
REBECCA BREWER/ Seers of the Cosmos, do not mourn over 
the scheme of things 

Cease to be a di sobedient child in the school of experience, and begin to learn, with 

humility and patience, the lessons that are set for your ultimate perfection. 

I have always been interested in the melodrama of human interiority. Recently, a 

difficult transitional year found my work taking thematic cues from the language 

of the therapy bed, and from the pop-psychology, faulty logic, bad advice, and 

specious claims of various self-help philosophies. At the time I was also profoundly 

invested in the depicted figure in painting, which I was aware could be the last 

stop on the train to total dissolution into bad taste and uncritical claptrap. In 

retrospect, these tensions in my life and interests were dovetailing neatly to create 

a body of work that integrated text, images, and ideas engendering the dubious 

associations and uncomfortable sensibilities of a coping strategy. 

Avoid exaggerations. The truth is sufficient. 

I took the book on which these images are painted from the free box at Banyen 

Books-"Canada's spiritual and healing resource since 1970." I thought it was a 

pleasing object-a nicely proportioned, low-budget paperback printed in the 1970s 

with New Age-y flair-but it turned out to be an unexpectedly gravid publication. 

The text was assembled following the death of writer James Allen; fragments were 

culled from his long and prolific career as a proto self-help writer, or what the 

editor's preface calls a "Prophet of Meditation." Allen died in 1912. During his time 

as a writer and in the turn towards secularism, the genre of Popular Philosophy 

recommended personal systems of ethics in the absence of holy texts. The influence 

of Christian doctrine, however, is evident. 

Be watchful, that no thought of self creep in again and stain thee. Think of thyself as 

abolished. 

It has been stated, in no uncertain terms, that the anthropomorphic turn in painting 

a) is recursive, b) is connected to periods of decline, imminent fascistic vibrations, 

and unequal distributions of power, and c) is therefore an easily instrumentalized, 

regressive sensibility, and all around bad mojo that ought to be avoided.1 

1 See Benjamin Buchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regress ion" (1980). 119 
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Man is not the result of outward conditions. Outward conditions are the result of man. 

The cipher-like figure forms over the Meditations pages contribute to a formal 

alphabet that has developed in my work. The influences on this figural alphabet 

range from Constructivist illustration to Art Deco to Medieval polychrome sculpture 

to early Tarot cards, a paralleling of antiquity with 20th-century Modernism 

that recurs frequently in my casual artistic research. Anthropomorphic figures, 

so of ten mired in the heresy of allegorical meaning, are something I repeat with 

cautious conviction. The ongoing project of working with the figure constitutes a 

minor personal artistic rebellion for me. It's no secret that artists live by dictums 

as much as anyone else. We derive guidance from philosophers and critics and seek 

to purify our art with the wisdom of progressive ideas. Yet, the forbidden thing, 

once aptly pointed out, immediately becomes inevitable and all philosophical 

injunctions are in some way as monstrous as the ideas that they forbid. Of interest 

to me, however, is how prohibitions, once invalidated by having been spoken in 

the voice of authority, can become material to work with. Different dictates and 

competing demands for our moral attention can coexist in a given document or 

artwork to interesting ends. 

The present is the synthesis of the entire past; the net result of all that a man has ever 

thought and done is contained within him. 

As self-help goes, Allen's Meditations are severe. They are at times absurd 

statements and walk a fine line between a refreshing call for modesty and a self

loathing gravitas not fit for contemporary consumption. In my inner world, the 

simultaneously satirical and sincere relationship that one must assume to read 

these dictums feels appropriate. Reading these suggestions for how the body 

should be formed in relation to the individual 's scruples and character of mind, 

the heady proclamations of a 19th century pop-philosophy guru feel oddly relevant 

to the project of reimagining the figure in light of the injunction against the figure. 

Rebecca Brewer, Nothing can prevent us from accomplishing the aims of our life, 2012-13, 

watercolour on paper (pages from James Allen's Mediation s, 1913), 17 x 12.25 cm each 
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