Notes on “Of Possession”

Of Possession collects a new body of oil paintings by Pearl Van Geest. Using bold compositions and vivid colour, the canvases are studies of the same image; a close-up of a woman’s face caught on the brink of devouring a flower. Depicting several variations of the same encounter, the paintings represent conjoined aspects of nature and human sexuality, a theme found throughout both classical mythology and art history. Whereas the female form has traditionally been the subject, and even victim, of the male gaze, in this case, the artist upsets our expectations of these symbols to empower them without sacrificing any of their associated poetry.  

Using common botanical names as titles, Amaryllis, Belladonna, Datura and Belle Blanche, the artist underscores the physical and symbolic characteristics of each to add resonance to the work. For instance, amaryllis, commonly called belladonna or deadly nightshade, is a genus of flower that contains a toxic alkaloid, which when ingested in large enough qualities can be poisonous. Named after one of the three mythological Fates, Atropos, who cuts the thread of life, the flower also has a reputation as an herbal extract used by Mediterranean women to dilate their pupils to make themselves more attractive – hence, belladonna translates as ‘fair lady’ in Italian. Datura, also known as belle blanche or Jimsom’s weed, contains a similar alkaloid with a reputation as a hallucinogen used in shamanic rituals, and as a hypnotic aid to both good and ill effect in both the Old and New World. 

On Possession I and II features a similarly close-cropped image of a mouth about to swallow the protruding stamen of a trumpet lily; only the image has been flipped and doubled to create a pair of mirror images dramatically facing one another. The ancient Greeks believed that the lily, or lilium, was born of the spilt breast milk from the goddess Hera, while Juno, her Roman counterpart, was said to have conceived her son Mars, both the god of fertility and of war, using a magical lily. In the Christian tradition the trumpet lily symbolizes sanctity, virtue and resurrection, and has long been associated with the Virgin Mary. Symbolically, the images suggest multiple interpretations – nature, poison, purity, seduction, fertility and rebirth. Their often contradictory meanings add further layers of complexity and depth to the work.  

At face value, we are intruding on a self indulgent moment. Seeing this woman on the cusp of smelling, eating or kissing each flower, we begin to question our inhibitions and the limitations we place upon perception. The paintings invite us to give in, whether through a shared communion with the natural world or to the rapture of the moment. Assimilating aspects of mythology, botany and pharmacology into her work, Van Geest discovers her painterly muse and inspires us to expand our own senses and drink deeply of life’s heady aroma.
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