

















Tanya Leighton

Because I understand the history of Western painting when it comes to
depicting non-white subjects as other, I very much want to paint them in the
I-to-you axis of intimacy. When I painted Rehanah Sadiq and Reverend
Jackie Gayle, it’s obviously very much about the loose language of painting,
but it’s also about the fact that these aren’t other to me; these are my people.
Similarly, the interiority of the smile was because I thought I can’t paint
people in face masks; it’s too clichéd at the moment, there’s so much bad art
on Instagram of people in face masks. But here, it became about the face. And
that’s because it’s something that I feel painting can do in a very particular
way. It creates an I-to-you relationship of intimacy in a way that the
photograph almost always renders the person in the third person,
particularly in terms of history, whether it’s National Geographic or
anthropological photography—obviously, someone like James Van Der Zee is

a notable exception.

But in Ordination, a work in your Mission series, you paint an
image of your father with a bishop behind him and a fellow priest

next to him, and it seems deeply problematic.

I am painting my father as a white priest. In that context, I'm deliberately
constructing my father—in my mind, at least, and this is a lifetime project—
in the third person, not as my father. I'm obviously drawn to paint him
numerous times because of the personal connection, which I've already
spoken about. But essentially, I'm interested in painting whiteness, and
potentially unsettling that whiteness within the problematics of an
understanding of racial injustice in relation to imperial history and in terms
of how that’s been represented in art. [The late Nigerian writer] Chinua
Achebe’s 7hings Fall Apartis a touchstone for me in terms of framing
imperialism around the initial entry point or indoctrination of the
missionaries. And so, yes, that problematic image, the Ordination painting, 1
really felt I couldn’t paint for a long time because of that worry of being
completely misread. But I thought: “Nobody else is painting about this.” And
I am so much formed by this relationship, to questions around whiteness and
otherness in relation to the fact that, obviously, I'm very much a non-white
person, and yet have a white father who I've seen in Bangladesh. If ever you
want to see how white supremacy or white exceptionalism works, you just

need to see how white foreigners are treated in India and Bangladesh
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compared to, say, how my mother was treated in Southampton in the 1990s.
So, in a way, painting is a way of navigating those questions and taking that
risk of being misunderstood and misread. But then that’s why I'm so
particular about the framing of works within the titles that I give series of
works, within the titles that I give individual works and then certainly the
attention I give to the discourse, the way I talk about it and the way other

people talk about it, as much as possible.

Ordination (2017) examines the impact of white missionaries in countries such as Bangladesh and India,
while also exploring the elevated position of Westerners there

You talked about the third-person address of photography and, of
course, you’re a painter who works with photographs. what
happens in that translation? How much of it is to do with feeling,

with the context of memory or just with the very stuff of paint?

It’s an inextricable bond of those three things. That’s what’s so extraordinary
for me about painting: the layering of what you just described, the stuff that
makes up the image. It’s building something out of nothing onto a blank
canvas with paint and all the variables that go into the choices that one then
makes on a physical, intuitive level: how thick or thin will this paint be? How
many tones shall I mix? What will I layer? How will the surface breathe? All
those things are happening so quickly, in addition to the personal content,

which is feeding directly into that process. What you’re looking for, when
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you're building something out of nothing, is recognition, is familiarity, is the
point at which the person looks back at you and says: “I am here. I am now

a presence.”
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