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Susan Shatter: Tracking the Terrain 
by Donald Ku.spit 

Susan Shatter's landscapes have a kind of intransigent objectivity, as 

though the artist were refusing all communion with her theme-every 

attempt' to see nature from some imaginary within. Shatter refuses to 

fall-coyly and knowingly, as is the custom-into the pathetic fallacy, 

to take nature as a rich realm of emotional connotation, even though 

that sometimes seems its gift to us. She neither mythologi7.es nor 

de-mythologi7.es it. she begins with it simply as there. Nature, as 

she depicts it. consists mostly of bare rock that is so insistent in its 

particularity it cannot even begin to be mystified into an objective 

correlative for emotion. Its shapes seem self-determined: or, if less 

than that, n.ever less than vectors artiailating anonymous foroes, 
abstract to our comprehension. Feeling, then, and all associations 

that might be stirred by this "majestic" nature, slides off these 

landscapes, exactly like the atmosphere dl3t might make them stick. 

Or else feeling disappears into its crevices, its drops towards the 

abyss, as in Venigo, Blaclc Canyon ( 1981) where our diz:zine.ss drains us 

of all feeling except the simple desire for self-preservation, which is 

ootsomueh feeling as aretum toourownobjectivityafterexperiencing 

the dizzying objectivity of nature. This, then, is not nature as healer 

and comrade, the great alternative to society or the welcoming, 

felicitous side of the indifferent cosmos. It is simply stark matter, 

locked in its own eternity, existing on a temporaJ scale beyond any that 

wemightuse to give it form-even beyondourordinarysenseof space as 

conquerable by our own movement through it We cannot easily move 

through this landscape; there is no sure footing anywhere in it 

Shatter sometimes presses us close to this resistent matter, and 

sometimes n.ot. In Ice Blue (1981), Indian Point (1981) and 

October I.ighl (1981), our eye moves towards the horizon, 

yet the scene never loses its rawness, is never relieved by any hint 

of haze or blurring of edges. In Alligator Rod: (1981), Mohave Point 
(198 l ), and Pima Poinl (1982) we cannot even make our escape toW3fds 

the horizon: our perception finds no open space to idle in, no meandering 

line that is relaxed enough to identify with. Even the rather descriptive 

color, isolated and abstracted by its intensity, refuses to comfort 

us. Shatter bas given us a nature that is neither poetic nor prosaic, but 

rather "eschatological" -a finaJ "fate." Chauncey Loomis bas made us 
familiar with the concept of the an:ric sublime. Shatter gives °' a nature 
that js sublime-that implies the infinite-not because it is like a cold 

abyss, but because it is exclusively physical 

In much abstract art, nature went underground. as though a resowce that 

gave hidden human point to the sublime formalities of pure art. In 
these works, Shatter bas the same craggy/jagged look that Clyffocd Still 

fetisbizcd, only now returned to its original source. This release from 

both the compulsion and pretension of abstraction is to me bcalthy; it 

aJso permits a further realization of form. With the return to sharp 

observation of nature that Shatter offers, the decorative dead end is 

broken through, and received formalist strategies dismissed What is 

important about Sbatter's landscapes is not their realism-there is as 

much oTthodox, fonnula-following realism as there is orthodox 

abstraction- but rather their revelation of the continuing unorthodoxy of 

nature's forms. Uoostentatious and invigorating, they seem increasingly 

preferable to the vanities of "pure" form. Nature observed purely-with 

all feeling held in abeyance-bas beoome a profound source of powerful 

fonn.1 



Landscapes and Seacapes 

~usan Shatter has. at last, found the perfect landscape for 
her. the Irish Sea. She's painted canyons and deserts, volcanoes and 
riven, and also the ocean, but the Irish Sea has become her own as 
none of the others quite did. She's always been detached. coolly 
tracking the tenain. which seemed foreknown however unfamiliar its 
details, but the Irish Sea bespeaks Shatter's inner sense of beauty and 
primonliality - the deep beauty of untamed power, following its own 
elusive rhythms even as it evokes chaos and the unknown. Where. in 
previous paintings, Shatter kept her distance, patiently smveying the 
landscape, in the Irish Sea paintings she seems to lose all sense of the 
distance between herself and the scene. She literally worked at the 
edge of the sea, stopping only when the tide threatened to overwhelm 
her. In Sea Swell, 2000 she bas all but merged with the sea There is no 
horizon, and the water flows exquisite and energetic, and as impatient 
as the sea it.sett and as full of cootradictOJy, devious currents, of oolor 
and light as well .as water. AH of Shatter's Irish Sea paintings seem 
full of raw conflict A body seems to be tearing itself apart; luminous 
water is a skin pulled back to reveal the dalk guts of the earth. Beneath 
the surfilce of Sbatter's flawless precision there is a gruesome tension. 

I think Sbatter's seascapes are the best since Wmslow Hom
er's. Homer went to Maine. but M.aine is no Ion~ remote and 
untouched, certainly not the way Shatter's place on the Irish coast 
is. Homer seemed interested in the moment when water, after much 
churning. exploded against rock, erupting into the air like a geyser. 

Dare we say this is a masculine ejaoulative moment? .$batter's sea is 
much more subtle and. ooe might say, feminine. Its dynamic lurks be-
nca1h the surface, however turbulent the surface sometimes is. Passion 
is more discreet; Shatter's sea does not orate, the way Homer's does. but 
seduces. It is more gncmmy, less a symbol of the strcouous life. Even in 
Roiling Sea and Wave, boch 2000, the excited, forceful foam symboliz.ed 
an unfathomable depth. whereas in Homer the depth seems to ~right on 
the surface, indeed, the same as the surface. Shatter' is not the romantic 
transcendeotali Homer was, but her empiricism is epipbanic - insightful 
as well as sigbtful. Land and sea may be violently at odds, but Shatter 
shows the balance in their tension. The land often holds its own against 
the sea, vanquishing it, as in Irish Moss and 1idaJ Pools. both 2000. 

Shatta is a realist, but. ~ she shows, realism means re
creation rather than replication. Iodced, Shatter' articulates the 
generative idiosyncracy of the sea without over-jdealizing it in the 
way Homer did. Shatter never sentimentalizes, ovemates, sanctifies, 
but renders the raw creativity in natural beauty. In an age of cynical 
painting, in which seeing bas become second-hand because of its 
overdepeodeoce oo photography. Shatter's paintin~ show that it is 
still possible to see nature first-band, at least in the few remaining 
solituy plaa:;s.. and thus make paintings as authentic as it is. 2 



Bodyscapes 

With the experience of breast canoer, Susan Shatter discovered 

that she bad a body. She turned her attention away from the body 
of mother nature, with its tidal swings of mood and often harsh 
ooocreteness. She discovered deterioration without organic renewal-
painful deterioration that seemed to preclude a future of growth. But 

the experience of brctit cancer-an attack from within, as it WCl'C, 

oo pcthaps the most public part of the female body, suggesting its 
self-betrayal-led to a kind of artistic growth and renewal Her 
wocks became frcsh1y impulsive, virtually expressionistic, sacrificing 
descriptive precision for intensity and depth. Trying to fathom 

the changes in her body-to come to te:rms with their emotional 
significance-and with that in her sense of se1f, her handling became 
fluid, colors lost their mooring in objects, and the sense of a post-natural 
if still all too human body emerged. Her body image became distcrted, 
at times to the point of grotesqucocss, rcOccting Shatter' s sense of 
being irreparably damaged. Nonetheless, the Bodyscapes tum the 
painful body into pleasurable art. however painful they are to look at. 

1bc Bodyscapes were made in response to cbemotherapy, which 
addcdtoSbatter'sseoseofvictimintioo-notonlywasshegratuitously 

victimized by the nature to which she bas devoted her art, but science 
also seemed to victimize bee body, however bard it struggled to bcal the 
damage done by nature-and to psycbotberapy, which tried to repair 
the damage done to her psyche by her death-threatening bodily ailmenL 

One can call the Bodyscapcs Sbattcr's psychoanalytic drawings. as it 
were, and also her biochemical paintings. for they document, in a strange 

mix of fantasy and obsenation, the effect of her chemotherapy on her 
body. They are rcuwbb1e for the oourage with which Shatter faces her 
own body-lives her physical suffering, which is subliminally a narcissis
tic insult-and what bas become an epidemic atDictioo among women, and 
for their artistic energy, suggesting the determination with which Shatter 
bas fought her caocc£. She bas woo the battle, in part, I believe, because 
of the therapeutic effect of making the Bodyscapcs as well as because of 
the benefits of psychotherapy and chemotbcrapy. Continuing to make art 

gave her ego strength. suggesting jts emotional ococssity, all the more so 
because she males it for its own aesthetic sake as well as out of human 
need. Aesthetics is the grace that saves Shatter from her own suffering. 

I Orip.al1y pllblislJed ill An ill~ Ocioi!:ou, 1982. ,-s-SNrlkr"' Fi#Jtboda ") 
1Rq>rilile4from •s.sa.. Slto#u• _,aud, Lyau W"~rGo/kry, NYC. May. 2(J(J].. 



Maricopa Point 
34" x gy· 
1984 
oil on ca1was 



Serpentine Shape 
36.5" x 1r 
1990 
water color on paper 



Zabriskie Point 
32" x 109" 
1990 
water colo.r on paper 



Hydra, Gre~e 
30"" x 64" 
l975 
water color on paper 



lndiao Poiot 
~5'' x 75 .. 
1984 
oil on canvas 



Underwater 
30" x 22" 
1996 
water color and ink on paper 

Inner Pulse 
30" x 22" 
1996 
water color and ink on paper 
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Murky Blues 
30-' x 22·· 
1996 
water oolor and ink on paper 

Ghost Bones IV 
30 .. x 22" 
1995 
wa1er color andl ink on paper 



Wave Surge 
16" x 48" 
2002 
aqueous media on wood 



Aquarhythms 
56 .. x 85"' 
1986 
water color oo paper 



White Out 
32" x 58" 
2001 
water color on paper 
Private collection 



Sea Swell 
40·· x 60" 
2000 
water col~r on paper 
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