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ELIZABETH Ogilvie is a rare thing among contemporary artists. She does not seek to
engage her audience by shock or whimsy, nor by any overt intellectual, social or
political argument. She is a poet. She enters our consciousness by stealth. But once she
is there, she is there to stay
Ogilvie belongs to a tradition in Scottish art which links her directly to William
McTaggart, John Bellany and Will Maclean. Her theme is water, and if Blake was able to
divine eternity in a grain of sand, you might say that Ogilvie can do something similar
with no more than a single drop.
Although born in Aberdeen, Ogilvie has always been fascinated with the fact that her
ancestors lived on St Kilda. It was no surprise that her early work consisted of exquisite
paintings of the effect of light upon waves. Within a few years she had diversified into
similarly themed works on handmade paper which focused on the passage of time and
timelessness.
I first encountered Ogilvie a decade ago in Kirkcaldy as she pursued her obsession with
water in Oceanus, a monstrous steel wall on which she had overlaid tubes of running
water. In this and other similarly monumental works she fused water with the written
word - often inscribed on glass - using nothing more than these two simple materials
and an industrial detritus of metal pipes and wire. I was taken by the essential poetry of
her work and by its ineffable slowness and patience which owes much to her early
interest in Zen. Over the years she has worked with several poets, notably Douglas
Dunn, continuing to explore the interlocking cycles of man and nature with an
essentially metaphysical sense of continuity. Visiting her coastal studio in Fife in 1998, I
was struck by the sense of rhythm which pervades not just her work but her
personality. An understated, yet disarming understanding of the metaphorical
implications of time and tide seen in the ripples of a pool.
This is the theme of the first piece in this three-part show in which she has worked
with Japanese percussionist Joji Hirota. It is in essence a film of a performance. Ahead
of you an eight-foot high black and white screen holds a subtly animated image of what
at first appears to be a minimal abstract painting. To your right, another similar screen,
in colour now, plays footage of Ogilvie standing in her studio. Clad in a chic black
trouser suit she crouches over a shallow tank of water and starts to make gentle ripples
with her hand. As she does so the screen to your front bursts into life and you realise
that it is in fact an image of the surface of the water tank in which Ogilvie is making her
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interventions. At the same time you become aware of music. A thin hum at first,
building in strength, which is revealed, by a glance to your left, to be sensitive, complex
percussion created alongside Ogilvie, by Hirota.
Stand here for the 10-minute film; focus on the wall of water and you travel with the
two artists as the mood of their choreography changes from serene to frantic and
ripples, replaced by waves, unlike taking time to lose yourself in the abstract depths of a
work by James Turrell or Anish Kapoor.
Engaging as this work is, however, it does not prepare you for the impact of the second
room. Ogilvie has transformed the main gallery space of DCA into a vast black lake.
The room is dimly lit and it is with caution that you approach the edge of the dark and
strangely sinister body of water which instantly conveys one of the artist's abiding
preoccupations: the beauty and implicit menace of a sea perceived as disingenuously
seductive. It is bisected by a walkway, while others take you around its perimeter.
Three of the walls are filled by huge projections. On one Ogilvie plays a video of what
she calls the water cycle; from a trickle to a meander, a flood and finally into mist - its
evaporated form. The other two walls play an image of one half of the lake itself. From
time to time water in drips and flurries empties into the pool from a mechanism on the
ceiling and we are able to observe the effect played out on the wall above. Walk to the
end of the room and you find yourself in the third part of the installation, a tiny room
in which, confronted by another pool with a screen wall, you are yourself encouraged
to participate in the art by taking up a stick and playing with the surface of the water.
It's a child's game perhaps, like skimming stones. But like much of the best art, mere
description cannot convey the subtle power of Ogilvie's masterpiece. For this surely is
what we are experiencing: the culmination of a desire to make not a representation of
the sea, but its sensual equivalent - an endless stream of changing sensations.
This is a seminal work, which, just as Richard Wilson's celebrated sump oil tank once
graced the Saatchi, should perhaps reside in a Scottish permanent collection. It is also
required viewing for anyone who wants to understand one of the most important
strands which continues to feed the creation of our nation's art.
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