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Mention ‘wallpaper’ in relation to any but the dullest
of paintings and you could find yourself on the

sharp end of an irate artist’s brush, or, if you're lucky,
escape only with an accusation of crass indifference.
With Emily Wolfe, however, a critic can hopefully
avoid either fate, given that, in recent years, she has
deliberately embraced this very subject, and all that it
entails, perhaps more than any other.

As any interior decorator can tell you, not all
wallpaper is created equal. In one sense the term
might refer to the kind of art bought or created
simply as decoration, of which there is unfortunately
much about. But it pays not to forget how seriously
design visionaries from the likes of William Morris
to Florence Broadhurst have viewed the subject, and
how much of an inspiration they, in turn, have been
to art world practitioners (our own Reuben Patterson
being a fine example).

The “tatty wallpapered rooms’ that feature so
prominently in Wolfe’s oil-on-linen oeuvre are,
however, far removed in tone from Patterson's glitter-
sweet glamour. Instead, they are steeped in a wistful
air of the kind that lingers after a wake in the house of
the recently departed, where the dust collected in the
corners is still more human than anything else.

Stare for any length of time at Wolfe's papered
rooms, and, like little Max in Maurice Sendak’s Where
the Wild Things Are, you're bound to notice the walls
beginning to shift. In Wintergarden (2007), with its high
chair facing into the wall, there is in fact a sense we
might have just missed Max by a moment; that he has
just crossed the threshold, having squeezed through
the suspiciously still vines that hang like bars between

this world and the next (indeed, Wolfe says her
work is often influenced by descriptions of interiors
in fiction, such as that of Katherine Mansfield and
Elizabeth Bowen).

While Wintergarden's off centre perspective ensures
it can’t be mistaken for a trompe-1'oeil, its companion
piece, Terrain (2007), seems deliberately constructed to
ensure it isn't, taking as it does the same design and,
with its muted light and ripped paper, dispelling any
notion of another world.

Interior (2006) is a similar tease, with its stool,
pressed up hard against the poorly hung paper,
either inviting us to suspend our disbelief and launch
ourselves into fantasy, or simply help with the
renovations.

To a greater or lesser extent, both competing
notions are inherent in all these works, courtesy of the
earthly, distracting detail of skirting boards, plugs, a
radiator, furniture, which serve to keep our fantasies
in check, reminding that these are, in the end, mere
representations.

Yet it is still tempting to think a riddle lies hidden
in these paintings of walls upon which no paintings
hang—a world so unlike the gallery in which we
might view them. Or is the point that the papered
wall is the painting?

All the while the eye can’t help but search out signs
that a mere human has reproduced by hand what is
normally a mass-produced, machine repeated design.

Though one should be wary of taking the artist’s
interpretation of their own work too literally, Wolfe
implores us to focus not so much on the wood as the
trees, to notice the ‘suggestion that nature has been
transplanted indoors into a domestic environment
where it exists only in a symbolic form.’












