
From Illusion to Mystery

You encounter three difficulties when you try to get into to Juri Markkula’s works. 

The first has to do with the artistic process, which over the past two decades has 

become the key to approaching art in general. Art schools teach their students to 

present works using the process as the starting point. And Markkula uses very 

special processes. He has built computer controlled machines that make the 

works for him: devices that mix colors with an absolute and necessary 

mathematical precision; machines that burn gradients into wood, and so forth. 

Anyhow, for Markkula it is not the process that is important, but what happens 

between the work and the spectator, ie. that the miracle happens. This should 

actually make his works more accessible, but when we engage works of art 

today we don't look in that direction for leads. We ask about the process and look 

for interactivity; we don’t quite dare to just look, receive and think, since art 

theory today professes the Neoliberal market principle: the enlightened consumer 

needs to be ceaselessly activated1. In order to see Markkula’s art, we must 

abandon the contemporary notion of how to approach art.

For a long time I had problems with the second difficulty: Juri Markkula’s art has 

no relationship whatsoever to fun. Today, that's enough to make you an artist 

apart. It means that his art addresses a totally different sensibility than the one 



that dominates our daily lives. Some people claim that what is new for in our time 

is that we, perhaps unconsciously, but persistently and from a crying need, 

unremittingly seek something fun in our perception.2 When we are standing in a 

line at the supermarket, our eyes are looking for a moment’s fun. The rest is 

boredom and stress and futility. That’s how our sensibility seems to function 

today and almost all art accommodates it. It is what I too look for when I want to 

get into a work of art. Where is the fun? Most of the time it works, but not in 

Markkula’s art. You might say that he flirts with fun; his “chameleon” paintings 

that change colors when you pass by them are rather fun. And indeed,  that fun 

leads into the work, though into a blind alley. There, you have to be open to 

something else – maybe to rapture, amazement, to being moved. The eye has to 

be in love, since desire is caught with its guard down.  A certain amount of 

naivety is essential, without it nothing fantastic can happen. This is true for life in 

general as well as for Markkula’s art.

The third and main difficulty is the color. How should it be understood? 

Where does the miracle happen? Is the color there for the benefit of perception, 

or for the psychology of perception, for physics, for chemistry, for semiotics? 

What the hell am I seeing? I think it is this: in Juri Markkula’s art color is a 

surface.

Color is a surface . . . And what is a surface? A boundary and interface 

between the object and the rest; almost nothing, but without it everything would 

be vertiginous. The surface is as immaterial as a boundary on top of things, an 



elementary cohesion that in itself lacks thickness. Like a glass filled to the rim: 

the surface tension holds the liquid in place when no edges do so.

Since Classical antiquity the surface has been established as the place of 

illusion. What is visible on the surface (reflections, pictures) is pure illusion. In art 

this was again confirmed by the Modernism of Clement Greenberg, where 

painting was described as a tendency away from illusion, mainly away from 

pictorial space in the direction towards investigating painterly materiality. In other 

words, that the responsibility of painting was to ascertain its medium, seen as the 

relationship between surface and paint. The result was received with some 

suspicion, since it turned out that when an artist puts paint of a surface, even if it 

was just a monochrome, an illusionary depth emerges. Hence, the monochrome 

couldn’t appear in its pure materiality, but transformed the one-colored surface 

into an image. Materiality produced illusion and illusion itself appeared most 

clearly through it. So in art color was purified only by its own image, in other 

words when the surface emphasized its inherent and minimal illusion, i.e. when 

the surface disappeared in favor of a minimal space. Yet worse: only by virtue of 

this illusion could a work of art be distinguished from any other painted surface. 

Artistic movements come and go, illusion persists and in art the surface 

disappears as a part of the picture.

In Greenberg the surface, the canvas, remains in its materiality and in its 

function as the foundation for color, but it is countered somewhat by illusion. But 



when you look at the works of Juri Markkula you ask yourself why would the 

surface itself be so different than that which it makes visible, namely the 

reflections, the images, the illusion? Is not the surface also an illusion rather than 

some foundation beyond the picture precisely because the color is a surface? In 

his art color no longer rests on a surface, but is itself nothing but a surface. For 

quite some time, Markkula has been using a pigment that changes color 

depending on point of view. When he does this again now, it is exactly with 

respect to the surface that his new series of pictures differ from his earlier use of 

the pigment. There are two varieties of surface here: a smooth surface 

surrounded by a coarse one. Because the latter is untreated it accentuates the 

material itself – a refractory, arbitrary surface, the pleating of the color. It should 

be pointed out that here the color “on” a smooth surface does not look applied, 

but rather honed, as though the piece consisted of solid color. But since the color 

changes with the movement in front of it, it becomes image: the image of a 

transition between two colors, the image of a color in motion, a color in 

transformation. Color, material and surface form a unit somewhat like a lava flow. 

But the unit only exists when all of it becomes image. The image is one of the 

appearances, and only therein do they form a unit. An illusion. Image, surface, 

color, yes even the material, have no more reality than a shadow. But neither do 

they have less.

According to another ancient Greek idea, man actually lives on the 

surface3. However, in and under earth are the dead, shadow creatures; above 



the surface are their souls – but the surface itself, the ground, is for humans. 

There man, physically alive, unites the two domains that in death are separated: 

matter and soul. In his latest series of paintings Markkula points to the surface as 

forgotten, the ground we’re standing on. Pieces of ground, with grass, leaves, 

needles and so forth, have been scanned and printed in 3D in enormous 

enlargements as reliefs. They are then painted in two colors, one for that which is 

in the shadow and one for that which is in the light. That is, two shades of the 

same color, but with two different pigments.  In every way the work is an 

alienation of something familiar, while the feeling of something foreign is very 

adequate as we, contrary to the ancient Greeks, do not perceive ourselves as 

surface creatures (and moreover have cellars, tunnels and so forth.) The blades 

of grass are also grotesquely big, colossal even, and make us feel both lost in 

the world and in our own bodies. Hence the eye’s relation to form is quite 

seriously altered, but mostly with respect to the material: you realize that the 

space you normally see is not all divided by smooth surfaces, but a closer look 

reveals forms and material, a strange unity between coarseness and color that is 

not normally seen but can still be felt. The surface has its depth, its topography. 

But there is also something illusionary about enlargements. It so happens that 

gravity functions somewhat differently depending on the size of things. For 

instance, pictures of enlarged mushroom spores look top-heavy in a way that 

nothing else in our order of magnitude (except steel) could be. They almost give 

the impression of being photographed under water, lifted by the water. This is 

how enlargements sometimes give us access to a world where even the physics 



of surface, and above the surface, is no longer valid. In addition, Markkula’s 

pieces of ground are no longer horizontal, but presented to us vertically. From a 

bird’s-eye view. Check out what it does to your spatial perception, this experience 

of not being on the surface!

The Greeks discovered ways to penetrate the surface. For example by 

making a colossus, a colossal stone sculpture fixed in the ground, not on it. 

Where it stands, interred, it gives materiality to the dead while attracting the 

dead’s wandering psyche from the area above the surface. As a sign of the 

dead’s absence the colossus has a reality that’s not far from the living man’s. Is 

not in the sphere of psyche the observer finds himself when assuming the bird’s 

perspective? A soul in pursuit of a material, a materiality that can make it 

present? On the surface, i.e. in daily life, nothing is free of illusion, not even we 

ourselves are really there. Maybe this is what art ought to do: liberate the soul 

from its ordinary ties to the body and connect it with another materiality where a 

heightened presence can occur? And what else does love do? So art would then 

be love outside the human sphere, but instead in a sphere where the soul is 

connected directly with minerals, pigment, pixels, any material in fact, rather than 

with human beings.

The mere size of these works has an illusory effect. The dimensions given 

don’t reveal that the surface, because it is a relief, is considerably bigger than 

that which is enclosed by the circumference. So the amount of paint that meets 



the eye can be a lot more through a relief than through a smooth surface. The 

material thus gets a heightened intensity, a slightly stronger presence than 

elsewhere. By virtue of the figurative quality of a relief, not only the color is 

transformed to image by its concentration, but the surface too. The surface 

appears as illusion, if you can put it like that. And then the surface is no longer 

that which either disappears behind a spatial illusion or separates the material 

from the immaterial (the image), the pigment from the color. On the contrary, the 

surface seems to be what brings one into the other.

The illusion is no longer understood as a mere mistake or a hallucination, 

but instead as purely subjective, but absolutely natural and unavoidable, 

connections fused into the reflection of objective necessity. The illusion allows the 

observer, man, to cross the boundaries of sensuousness, just as we do when we 

assume there is a context, a whole or a unit or the like, that in itself can never be 

the object of a sensation. Illusion adds something that makes life possible without 

that something having to be of any practical use to the living. Freud, for instance, 

would say that culture is princicpally made possible by different illusions (religion, 

art, love) but at the cost of the individual either suffering from neurosis or 

psychosis. You just have to choose one of them or else you would not have a 

civilized life. The question is not whether the surface/color, as illusion, is visible, 

visible-making or concealing, but where it comes from. Regardless of whether 

the answer is that illusion is enforced by sense, life or civilization, love often 

serves as the model for it. What is more common than that people don’t 



understand what the lover sees in the loved one? The surface differs between 

those who look at something with love and those who don’t. As expected, Freud 

explains it in terms of projections, and of course a body you look at won’t reflect 

back a third person’s projections. But we may just as well – even preferably –

follow Proust and think that the lover picks up signs that the loved one 

unintentionally emits, that the lens of love sees a different world In both instances 

you overlook the surface and only pay attention to the images that are there.

In his works Markkula sometimes allows smaller and larger types of 

illusions to confront each other. The smaller is a kind of optical illusion, an 

element of perceptual psychology, while the larger illusion has to do with 

chromatic desire and with color itself. For instance, the series Mosaik (Mosaic) 

from 2013 seems to work only with the smaller illusion, how space is created by 

pure color combinations where the colors look as if they gradually permeate each 

other. Actually, his art is not primarily optical – he wants to give us a color that the 

eye cannot see, at least not in its present state of existence. It is more obvious in 

the works in which Markkula has used those pigments that change color with the 

observer’s movements in the room, for instance in Green to Lilac (2009-) or 

Tροía (2008). The latter is a big enameled sea container. In this case it is neither 

caused by the projection of illusion theory (self-reflection) nor signs that you see 

another color on the surface; it is simply a matter of the observer’s position. But it 

looks as though it is the reflecting surface that becomes different. With the 

inevitable egocentricity of perception in the everyday, the observer will think that 



the changes in color are caused by movement in front of the works, regardless of 

position in the room. That is the smaller illusion, but Markkula wants to get to a 

larger illusion (the surface) that maybe instead should be called “the mystery”: a 

sort of chromatic conceptualism. The mystery consists of a special object of 

desire, the invisible element (in the color) that we cannot see behind the plethora 

(of colors).

For example the color that encompasses all the colors between green and 

purple. For what is happening there when I move in front of the paintings and 

they change colors? Looking at it soberly, the color, the surface, is completely 

unaffected by my movements. They actually don’t change at all (the opposite 

would be absurd). The color is not subject to any modification by my moving, but 

my movements transpose the color from one existence in space (the Here of the 

color) to an existence in a time span (my Now) where, thanks to my movement, 

one shade follows after the other. The mystery lies in the understanding that 

since my movements change nothing on the surface, the color itself must be 

there, timeless and unchangeable. That is what love wants to “see”: the exact, 

particular and unchangeable primary color that is there and can be glimpsed 

through the changing colors unfolding in time for me. Love wants to see 

everything in its spectrum, all its aspects, not divided into a spectrum but 

together in one particular color. It exists and, as a color, it must be possible to 

see in one glimpse – but by another kind of eye. A loving eye, an eye that is love, 

an eye that feels.



You might think that Markkula takes refuge in a painterly materiality, that 

the pigment are the truth about color and surface. But it isn’t quite so. Fort Knox 

(2005) takes one step further towards clarity. It isn’t enough to go from color to 

material, for the material also takes a step toward its own image, its own 

immateriality. Maybe here it should be “image materiality” to distinguish it from 

painterly materiality. On all the Fort Knox paintings we see walls of numbered 

gold bars. They are never depicted frontally; pictorial space always emerges. If 

anything, the painting is photorealistic. The gold bars are made of 24-carat gold 

leaf.

In short: everything you see in the picture is illusion, apart from the gold. 

The depiction actually describes the picture’s material, depicts it as it is. And it is 

made in an illusion, where the step from image to material is taken. But in the 

next step the heavy gold is no longer the object of desire or love in the picture. 

What an enchanted eye wants to see is only its beautiful shine. The gold glows; it 

is said it generates its own light! And it is that shine you want to get close to. If 

there is anything to love in gold, in the gold itself, it is this light. This particular 

luminance is the gold’s own image, color as image, and that is truly what gives 

the gold its surface. That is the truth about surface: it is neither material nor 

illusion, but a shine. It has a bit more reality than the numbers on the gold bars, 

more than their form. But it is a different form of reality than that of objects. 

Objects are simply not what’s most interesting in this world. In daily life, in that 

context, the shine of gold naturally disappears and what remains is just a 



monetary value, some weight and so forth, but the gold is there for the 

enchantment, admiration, naivety and love.

That might be the truth about color as surface, the picture behind 

everything. That’s where the true illusion is, the mysterious object itself. To push 

your relationship to color all the way there requires love and love’s certainty. 

Paradoxically, Markkula’s illusions seem both to dissolve the objects and 

emphasize the material, and then dissolve the material and bring out its surface 

or image. Between illusion and materiality, the spring of the color picture, its 

season of promise and joy. It is there you wish time would stop – but eternal 

summer is in the  material’s shine.

Lars-Erik Hjertström Lappalainen 
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