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Theselfasastranger

A large sheet of paper covers the end wall of the snowbound studio – white 

outside the window and white inside the room. Pencilled words partially cover the

surface – hundreds of words. My eye moves over them, and into the blank spaces

between them, the emptiness of the text that shapes them and is shaped by them.

The whole surface seems to be moving, a flux, in which there seem to be few 

constants, apart from the faint horizontal lines of the text which repeat, without

repeating . . . But I sense there is a connection, a rhyme almost, between this field

of writing and what is happening outside the window.

Snow has been falling for several hours, gradually covering every surface. Swirling

flakes, dark against the pale grey sky, white against the black of trees and the 

window blanks. Silently the wind blows a fan of white powder from the roof 

of the house opposite. Sometimes a single flake, moving in a different direction

from the others, hovers round the window, like a curling feather on a journey of its

own. The only sounds in the studio are the faint noises of the heating system and

occasionally a muted phone call from the office below. The first snow of winter,

like the approach of thunder in summer has always for me been a time of waiting

and listening and heightened response. 

Opportunities are often things you haven’t noticed the first time around

Cathérine Deneuve 



Now the words on the wall seem to rise and fall, as though breathing. As I look

more closely, phrases begin to emerge. Mimicking the rhythms and patterns 

of speech, they wander and drift. They appeal, they suggest, they insist, they hesi-

tate, they contradict each other and themselves, they exclaim, they cajole, they

question, they point, they rejoice, they sigh. They hint at many stories, but tell

none. This text is writing me, not I the text . . .

Three hours later. The snow has stopped, and now the early afternoon sun is shin-

ing unexpectedly. A diamond shaped patch of light is cast by one of the three sky-

lights in the ceiling, and lies diagonally across the paper. Actually it is not lying still,

but moving slowly across the text, as the sun moves across the sky. My writing

hand moves too, at a faster rate over the paper, passing through the zone of light

and out again into what seems like a chasm of shadow. It’s difficult for the eye 

to adjust to the changing intensity of light, but such is the beauty of this winter

sun-fall amid the snow, that far from attempting to shut it out, I want to welcome

it and accept it as an invisible part of my picture. Perhaps whatever touches a sur-

face changes that surface, even though the change can’t be seen. 

Then the sun passes behind clouds and this short day seems almost over. The huge

text spreads out in front of me, a unified greyish white, and the eye reads: 

‘ – begin – for failing – yet it begins here – before – echoed – for over ten

years – since – this happened – I didn’t realize – I think – not to the extent –

people have asked – I do, yes – to show – comes from what you know – you

don’t know – I don’t really – understand – so yes – I think – that experience

of being – not everybody – knows the truth – so – by definition – since – 

I couldn’t imagine – that it wouldn’t – so I knew – and stopped. Drift – 

the intelligence of – the beginning . . .’

Figure I, 2007, photocopy, edition of 4, 41 x 29 cm



perhaps interest a writer. It was not knowing that interested me. It was the

silences and residues of speech that were coming through to me, on that train

journey, with all the strangeness and excitement of a new thing.

A little later I found the same could happen while listening to the radio, especially

if I didn’t listen too hard. It was as though I could tune in to a subtext with a life of

its own. When I read back the results, they seemed like poetry. Voices other than

mine entered the work, not as direct transcriptions but more as traces of a pas-

sage. So that state of ‘not knowing’, which may be one of the preconditions of art,

became a doorway to a different kind of knowing. I could use its enabling sense 

of freedom to create something from these residues.

That was how the work began. But now all sorts of other things are finding their

way in as though attracted to a magnetic centre: fragments which might have

come from a diary, disjointed chains of thoughts and reflections, along with chatty

notes, expressions of hopes and fears, strange sentences that just come into my

mind, dreams even. Not one voice but many. The character of the text is changing,

as though it were starting to reflect on and from the processes of its own writing.

The idea of a palimpsest of interweaving subtexts and their relationships to each

other is one I find endlessly exciting and seductive. 

The surface of writing relates to both the mind and the body. I realize that I’ve

always had the desire to make such a surface, a mental and a sensual experience

together. The art comes from the desire. The process begins with another surface,

usually paper, something supposedly blank and unwritten-on. Yet for me this sur-

face is not entirely ‘other’, and indeed not truly ‘blank’ – but more like a skin. 

The paper, with its woven, laminated structure, already has a character of its own.

Another piece of paper, another wall, another room, another season. This time the

window looks out over the sea, an immense, glittering space of light, reflecting

into the room and across the surface of the paper. I am working to the sound of

the sea through the open window. The waves break upon the shore below, their

endless surge and reflux one of the most the most ancient sound-lines. I am using

a kind of translucent tissue, almost weightless, and the writing is in coloured pen-

cil. Its soft, waxy tip marks the surface in quite a different way to a lead pencil, and

I’m having to go much more slowly and deliberately, otherwise the thin paper

would tear. As I work, I can feel the pencil responding to the slight unevenness 

of the wall underneath, and passing it on to the micro-structures of the text, 

as though I were picking up the ‘voice’ of the wall, like an old-fashioned gramo-

phone needle. The warm sun and the sea and the rhythmic repetition of the lines

of writing induce a feeling of calm. The text covers the surface in a violet flush. 

This work began partly as a ‘found’ text, with bits of overheard speech from many

different sources. And if I look at my notebooks I’m reminded of how some 

of them came to me.

Two people, a woman and a man, are having a conversation on a train a few seats

back from mine. It’s a long, hot journey, and the conversation goes on and on. 

To while away the time, unseen by them, I begin to write down some of their

exchanges in my notebook. Their voices rise and fall, occasionally pause, an excla-

mation, a laugh, both speaking at the same time. Who are they? What are they

talking about? – impossible to tell, especially as their voices tend to drop away,

and rise again to emphasize an ‘and’ or a ‘but’ or an ‘absolutely’. So these were

the things I tended to hear. The connective tissue of their talk rather than the sub-

ject matter. Listening to them, I soon realized that I didn’t really want to know

who they were or what they were talking about, the kind of things which would



The desire is to secrete something upon it, or within it, to transform it and perhaps

to be transformed by it. To alter it while letting it remain the same. Perhaps such 

a writing is a tissue, rather than a narrative, a covering, rather than an exploration,

a process of filling, rather than a state of fulfilment. If these words are residues 

on the surface, at the same time they are the surface. Just as a tattoo becomes

part of the skin it was inscribed on. And like a skin, this written surface does not

deny its depths. It can be wounded, and it can absorb and heal. It can resonate like

a stretched membrane to the echo of a deeper, more ancient surface. 

‘A skin is both permeable and impermeable, superficial and profound,

truthful and misleading. It is regenerative, but caught up in a continual

process of dessication. It transmits . . . certain ‘impalpable’ messages which

it is precisely one of its functions to ‘palpate’ without the Ego being aware

that it is doing so.’ 

I first read these words by the French psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu in 1993, and

sensed that they were relevant to my art, but I didn’t pursue the idea at the time,

nor did I realise how important it would become to me. The whole issue resur-

faced when I was writing the present essay, as I was looking through some old

notes and once again came upon this quotation. 

For Anzieu, the ‘Skin Ego’ develops from the young child’s earliest experiences 

of the surfaces of its own, and its mother’s body. Just as the skin acts a container

for the body, so the skin ego is like a psychic envelope, whose function is to con-

tain and protect the psyche. With its complex structure of layers, the skin is not

only the basis of our sense impressions, but on account of its reflexivity – the fact

that it can touch itself – is for Anzieu the basis of thought itself. When I read this 

I knew that I had come upon not just a ‘theory’, but an inspiration. 

Figure with tyremarks, 2007, photocopy, edition of 4, 41 x 29 cm



the gutter – soaked with rain and bearing the marks of car tyres that had run over

them. Pinned to the wall, these stained and abject fragments have been my com-

panions in the studio over the months. They are so complete in themselves that 

I feel all I want to do is to present them by the simple process of transferring them

on to another surface, sometimes slightly enlarging the image. They are a comple-

ment to the larger, more ambitious works. I love their silliness and spontaneity,

their smallness and secrecy. True graphic ‘others’, they have presided over my daily

work, their cheerful spirit a silent reminder of unknown lives. 

There is also a group of works in memory of my mother, the author Marjorie Lewty,

which incorporate sheets of her discarded typescripts, a few of which have sur-

vived thanks to having been recycled to use as scrap paper on the back. My own

scribbles and jottings can faintly be seen in reverse, making the pages into true

palimpsests, surface and depth in one. I made them this summer in Dorset, 

at a time when I wanted to work but was limited by the few scraps of material 

I had with me at the time. So they came out of necessity and were totally unplan-

ned, like most of the best things in my life.

There are times when it’s not doing the work itself that is difficult, so much 

as being aware of what you’ve done, and accepting it. Trusting yourself. The trans-

forming experience can’t be sought. It can only be ‘found’ when the time is right,

as these texts and drawings were, and welcomed – as a gift.

Simon Lewty  

August 2007

My thanks to Peter Larkin, who frst drew my attention to the theories of Didier Anzieu,

and more recently to Naomi Segal for many new insights.

Anzieu’s image of a skin displays many of the paradoxes familiar to an artist: 

it is superficial and profound, truthful and misleading. The messages it transmits

bypass the Ego – a move so important to all creativity. The skin functions as an inter-

mediary, transmitting its messages in the same way that writing does. Here per-

haps is the connection with the idea of a ‘skin’ of writing, that would represent

both physical and mental states and the passage between them. In a striking

image, Anzieu associates one of the functions of the skin ego specifically with 

the processes of inscription. Reading this was an astonishing illumination and 

confirmation of my own thoughts:

‘The Skin Ego is the original parchment which preserves, like a palimpsest,

the erased, scratched-out, written-over outlines of an “original” pre-verbal

writing made up of traces upon the skin.’ 

It is remarkable how often you find something just when you need it, and not

before. This is precisely what happened to me with the ideas I’ve tried to outline

above. ‘Finding’ happens in a number of ways: from suddenly realizing the signif-

icance of something (or some thought, or some person) you perhaps hadn’t

noticed ‘the first time around’, to literally seeing something lying at your feet and

stopping to pick it up. It’s the same process at work. 

Over the last two years I have made a group of small pieces using found drawings

and writing. Some are photocopies of scribbles and drawings which I discovered

on the flyleaves and margins of second-hand books. They are undated of course

but in some cases may be quite old. They range from the meticulous to the wild.

They were probably made by children, but it’s not possible to be certain of this. 

To come across them, hidden inside a discarded book, can be very exciting. Other

drawn-on pieces of paper were picked up in the street – sometimes literally from
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