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Engaging Ideas: 
Form and Formalism in the Work of David L. Hutchinson 
 
 
“…this paralysis of the intelligence is mixed with the most luminous certainty….” 
Jean Genet 
 
 
Purging Genet consists of vertical line paintings, which are chromatic translations 
of texts by the French writer Jean Genet, and drawings, which are transcriptions 
of texts by, or about, Genet.  Translation is omnipresent in this show.  The works 
convey a relentless process of transformation in which texts and images are 
constantly being transliterated—acts of alchemy in which words are put through 
an alembic of interpretation and transmuted into images.  The canvases are 
palimpsests on which multiple modalities of meaning are present.  The show also 
raises questions about the nature of communication, and looks at how the ways 
in which we try to communicate often fail us.  “What is said and what is heard are 
rarely commensurate.  In the act of writing, what is transmitted and what is 
received is different in ways that the writer and reader will never understand,” 
Hutchinson says. 
 
Hutchinson completed coursework for a PhD in philosophy at the New School for 
Social Research, the Graduate Faculty, and his works are infused with theories 
of text and language; he was especially influenced by the works of Derrida, 
Husserl, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty.  Hutchinson came to Genet through Sartre 
and Derrida, and was initially interested in Genet’s radical rejection of social and 
political norms, his lyrical treatment of corruption, and his defiance of received 
standards of immorality.  He was also impressed by Genet’s use of formal, 
crystalline prose to steadily guide the reader through turbulent, and disturbing, 
subject matter.  Artistic influences include Frank Stella, Donald Judd, Ellsworth 
Kelly, and—particularly—Alfred Jensen and early Marsden Hartley.   
 
FORMALISM 
Throughout his career, Hutchinson has been interested in, and influenced by, 
formalism.  Although formalism is a notoriously protean concept, for Hutchinson it 
is an approach to a mythical concept of an ideal (suggesting Plato’s theory of 
archetypal forms).  When Hutchinson views an artwork he initially doesn’t look at 
content, but at the organization of the picture while trying to uncover deeper 
structures behind the composition.  He sees formalism as an adherence to 
external forms, with attention to arrangement and technique, and an 
accompanying de-emphasis of content. 
 
Aesthetic philosopher, Richard Wollheim (who divided formalism into “manifest” 
and “latent”), noted: “formalism often conceives works of art to have a linguistic 
or at least a language-like identity.”  He also described a “putative objectivity—
the sharedness of universality […] conceived…as the basic units of an extra 
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subjective language.”  This tension between the subjective and the objective is 
everywhere apparent in the works in this show.  Hutchinson’s works are dense, 
but rather than obfuscation, they offer explication, and explication is always the 
art of telescoping and scrutinizing details in order to explain how they contribute 
to the work as a whole. 
 
Having worked extensively with the techniques of formalism, the artist recognizes 
that it can have a tendency to subsume message under content.  He sees a 
parallel in the complex iconography of pre-renaissance Christian painters.  “Their 
spatial organizations are designed to lead the eye, and their surfaces and use of 
light dramatize the depicted events.  They position their particular narratives 
through the seduction of their technical skills. In modern terminology we might 
call them spinmeisters—as they are giving a particular slant to the interpretation 
of events.  I expect that what I am doing is much the same.”  The more the 
viewer looks at the paintings, the more he or she is aware of “reading” the 
artwork.  Form and content are always connected. 
 
PURGING 
Hutchinson observes: “When you purge something, you are getting rid of 
elements that are not desired.  It is an act of purification.  Becoming free of 
something that is not wanted.  Over-writing is a purging device that annuls 
content.  My very private acts of transcription absorb the force of the text and 
transform it into visually formal images that are themselves questions.  When a 
thought is written down, and another is written on top—and another—and so on, 
it gradually obscures the original intention of the words and becomes something 
else.  This purges the meaning—it erases the meaning.  This raises questions 
about identity and looks at how when we try to be something we aren’t—we 
erase ourselves.” 
 
"Language signifies when instead of copying thought it lets itself be taken apart 
and put back again by thought.” 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
 
THE PAINTINGS 
In the vertical stripe paintings Hutchinson creates a taxonomy of relationships 
between image and text; examines how images and text interrelate; and explores 
what happens to them when they are removed from their original context and 
transmitted across different media.  The paintings use a chromatic alphabet to 
translate text from a passage of Genet’s Querelle de Brest.  Alphabetic letters 
are represented by a color in each stripe of the paintings: A=Aquamarine; 
B=Blue; C=Crimson; D=Dove gray; E=Emerald, and so on.  The upper panels 
are the English translations, and the lower panels are the original French.  The 
color code graphically diagrams the ineffectuality of communication, and, 
perhaps, the absolute impossibility of communicating with words.  However, this 
indicates a larger issue than simply the inadequacy of verbal and written 
messaging; it brings to mind Derrida’s instability of iterability and suggests the 



 3

complexity of any form of information exchange—the inability of the signifier to 
convey the signified.  The artist sums this up: “By translating the texts into a 
chromatic language, I intend to dissolve content into a visually digested code of 
referents—one that subverts content—purging it of sentimental or moral content 
and refocuses the discussion on the nature of communication.”  
 
The show also includes achromatic paintings.  These grisaille works employ 
varying shades of gray.  Influences for this technique include Giotto’s Scrovegni 
Chapel frescoes and Picasso’s Guernica.  While the chromatic paintings are 
based on letters, the achromatics are based on count and proportion: A=White; 
Z=Black; all other letters are the result of graded proportions between white and 
black. 
 
THE DRAWINGS 
 
Hutchinson was inspired by Derrida’s use of sous rature (“under erasure”) where 
words are crossed out so that not only the “signifier” of language—but also the 
whole system of signification is erased.  How we experience the word/image 
dichotomy is brought into particular focus with the drawings.  As Hutchinson puts 
it: “The words don’t measure up to the image.  They are not necessarily parallel 
because of the act of purging that occurs.”  In opposition to the partial purging of 
content evinced in the paintings, the drawings exist in a state of near total 
purgation.  Yet spectral traces of the content linger; faint vestiges can be 
glimpsed if we look very closely.  Though, perhaps, as Derrida once wrote: 
“There the content is exhausted, sometimes to the point of being about to 
disappear."  
 
SYNESTHESIA 
The works in this show also suggest—or perhaps induce—synesthesia (the 
capability to experience two sensations from a single stimulus, e.g., the aural and 
the visual: a heard sound results in the visualization of a color).  Rimbaud 
famously expressed this in his 1871 poem “Voyelles,” which begins: “A noir, E 
blanc, I rouge, U vert, O bleu….”  The Russian composer Alexander Scriabin is 
also known for his hearing of color and composed works in which he matched 
colors to harmonic tones.  Nabokov often saw words—or parts of words, i.e. 
graphemes, as colors.  However, rather than a condition exclusive to absinthe-
addled poets, or sufferers of neurological disorders, Hutchinson suggests that we 
are all synthestes; that synesthesia is, in fact, a common mode of experiencing 
the world. 
 
“I think we are all have the capability for synesthesia and when we have these 
incidents we actually operate by receiving the stimuli in different modalities.  In 
trying to find a more universal vehicle, I overlook the subjectivity of a 
personalized synesthetic experience in favor of a device that is accessible to a 
wider audience.”  Like synesthesia, Hutchinson’s work suggests a literal 
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translation of one sense to another.  We perceive the color of letters—adding yet 
another layer to the many modes of translation that permeate the show. 
 
Although influenced by postmodernism and post-structuralism, Hutchinson’s 
work is free from the cynicism often associated with those movements.  
Ultimately, the artist points out the familiar in unexpected ways that forces 
viewers to reevaluate perceptions and reveals the commonplace as exceptional.  
Unaware of all the underlying theory, a viewer can simply appreciate the work as 
visually seductive pictures.  It can be enjoyed solely on a visual level—much the 
same as a medieval artwork can be enjoyed without a knowledge of its attendant 
iconography.  But it is always there.  There is always a sense that there is more 
here than meets the eye.  The moment a viewer delves into it, it becomes 
increasingly rich and complex.  We are left thinking of Wollheim’s “The more 
urgent a formalism, the more vividly it seems to open into the artist’s process of 
constraining form in relation to an assumed representality.  We feel 
translated…to the artist’s perception of form.” 
 
 
William McCauley 
New York City 
March 2014 
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