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Whenever something significant happens, or even to fill the awkward gaps of quiet, we tend to reach for words. Depending on the context, there may be moments of silent intimacy, or perhaps a primal roar, but words are our go-to when we want to refine experience into meaning. What are we losing when we do? Many of us may also frequently feel as if we are missing something essential yet elusive about life, and this can cause a nagging anxiety that hovers at the edges of the mind, as if to remind that something is not quite right. 
This is no wonder. Human behavioural scientists estimate that ninety-three per cent of communication is non verbal, and once we agree to that, the next step is to consider that if we communicate so much without articulation, and if words are our vehicle for making sense of experience, how much of that experience lies just beyond cognition? The Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein had ideas on this, writing that “The limits of my language are the limits of my mind. All I know is what I have words for.” 
Spending time at the zoo
Wittgenstein spent time in Dublin, where he liked to go for lunch at the zoo. He also had a favourite spot in the palm house at the Botanic Gardens, and today a plaque marks the step where he would stop for a sit and a think. But you wonder whether he ever cast his giant mind towards art and poetry. With its systems of allusion and metaphor, poetry tries to find the gaps where, to misquote Emily Dickinson, “it seems that sense is breaking through.” Meditation is another route to moments of non-verbal insight; and sometimes we receive it in dreams. This time it’s Irish poet Thomas Kinsella describing that half-moment of waking, before our rational mind lays language over something almost understood. “I am straining, tasting that echo a second longer. / If I can hold it… familiar if I can hold it…” 
Bypassing words entirely, art can be marvellous, if we can remember to allow it to happen in our minds, and feel it in our bodies too. In this way, coming to Karen Ebbs’ luminous works involves letting a great deal go, and this is harder, and yet also far simpler than you might think. As humans, we really are stuck in a bind. We use words to bring ideas to the front of our minds, and yet then we are left with the reduction of the infinite possibility of emotion, instinct and impulse through the definitions of language. We lose the essence, and that is what Ebbs is working on returning. Her practice is painstaking, heartfelt, and has an intriguing mixture of instinctive gesture. This is grounded in thorough and serious research process, which ranges from exploring theories of the emotional impact of colour, to ideas of perception, and the nature of reality itself. 
The rose of temperaments
Paint is applied in layers, sometimes so thin as to be almost transparent and translucent, blending with opaque swathes so that tensions arise, and you may find that just as her canvasses may appear to push you away, they are simultaneously pulling you in. She is fascinated by colour theory. There is a connection to Josef Albers’ intense work on observing how colours appear to change one another in context, but Ebbs goes further to explore how they can also change us. It is fertile ground. Back in the 1790s, Goethe and Schiller had compiled their “rose of temperaments”, a colour wheel relating shades to character traits, but they themselves were drawing on ideas that have been around for thousands of years. 
It is fascinating: do we associate red with danger and excitement because we are conditioned to it, or is it because of something more innate? Does blue calm because we relate it to gentle seas and skies, or does it tap into a deeper layer of our unconscious minds? Can we heal through colour? The ancient Egyptians thought so. More recently, Carl Jung got involved, describing colours as “the mother tongue of the subconscious,” which gives you a hint to the astonishing potential with which Ebbs is working. “It's so difficult to get a harmony or to get a feeling of balance,” she says, but catch one of her works: the right one, with the right perspective, in the right light at the right time; and it can almost feel as if you are looking into a psychological or soul mirror. 
Is that right? Can a piece of art writing start to speak of soul? Wassily Kandinsky famously did, musing on colour in 1911, he wrote that “colour directly influences the soul. Colour is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammers, the soul is the piano with many strings. The artist is the hand that plays.” Or here is Mark Rothko, who was said to sit in front of his own work for hours on end to feel them change in the altering light, writing half a century later that “art to me is an anecdote of the spirit.” 
So many words for inspiration
Something happens to us in the shaping of our experiences in education, so that talk of soul and spirit is seen as somehow lesser than the hard truths of factual application, even though, as both history and philosophy teach us, truth itself is a slippery fish. There is also a little bit of good old fashioned misogyny at play. Kandinsky can write of soul, and our own W.B. Yeats can connect to the “unknown” through séances and automatic writing; but when in the early years of the 1900s, the visionary (in so many senses) Swedish artist Hilma af Klint made what are now agreed to be the first significant abstract works in Western art history, she was side-lined for generations as a mystic crank.
While Kazimir Malevich, whose own astonishing Black Square came nine years after af Klint’s first fiercely abstract paintings, wrote that he was “trying desperately to liberate art from the ballast of the representational world”; af Klint said that she was being directed by spirits from another plane. The interesting thing is that both can be simultaneously true, and not true: there are so many words, and guises for inspiration. Now, after its post Enlightenment fixation with the idea that all knowledge could be both knowable and unified, science is involving itself again with the more abstract nature of a quantum universe, which is being shown to go beyond the range of our abilities to describe it. 
What haven’t I seen before?
Ebbs’ own route to painting came through doing, followed by a later return to art education at Dublin’s NCAD. A Degree and a Masters added context, and gave her space for engaged conversations about her work, but fortunately did not take away, or otherwise mute her very specific connection with instinct. She is, by the way, a handy representational painter, and enjoys photography but not as a core part of her practice. “I don’t have an interest in replicating,” she says. “It’s just not there. I want to see what I haven’t seen before. I want the painting to show me something.” Working on linen, she starts with a base colour and a sense of surface. “I need to get a feeling for it. Linen is a beautiful surface to work on,” says Ebbs, “so long as you treat it right. You’re not going to get away with much.” 
In her studio, at Dublin’s Digital Hub, with the works for this exhibition lining the walls, she gestures to a work in progress, “I'm going to allow myself to do more lines, so I need an almost portrait quality surface underneath, so that it will allow those lines to stand on top.” Looking, even in its unfinished state, you can get lost in a group of grooves. 
Gazing intently, recognisable images emerge. There is a horse, a face, a doorway. But as this happens, an interesting paradox occurs. The more the canvasses resolve into nameable things, the more their affect slips away. It is as if my mind has latched on to the understandable in order not to be taxed with the potentially overwhelming complications of the existential. “Researching into how perception occurs,” Ebbs says, “the evidence I have found points to the notion that all perceptions are ‘best guesses’, that they are primed by our subjective, accumulated life experience and conditioning.” No wonder I saw a horse. 
Let go of the horse
Ebbs also describes a goal of reaching a place, however briefly, where narrative, or to put it another way, our constant story telling about life pauses. I do my best to let go of the horse, the faces, the door. “I have always been looking to whatever might exist beyond this physical world,” Ebbs says, in an unconscious echo of the work of battalions of theoretical physicists. “I’m seeking explanations as to how we have come into existence in the first place.” A further line of enquiry makes space for those occurrences that cannot always be written off with a logical explanation, which we tend, in Western culture, to be socialised to exclude. As Ebbs notes, on more than one occasion, “I have been left with a feeling that when it comes to what we call reality, we may not have the full picture.”
Is this far fetched, or touching on a richer truth? Most likely the latter. Our world, and the universe around it exist, but our cognition doesn’t cover everything. Take, as a most immediate example, the fact that dogs can hear noises inaudible to us, and realise all the other things we may be “missing”. This is not to debunk science, which is the bedrock of so much we rely on for life and health. The observable world may have its limitations, but it is the observable world, decoded through science that has provided vaccinations, anaesthetic, aspirin; and it is the observable world that tells us when to cross the road, or apply the brakes in our cars. But there is more, or rather, there is other, and we can only come to terms with this when we extend the parameters of our world to encompass what we may apprehend without immediately comprehending.  
All of this knits into the space where these works happen, and by “happen”, I mean to imply more than the time of their coming into being in the studio. Rather that is to say, it also extends to when they happen to you. So frequently, naming something get in the way of truly knowing it; and what gets in the way of art is the language we wrap around it. As American painter Edward Hopper said, “If you could say it in words, there’d be no reason to paint.” This goes beyond disposing of the art jargon that can mask slight works with a veneer of seeming depth; to catch at something more profound. Curving on an arc, punctuated by mirrors, collapsing boundaries with walls, space and self, this installation presents an infinite journey, and a tantalising invitation to dive in and lose yourself in a world beyond words. Let go.
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