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I like to perceive my current series of work as an emotive response to personal experiences,  
ideas and analogies within my life. 

I am inspired by personal journal entries, my thoughts and dreams along with ideas about science and the 
universe. I want to explore these ideas from my perspective and personal connection to them.

These ideas are expressed through very detailed, abstract drawings, rendered in pen and ink.  
With these, I want to create my alternate reality; my hybrids within my own universe.
The use of detail is a reflection of my obsessive nature;  I think and write repetitively. 
I connect or merge images and patterns together because it is a depiction of everything happening in my 
mind. The way I put them together is a manifestation of the way thoughts are processed in my brain- very 
random, scattered, juxtaposed but all interlinked.

 Although it can be time consuming, it is a stress reliever. It puts me in a trance-like state 
where it eludes the concept of time. It also distracts me from my racing thoughts.   
It is a discipline and a form of therapy.
           
     Simone Asia     

Ascention, mixed media on wall (detail)



Greymatters:  
A guide to the secret workings of Simone Asia’s mind
by Allison Thompson

Like the entomologist in search of colorful butterflies, my attention has chased in the gardens of the grey 
matter cells with delicate and elegant shapes, the mysterious butterflies of the soul, whose beating of 
wings may one day reveal to us the secrets of the mind.   
         -Santiago Ramon y Cajal

Sanitago Ramon y Cajal (1852-1934) was a Nobel-prize winning neuroscientist living and working in 
Spain during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The man who wrote so lyrically about exploring 
the garden of the brain in search of the butterflies of the soul was not just a poet; he was renowned 
for his “medical artistry” and hundreds of his drawings illustrating the “delicate arborizations” of 
brain cells are still in use today.  The intricately detailed black and white illustrations were produced 
before the development of microphotography and other imaging techniques used in scientific and 
medical laboratories today and they continue to be written about and reproduced as examples of the 
intersection of art and science. 

Cajal’s studies of the neural circuitry of rodents or cells of a chicken’s cerebellum, or in the case above, 
the sensory areas of the human cortex are characterized by a patient and meticulous touch, a sensitive 
delicacy that is akin in many ways to Simone Asia’s own drawings.  How curious is it then, that this 
young Barbadian artist is also fascinated by the brain?  In the diary in which Simone writes copious 
notes recording her own emotions and musings, the word ‘brain’ recurs with regularity.  Hence the 
title of this, her first solo exhibition: Greymatters.

Grey matter refers to the area of the brain which contains most of the neuronal cell bodies and 
includes those regions involved in sensory perception such as seeing and hearing, as well as memory, 
emotions, speech, decision making and self-control.   It is responsible for the way in which we 
perceive the world around us and make sense of it.  Simone’s deliberate modification of the term, 
combining the words and inventing its plural form, Greymatters, is a creative adjustment intended to 
connote that the musings contained here in her drawings are significant – that it matters; that there 
are a number of issues or matters to be considered; and that their meanings, far from being precise, 
reside in a grey area of interpretation. 

Simone has always been fascinated by science. As a young child she would pour through her parents’ 
encyclopedia, studying the small black and white illustrations and inserting her own drawings in the 
open white spaces between entries.  But Simone’s interest in the brain is not just an extension of her 
fascination with science. It is also part of her quest of self-discovery. 

Simone Asia describes herself as an obsessive over-thinker. Her meticulous drawings along with her 
copious entries in her diary are coping strategies aimed at processing thoughts and calming her mind: 
“I have to write to quiet my mind. I actually lose sleep because of the brain activity I have. The writing 
is a purge to get the thoughts out.” Simone will return to her journal to reread entries several days 

“Comparative study of the sensory areas of the human cortex” 
by Santiago Ramon y Cajal,

Simone Asia at work



or weeks after writing them to gain insights into her own emotional state as well as to retrieve ideas 
for work.  It becomes the driving force to draw: “The work is fuelled by the act of documenting my 
thoughts; without that there would be nothing” 

Portraits predominate in this exhibition and while a few may be images of people the artist knows, 
most of them are in fact reflections of herself; her ‘self ’. It is not imperative that this is immediately 
evident to the viewer.  Simone describes the portraits as hybrids; they are not primarily aimed at 
capturing the fixed features of her face but rather focus on her shifting states of mind. 

Simone Asia Padmore was born in 1990 and attended Christ Church Foundation School before 
enrolling in the Centre for Visual and Performing Arts (Division of Fine Arts )at the Barbados 
Community College, eventually gaining a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree in Studio Art in 2011. The 
transition following graduation from art college is a challenging one, particularly in a country such as 
Barbados with very limited infrastructure and resources for young artistic practitioners.  Responding 
to this gap, a number of local and regional artists’ collectives, centres and residency programmes 
have emerged within the last decade, relying on very modest resources and organized by artists 
who themselves have felt a commitment to address this problem and contribute to the fostering of 
a vibrant artistic community. During the period of 2014-15, Simone was able to navigate between a 
number of these opportunities, finding spaces in which to make work and establish connections with 
other artists and curators in the region. And this served as the starting point for the body of drawings 
that make up Greymatters.

Projects and Space emerged precisely in response to this isolation which its founder, Sheena Rose, 
herself a graduate of the BFA programme at the Barbados Community College, experienced as she 
transitioned into the nebulous space of practicing artist. Projects and Space was initially an online 
forum – a Facebook page - which Sheena envisioned as a platform for young practitioners throughout 
the Caribbean region to connect with one another, to share work and experiences.  Within weeks of 
its launch, hundreds of artists were posting images of their own work and offering encouragement to 
others in the online group.  

The Projects and Space residency is an equally modest initiative. Sheena has invited a number of 
artists to move into her house for a few days and make work in the small spare bedroom which is her 
studio.  Simone describes the impact this had for her when she participated in the weekend residency 
in February 2014:  “It was one of those highlight moments after I took a break from drawing.  Sheena 
came to me with this opportunity to get me back in the groove. It made me focus not so much on the 
concept but rather just making work. I was caught up with whether the concept was strong and she 
said just get on with it.” The combination of re-locating into a new space designated as an art-making 
space, along with Sheena’s boundless energy and encouragement provided the support Simone 
needed. 

The drawings which make up the body of work in Greymatters began immediately after that 
residency: “It gave me a better understanding of what I needed to do.  Sheena is a creative person 
and so that encourages you. We live in the same parish [St Phillip] but when I was at home I was 
frustrated and depressed and didn’t know how to start again. She was just trying to give me a break 
from that sense of monotony.”A Tribute to the Moon, Mixed media on paper



Later that same year Simone received an invitation to participate in the residency programme 
at Alice Yard in Trinidad. Established ten years ago in Port of Spain by Sean Leonard, 
Christopher Cozier and Nicholas Laughlin, Alice Yard was named for the small back yard 
belonging to Leonard’s great-grandmother, which became a gathering place for the exchange 
of ideas. Since that time, Alice Yard has welcomed a broad spectrum of practitioners from 
throughout the Caribbean and the wider diaspora. Cozier has been an important facilitator 
for a number of young graduates from the BCC programme, offering them the challenge to 
produce independent projects outside Barbados amidst a cultural environment which they 
find to be remarkably more diverse than the one they are used to.  Other graduates who have 
benefited from time at Alice Yard include Sheena Rose, Versia Harris and Shanika Grimes. 
 
A Tribute to the Moon was the first work created at Alice Yard. This was Simone’s first 
residency outside Barbados and the transition was not an easy one. She describes feeling 
drained of energy and creativity.  She characterizes herself as a nocturnal artist, drawing 
energy from the moon, itself associated with female energy and water, controlling the rising 
and receding of the tides; but in Trinidad Simone found the moon was nowhere to be seen. 
While she was there she cut her hand and was losing blood.  “I felt dehydrated.  I was drained 
in every sense. Writing about those feelings and reading over them I thought I should 
do something about this idea of being drained – and this is when the idea of spilling ink 
returned to me.” 

These are the Things I Couldn’t Ignore draws on the various sensory experiences that shaped 
Simone’s time at Alice Yard; it is a tribute-of-sorts to the time she spent in Trinidad. 
Recollections of noisy parrots that woke her every morning, men smoking in the yard while 
they practiced music in the space, the unfamiliar scenery of mountain peaks in the distance, 
vultures circling in the sky, strings of flags hung along the streets in celebration of Trinidad’s 
Independence.

It was at this time that Simone started to cut shapes out of the paper, a technique she had 
experimented with before but had discontinued.   On an aesthetic level, the cut-outs create a 
different kind of pattern, one that opens up the surface, allowing light to pass through. When 
the paper is suspended away from the wall this casts shadows, amplifying the patterned effect. 
Conceptually, Simone explains that she is often writing about voids, psychic voids, indicative 
that something is missing and her restless need to fill them. 

The most significant development to come out of the Alice Yard residency however 
was the large wall drawings. It was Christopher Cozier who first proposed the idea as a 
way for Simone to challenge herself and break out of her comfort zone.  She was indeed 
uncomfortable with this proposal, intimidated by the larger scale and the resistance of the 
hard surface, and initially resisted the suggestion.  But one morning she woke up, observed 
the space, embraced the strangeness of this new surrounding, and made a mark on that wall. 

The two main challenges associated with the wall drawings are, firstly working on a larger 
scale and trying to control her medium in those circumstances (not an easy adjustment for an 
artist obsessed with control); and it’s temporary, ephemeral nature since these works executed 
directly on the gallery walls are painted over when the exhibition ends (again a particular 
hurdle for an artist who acknowledges her strong attachment to her own work). In retrospect,  
 

it was the highlight of the residency experience for her and would become an approach she 
would repeat many times. 

Simone produced her second wall drawing as part of Punch In, a three-week collaboration 
organized by Punch Creative Arena. Two tutors from the Centre for Visual and Performing 
Arts at the Barbados Community College (Ewan Atkinson and Russell Watson) were paired 
with two recent graduates (Simone and Versia Harris). Transforming the exhibition space of 
the College’s Morningside Gallery into a shared studio again provided the discipline of a time 
and a space where making work was the priority in an environment with mutual support and 
encouragement.  Here Simone worked on two large movable walls, creating a pair of drawings.

Two months later Simone participated in the My Time local residency organized by Fresh Milk, 
another artist’s initiative established by Barbadian artist Annalee Davis. Located on the site of 
her family’s dairy farm, Fresh Milk provides studio space and a small stipend to support artists’ 
production.  Simone spent four weeks making use of studio and library resources. 

Working on the wall at Alice Yard, Port of Spain, Trinidad



Fresh Milk also facilitated Simone’s participation in Caribbean Linked III in Aruba, the 3rd 
iteration of Caribbean Linked (there have been 4 to date) during August 12-31, 2015.  As the 
name suggests, this initiative, organized by Elvis Lopez (Atelier 89),  Holly Bynoe (co-founder 
of Arc Magazine and curator at the National Gallery of the Bahamas) and Davis,  focuses on 
building interaction across creative communities through the Caribbean. The residency invites 
young and emerging artists to develop their practice through interaction with peers from 
throughout the region, as well as writers, critics and established artists as part of the support 
system.   

Simone Asia found herself in Aruba with a diverse group of regional artists that included 
Natusha Croes (Aruba), Leasho Johnson (Jamaica), Alex Kelly (Trinidad & Tobago), Manuel 
Mathieu (Haïti), Jodi Minnis (The Bahamas), Ronald Cyrille, (Martinique), Aiko Roudette (St. 
Vincent & the Grenadines), Leo Aguirre (Aruba) and Marvi Johanna Franco Zapata (Curaçao), 
as well as writer in residence Natalie McGuire (Barbados) and sound artist Diego Espinosa, 
(Mexico). 

In Aruba Simone produced her third wall drawing, her favourite up until that point using 
acrylic paint and acrylic ink. She was gradually becoming more comfortable with this medium 
as she became better able to control it. 

Before I Disintegrate, one of the works on view in Greymatters, was made during the residency 
in Aruba.  What impacted the artist most during her stay in the Dutch Antilles was the arid, 
desert-like conditions.  It defied her conception of the Caribbean and she found the contrast 
beautiful.  The barren landscape, boulders, cacti and fierce sun all impressed her. Interested 
in alchemy, she began to incorporate gold paint, here applied with a spray bottle to achieve an 
effect of gold dust.  She had begun by this point to pair the portraits with abstract works, letting 
the patterns and textures convey emotion without the crutch of representational elements.  

The small accompanying abstraction is called Arikok, a reference to a national park she 
visited on the island. The patterning suggests the desert topography and she includes a found 
object –a wasp’s nest or comb – on the surface.  The dream-like and convoluted landscapes is 
simultaneously a mindscape, complex and convoluted.

There are analogies throughout Simone’s work between biological functions in nature and 
emotions or states of mind. The image of a seed sprouting, a tree thriving or alternately 
withering away is indicative of an idea or relationship sprouting, taking seed and alternately 
thriving or decaying. Certain images and patterns recur. Birds are a favourite theme, as are 
plants and celestial bodies. And the analogies extend to the use of medium. The technique 
of pen and ink requires control and precision as well as experience. A steady and sure hand 
controls and guides the precise point of the pen, while ink by nature is fluid and flush. There 
is a push and pull relationship between the two, Simone points out, as there is in human 
relationships.  
 
Brain coral, identified in encyclopedia as diploria labyrinthiformis, is so named because its 
intricate meandering texture and bulbous shape seem to imitate the human cerebral lobes. 
Simone is fascinated by the patterns she sees in nature. She walks a lot, often along the beach, 
observing and collecting specimens – like any amateur scientist. Sometimes the images which 

Before I Disintegrate, mixedmedia on paper (detail)

Arikok, mixedmedia on paper (detail)



appear in her work, may rely on the careful study of these specimens, or may be based on a 
botanical illustration in a book. But more often the imagery grows in a spontaneous, intuitive 
way, inspired by these sources but fuelled by her subconscious. 

The works often appear dark and brooding. They may be reflections of depressive states of 
mind brought on by feelings of loneliness, alienation, isolation, pessimism, anxiety; those 
monsters that keep you awake at night. The sleep of reason produces monsters: Francisco 
Goya understood how the graphic scratchings in black and white could capture the 
mysterious inner hauntings of our minds.  

Simone is also fascinated by Japanese culture, as her artist’s name – Simone Asia – suggests. 
The strong graphic history spans from Ukiyo-e prints of the 18th and 19th centuries to 
contemporary manga as well as the masterful traditions of calligraphy and screen painting. 
She is particularly inspired by a generation of young contemporary artists such as Tomoko 
Shioyasu who invoke these traditions to convey the symbiotic relationship between 
complexity and simplicity, as well as beauty and terror that is embodied within nature.

This work may also have encouraged Simone to undertake a series of  non-objective 
drawings, including the group of smaller abstractions entitled The Vehement Series.  The scale 
is reduced, the references to portraiture are absent and colour plays a more prominent role. 
But most significantly, these works are not based on previous writing but rather respond 
directly to pure emotions. They stand as a substitute for writing, a visual diary recording her 
direct and visceral responses to experiences.  They are, in fact, a different kind of portrait: 
“The portraits tend to be done by me reading over something I’ve written in the past but 
these are created in the moment as I feel, take it or leave it. They are the manifestations of my 
emotions. There is no face but it is me.”

My Life is a Trap is one of the early self portraits in which Simone was not as preoccupied 
with physical similitude as she was with her inner condition. The feeling of entrapment 
reflects difficulties in relationships with other people, miscommunications, frustrations. The 
ring of the bullseye reflects the sense of being a target. Her response was withdrawal. The 
wings are a symbol of martyrdom, as well as a mode of transcendence or escape, distancing 
herself from human-ness, and embracing her hybrid nature.

But the original inspiration for her imagery is often rooted in personal experience. In this 
work the birds refer to a particular incident Simone observed: “I was looking out the window 
and saw an egret going onto a tree with a colony of black birds.  These black birds came out of 
nowhere and attacked the egret.  The egret would move around to find a place to rest but the 
black birds were vicious and attacked him.  I connected with the egret in that moment - going 
through different situations, people being aggressive with me.  The egret wasn’t intruding; he 
just wanted to rest.”

In My Springtime Dilemma, the face is concealed behind a gas mask as vines, leaves and 
blooms proliferate, threatening to completely engulf the figure.  Simone loves nature but 
explains that nature does not love her. She suffers with allergies and during the spring she 
succumbs to respiratory problems and her sinuses will start to bleed.  The hybrid portraits 
refer to Simone’s sense of ‘unbelonging’ in social situations, of being foreign, an alien. My Springtime Dilemma, mixedmedia on paper



Simone is interested in alchemy, the medieval forerunner of chemistry which is concerned with 
the transmutation of matter, in particular with attempts to convert lead into gold.  Gold returned 
to her work in Sun God, one of two male figures featured in the exhibition. While Simone has 
always been drawn to the moon, her king is drawn to the sun. The golden halo is symbolic of his 
elevated, worshipped status; the moon is dependent on the sun for its light. The ram’s head and 
skull, for Simone, references sacrifice in the forbidden practices of ‘dark magic’ but equally suggests 
the sacrifices demanded within relationships. The ‘festering’ of an obsessive and consuming 
relationship is reflected in the worm-like imagery. 

The Vehement Series presents a grouping of small abstract drawings, each one the manifestation of 
a particular emotion. Unlike the portraits, these works circumvent the journal as a conduit to the 
expression of experience; they are a visual diary with each page presenting an emotive drawing that 
speaks to a particular state of mind. Colour plays a more prominent role in many of these works, 
combining with lines and shapes to convey  a more direct, raw and immediate representation of 
emotion.

The Clearing is different from many of the works. It is not a portrait but neither is it an abstraction 
despite its dependence on repetitive patterning.  And while much of compositions, particularly 
the portraits are centralized, The Clearing presents an opening in the landscape into a space that 
remains unarticulated. The parting of the foliage reveals five rope-like strands blowing playfully like 
Fragonard’s The Swing, suggesting some pastoral fantasy or secret pleasure.  

Greymatters also provided Simone with an opportunity to create another wall drawing. The 
Ascension was executed in the week leading up to the opening of the exhibition.  Simone initially 
assumed she would find inspiration in her journals for this ambitious project but the wall 
drawings have never worked like that.  They always occur at the end of a project or residency 
and respond to the particular environment.  Here, Simone’s profile appears on the right, her gaze 
deliberately turned from the viewer and instead looking towards an open space at the centre of the 
composition, another opening.  Two fern-like wings appear on either side of her face, like  baroque 
cherubim - those winged heads symbolic of pure spirit.  From an opening in the back of Simone’s 
head, a river of vines and ribbons and antlers and branches and rock formations and unfurling 
ferns and coral and tentacles and sensors and flesh  and petals and stamens move upwards in a rush 
of exalted energy, creeping onto the ceiling and wrapping around the corners of the wall.  In the 
other direction, descending downwards, worm-like tentacles, snakes, ropes, connective tissue, and 
mucous drips ooze towards the floor. From this, one bubbling, ejaculating bloom emerges.  It is as 
if the grey matter of the artist’s head has burst forth and metamorphosed into a fecund, animated, 
liberated, seething profusion that can no longer be contained. It is the ideal centerpiece and 
conclusion for Simone’s first solo exhibition, a long-desired achievement.

Like all of her wall drawings, this one is temporary and ephemeral. Simone is more than a little 
anxious at the prospect of having to paint over the wall at the end of the exhibition. This is the first 
time that the artist will actually do this herself.  We talk about the fact that this is not an erasure; the 
image is covered over but remains hidden, even protected under the layers of fresh paint. Simone 
sees in this, an analogy with the brain – of course. The brain seems always capable of resurrecting 
mental images, memories of things we thought we had lost.  Instead, they lay hidden beneath the 
layers our subconscious, with the potential to reveal themselves anew.

The Vehement Series, mixed media on paper (exhibition view)

The Clearing, mixed media on paper



My Life is A Trap, mixed media on paper Like the Moon, mixed media on paper



The Innocence, mixed media on paper The Promise, mixed media on paper



The Scientist, mixed media on paper



Arikok, mixed media on paper



Ascention, mixed media on wall Surgeon, mixed media on paper



Sun God, mixed media on paper Before I Disintegrate, mixed media on paper



The Vehement Series No.4, mixed media on paper The Vehement Series No.8, mixed media on paper



The Vehement Series No.6, mixed media on paper The Vehement Series No.7, mixed media on paper



The Vehement Series No.10, mixed media on paper The Vehement Series No.9, mixed media on paper
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