
Art Pilgrim

When I first saw Samantha Clark’s paintings at
the RSA ‘Orcadia’ exhibition in January, 2025,
I was astonished. I had entered the gallery with
my usual low expectations about being moved
or inspired in such places, and I got a surprise.
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A few weeks ago I read an essay by a young
professional about why they loved the work
that they do. It had an introduction in their
own voice, and then it suddenly transformed
into the bland, say-nothing-speak that I
increasingly recognise as being AI-generated. I
was taken aback by the starkness of the two
contrasting texts. As an ex-higher education
teacher, I immediately saw the dilemma, or at
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Last week I introduced the great stupa at Amaravati, now completely
collapsed but once the most important Buddhist centre in ancient India.
I’d seen carvings from the stupa at a recent visit to the British Museum,
and had been inspired to find out more.

I can’t quite understand now how I seem to have got through a whole
degree in Indian art without really taking in how extraordinary these
carvings are.

Continued on Page 2

BECOMING WATER

I'M BEGGING YOU TO HOLD
ON TO YOUR IMPERFECTIONS

SLOW LOOKING AT THE
SCULPTURES OF

AMARAVATI

Art school,travel, a degree in Indian art and philosophy, a spell in academia as a researcher critiquing the shit out o  
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f
educational research using complexity  theory... none of it answered my questions about how and why to make art .
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The main texts on Indian art that I
was reading certainly mentioned them,

a host of graceful, elongated figures
who imbue sculpted scenes with a sense
of life and action that is unique in
Indian art’1, and another saying;

elements reach a suave richness never
surpassed even by the finest Gupta
works. In the narrative scenes, the deep
cutting permits overlapping figures on
two and even three planes, the figures
appearing to be fully in the round. The
superlative beauty of the individual

bodies and the variety of poses, many
realising new possibilities of depicting
the human form, as well as the swirling
rhythms of the massed compositions,
all combine to produce some of the

JC Harle, 1986:38
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Perhaps the reason I never noticed
these sculptures during my studies was
because, despite all of this glowing
praise, there were almost no images of
them in the books. The books can’t
reproduce more than a certain number

lot of words.
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The more I look, the more I see.
The carving above is identifiable as
early, because the Buddha is
represented by the empty chair, rather
than as a human. To the left and right
of the chair, a finely bejewelled couple,
perhaps the king and queen who
sponsored the carving, though Elsner2

only mentions a king. Such incredible
detail in their ornaments. Only two
other men, behind the chair, presumed
to be monks. All of it encircled by
worshipping women, with a female
musician on the right, who’s wearing a
sacred thread, so we assume is high
class? That might be unusual for a
musician? I’m fascinated by the woman
bottom right, who seems to be more
than worshipping, or even dancing. Her
whole body is thrown backwards, in
what Elsner calls an ‘ecstatic form of
prostration’.

He suggests that these gestures are
borrowed from dance movements, but
different:

devotion is different from the
representation of dance as a theatrical
activity, subject to the human

Elsner, J. 2024, Amaravati, p146
He says no more about this. Is he

implying something like whatever is
going on in Bernini’s ‘Ecstasy of St
Teresa’, an image that always foxes me
as to what on earth it thinks it’s actually
portraying3?
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I' n the mature phase, decorative

most glorious reliefs in world art.'

with one describing them as ‘peopled by of images, and it always ends up being a 'The appropriation of dance postures for

voyeuristic gaze.'



It’s interesting to see these
devotional practices (which seem to be
being carried out almost exclusively by
women in these images) so soon after
the Buddha’s death. Within a few
hundred years, a human who
discovered a different experience of
being, who taught a very practical path
toward the resolution of human
suffering, is turned into a supernatural
being who needs to be worshipped and
adored.

In this relief I’m fascinated by the
hands. Those hands, splayed out in
adulation with all their fingers on the
base of the pipal tree, another non-
representational form of the Buddha.
The detail of all those heads crowded
together at the back, who must once
have had such beautiful faces. Their
earrings, and bracelets, and hair

ornaments. The woman to the left of
the tree, supporting whatever she’s
carrying on her angled hip, the two
women left and right bent inwards,
making offerings. The huge bracelets
around their ankles, in one case almost
reaching the woman’s knees, and the
curious body shape that you see on
most of the women throughout the
sculptures; two or three folds of skin or
fat, but a narrow waist, which then fans
out to wide hips, with large navels.

The panel below has been
interpreted as a king and queen being
entertained at court, and though the
queen has been partly obliterated, you
can see her left hand resting on the
king’s thigh. He seems to be resting his
hand on her shoulder.

Again, the faces and the jewellery
show such fine detail, as does the bench
behind the women at the bottom. The
hands of these women, their fingers and
fluid shapes.

The shape of the hand, below, of
the woman to the left of the king.

Finally, the relief that most arrested
me when I was looking at it in the
museum.
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Image missing here dammit! You'll have
to go and look at in online (the 
programme has problems making the 
pdf )...



It’s more damaged than the others, but
on the left you can still see this
wondrous array of female musicians
with their backs to us, their long hair in
complicated braids wound around their
heads, running down their backs, and
even the strings of the instruments
they’re playing.
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Entertainment, again, for two
kingly men, although the women on the
right also have their own chairs, and
possibly servants.

Detail of image by Kevin Standage

The detailed patterning on the side
of their chairs, their massive heavy
ankle bracelets. The arm resting on the

back of the chair, and that arm hanging
down, outside of the frame, to the ankle
bracelet.

I said last week that I would say
something about the reason that all of
this beauty was made, intending to find
something out about how these
depictions of worldly life fitted in to the
overall purpose of a monument that
was designed to be used, to have a
function; to work on human minds,
monastic and lay, in a particular way.

Well, I’ve realised that I can’t do
that in a week. There’s far too much
complexity involved. I’m going to have
to slowly read Elsner’s book and see if I
can find a way to answer my questions
about all of this, and report back at
some point in the future.

I’m going to end with this image of
one of the pillars from the outside
railing of the stupa4. Apparently every
one of the circular lotus flowers was
made slightly differently.
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Another example of people worshipping a stupa, I think
with a pipal tree above it

Footnotes:

1. Craven, R. 1976, Indian Art London,
Thames & Hudson

2. Elsner, J. 2024, Amaravati; Art and
Buddhism in Ancient India London,
Reaktion Books

3. This is, of course, a huge topic.
Human devotional practices, and
states, have always seemed so strange
to me. Not because I don’t believe that
altered states of consciousness exist, I
know that they do, it’s linking them to a
supernatural being which I find so odd.

4. For an explanation of the placing of
these, see my essay last week
introducing the stupa.

5. Harle, JC, 1986, The Art and
Architecture of the Indian
Subcontinent, London, Penguin Books

BECOMING WATER
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Cloud, Moon, Wave, 2024

When I first saw Samantha Clark’s
paintings at the RSA ‘Orcadia’
exhibition in January, 2025, I was
astonished. I had entered the gallery
with my usual low expectations about
being moved or inspired in such places,
and I got a surprise.

‘Cloud, Moon, Wave’ reeled me in
like a fish. It settled gently around my
solar plexus and said, ‘You’ve felt it too,
the moon like this, hanging in the cold
island air, haven’t you?’

I guessed that an image that spoke
to me like this could not have been
created with the usual painterly
brushstrokes; something was different.
When I got close up, I saw that not only
were there layers and layers of running
paint, but on top of them, a curious
geometric mesh. The mesh itself was
layered, spinning off below the surface
of the painting.

Cloud, Moon, Wave, 2024, detail

Perpetual Light, 2024

Edgelessness, 2022

Dark Sea at Evening, 2025

Cloud, seen from inside, 2024

Thin white, or grey, or black lines,
repeated, over and over and over again,
until they formed a mysterious web of
time, and space, and air.

Sometimes the lines were not
straight but curved, or met themselves
as bubbling circles.

Under, 2024

Crevice, 2025
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Voyager, 2024

Voyager, 2024, detail

Voyager, 2024, detail

As you stand in front of one of these
paintings, you can't avoid the fact of its
creation; the hundreds and hundreds of
hours making mark after tiny mark, day
in, day out, for weeks on end.

Dusk, 2025, and This Salted Light, 2024, from the
recent ‘The Northern Isles’ exhibition at The Scottish

Gallery, Edinburgh

It makes me think of the paintings
in the National Gallery of Scotland, the
Rubens and the Tiepolo; the hours and
weeks and months of patient working
on fine detail as the painting slowly
builds.

This Salted Light, 2024

Except that in Sam’s case, there’s
no human-created grand vision, no
classical myth or ancient story. There’s
no story at all, only the vibration of sea
and air and salt as they hum in the
memory of a single experiencing
human, patiently returning to the
materials, again and again; one line at a
time, on the shapes of running paint,
surfaces of brushed gold.

Winter Sun, 2025

Something grows, slowly, from the
repetition; from a human awareness
being confronted every day with a
changing landscape of suggestion and
resonance, forming its own response
without conscious thought. The result is
something that goes beyond a human
thought-creation.

Sun Cloud, 2025

People who don’t make art often
think that an artist has an idea or a
vision in their mind, which they then
give form to in the world. This is not
what I see in Sam Clark’s work. I see a
field of open attention, a practice which
resists conscious shaping and instead
makes space for a barely conscious
dance between elements, flesh, material
and air.
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In the online version of this there's a
short video of Sam at work here .



A few weeks ago I read an essay by
a young professional about why they
loved the work that they do. It had an
introduction in their own voice, and
then it suddenly transformed into the
bland, say-nothing-speak that I
increasingly recognise as being AI-
generated. I was taken aback by the
starkness of the two contrasting texts.
As an ex-higher education teacher, I
immediately saw the dilemma, or at
least the dilemma as I imagined it to be.

Perhaps English is your second
language, or maybe you’re new to
academic writing; maybe you’re
studying literature when your first
degree was in maths , or perhaps you’re
dyslexic. Whatever your circumstances,
the texts you’re being given to read are
complex, full of unknown, specialist
vocabulary and erudite-sounding
language, and in a style that you have
absolutely no idea how to emulate.
You’ve been getting your essays back
covered in spelling corrections, or with

abstruse arrows pointing to other parts
of the page, and comments that make
no kind of sense at all.

It’s not a new problem, and I’m not
going to go into the challenges facing
educators and students now that AI
seems to be everyone’s answer. What
interested me here was that what I read
was not an essay prepared for
assessment, and the person wasn’t a
student. I didn’t know the writer, or
their situation, but I suddenly
understood how tempting it must be if
you feel underconfident about your
written expression, or if you feel you
haven’t received quite the right kind of
education, or for any number of other
reasons, to ‘just run your essay through
AI to make sure it reads well’.

I imagined what a relief it would be
not to have to worry about having made
any glaring errors; how satisfying it
would be to see the various thoughts
that you’d had being neatly presented
back to you into a form that expressed
exactly what you’d been thinking, but
perhaps more elegantly than you might
have been able to express them.

My heart went out to the person.
And then I felt some weird moral
responsibility rise up in me which said
that I was honour-bound to contact
them and tell them that, much as I
understood why they had done what
they’d done, it was vitally important
that they didn’t fall onto this path.

And so I did. I wrote, ‘I’m
interested in this topic, and in your
perspective. If I may offer a suggestion,
and that is to write in your own words
instead of using AI. The AI text tells me
nothing at all’.

It really didn’t. It took a bunch of
human ideas and feelings and it
blandified them into an endless run of
sentences that sounded romantic and
clever, but which told me absolutely
nothing at all. Nothing. Froth, blowing
in the wind.

The person responded surprisingly
well to this unasked for intrusion into
their writing world, and we then had a
discussion about ‘polishing’ things with
AI, faltering confidence, and past bad
experiences and criticisms of their own
voice.

Strict teacher scaring the bejeezus out of students new
to their field

This seems to be to be yet another
example of how the easily availability of
GenAI preys upon human frailities and
vulnerabilities. Who hasn’t felt
underconfident about their written
expression at some point? Who hasn’t
compared themselves to other, more
experienced writers and felt dissatisfied
with their own output? Who hasn’t
regularly been appalled at their unique
array of human weaknesses and
imperfections and wished that they
could somehow get rid of all the
difficulties and challenges and struggles
and setbacks and all their apparently

w
I'M BEGGING YOU TO

HOLD ON TO YOUR
IMPERFECTIONS
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insuperable inadequacies? The 
to just wipe them all out 

instruction must be 
temptation with 

strong.

is starts to erode.culture what it 

a simple 

But if we do that? If we do that, 
everything that makes human life and 



The magic of imperfectly human creativity

People are writing more and more
about the importance of human
variation and imperfection;
increasingly heartfelt pleas to rescue
humanity from the effects of the shiny
AI versions of everything which are
increasingly colonising everything in
the human world. Many of us now fear
for human culture, human sanity,
human development, human creation.

But I haven’t seen anyone talking
about the temptations of GenAI for the
millions of people who have been
discriminated against by the outdated
structural and educational norms found
in many human societies. GenAI is
beginning to make people consider
what it is that’s valuable about human-
created things, but it’s also offering a
solution for many people to a range of
educational and societal challenges
which rarely get 
acknowledged.

I don’t want that young

Claude or ChatGPT, I want to hear him

own way, with all of his own linguistic
and expressive idiosyncracies. But he’s

locked into a system that has been
criticising him all of his life; how can I
expect him to listen to what I say?

I keep trying to find a way to
articulate what a number of writers
here have recently referred to as
‘friction’, and why it matters. The
crucial role of struggle and difficulty,
the necessity of getting lost when trying
to pin down an idea; and the
inevitability of feelings of frustration,
even despair, while trying to find out
what you’re thinking and what you
want to say. This is what writing is, it’s
the outcome of a process, hard won.

attractive, but actually you’re filling
your veins with formaldehyde. Your
writing turns into a corpse.

I recognise it quickly now. I don’t
need to go looking for the tells; the
short sentences, the one sentence

constructions. I feel it. Writing which,
in some inexplicable way, has no

suddenly I feel as if someone has

head. I start to suffocate, starved of

oxygen, choking on the carapaces of
long dead dust-mites.

It seems that this situation is not
just a matter of humans always looking
for the easy way through; seeking
what’s soft and comfortable, or wanting
to attract admiration for longed-for
achievements. There are huge,
hierarchical, structural and educational
issues, deeply embedded in so many
people’s life experience, which have
been the cause of a great pain to those
people. The easy availability of GenAI
writing assistants is pointing towards
something that has been swept under
the carpet for too long, and I don’t see
anyone discussing it (of course they will
be, but I haven’t seen it!).

Articles included in your edition
of the Substack Print:
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About Art Pilgrim

Follow the adventures of Art Pilgrim as she leaves art school perplexed, becomes a teacher, 
and journeys Italy, North India, and the distant  mountains  of  a  Tokyo  skyline,  

Indian art, and Sanskrit.  Dive with her into complexity theory as 
models of adult follow her out of academia and back 

her struggle to art as she  draws on 
sources for her arrive 

onwards to 
philosophy, 

learning, then 
reconnect to her 

painting. Finally, 

before studying 
an approach to unpicking 
into the world of colour and paint. Watch 
biology, fractals, and the sculptures of ancient India as 
with her back into the Edinburgh present and see what happens next.

Most recent newsletters have an audio version.
 This is a Substack Newsletter published every week by Tamsin Haggis at tamsinhaggis.substack.com.

There are currently more than eighty essays on Substack. The personal story (which, though personal, 
takes in  Indian and Chinese art, complexity theory and teaching) runs from October,2024 to June, 
2025. After that, they cover a range of topics which are stimulated by visi galleries and 
reflecting on what I find there. There's a seven-part series, for example, on Context and Time, which 
arose after my first visit to the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art. Check me out!

ting Edinburgh 

 Apologies for the odd bit of wonkiness in this print version , such as handwritten punctuation marks., or 
bits of text that have had to be clunkily added. The programme that pulls articles off Substack 
sometimes can't cope and I have to adjust manually.


