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Solitude
2022, oil on canvas, 30 x 30 in.

Natural Perceptions
John Goodrich

As scientists tell us, colors exist only as neural activity within our minds. To be
more specific, our visual systems — our eyes and mind, working in concert — inter-
pret ratios of light wavelengths as varying colors; without a visual system, the light
waves remain just that: frequencies of energy. But do we really need to know this?
The colors we perceive feel decidedly real, and our perceptions of them are so
rich and complex that some of us could spend a lifetime studying them.

This is, of course, precisely what a artist does. The painter who works from
observation is reacquainting herself with all manner of visual events: the



radiant illumination of a lawn on a cloudless day, the deep, harshly delimited
shadows on a building at noon, the soft, reflected light on the inner leaves of a
tree’s canopy. As toddlers, we learned to decipher all such incidents, large and
small; since childhood, we have unthinkingly registered the wholesale contrast
between indoor and outdoor light, as well as the subtlest changes in a table’s
surface at the base of a saltshaker.

Elizabeth Higgins is a painter clearly attuned to the workings of light. Stylisti-
cally, her paintings hit a sweet spot midway between abstraction and realism;
her broadly limned forms seek a clarifying order, while her colors appeal to our
deeply internalized expectations of light, lending tangible openness to expanses
of air and water, and vitality to textures and contrasting details.

In, for instance, “Light on the Sound,” the artist’s hues — cool green, pale purple
and ultramarine blue — evokes not only a moonlight night, but the drama of
intervals: stretching sky, compression of groundplane (reinforced by a single,
expeditious diagonal brushstroke), with the moonlit crest of a distant wave
sounding the deep, space in-between. Light bestows presences, and distances
become material.

In “Conversation,” the broad expanses take another form. Warm, muted pinks
establish the palpably intimate space of an interior, its wall punctuated by a
sunlight-flooded window. Each hue is calibrated to the further the effect of light;
reflections in the glazing of wall-hung artworks faintly echo the outdoor blaze,
while the narrow windowsill sounds as the brightest note of all. Though relatively
small in canvas-inches, a cluster of dense browns and purples looms large; they
conjure two figures, separated by the table yet tangibly connected by their ges-
tures, communicated through a remarkable efficiency of line and color. Meanwhile,
clouds climb towards the top of the window frame, spelling out bit by bit the
height and distance of the sky.

In “Julia Reading” the human subject relates to her environment in a completely
different way in an interior illuminated by multiple light sources. Two lamps
send smallish arcs of warm light across the purple surfaces of a bedroom’s wall
and sloping ceiling, while cool daylight pours through a window. Beneath these
crosscurrents of light, a figure reads in bed, her arms — the most intensely warm
notes of the painting — rising sturdily against the long horizontals of bed and
windowsill.

Many of the artists’ paintings and prints resonate with a kind of meditative still-
ness, but none more so than. “Pilgrimage to St. Anne’s, Fogo Island,” which con-
sists mostly of bands of earthy yellow-green and limpid blue-green. In this scene
of a remote Canadian fishing village, only two elements oppose these streaming
horizontals: the simple solidness of a church, and a lone figure, silhouetted
against the vastness of water and sky. The artist and her daughters had visited
the island following a family tragedy, the death of her 27-year-old son. Such a
loss remains inexpressible in words or paint, but in this painting we can sense a
profound solitude and resilience in the face of the fathomless.

Several paintings, all depicting a woman seated or standing before a window,
evoke the nurturing embrace of light. In these, the figure’s gaze through the
window becomes our own. The planes of the walls and floor in “Woman at the
Window” glow with softly reflecting light, an effect heightened by the vibrant, con-
trasting greens visible through the window.

Layers of optical experience unfold in another of these paintings, titled “Woman
at Window.” Here the figure is seated within the large frame of a window, the
edges of her arm and skirt lit by sunlight, while most skintones take on a deep,
shadowy ruddiness. Behind her form, a railing marks the division between inti-
mate interior and exuberant outdoors. Perhaps a hundred feet beyond, a wall of
vibrantly varying greens fills the entire aperture of the window — except, that is,



for a few terracotta-hued houses, peering from amidst the cacophony of green.
Muted in their distance, these islands of warm pink converse with the deep reds
of the figure, bridging their distant worlds.

Elizabeth Higgins paintings remind us that “mere” colors, applied to a canvas,
can re-making visual experiences to an extraordinary degree. The very act of

framing a view, moreover, affords new means of quantifying and ordering the
elements within, imparting human-scale understanding to the flood of visual

information.

This is the felicitous paradox of painting, which of necessity starts out as flat,

fixed manipulations of pigment. It finishes, sometimes, as an expression that's
anything but flat and fixed. It can locate each object’s presence, its character,
even its raison d'étre — a point amply borne out by Elizabeth Higgins’ lumi-
nous paintings.

Light on Sound
2018, oil on canvas, 48 x 36 in.




The Conversation
2020, oil on canvas, 48 x 36 in.




Julia Reading
2018, oil on canvas, 24 x 24 in.




ABOVE:

Pilgrimage to St. Anne’s
2019, oil on canvas, 6 x12in.

Opposite:
Evening Light, Long Island Sound

2020, oil on canvas, 16 x 20 in.




Woman at Window
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ABOVE:

Reflection 2

2020, oil on canvas, 14 x 14 in.

OPPOSITE:

Yellow Tree by Shore

2022, monotype, 14 x 13 in.
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Figures at the Museum
2022, oil on canvas, 40 x 30 in.




Woman at Window
2022, oil on canvas, 20 x 20 in.




Verdant Landcape Reflection
2022, oil on canvas, 10 x 20 in. 2021, oil on canvas, 10x 20 in.



Towards the Sea
2022, oil on canvas, 36 x 48 in.
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Yellow Light

2020, 0il on canvas, 10 x 8 in.

OPPOSITE:

How the Light Gets In

2022, oil on canvas, 14 x11 in.



Open Window
2020, oil on canvas, 40 x 30 in.
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After Storm
2020, 0il on canvas, 10 x 10 in.

OPPOSITE:

Leaving Westerly
2020, monotyope, 12 X 12 in.



Woman at Window
2018, oil on canvas, 48 x 36 in.




Figure by the Shore

2021, oil on canvas, 48 x 36 in.




Something Found
2022, oil on canvas, 48 x 36 in.




LEFT TO RIGHT:

Hydrangeas 1

2022, monotype, 12 X 12 in.

Hydrangeas 2
2022, monotype, 12 X 12 in.

Hydrangeas 3

2022, monotype, 12 X 12 in.



Looking Out, Looking In
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Seated Woman
2022, monotype, 8 X6 in.



Seated Woman 1
2021, monotype, 18 X 14 in.



Woman
2021, monotype, 8 X 6in.
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All proceeds to the artist are being donated
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son, William Jones (1991-2018).

Artwork photography: Patrick Vingo
Catalog design: John Goodrich
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