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Don’t Ignore Your Longing for the Orange
Paintings by Serena Caulfield

‘I won’t opt for narrative, which would mean inventing reality instead of searching for it.’ ¹

Serena Caulfield may be considered a figurative painter but she uses figuration to figure out reality more than represent 
it. Like the French writer, Annie Ernaux, who tests the boundaries between memoir and fiction, Caulfield teases out the 
edges between the conscious and the unconscious image. Her dense, vibrant paintings strike us with the strangeness of 
a dream and the certainty of a memory we didn’t know we had. In ‘Orwell’s Roses’ (2023), the deep red roses smelled by 
the girl are clearly not roses, but the dream and the dreamer know they are. In ‘The Light That Holds the Hot Sky Tame’ 
(2023), a girl? a princess? is the wrong size to inhabit this woodland idyll, populated by a myriad of earthly creatures, but 
she holds the reins to a white horse, and so emits an aura of authority that makes the make-believe desirable. Despite 
the lurid, unnaturally yellow sky, that in a more representative painting would signal climate catastrophe, here we willingly 
embrace a world of inter-species harmony where apples can grow on whatever tree they want. Recent studies of wild 
animals found that they scattered more quickly on hearing human conversation than the roar of a lion. In Caulfield’s 
Eden, the animals are guides and the lone girl harmless and fearless in her quest. The non-hierarchical placing of figures 
asks us to consider the lost ‘inter-being’ between humans and more-than-humans, and thus gain access to the shared, 
bright carnival of the everyday. In a world we’ve pushed to the brink of a sixth mass extinction, Caulfield invites us into an 
abundant, unthreatening and unthreatened world that can only exist in the imagination or dreams.

I’m reminded of the American poet, CA Conrad’s somatic rituals which de-centre the human, in an attempt to revive 
the spirit and the planet. Caulfield’s visions are void of adults and reconnect with that time when we were in touch 
with imaginary friends and bunnies who could talk. In ‘Savage Dreams’ (2023), two children glide on horseback 
through water, with a dusk-lit farmhouse in the distance. One is dressed as an Indian chief – the ‘savage’ of the title, 
or is it the savage colonialists who decimated the indigenous Americans and brought misrule and famine to Ireland? 
For many of us, there was more vivid freedom in the persona of the squaw, than the cowboy. The tower, like the 
dilapidated arches in ‘In the Ruins of Memory’ (2023), stands as an echo of the island’s ancient kings and battles for 
conquest. Monstrous forms, with hinted blue eyes, lurk in the dark, indistinct clumps of trees in ‘Savage Dreams’. 
These moody densities recall the work of Franz Marc, one of the founding members of the German Blue Rider group, 



who was to die in WW1. The innocence of childhood, that can often only be experienced later in art, conjured so powerfully 
in Caulfield’s work, is echoed by the censored Romanian poet, Nina Cassian:
 

 ‘Don’t stir up purple. Leave some mystery 
 intact and undisturbed. But don’t ignore
 your longing for the orange of lighted windows 
 that shine beside your childhood door.’ ²

Caulfield’s paintings both invoke myth and invent it. Whether it’s Morrigan, the Raven Goddess, or the goddess-mare, 
Macha, these symbols shift between war-like virility and feminine fecundity. We sense that despite the raven’s warnings in 
‘The Raven and the Rainbow’ (2023), this girl-seeker will continue to quest with her back to the rainbow and the impossibly 
blue sea. She embodies the bold naivety of the fairy tale protagonist who enters the wood as night falls. To individuate, 
she must renounce sentimental, seductively enhanced ‘nature’ and also the naturalism of the Irish landscape tradition. To 
that end, in many paintings, the landscape disintegrates into intense patches of abstract gestures, becoming splotchy or 
sinuous, with a complexity that is at once alluring and invigorating. In these under or over stories, the still-wild landscape 
of an older age is suggested, with the uncultivated patterns we must learn again to discern.

Horses recur in ‘Wild Horses at Midnight without the Moon’ (2023), where a herd of white and of pink horses appear both 
in and up in the trees. The stark simplicity reads like a record of a dream and recalls Freud’s patient, Sergei Pankejeff’s 
drawing of white wolves in a tree outside his bedroom window. If analysis can unlock the latent thoughts in a dream, 
can painting also unravel this latency? Like white and pink sugared almonds, the horses evince smooth, uncomplicated 
sweetness. Left to their own symbolic framework, they graze, at one with each other and the woodland.

In this new work, Caulfield delivers a fresh, dynamic lexicon for contemporary painting that employs colour saturation to 
defamiliarize the landscape, nimble figuration and moments of luscious abstraction to create and recreate territories of 
myth, dream and imagination. We become the lost visitor following her path through the woods.

Cherry Smyth
December 2023

¹ Annie Ernaux, Shame, London: Fitzcarraldo Editions,1997, p.28      ² Nina Cassian, Life Sentence, London: Anvil Press, 1990
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oil on canvas
50 x 70 cm

 4



 4



THERE’S ANOTHER SKY
2022

oil on canvas
120 x 150 cm
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HORSE FRIGHTENED BY A PAINTED LANDSCAPE
2022

oil on canvas
80 x 60 cm
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HOPE IN THE DARK
2022

oil on wooden panel
50 x 60 cm
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ORWELL’S ROSES
2023

oil on canvas
40 x 50 cm

 12





WILD HORSES AT MIDNIGHT, WITHOUT A MOON
2023

oil on canvas
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THE LIGHT THAT HOLDS THE HOT SKY TAME
2023

oil on canvas
80 x 100 cm
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DREAM BABY DREAM
2023

oil on canvas
50 x 70 cm
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WHISPERS TO A NIGHT SKY
2021

oil on canvas
50 x 40 cm
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SAVAGE DREAMS
2023

oil on canvas
50 x 70 cm
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MAGIC MARKERS
2023

oil on canvas
40 x 50 cm
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SERENA CAULFIELD
(b. 1985)

Serena Caulfield is an artist who makes paintings. Memories morph into tall tales. Invented imagery invites novel 
narratives. Transforming old to new, past to present, absence to presence, here to there, she likes to paint quickly 
and think slowly.
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SERENA CAULFIELD: Dream Baby Dream
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