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Throughout history, the artist has chronicled their own time. Recording events and conditions of the day, they 
offered subjective critiques of their surroundings. With the development of photography, the tradition of 
representation began to fade; it was contested as a credible depiction of contemporary events compared to the 
image captured by the photographer's lens. This forced artists, and painters in particular, to find new sources of 
inspiration beyond representation. Many began looking inward, forever changing the source of contemporary 
painting. In The Pink House, Ehryn Torrell has reclaimed painting's traditional role as visual document and offers up 
subject matter that speaks critically of contemporary social space. Crumbling remains of a neglected house swell 
out of the picture plane in several large-scale compositions confronting the viewer with notions of memory, 
community, loss, and the urban experience. 

Observing a real inner-city abandoned property often referred to as the pink house, Torrell contemplates human 
relationships with the built environment. Influenced by painters like Denyse Thomasos and Julie Mehretu, she 
addresses architecture as a complicated social space facing re-definition in the modern urban setting. Drawing on 
personal memory and the collective consciousness Torrell investigates urban neglect and its effects on us all. Using 
pastel colours and painterly rendering she depicts inviting yet precarious spaces; structural fragments present 
ruins like theatrical sets encouraging the viewer to insert their personal experiences. 
Considering its location in a residential neighbourhood, Torrell explores real and imagined responses from 
community members and strangers to this vacant domestic space. In Weight, a diagonal composition clears a path 
for the viewer to follow into the physical space of the image. Here, construction debris is piled up against a thin 
wire fence forcing it to sag with weight, creating an uneasy tension. The stress on the fence suggests the potential 
for danger, jeopardizing the chance for further investigation.

Inventing aspects of the structure and elements within the debris, Torrell evokes possible narratives and 
explanations. Highlighting her masterful use of perspective, In Amongst the Ruins offers an island of safety within 
an all-encompassing composition that is collapsing and overflowing into the gallery space. A small area of flooring 
is still intact among torn up surfaces, exposed floorboards and jagged piles of construction material. A hammer and 
mask lying on the partial floor suggest recent activity, but they have been discarded, like the structure itself. 
Recalling works like Degas' L'absinthe of 1875, The Pink House series presents an unexpected vulnerability in the 
subject matter and evokes empathy in the viewer. Torrell's effective use of colour, form, perspective, and scale, 
accomplish what chroniclers of the past sought after: representation that generates a powerful critique on 
contemporary urban life. In a proposition that applies to social spaces and the people within them, Torrell urges a 
reconsideration of what we throw away and how we value the old in a world intent on forging ahead with the new.

Carol-Ann Ryan is a writer, educator and arts administrator. She received her MA from the University of Western 
Ontario and currently resides in Barrie, Ontario.

This essay was written for Ehryn Torrell's solo exhibition The Pink House, which was exhibited at Gallery 
Connexion in Fredericton, Canada, 9 February to 23 March 2007.
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