn (1980), 
where he included a pot of living lawn grass in the installation. The lawn grass continued to 
appear in installations until 1993,7 and, at the time, he linked the pots of grass with long 
hours spent watering his lawn at home. (One thinks also of Marcel Duchamp’s “Waterfall” 
in Etant Donnés, 1946–66). A different idea is put forward in an article by Cliff Eyland from 
Arts Atlantic in 1984, linking Cameron’s work with the biblical dictum that “Flesh is grass.” 
Logically, grass is flesh, then, and the body is on view here even when one’s object of attention 
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(Marlene, perhaps) has been removed. This dictum comes from the Old Testament (Isaiah 40: 
6) but is echoed in the New, in The First Epistle General of Peter I: 24–25:

All flesh is as grass, and all the glory of man as the flower of grass. The grass with-
ereth, and the flower thereof falleth away:

But the word of the Lord endureth for ever.

Both versions emphasize the fleeting and corruptible nature of the physical body and invite 
further wordplay.

The relationship of artist and model – two protagonists – offers tempting ground for 
investigation; there is both opportunity for collaboration and potential for exploitation. An 
interesting alternative is played out in Thin Air – and Lawn (1980), a videotape made with 
his wife, Margaret Cameron. As he had noted in another context altogether, “Through the 
objective discipline of Lawrence [Gowing]’s painting method I had always sensed I detected 
traces of the human interaction of artist and model facing each other in the studio.”8 And as 
he has written elsewhere of Thin Air – and Lawn, “This represents a self-conscious attempt to 
return to the procedural premises of my earliest videotapes, while consciously avoiding the 
initially unconscious sexual innuendo that had subsumed them almost from the start. For me, 
the result seems forced, sterile and dull.”9 The grass in this case appears to have withered after 
all – a victim of over-determination.

Other models have engendered different results. As Cameron describes his videotape Ha-
ha in a lecture of 2000 (Glenbow Museum, Calgary):

… a two-minute tape from 1976 in which erotic suggestions are allowed to build 
up through the superimposition of images from two studio cameras in front of 
which Marlene Hoff and I sat, several feet apart, with small wide-angle lenses stuck 
in our mouths. No chocolate was ground and neither illuminating gas nor love 
gasoline were expended. We just laughed.…10

This “laugh” is entirely mirthless and moves quickly to suggest sounds of sexual exchange 
and then exhaustion. Cameron’s lecture was intended to approach Duchamp from a personal 
perspective, although much of the talk concerns Richard Hamilton. If “the bachelor grinds his 
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own chocolate” is unavoidably sexual, the illuminating gas and love gasoline refer us directly 
to the Large Glass and the Bride Stripped Bare. We begin to see each denial as affirmation, and 
explore further.

Laughter appears elsewhere in Cameron’s works and is never simple. In his exhibition and 
publication, Divine Comedy (1990), women’s recorded laughter is combined with an installa-
tion of Thick Paintings and intermittent slide projection. The laughter begins as one opens 
the door to enter the gallery; simultaneously, the light goes out and slides appear. When the 
door closes, the slides and laughter cease but the light returns. Damned either way: one’s ar-
rival (curiosity, desire to learn) seems to be mocked, with tactile three-dimensionality (Thick 
Paintings) replaced by mere image-projections (slides). The Thick Paintings thus may be seen 
in the light and in silence, while darkness brings ridicule and a loss of physicality.11 This is 
not a comforting picture. In English Roots the installation (otherwise unremarked, except as 
photo-captions) appears as a pair of illustrations alongside Cameron’s description of his some-
what mysterious extended illness of 1998 and a discussion of suicide by Albert Camus from 
The Myth of Sisyphus, where “There is but one truly serious philosophical problem and that is 
suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living.”12

For Eric Cameron, laughter does not seem to coincide with happy pleasure. To this com-
ment, one might compare Cameron’s earlier note13 that Duchamp is on record as affirming: 
“The only thing I can consider seriously is eroticism.”14

Sl ippage and Reve la t ion
Cameron shows growing fascination with what he calls “visual Freudian slips,” most often in 
connection with the Thick Paintings (to be continued). These were begun in Halifax while 
teaching at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design (NSCAD), toward the end of the 
period (1976–79) when his family had returned to live in England. He recalls:

… visual Freudian slips that came as a shock on first revelation and continued to 
occur even after I was fully alerted to be on my guard against them. At one time 
I was embarrassingly aware how much the supports I built up by adding hard-
ened drips of paint underneath Crouching Lobster were developing into forms like 
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women’s breasts, but it was an even greater shock when someone pointed out to me 
how much the photograph of this same piece on the poster of my Divine Comedy 
installation looked like a woman bending over with skirts thrown up over her 
head. In the privacy of the studio there were occasions when some forms of some 
pieces would present themselves to me as women’s body parts with an intensity 
that approached hallucination. It is perhaps understandable that such experiences 
should occur in the context of the obsessively repetitive activity of brushing out the 
gesso on piece after piece, over and over again, hour after hour, till my involvement 
with the task reached the point of self-hypnosis.15

One might suspect in Eric Cameron a secret (unacknowledged) pleasure in being “bad” after 
a life of strict intellectual focus and correct attitude, always under tight rein. He has become 
accustomed to pointing out these “slips” to others and mentions the issue more than once in 
English Roots. These suggested references are far more evident to some viewers than to others. 
He continues,

As an observer of the unfolding transformations of my work more completely in-
formed than any gallery-goer could possibly be, I felt an obligation not only to fol-
low the truth wherever it might lead, but also to make known what I (and others) 
had observed through verbal and visual commentary.… Each time it is necessary 
to go over much of the same material again, because much of it is essential to the 
understanding of what is going on and needs to be made available to every new 
reader on every new occasion. The texts become as layered as the works, but going 
over everything in a new context is a useful exercise, because new understandings 
do emerge.16

Illumination and explication are always at the fore. Writing is a way of learning, and thus an 
agent of change and development. In this sense, English Roots is the most complete record of 
what writing has taught him and evidence of Cameron’s new willingness and ability to reveal 
and discuss motives and desires. The writing is an elaboration in different terms of his inces-
sant brushing-out of gesso – a stroking of surfaces – with their attendant internal monologues. 
The choice of gesso itself – which in Cameron’s case is an acrylic polymer-based medium and 
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not the traditional plaster of Paris and glue mix used as a ground for painting or bas-reliefs – is 
interesting, given its normally hidden role beneath a finished surface. Further, Cameron has 
noted that his main reason for using gesso rather than white acrylic always has been that it 
produces crisper surfaces with a more precise registration of small details. It is also true that 
gesso is less expensive than oil or acrylic paint, and maybe its use is simply practical. As Freud 
himself pointed out, “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.” However, Cameron continues:

It has slowly dawned on me, as I write, that the “Freudian slips,” of which I have 
made so much in other essays, may be of secondary significance: that they come 
about – as verbal Freudian slips also tend to – when one is trying hardest to avoid 
them, and that what is most clearly expressed in my Thick Paintings is the only 
half-conscious endeavour to avoid emotional exposure of myself. This interpreta-
tion, which is not altogether new to me, also requires my acknowledgement that 
my work on my Thick Paintings is repressive. I can only say it was not my inten-
tion at the outset; I had no idea back in 1979 of any kind of rôle in relation to my 
personal psychology the project I was undertaking might fulfil, but it is consistent 
in relation to my circumstances at that time that some such aid to repression might 
be called for, whether consciously or unconsciously.17

These interpretations by now may be obtrusive to or even hinder an assessment of the work. 
One might say with conviction that the Thick Paintings no longer have anything to do with 
repression, if that indeed were ever the case. Today, they signal patience and dogged perse-
verance, with their hidden cores as talismans. On one level they are mementos from their 
moment of inception, that charmed three-year period when Cameron lived alone amidst intel-
lectual challenge at NSCAD and could ignore the daily intrusion of everyday duty that came 
with being husband and father. His family was safe in England, and he was free in Halifax. 
Nonetheless, the Thick Paintings do harbour secrets of a sort, with their “casual” selection of 
innocuous fragments from his three-year bachelor life before wife and children rejoined him 
in Canada. As he writes,

… the fact that they were things that had accumulated over the last three years, tok-
ens of a life that was about to change beyond recognition, has seemed increasingly 
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significant to me. Covering them with paint might be construed ambivalently 
as preserving while also burying. As the gesso accumulated and the shape of the 
original objects was submerged and eventually lost entirely, the visual evidence of 
my former life was obliterated, though the titles of the pieces (which were usually 
just the name of the objects at the core) provided verbal reminders of what was 
buried and denied.18

From the start, Cameron has seen his Thick Paintings as a central and ongoing concern, to 
be worked on daily “until I die.” They have always been designated “(to be continued)”; the 
work would grow with time and application, open to changes in circumstance. Originally he 
had assumed that as the objects accumulated layers of paint their edges would soften until 
finally each form would become a perfect sphere,19 but very soon that proved not to be the 
case. Yet the phrase “(to be continued)” has an interesting corollary. Some years ago, a reviewer 
wrote that in his titling, Cameron had “stumbled on a foolproof method for holding at bay 
any critical analysis of his work.”20 Of course there has been a great deal of critical response. 
Cameron sees that refusal to “finish” as rooted in his undergraduate training in the tradition 
of the Euston Road school and the teaching of Lawrence Gowing.

At the same time, Cameron has specified his interest in “deferring the aesthetic decision,” 
a phrase that puts new light on the issue of “finishing.” Inklings of this idea were established 
early by William Lynn Miller, Cameron’s high school art teacher in Durham, who insisted on 
“the notion that artists must avoid the pursuit of ‘effect.’ … We had to draw what we saw and 
do it with long rhythmical lines and forget about ‘effect.’”21 This has indeed become Cameron’s 
regular procedure with the Thick Paintings, using “long rhythmical” strokes repeated as con-
sistently as possible, without nuance or emphasis. Results in this way were both unpredictable 
and literally unavoidable, unless he “withheld the paint” (Cameron’s term)22 altogether. He 
continues,

It was many years later that Quentin Bell brought up the notion of “deferring the 
aesthetic decision,” attributing both phrase and concept to Richard Hamilton dur-
ing the years he was teaching (and I was studying) at King’s. When I was doing 
preliminary work for this project, I mentioned this to Lawrence Gowing’s widow, 
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Jenny. She was sure the idea was Lawrence’s. On the face of it, that would seem to 
make more sense.…

Almost all the art I have produced since graduating from King’s defers the aes-
thetic decision and guards against preoccupation with effect in one way or another: 
at first, by using grids of masking tape that will not allow me to see the effect until 
the final grid of tape is peeled off; then, by working with a video-camera in ways 
that do not involve my looking through the viewfinder; and finally, by applying 
layers upon layers of gesso that are so thin I can have only the vaguest idea, while 
I am working, how each layer will contribute to the build-up of sculptural form.23

Ever the diligent student, Cameron learned his lessons well. It may be that Cameron’s desire 
to guard against “effect” follows early instructions, but it is also a means of self-effacement. 
Such deferral may signal a curious lack of engagement or commitment to results, but from an-
other point of view such conscious deferral actually permits engagement by releasing one from 
responsibility at that moment. The object produced in this straightforward, work-like manner 
becomes its own evidence and “truth,” without self-conscious artistry. This implies that the 
Thick Paintings are produced by rote, a product of the pure unconscious. No decisions are 
to be made after the original object is selected and the procedure of gesso layers is initiated. 
There is no “taste” involved, and no talent. As Sol LeWitt had proposed, “The idea becomes a 
machine that makes the art.”  Cameron has largely maintained his standards in this regard, 
except for such “corrections” as adding paint supports and the like.24

It is instructive to compare this deferral of the aesthetic decision with Marcel Duchamp’s 
celebrated “delay in glass.” In The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (1915–23), also 
known as the Large Glass, the upper section, part cubist, represents the realm of the Bride, the 
“ideal,” with the pendue femelle representing the uterus (introverted) and with large stripes as 
the vaginal membrane.

The lower half is the realm of the bachelors, or the “real,” and is meant to be projected in 
two-point perspective into the gallery, being thus a precursor to Readymades. Like Richard 
Hamilton’s elaborate exhibition on Man, Machine & Motion, mounted at King’s College in 
195525 when Cameron was a student there, the Large Glass is a real machine in a real space. 

For Duchamp, his “delay in glass” represented a map of sexual consummation never 
fulfilled. And as Eric Cameron has stated: “The ultimate rewards are sexual rewards.”26 But 
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since “the work is never finished” on the Thick Paintings, Cameron, presumably, can never 
be rewarded. He is working “blind” so he cannot maintain control, although otherwise he 
is obsessively controlling; hence, his need to explain, define, defend, and insist on the work 
remaining “to be continued.”

In English Roots, it is notable how very seldom Marcel Duchamp appears. When Cameron 
spoke on Duchamp at the Glenbow Museum in 2000, he dwelt at length (instead) on Richard 
Hamilton, later reproducing much of the lecture verbatim in the book.27 When he writes of 
Hamilton’s 1953/4 talk on Duchamp at King’s College, “the only thing I remember about it 
now is that the so-called Large Glass of 1915–1923 featured prominently.…”28 He mentions a 
conference soon after arriving in Canada where he told a colleague “that I thought Duchamp 
was mainly important because he had influenced Richard Hamilton.”29 and credits his much 
later conversations at NSCAD with Dennis Young and Thierry de Duve for an interest in 
Duchamp’s legacy. Cameron reiterates:

My own art has a superficial kinship with Duchamp to the extent that I have 
used everyday objects as the basis for my Thick Paintings; they might have been 
considered Readymades had I not covered them with paint. My art practice is also 
like Duchamp’s in that I have accompanied my production with written texts, but 
there is a world of difference. My Process Paintings of the 60s and the Thick Paint-
ings I have been working on since 1979 … became what they are for reasons totally 
outside my control. Duchamp’s notes were written in the planning of the Large 
Glass, which was mapped out in advance down to the last detail; the intervention 
of chance was tightly controlled and as tightly circumscribed. With one notable 
exception, my texts have come after the work to which they refer and have been an 
attempt to explain (to myself in the first instance) what had happened.
The one exception was my “Notes for Video Art,” which was written in a self-con-
scious attempt to find an equivalent in the medium of video for the way materials 
were allowed to determine form and content in my Process Paintings.30

Yet the unforeseen or accidental was accepted by Duchamp; when the Large Glass was badly 
cracked, for example, the artist readily accepted its new form in spite of the enormous change 
it made to the appearance and stability of his original conception. Dust was permitted to 
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accumulate on the work during the years it was kept under his bed, then incorporated into the 
work. There are other instances.

I propose that Cameron’s “deferral of the aesthetic decision” bears a rather more intimate 
relationship to Duchamp’s “delay in glass.”31

Other  Reve la t ions
Related to (and continuing aspects of) the Thick Paintings, Cameron’s later series titled Ex-
poser/Cacher or Exposed/Concealed is also remarkable. As he describes the first of these, Exposer/
Cacher: Salima Halladj, was

… built up of almost a thousand coats of gesso applied over an undeveloped can-
ister of film on which I photographed every orifice in the body of a woman, a 
professional model who posed for me in Arles, France, while I was visiting artist at 
the National School of Photography in the spring of 1993. The images of her most 
intimate parts will have long since faded from the film, but the sensual innuendo 
of her presence seems to have been reinvested, by some process I cannot pretend to 
understand, in the emerging form of the Thick Painting.32

One might wonder at the choice of this model, likely an immigrant to southern France and, 
possibly, vulnerable to financial or family pressures in her choice of modelling as a profession. 
With her name included in the title of the work, her identity is made specific. One recognizes 
that the photo images chosen for reproduction in their various views are inevitably suggestive 
of breasts, rumps, and vaginas.33 The “undeveloped images” on the hidden film evoke Cam-
eron’s yearning for sensual life as well as for permanence, for presence in his art: a worthy 
desire. However, like bodies entombed in Egyptian pyramids, along with paintings, furniture, 
and food in bowls in readiness for their next life, the photo-images in their gesso casings may 
not in fact have faded or ceased to exist. One imagines Cameron happy to have captured and 
kept these hidden memories, unknown or invisible to all but himself.

There is a further subtext to these works. Whether Exposer/Cacher suggests being trapped 
in negative darkness, or encased in a brilliant white shell, Cameron reminds us of references to
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Exposed/Concealed: Salima Halladj (1452), 
1993–present (to be continued). Acrylic 
gesso and acrylic on undeveloped canister of 
film, 12.7 x 20.32 x 6.35 cm, as of January 
17, 1996. Collection of the artist. Photo: 
David H. Brown, University of Calgary 
Imaging Services.
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 Exposed/Concealed: Salima Halladj (1452), 
another view. Photo: David H. Brown, 
University of Calgary Imaging Services.
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… Baudelaire’s “darkness where temptation breeds,” and Shakespeare’s “light and 
lust are deadly enemies: Shame folded up in blind-concealing night.”
There are things most of us would rather not admit about ourselves, the trivial 
embarrassments as much as the less-than-monumental guilt. To paint them as pure 
as the driven snow is to beg for sublimation of regret as art.34

Light and white continue to appear. Memories return: clouded images. A cool and luminous 
surface had been mentioned earlier, in a teacher’s description of the “ice-cold eroticism” of 
such neo-classical painters as Ingres. Cameron would later expand on the term, applying it to 
Canova’s Venus (1818–20) at Leeds City Art Gallery.

For myself, I have never yielded to the temptation to walk round to the back of 
the statue without feeling intensely embarrassed; I immediately look the other way 
when someone else enters the room. The marble remains as chillingly cold as only 
neoclassicism could make it.35

Later, he recalls “the thick, repressive shell of cold opalescent gesso”36 of his Thick Paintings. 
Lustrous flesh and smooth surfaces hold mixed messages. As he later comments: “The opal-
escent chill and the ever thickening shell convey together an effect of emotional numbness, 
an absence of feeling which may yet be a more authentic expression of feeling than any of the 
particular emotional shocks that continue to blunt the capacity to feel even that numbness 
itself.”37

What is remarkable is Cameron’s desire not to hide or deny his “Freudian slips,” but to 
investigate, elucidate, and open up to all for assessment through his writings. Further, his 
selection of photographic angles for documentation and publication of both Thick Paintings 
and Exposer/Cacher has repeatedly emphasized the works’ physicality, their luminous surfaces, 
and the pleasure of tactile bodily associations.

By contrast, or perhaps for emphasis, consider Cameron’s perspective studies, including 
those prepared for the Exposer/Cacher exhibition at Arles in 1993.38 These elegant drawings 
offer the clarity of perfection, spare and beautiful in their intellectual and physical precision. 
Cameron may have begun these drawings as a descriptive tool in planning the layout of his 
gallery installations, whether video (and Lawn) or arrangements of the Thick Paintings on 
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 Perspective study for “Exposer/Cacher,” 
1993, pencil on paper, 66 x 50.8 cm. 
Collection of the artist. Photo: Eric 
Cameron.
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their tall plexiglass-covered plinths, but he has continued with them for their elegant beauty. 
Characteristically self-deprecating, he also comments that their use of ruler and straight lines 
permitted him to overcome his shaky hands and allowed at last a demonstration to his classes 
of a “mastery” of “something artistic.”

Tangentially, Marcel Duchamp’s appreciation of chess as “a visual and plastic thing” may 
be recalled here as well, “and if it isn’t geometric in the static sense of the word, it is mechan-
ical, since it moves; it’s a drawing, it’s a mechanical reality.”39 Cameron notes that these words 
“were precisely the same terms in which Duchamp perceived erotic experience in the Large 
Glass. If his interest in chess had little to do with its emotional aggressive aspects, so his inter-
est in eroticism is greatly distanced from any hint of sensuality – just as any lingering interest 
in painting is distanced from its optically sensuous aspect.… [I]t is essentially the enclosed 
sense of order that engages Duchamp’s serious attention.”40

Hav ing De layed …
At many junctures in the English Roots text, Eric Cameron hovers at the brink of regret. He 
suffers loss – of home and his sense of place, of parents and family members, of friends and 
colleagues – and dwells on gaps, lacks, and inadequacies of his own making. That he has, 
despite these undermining sensations and his own glowering dismay, continued to write, to 
teach, and to make art, every day, year after year, is humbling and admirable. Yet as he com-
ments in reference to not attending a lecture by T.S. Eliot at Leeds in 1961,

Perhaps I can allow my mind to return again and again to the regret at missing it 
precisely because it does not give reason for great grief; and perhaps I choose to lin-
ger over a little grief because indulging the little grief bars the way to greater griefs 
that I cannot even begin to fully admit to the level of conscious awareness – cannot 
even fully admit that they exist, let alone that they are still capable of causing pain 
and that there is absolutely nothing I can do about them.41

It was when he remarked, almost casually, that he would continue to work on the newly 
initiated Thick Paintings “until I die” that I was first alerted to his apocalyptic sense of the 
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abyss confronting him. To be sure, that intention has been softened in other phrasings, that 
is, “until I am prevented to continue for whatever reason,” including sales of individual pieces, 
but the original term remains central. Eric Cameron faces the abyss, consciously and reso-
lutely, and is determined to leave his mark on the world in the interim. Not only his work as 
an artist, but also as author, critic, and teacher, are his constant demands for himself. That his 
art be seen in the light of his own intentions and his sources has been central to his critical 
writing. That the work – painting, video, installation – be seen widely has been the spring for 
his seeking out exhibitions and project residencies. This is ambition, but not simply so. His 
readings in Dante’s The Divine Comedy, in T.S. Eliot, Clement Greenberg, art history, and the 
Greek philosophers are pivotal to his critical self-assessments.

Cameron claims that he reads little: that he has neither the time nor the good eyesight 
to permit long hours with books. Yet at one time, he read T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land every 
night before going to bed,42 and re-read Clement Greenberg’s essays annually before teaching 
his ideas in class.

He cherishes his early training and his oldest friends and mentors. Lawrence Gowing’s 
importance is emphasized repeatedly in English Roots, not least by providing the book’s cover 
illustration, Miss S of Winlaton Mill (1952), and Cameron’s insistent homage to his teacher, col-
league, and old friend. Delineated in particular detail is Cameron’s commentary on Gowing’s 
study of the Dutch painter Jan Vermeer, and his public lecture at the Slade School (London), 
where Gowing was then director. As Cameron spoke in connection with his then-current 
installation at Canada House in London, he used a slide of Miss S on one screen as leitmotif 
throughout the discussion of his own work. And as he writes in English Roots, “Our conversa-
tion after my lecture at the Slade could leave no doubt he was pleased by my acknowledgement 
of indebtedness … but that still leaves open the central question: Did he approve?”43 Even 
then, even now, he was trying to right the record and to write the evidence and proof.

English Roots in some measure is a litany of loss and displacement, keening for home and 
family despite the profound and ongoing disappointment they afford. Cameron’s sense of self-
worth is shaky, but determined: committed to work harder, longer, be more patient, insistent, 
and so to succeed. He is discreet about the failings of others, continuing instead to emphasize 
what he sees as his own flaws:
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I do not think I do regret coming to Canada, though I would now very dearly like 
to return to England. There are personal as well as professional roots and the older 
I get, the more intense does nostalgia become for the places I left behind. But the 
yearnings of nostalgia are still not quite the same thing as regrets. Raising the pos-
sibility may only be a further way of avoiding those deeper regrets that are so very 
difficult to confront and which have to do with people, not with places.44

Bent  A x is  Approach
(Calgary: The Nickle Arts Museum, 1984).

Some seventeen years before the appearance of English Roots and while he was still living in 
Halifax, Cameron published Bent Axis Approach – his first book-length statement about his 
work – as “an essay” to accompany his exhibition at The Nickle Arts Museum in Calgary.

The book’s title is unexplained in the text, but the cover illustration – both front and back, 
and appearing also inside as Plate 1 – indicates its significance. We see a diagram of the plan 
for the White Temple on its raised ziggurat at Warka (Uruk, the Biblical Erech), first pub-
lished in Berlin in 1936 and repeated in the English Pelican edition of The Art and Architecture 
of the Ancient Orient (1954), described in the English edition as revealing

… a basic belief (explicitly stated in Sumerian poetry and in the Babylonian Epic 
of Creation) that man was created to serve the gods. The city was a means to this 
end.… [T]he plan has become a simple oblong decorated with a uniform system 
of buttresses and recesses.… Its corners were oriented to the points of the compass.

What to make of this? Cameron’s opening statement offers a summary in upper case print:

A FACT OF HISTORY.
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 Bent Axis Approach, front cover (Calgary: The 
Nickle Arts Museum, 1984). Photo: David 
H. Brown, University of Calgary Imaging 
Services.

Bent Axis Approach, back cover (Calgary: The 
Nickle Arts Museum, 1984). Photo: David 
H. Brown, University of Calgary Imaging 
Services.
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THE DESCRIPTION OF AN INSTALLATION OF THICK PAINTINGS 
(TO BE CONTINUED) AT THE NICKLE ARTS MUSEUM FROM JUNE 1 
TO JULY 15, 1984.

A WAY OF ARRIVING AT A THEORY OF ART.

A WAY OF PROVIDING FOR (HOPING FOR) THE CONCENTRATION 
OF LIVED EXPERIENCE INTO A WORK OF ART.45

As with the repetition of T.S. Eliot’s fragment from Little Gidding (Four Quartets) in English 
Roots, we are meant to pay close attention to the temple plan and to these opening statements, 
for they are Cameron’s revelation of intention. Metaphorically, he has taken a “bent axis ap-
proach” to discussing his work, approaching the deity’s home obliquely from below and the 
side. In developing a theory of art from his readings and experience, Cameron presents his 
works within a larger context of history and the authors most central to the development of 
his ideas (theory) and practice.

Clement Greenberg takes pride of place. The first chapter is titled “To Justify the Inevit-
ability of its Particular Forms” and establishes Greenberg’s essay on “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” 
(1939)46 as generating the phrase that, for Cameron,

has become a maxim, a highly effective rule-of-thumb for testing the substance of 
any work of art, and a more complete expression of my ambition for my own art 
than any set of words of any length I have encountered anywhere else.

As he continues,

To demand of a painting or a poem that it justify the inevitability of its particular 
forms is to ask that it reveal the grounding of art in the larger world of not-art, 
and to compare the way different works propose that justification is to uncover the 
planes on which they operate and hence open up the possibility of reestablishing a 
hierarchy of values that may claim to be the intrinsic values of art and not merely 
the incidental values of some dubious social or psychological good.47



P E G G Y  G A L E 29

As statement of belief and manifesto for action, he could hardly be more clear. The text locates 
Greenberg’s sources in Aristotle’s Poetics and in Leon Trotsky, then moves to a considera-
tion of Ad Reinhardt, Marcel Duchamp, and Jackson Pollock as exemplifying “an ascending 
hierarchy of values according to the level of implications against which their art operates: art; 
society; and nature.”48 Each artist is tested against the measure of “the inevitability” of their 
particular forms.

The genesis and development of the Thick Paintings is rehearsed, five years having elapsed 
since their beginnings in Halifax.

Bottles and books are artifacts of our society – of our ‘culture’ in the broadest 
sense. My Thick Paintings, I dared to hope, were probing a deeper level of reality 
beyond culture, the residue of nature in the materials of art.49

He underlines the “visual logic” of his process of working as one of “crucial significance.” As 
he sums up,

Art is finally not private. It belongs in the public sphere. Art fulfills its highest level 
of significance as the object of public contemplation, which necessarily justifies the 
inevitability of its particular forms within the sensory responses of the individual 
– and within his or her reflecting upon those responses – but which also entails 
the public recognition of the validity of that experience within a social context.50

Continuing, he turns to On Sculpture and On Painting, by Renaissance architect and author 
Leon Battista Alberti, proposing Alberti’s discussion of planar and solid geometry as analo-
gous to “the superimposition of plane upon plane” of his own Thick Paintings.51 Discussing 
Pythagorean numbers and proportions, Cameron calls on “the timeless music of the heavens” 
to be revealed with the passing of years.52

Cameron’s forty-three-page essay is followed by three substantial appendices and four 
illustrations. Following the diagram of the White Temple plan are photographs of Beer Bottle 
(1,889), Brushstroke (2,365), and Book of Matches (2,821), all Thick Paintings (to be continued) 
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photographed on 10 March 1984, where the bracketed numbers indicate the number of half-
coats of gesso applied at the time of recording.

Appendix A, “Greenberg and Kant,” discusses the genesis of Greenberg’s theory of mod-
ernism as self-critical, seeking entrenchment “in its area of competence,”53 as inspired by Kant’s 
Critique of Pure Reason of 1781, and subsequent writings. He faults Greenberg’s emphasis on 
personal taste over “reality” and “process,” as resulting in merely pleasing “effect.”54

Appendix B, “Greenberg, Eliot and Bell,” moves from painting to criticism and literature. 
Clement Greenberg’s early Marxism is contrasted with T.S. Eliot’s study of nineteenth-century 
poetry and his nostalgia for “the Greece of Pindar, Sophocles and Aristotle.”55 For Eliot, Dante 
and The Divine Comedy represented the epitome of achievement, yet Cameron points out slips 
in his attention to detail. References move from Giotto and Alberti to Shakespeare and to 
English Romantic literature. Yet he quotes from Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent,”

… the more perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the man 
who suffers and the mind which creates; the more perfectly will the mind digest 
and transmute the passions which are its material.56

It is a passage repeated many years later in English Roots, where he notes (as he does here) that 
Marcel Duchamp quoted the same passage verbatim in his own writing. Cameron adds,

What I understand Eliot to be saying, essentially, is that the artist is not required to 
understand and explain the content of his or her art, but only to present it so that 
it can be experienced as art (which I would understand to mean: so that it can be 
experienced in the aspect of its inevitability).57

He recognizes that his parenthesis was not Eliot’s but proposes the comment as an updating 
of Eliot’s statement. Eliot described the critic’s role as one of “elucidation” and Cameron notes 
with interest the archeological aspect of critical reading. While Eliot had striven to suppress 
information about his private life, scholars were later to discover many personal biographical 
details along with the original manuscript for The Waste Land. As Cameron points out, we 
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may now see how Eliot was referencing “the sexual problems of his own difficult marriage in 
relation to the condition of Europe in the years that followed the First World War.”58 Much 
later, Cameron was to allude to similar personal problems in his English Roots text, again refer-
ring to Eliot.

Cameron goes on to discuss the place of Eliot’s extensive notes to his works, and the criti-
cism of many (including Greenberg) for this “offstage manipulation.” However,

… I would assert, from my own experience, that the work (which must, surely, 
be virtually incomprehensible to anyone on an innocent first reading) grows im-
mensely in the process of elucidation, until it really does deserve a place alongside 
Dante’s masterpiece.… Indeed, Eliot believed at one time that poets made the 
best critics, precisely because they were better able to distinguish the functions of 
poetry and criticism.59

Eric Cameron’s own “elucidation” and critical comment on and around his artistic production 
have equally benefited the novice’s understanding and evaluation of his art.

The final appendix addresses Clement Greenberg’s “Towards a Newer Laocoon” (1940), 
reviewing the comparison of painting and poetry, where poetry was consistently favoured in 
part, no doubt, because poets use words, as do critics and commentators. Cameron moves 
from Simonides and Socrates to Aristotle (The Poetics) and Horace (Ars Poetica), whose “Ut 
pictura poesis” was used in the Renaissance “to claim parity of social and intellectual status”60 
of painters with poets.

“Towards a Newer Laocoon,” Greenberg’s second major published essay, cites Gothold 
Lessing’s “Laocoon: an essay on the limits of painting and poetry” (1766), Irving Babbitt’s 
“The New Laocoon” (1910), and Walter Pater’s essay on “The School of Giorgione” (1877) as 
sources – all discussed briefly in Cameron’s text. Cameron moves quickly to central issues:

At the extreme which I like least, his formalism degenerates into mere sensation-
ism.… [T]he Greenberg I find most valuable points towards the reality which fills 
out and justifies form.61



E R I C  C A M E R O N :  A U T H O R !  A U T H O R !32

… but his insight remains of great value to someone like myself who looks to 
art for a mode of access to reality.62

He notes that to the Renaissance artist, Ars est artem celare, while in “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” 
the original is exchanged for Ars est artem demonstrare. As Cameron points out, in “Modernist 
Painting” twenty years later, Greenberg restates the formula in English to clarify the role of 
visual arts where “Realistic, illusionist art has dissembled the medium, using art to conceal art. 
Modernism used art to call attention to art.”63

Looking forward to many additional years of work on the Thick Paintings (to be con-
tinued) and the related series Exposer/Cacher (Exposed/Concealed), one is tempted to consider 
that, while Cameron has hardly dissembled his medium, he has nonetheless hesitated in trans-
parency of message. As revealed in English Roots, the Thick Paintings have complex layerings 
of both intention and execution, and “reality” comes in several forms.

In 1984, Eric Cameron was concerned to establish his credentials as a modernist. He 
underlines that

… “reality” within the visual arts is pulled back into the physical stuff of the 
medium itself.… The task is only to discover and implement a mode of working 
that will allow the reality of art to manifest itself in the full authenticity of its 
inevitability. (I would not wish to make this task sound too easy.)64

Without rehearsing Cameron’s eloquent and detailed points of discussion, I point out that this 
argument makes clear the depth of his reading and thought, while showing him still happy 
to be standing on the shoulders of giants. From particular artists and traditions, he has built 
a composite structure and general theory. He has singled out “the best” in some cases and 
pointed out failings and flaws elsewhere. He has made clear his desire to justify the inevit-
ability of his particular forms and the centrality of his intent to scale the heights, despite the 
“bent axis” of his approach.
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Div ine  Comedy
(Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1990)

This substantial book was published to accompany Cameron’s installation, Divine Comedy, a 
national touring exhibition organized by the National Gallery of Canada and the Winnipeg 
Art Gallery in 1990. The book comprises two lengthy essays, “Oedipus and Sol LeWitt,” 
a lecture given at the Ontario College of Art in January 1986, and “12. What I Want To 
Do —,” reproducing thirty-eight closely written pages from his application to the Canada 
Council some months earlier, detailing the development of each of his Thick Paintings (to 
be continued). Divine Comedy includes no discussion of the exhibition contents or themes, 
though there are twenty-seven full-page photographs of Thick Paintings in black and white, 
dating from 1988. As with Bent Axis Approach (1984), the exhibition title is evocative but 
unexplained, evidently referring to Dante’s epic poem and, implicitly, to the laughter triggered 
by a viewer’s opening of the entrance door to the gallery.65

“Oedipus and Sol LeWitt” is measured in tone, perhaps reflecting its original oral pres-
entation. As he begins, “My theme is the pursuit of conviction.” Referring to the title of Bent 
Axis Approach, he explains that “the task of locating conviction in art may best, perhaps, not 
be approached directly.”66 The genesis of Cameron’s desire that his art “justify the inevitability 
of its particular forms” is discussed, as are the origins of “my final project of the Thick Paint-
ings.” He notes:

I had intended not only that it should be “final” but also that it should draw 
together the diverse strands of my art-related activities. What I had in mind was 
that my writing and the various elements in my installations would be redirected 
to give support to the presentation of the Thick Paintings.67

This statement is new and revelatory. While Cameron reiterates the moment “on a sunny 
afternoon (which may have been in later April, or perhaps early May), I began to apply coats 
of gesso to some objects that just happened to be available to me in my apartment”68 in his 
customary words, he goes on to reveal underlying aspects of his thinking not mentioned any-
where else. In “12. What I Want To Do —,” he notes that he chose a book of matches “because 
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Divine Comedy, front cover (Ottawa: 
National Gallery of Canada, 1990). Photo: 
David H. Brown, University of Calgary 
Imaging Services.

Divine Comedy, back cover (Ottawa: 
National Gallery of Canada, 1990). Photo 
David H. Brown, University of Calgary 
Imaging Services.
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of the idea of containment of fire,”69 and that using an alarm clock was appropriate “since the 
incorporation of time into the spatial act of painting was so important an aspect of the project 
on which I was embarking.” Further, “the idea of painting a machine was also in my mind, 
and I liked the idea of potential movement still locked up inside the painting.”70 In choosing 
an apple he was thinking of “the biblical tradition of the fruit of ‘The Fall’ – or, more precisely, 
the Renaissance tradition of rendering the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil as 
an apple.”71 The egg was selected for its “regularity of form, as much as the fact of potential life 
and all of the symbolism that follows from that,”72 while with cup, saucer, and spoon “I may 
have had some idea of imputing a connotation of Englishness to this piece”73 in view of all the 
tea he had been drinking.

In 1985 he had been working on the Thick Paintings for six years, and his writing had 
indeed come to focus on the genesis, development, and implications of those works. At this 
point one must – again – acknowledge the signal role of Canada Council grant applications as 
a unique written record of contemporary artists’ concerns and effectively the central repository 
for contemporary art history in Canada.

In his discussion of ἰχθύς (ichthus), he goes much further in laying out background and 
intent:

The reason I wanted to call it that was because the use of the Greek word for fish 
provided the initial letters, in Greek, of “Jesus Christ, the Son of God, Saviour.” 
I hoped to indicate through the use of this title that higher levels of significance 
should be sought in my work than the identity of the core object (or subject) within 
the domestic context from which I had taken it.74

To make the reference even more clear, he took to drawing “the simple outline of a fish over 
the area containing the actual body of the mackerel.”75 In doing so he was also making “the 
sign of the fish” – as if to bless it – to enhance its religious connotations and underline his 
intention. Cameron reiterates that “I do not want to make religious art; I do not have religious 
faith … but I do wish to indicate that a desire to ‘know’ the material world is an objective as 
elevated as the religious quest for enlightenment in the past.”76

In this we see the central role of authorship to Cameron’s ongoing production of visual art 
objects. Having invested enormously in the layers of reference and of intention in his work, he 
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is further at pains to confirm and exemplify those meanings by putting them into words. The 
roles of artist and writer are inextricably entwined. This writer is also concerned to inform, to 
teach.

None of this is to deny Cameron’s otherwise mundane sources, or the seriousness of that 
material connection. As he writes:

That domestic context is important to me, and I want it to be part of the meaning 
of my work, along with the string of associations that necessarily attach to each 
particular object. If the whole adds up to a sort of still-life group, I want that too. I 
am aware how much of the achievement of modern art has come about within the 
genre of still-life and I feel very positively about being associated with the tradition 
of the modern.… I also want to make it as clear as possible that it is the aspect of 
Modern Art that probes the structure of reality with which I wish to be associated; 
the aspect, therefore, that seeks to draw from the special resources of art and the 
personal resources of the artist some intimation of the containing framework of 
existence.77

Cameron’s writing is closely argued and densely referenced, bringing scholarly aspects and 
readings easily into play. At the same time, it suggests something of the musing, intimate 
quality of a diary, daily reflections of thoughts and their implications.

Cameron’s eloquence is matched only by his compulsive attention to detail. Over the 
many years of work on the Thick Paintings, Eric Cameron has insisted on understanding his 
production in the most complex and intimate terms. As a “final project,” they have become 
his tombeau, that wonderful French word embodying both tomb and epitaph: honouring and 
remembrance. Cameron as author supports and expands the monumental work of painting: 
confirming and revealing, revisiting and revising, dissecting, explaining, a work of piety and 
scholarship, a gift.
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Squareness :
(Lethbridge: Southern Alberta Art Gallery, 1993)

This publication comes with a matching companion volume, An Open Letter to Pamela King, 
published simultaneously by Cameron himself in 1993. I treat them separately here, bearing 
in mind a letter to me from Cameron (7 September 1993), which I discovered tucked into my 
copy of Squareness:, which reads in part,

Two new books, or to be more precise, two new half-books. I am sure you remem-
ber how this started out as a joint exhibition of Pamela King’s work and my own. 
When she dropped out, I edited out (literally blanked out) the sections relating to 
her and reformulated the installation entirely round my own art. When she then 
showed renewed interest in the project, it was too late to revive the idea of a joint 
exhibition, but I decided to publish the deleted sections of the book separately. The 
book Squareness [sic] will accompany my forthcoming exhibition at the Southern 
Alberta Art Gallery; An Open Letter to Pamela King will be used by Pamela King 
in conjunction with an exhibition of her work, when she feels it to be appropriate.

I sense an aura of accusation lingering in that letter, a subtle residue of sharp words. The 
“blanking out” implies a determination not to back down from or disavow a project with 
personal significance.

As promised, it is an extended text (including notes) of fifty-five pages with blanks, some 
the size of a single word, others extending over a page or more. Remarkably, the narrative is 
clear and cogent, and while at first one mentally reinserts the missing elements (and missing 
person), soon Cameron’s words take over and the blank spots become a “design” decision of 
sorts, an artist’s book as exhibition catalogue.

Written a full decade before English Roots and marking many of the same themes (though 
rather more dispassionate), Squareness: is an evocative outline of Cameron’s artistic sources and 
influences, his inspirations and responses to works and individuals. It is also a tour through 
recent art history, beginning with an epigraph by Ad Reinhardt. Checking the references, 



E R I C  C A M E R O N :  A U T H O R !  A U T H O R !38

Squareness:, cover portrait (Lethbridge: 
Southern Alberta Art Gallery, 1993). Photo: 
David H. Brown, University of Calgary 
Imaging Services.
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however, one finds that only twelve of the sixty-one endnotes include text, though all the 
numbers appeared in Cameron’s essay. In a play on Reinhardt’s essay, “From ‘Twelve Rules 
for a New Academy’” in an anthology by Gregory Battcock, Cameron states under References 
and Notes, “Sources of [mis]quotations from the ancients will be supplied by the author upon 
written request.”78

This is a curious book. One suspects an importance given to absence and rejection that is 
well beyond Cameron’s comments on recent painting. I address only the most notable (or new) 
elements being considered here, conscious of the issues from other writings already discussed.

Having come to read T.S. Eliot through Clement Greenberg’s noting of him as “the best 
of all literary critics,”79 Cameron reveals that “I stayed with Eliot because he seemed to be able 
to define a relationship between art and life that was never firmly grasped by Greenberg.”80 He 
goes on to discuss “what seems to be the crucial point of elucidation at which Eliot can only al-
low himself to hint: the desolation of the Waste Land results from the afflictions of the Fisher 
King. As with the Fisher King, so with T.S. Eliot.”81 He then quotes St. Paul, that “Charity 
never faileth” but takes charity further as love, in modern translations, adding:

If it is right to “love thy neighbour as thyself,” is it consistent to deny (except under 
the most stringently prescribed circumstances) the supreme solace of compassion-
ate sexual sharing to self and others equally?82

A substantial blank space follows, then rumination on pictorial proportions and preferences, 
field of vision, and properties of the square. “The outermost limits of containment suddenly 
become the central focus of aesthetic content.”83

We return to Eliot and The Waste Land, with the Hanged Man84 as reference to crucifix-
ion and thus, death. The pages become fragmented, with big blank spaces, as Cameron turns 
to a consideration of faith and religion.

By comparison with [     ] Eliot [     ] I must consider myself more fortunate. If I 
too can claim a protestant background, it was a faith whose grip on my parents was 
already weakening. In my own life there has been a separation from belief. And 
if life has given me other reasons to suffer, I am at least spared the ordeal of [     ] 
tormented belief.85
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Eric Cameron has turned somewhere in every long text to the question of faith and religion. 
Despite his “separation from belief,” he cannot ignore its central relevance to his life and work. 
He writes here of his Process Paintings as a “wall of squares” or “barriers,” as if “haunted” by 
the ghost of religion.86 He mentions the narrower tape used in Process Paintings “that resulted 
in an increased number of squares, a more insistent repetition of their cruelly pious message 
of squareness.”87 He describes the “ritual” aspect of his habitual kneeling or crouching stance 
for working on the Thick Paintings, stripped to the waist “in that fetal position”88 – a position 
that could also be seen as supplicant or penitent.

When St Paul writes that “now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am 
known,” Cameron recognizes that

Through belief in God we may be absolved of the subjective responsibility for the 
burden of our own existence, because we already exist objectively for God. If God 
may be defined as love, the greatest gift of love may be the sense that our being is 
acknowledged and enhanced and affirmed within the gaze and in the embrace of 
a caring other.89

He speculates on replacing Nietzsche’s dictum that “God is Dead” with “Dead is God,” 
understanding the switch as a means of “designating the unknowable ‘itness’ of the universe 
God.” That is,

… the creative power that had once been attributed to a personal God had been 
reattributed to the dark otherness of dead matter in the universe.

… when I set the basis of my art outside the world of appearances in that 
realm of the unknowable unperceivable forces of nature, I had also intended that 
my art should speak, not with the human voice of self, but with the non-voice of Its 
unknowingness and uncaringness, Its indifference not only to beauty but to every 
human desire and dread.90

These words are those of an individual alone before the void, but they are neither distressed 
nor alienated. There is instead a majestic tranquillity. The “materials of art” themselves give 
comfort, as do ritual, repetition, simplicity of form, and relentless perseverance.
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An Open Le t te r  to  Pamela  K ing
(Eric Cameron, 1993)

The companion volume to Squareness:, originally integrated as a single text, An Open Letter 
to Pamela King, surprises first by being fuller than anticipated, and its text as coherent as its 
partner’s. Though the blanks in Squareness: were substantial, those in the present volume are 
similar in size. The sentences in the two volumes fit together precisely, should one care to flip 
back and forth between them, and their measurements are identical. Page 1 complements 
page 1, page 9 to page 9, and so on. The illustrations in Cameron’s text are replaced here by 
King’s paintings represented in full-page reproductions: in colour, a frontispiece and six plates 
(between pages 22 and 23), with seven half-tones between pages 38 and 39. The front cover 
is a photograph of Pamela King in a slide from 1987, seated with a broad smile on a bench in 
three-quarter view, in a studio interior, before a painting of that year. The back cover is plain 
white.

If Squareness: and An Open Letter to Pamela King were placed together as a single book, 
King’s image would be on the front cover and Cameron’s on the back, with the blank white 
versos facing each other on the interior, as shown in the photograph here and as Cameron “had 
always envisaged them”91 Alternatively, one could have a glossy, white, unmarked volume on 
the exterior – in the pure “conceptual” mode – with the two artists’ portraits and paintings 
face-to-face inside. For me, aligning the text on the spines as “Eric Cameron SQUARENESS: 
An Open Letter to Pamela King” makes better sense, with the portraits facing each other at 
centrefold and plain white covers outside.

Very quickly, Cameron’s text assumes a tone different from that in Squareness:. Where 
in Squareness:, the author speaks with authority about his own history and development, the 
move to second-person speech introduces a sense of control both on the part of the writer 
(careful in his choice of words) and for his subject, as if he is conscious of being more teacher 
than colleague. His text begins precisely:

The purpose of this open letter is to reflect on the relationship between your art 
and my art. It grows out of our brief exchanges on the subject of each other’s work 
late in 1987 and early 1988.92
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 An Open letter to Pamela King, cover portrait 
(self-published, 1993). Photo: David H. 
Brown, University of Calgary Imaging 
Services.

Squareness and An Open Letter to Pamela 
King aligned as one publication. Photo: 
David H. Brown, University of Calgary 
Imaging Services.
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Ad Reinhardt is not mentioned, as apparently not “related” to King. Cameron notes almost 
immediately:

I am more surprised than I realised at the time how consistently your work was 
able to provide enlightening juxtapositions with my own through all the changes 
it has undergone in all those years.93

The “letter” discusses early influences on King as a painter, as if analogous to Cameron’s own 
history of his development, but suddenly invites checking with Squareness: when the text 
moves to The Waste Land and Cameron notes, “And as with the Fisher King, so with Pamela 
King.”94 We recall the reference to Eliot’s (and by implication, Cameron’s) sexual troubles 
mentioned in the earlier text. Cameron continues:

In your case, I would point to the influence of your protestant background, and 
I would equate this imprinted constraint in your life with the containing fact of 
squareness in your art. [     ] and you have spoken often enough and openly enough 
of the impact the moral strictures of your family background has had on you. 
I remember there was one occasion at an opening of an exhibition in the Little 
Gallery when you thought John Will and I were ridiculing you because of it. If we 
did laugh, we should rather have wept. Nowhere is the cruel streak in Christianity 
more apparent than in its codes of sexual prohibition.95

A lengthy blank space follows. Open Letter and Squareness: seem to have diverged, though 
when the two texts are reunited by comparing their pages, a coherent thread is being de-
veloped. The text for the two books was composed originally as a single essay, after all. Read 
separately, however, Open Letter quietly builds on the “control” sensed earlier; he is writing, 
and she is not. He is exhibiting, and now she is not – or at least not at the time the two vol-
umes were published. Was King’s decision to withdraw from the joint exhibition somehow 
connected to her sense of his presumption in discussing her work in public in this way? It is 
difficult to imagine An Open Letter to Pamela King being “used by Pamela King in conjunc-
tion with an exhibition of her work, when she feels it to be appropriate.”96
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After four nearly-all-blank pages (indicating text removed to Squareness:), he notes briefly:

… my favorite Pam King quote is: “Ad Reinhardt’s black paintings are kind of 
black.”97

Read baldly like this, without the relevant Cameron-related material as balance, she might 
possibly feel demeaned, understanding Cameron’s own deep study of Reinhardt. At the same 
time, “kind of” is an accurate description of Reinhardt’s dense near-black surfaces. Moving 
right along, Cameron comments that he has found “only two” references in King’s writing to 
“desire”: the desire to paint, and through painting and the use of the square, “a desire for order 
and consistency.”98 She is being accused somehow of her desire or need for control, as if her 
words and ideas are being twisted in on themselves, out of context. Her paintings are analyzed 
in this regard; her images of scaffolding or the human figure (some with the proportions of 
her own body), her internal divisions and references to framing within the paintings, are all 
pointed out and then referred to Eliot’s Hanged Man in The Waste Land.99 He points out:

The private world of thoughts and feelings and of images that we conjure up to 
ourselves needs to be separated again from the world of external sensation, of ap-
pearances that we also construct for ourselves but on the basis of such external 
stimuli as we are capable of assimilating through the organs of perception. One of 
the first results of our exchanges for me was [     ] in the sense I have attributed to 
you, [     ] we and our [     ] are [     ] to each other.100

The accumulating text of An Open Letter to Pamela King begins to take on the tenor of a very 
post-modern courtship, where a visit to an exhibition including works by both Cameron and 
King “brought our exchanges to their very rapid climax.”101 She writes her response to his 
work, and Cameron states:

That painting and that letter of yours may have done more to transform my per-
ception of my work and its place in my life than almost anything else that has 
happened [     ]102
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These issues are developed more fully in following pages and, perhaps even more conscious 
of the lengthy, eloquent blank spaces, the reader feels somehow privy to significant personal 
revelation.

King had written: “My present work is based on secrets” and Cameron affirms that “you 
had already gone a good deal further than Eliot ever did in declaring your private life to be 
the subject of your art.”103 He acknowledges “that I might inadvertently have transgressed the 
domain of that aura in a way that might make publication problematic for you.”104

He quotes at length from her letter, the “private place” evoked by his work and her own 
memories of childhood. It is clear he is deeply touched, as she had been, by work and by words. 
The text – and the gaps – are poignant, and a current of carnal love is mentioned then passed 
by. As he comes to the end of his essay, however, he notes:

I find the joy your letter continues to give me every time I read it suddenly under-
cut by a self-conscious awareness that I am Head of the Art Department and that, 
at the time you wrote it, you were a graduate student in our M.F.A. programme.105

There’s the rub. Universities require acknowledgment of rank and position; inevitably, a cer-
tain distance must be maintained. While Cameron’s letter continues further, he remembers 
with regret their later conversations and growing estrangement, ending simply with “… both, 
in our different ways [     ] we [     ] that we [     ]”106

“Why I  was  so  p leased …”
In Desire and Dread (Calgary: Muttart Public Art Gallery, 1998)

While not as substantial as a book, “Why I was so pleased …” is interesting for the specificity 
of its comments, made in response to “Pleasures of Paradox,” a paper by Leslie Dawn, pre-
sented originally in 1997 at a seminar in Canadian Art and Conceptualism at the University 
of British Columbia, where he was a doctoral candidate. Dawn’s eleven-page essay was invited 
for inclusion in the catalogue for Cameron’s retrospective exhibition at the Muttart Public Art 
Gallery in Calgary, but it was apparently revised upon the receipt of Cameron’s comments. 
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Cameron’s own eleven-page essay makes note of the exchange of views, regretting the loss of 
some material excised by Dawn before the catalogue was published.

Cameron begins mildly, with comments on how pleased he was that Dawn opened by 
comparing the Thick Paintings with pearls in their appearance and process of formation, 
despite the qualification of such “jewels” as “outrageously oversized baroque” pearls. His cor-
rections are modest, pointing out, for example, that his references to “the order of things” 
did not refer to Michel Foucault’s book, which in any case was titled Les mots et les choses in 
French, “Words and Things,” rather than the familiar English title, The Order of Things.107 He 
mentions that his “own interest in language was of a different kind, having more in common 
with pre-structuralist ideas going back to the ancient Greeks.” In reference to Greenbergian 
modernism, he points out that his Thick Paintings

… could be seen as setting aside the social conventions of flatness and the rect-
angular shape of the easel painting and taking their point of departure from the 
third of his three characteristics of painting, the properties of pigment, about 
which Greenberg himself has least to say. Pigment is not a social convention but a 
material substance with physical and chemical properties.108

He feels his concerns for “the realm of material forces” puts him further at odds with Green-
berg’s affirmation of the painter’s “deliberate choice and creation of limits” since, in Cameron’s 
case, the material properties of his medium took over control from the outset,

and persisted in spite of my best efforts to deny them, until I eventually accepted 
and adjusted. To the extent that I (and others) eventually found the imprint of 
myself as a biological and psychological being in my Thick Paintings, I would 
hold they are a lot more “human” than anything that has come out of Greenberg’s 
Modernism. In this, I think I was probably a lot more like the best of Modern art-
ists than his prescription for Modernism allows.109

Cameron’s articulate text betrays a certain defensiveness as it rights the perceived inaccuracies 
of Dawn’s essay. He begins his comments by mention of Leslie Dawn’s authorship, but usually 
calls him Les Dawn subsequently, when making additional points, as if Dawn has not been 
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sufficiently illuminating. Given Cameron’s penchant for puns and wordplay, one might not 
consider such a delicate (unconscious) putdown impossible.

(This Gale might be now be considered a blowhard, or merely a passing bit of air …)
Words are tricky, often revelatory. Dawn, for example, considers Cameron’s series of Ex-

posed/Concealed works. For my part, I have found it interesting that the Exposer/Cacher series 
of works, made and presented originally in France (1993), is Exposed/Concealed in English, for 
exposer in French would normally be translated “to exhibit,” an inconvenient word as a title. 
Revealed/Concealed might work. To expose, however, suggests something out in the open, 
open to or unprotected from the elements, in plain view. To expose can be to lay open to criti-
cism, to expose oneself (to scorn or censure), to present to view by baring, or to make known. 
It may imply “exposing” the hidden or shameful. The word is not an inaccurate choice for the 
situation of exposer/cacher, but may all the same reveal more than intended, when one consid-
ers the content of the undeveloped photographs at the interior of the works. Elsewhere,110 
tellingly, Cameron has quoted T.S. Eliot, for whom words

… slip, slide, perish,
Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place,
Will not stay still111

Words are difficult, and published words have a life more extended than those spoken. In dis-
cussing his preoccupation with brushwork, which “conceals from me as I work the emerging 
sculptural form,”112 Cameron broaches the issue of unintended revelation as evidenced in some 
photographs of the Thick Paintings.

Some statements by Leslie Dawn have cut deep. Cameron reproduces in full the passage 
from his 1993 text, “On Killing Two Birds with One Stone,” with its story of the poster for his 
Divine Comedy exhibition (1990), which Leslie Dawn had quoted in fragments. The Dean’s 
secretary in Calgary had commented that that she always saw “a figure kneeling down” in 
the image. With that statement, everything becomes complicated. Cameron is mortified, and 
reveals to us that he took this as “a woman [kneeling down and] bent right over, bottom in the 
air.” He mentions this notion to exhibition curator Diana Nemiroff, who was unconvinced, 
and who “thought the kneeling figure could be that of a penitent.” But sex, having been intro-
duced, is insisted upon – punishment rather than contrition is what the figure reveals (never 
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mind a selected, particular view of a painted lobster) – and Cameron goes further, into even 
more detail about personal needs and preferences. He notes his “horror” at Leslie Dawn’s use 
of the term “sado-masochism”113 and its implications, then segues into a discussion of surveil-
lance and of Foucault’s book Discipline and Punish, of which he says he was only vaguely aware 
at the time, and which recalled discussions at NSCAD that were “excruciatingly tedious.”114

There is more. As he commented earlier in his essay, on another issue altogether (the 
relation and timing of his work vis-à-vis conceptual art issues): “There are times when you just 
can’t win! I may be digging myself in deeper as I write.”115

As I have stated above, Cameron’s unflinching willingness – or need – to face himself at 
his suspected worst, is admirable. For sheer wear and tear, however, this insistent probing of 
sexual anxiety and apparent shame can overtake the impact of larger issues and his discussion 
of the work itself.

Eric Cameron proves himself a relentless task-master.

2

With Why I was so pleased … we come full circle, English Roots following in its wake some five 
years later. As indicated above, the sequence of essays marks Cameron’s trajectory from exterior 
to interior, a revelation of self and psyche that is all the more admirable for its sometimes 
difficult content and for the author’s probing, insistent honesty.

Beginning with a definition of terms and references for his artistic output, his philosophical 
and ideological roots, Cameron comes to admit to and explore his innermost private anxieties, 
understood now as also a source for his art. He comes to confront the void, and know the 
dark places always immanent. His self-discovery offers a larger knowledge as Cameron shares 
hopes and fears, evokes his long and difficult journey. This is a confession on the order of St. 
Augustine. And a gift to us, his readers.

… the role of the artist has always entailed a mystical revelation beyond the logic of 
argument, albeit, in the present, this must imply a material mysticism.116
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