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PALINDROME: Reflections in the Scottish
Landscape through Print, Place and Process
David Faithfull
Palindromos: Running back again (Greek)
‘As Marcel Duchamp says, you are not looking at the object, the object is looking at you.’1

E

choing Duchamp’s playful statement, the world of print generally
involves the picture plane becoming
a visual palindrome, where the landscape,
the engraved plate, the lithography stone or
inverted paper sheet, are running backwards
and forwards, constantly flipping the image
and the imaged, like a mirrored reflection of
place and space.
And whether as printmaker or direct imagemaker, landscape artists throughout the
centuries have investigated and sometimes
challenged and exploited these dichotomies,
these opposites, as a synthesis of process-led
question and image-led answer.
In this paper I aim to investigate this further.
Can the artist and/or printmaker gain more
legitimacy or validation through this transformation of palindromic and mirrored picture
plane? Does this palindromic inversion create
an obstacle or an opportunity for the artist to
explore the landscape genre, particularly here
in Scotland, providing an authentic filter for
creativity, representation and expression?
I am particularly interested in David Young
Cameron’s Ben Ledi (1911), and how this
iconic work demonstrates a peculiar inversion of the topographical subject within
the viewer’s reference plane.2 In addition to
investigating the contextual circumstances
of Cameron’s distinctive image, I aim to
contrast this with works created around the
same time by Marcel Duchamp. I will discuss
how these might have informed more recent
examples of palindromic forms in Scotland
and how other artists have employed this as
a visual device, both methodologically and
conceptually.
Palindromes are an ancient concept. They
were regularly employed by pre-Christian
civilisations, by the Romans and throughout
the medieval Christian eras. Although
having lost much of their mystical powers
today, they are still employed regularly by
artists and writers, both as curiosities and
as a method of enhancing the message
conveyed.3

One of the earliest palindromes is one
which, although ancient, graces a frieze high
up on the pediment of a building on one of
Edinburgh’s most prominent streets – the
Standard Life Building on George Street.4
Created by George Laing in 1970 (Fig.1) it
shows the five wise and five foolish virgins
articulating the magic square ‘ROTAS OPERA
TENET AREPO SATOR’.5 In his notes Laing
also suggests that the positions of his ten
supporting bronze figures are symbolic, the
wise on the left hand of God and the foolish
on the right, or devil’s side.6

© Gerald Laing; Author’s
photograph

Curiously, like the print process, the act
of creating this bronze frieze would have
required an inversion of the original in the form
of a mould – requiring this visual and conceptual inversion in the mind’s eye of the artist.
Although Laing would certainly have cast his
bronze frieze from ‘positive’ clay forms, the
sculptor’s ‘negative’ mould is another example
of the artist’s material need to invert. This is
maybe not such a creative leap as might be
imagined, for example, think of Leonardo’s
reversed sketchbooks or Shakespeare’s ability
to write back to front. This latter characteristic was portrayed by Ralph Steadman in
his print Will Sakespeare (1993) for Peacock
Print Studios, where the bard’s signature is
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1. Gerald Laing, Frieze
of The Wise and Foolish
Virgins, 1978, bronze,
Standard Life Building,
No.1 George Street.
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playfully reversed. Belgian printmaker Pierre
Alechinsky additionally perfected this skill,
using both hands simultaneously to sign, title
and number his lithographs.
Whether drawing directly on the plate
or using a cleverly aligned mirror to flip the
original drawing, etchers and engravers
have always had to deal with the inversion
problem of the original plate running in
the opposite direction to the printed copy.
Occasionally this reversal process goes
wrong, most notoriously in Albrecht Dürer’s
1514 engraving Melancolia I. On the earliest
proofs held by the British Museum, the artist
had forgotten to correctly flip the number
9 in the numerical square in the top right
corner of the print, engraving the numeral as
a 6. This error has clearly been corrected in
later editions.7 Although the subject of much

2. Joseph Mallord William
Turner, Fingal’s Cave, Staffa,
1834, engraved on steel by
Edward Goodall for Scott’s
Poetical Works.

mystical speculation into Dürer’s connections
with the occult, similar to the religious and
magic connotations with the ROTAS squares,
current theory suggests these numerical
squares were probably arithmetical curiosities equivalent to today’s Sudoku.
The printmaker’s choice of whether or not
to reverse the print often appears arbitrary.
The positioning of a mirror can clearly be
seen in the BBC’s documentary of the artist
Norman Ackroyd at work in his studio on the
print series The Rumblings, Muckle Flugga
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(2009).8 Earlier in his career Ackroyd seems
to have preferred reversing the final landscape print. He was well known for taking
the original grounded plate, complete with
portable etching bath and acid, into the
north English landscape, working directly on
the copper and hence bypassing the studio
‘mirror’ process and creating more dynamic
atmospheric interpretations.9
In J.M.W. Turner’s Fingal’s Cave, Staffa
engraving (Fig.2), for his series for Walter
Scott’s Poetical Works in 1840, he (or the
engraver Edward Goodall) mysteriously
avoids flipping the image on the steel plate,
resulting in the rocky path into the cave
being on the north rather than the south
side, obvious for anyone who has ever
visited the majestic location. As the cave
faces south-west, this does not seem to

equate to the conceptual logic of framing
the setting sun, as suggested by Hermann
in his volume on the engraved works of the
artist.10
A curious contemporary interpretation of
this palindromic reversal is evident in London
and Mull-based artist Charles Avery’s
Untitled (World) of 2009 and the earlier print
Untitled (World View) from 2008, where
the land form of Mull is completely rotated
and duplicated into his imaginary world of
Onomatopoeia.11
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3. David Faithfull, Tide/Edit,
1997, Artist’s Book (solvent
based screen-print and
offset lithography on card
and paper).
Author’s photograph

My own interest in visual palindromic
forms began whilst developing a body of
work generated on Mull for a solo exhibition in Verona and Lago di Garda in 1997.
The accompanying Artist’s Book/catalogue
entitled Tide/Edit (1997) (Fig.3) involved the
picture plane becoming a visual palindrome,
running backwards and forwards across the
publication, mirroring the whole gallery space.12
This was also the first time I incorporated the
palindromic ROTAS OPERA TENET AREPO SATOR
into my own work. Although living in Edinburgh
close to St Andrew’s Square, it was another 15
years before I became aware of Laing’s own
interpretation of this ancient form.
More recently for a commission for NHS
Murray Royal Hospital, involving two large
ten metre glazed murals, I developed visual
palindromic forms more emphatically.13
The skylines of Kinnoul Hill near Perth and
Birnam Hill near Dunkeld were inverted to
become two loch forms within symbolic
wooded groves of birch, oak and pine trees.
This concept was further enhanced for the
print Birnam Wood where I added an inverted
pine tree across the lake, which became an
inlet in the foreground of the flipped visual
plane.14
I presumed this was my contemporary
visual and conceptual interpretation of a
traditional Scottish landscape theme, so I
was very much surprised to see a similar
visual ploy employed by the renowned
Scottish artist David Young Cameron in his
Ben Ledi etching and dry-point print of 1911
(Fig.4). One of the most highly valued prints
of its generation, this conceptual interpretation of Cameron’s is only appreciated when

seen against the original sketch from the
same year (Fig.5). From this original drawing,
one can clearly see the artist’s later intention of emphasising the reflection of Ben
Ledi. As well as requiring the artist to reverse
the plane, the visual content of mountain
reflected in a heathland pool is also curiously
inverted. The profile of the peak is almost
bitten out of the pool’s muddy edge in the
symmetrically flipped composition. ‘This
romantically charged iconography has been
achieved by the balance of a reversed shape
of the hill in the foreground and lighter use of
a plate tone in the water than in the sky.’15
I would advocate that this is no coincidence of the contemporary viewers’ framework, but a conscious concept of this early
20th-century artist to spiritually or emotionally charge the landscape. Interestingly, the
original working sketch, in pencil, conté
crayon and watercolour, shows Ben Ledi as
a larger, illuminated mass and the corresponding foreground pool edge depicts a
matching peak form, rendered in smudged
crayon in the grass and reeds, thus anticipating the later engraving. In the final print
there is much more distinction between the
darker, conical mass of the peak and the light
ephemeral form of the pool.
What now might be the cast shadow or
gnomon, is an illuminated reflected mount
defying the physical weight of the geological
mass of the mountain, an elemental transmutation in the reflection from earth to water, or
volcanic fire to air. The reflected background
becomes the foreground or conversely, the
pool’s form mirrored becomes the solid metamorphic entity, Ben Ledi – the Hill of God.
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4. Left: David Young
Cameron, Ben Ledi, 1911,
etching and dry-point.
Courtesy of The National
Galleries of Scotland, Print
Archive, Edinburgh; author’s
photograph
5. Right: David Young
Cameron, Ben Ledi, c.1911,
pencil, conté crayon and
watercolour on watercolour
board.
Courtesy of the owner and
Allinson Gallery, New York

I venture that this palindromic inversion, this
sublime reflection in the pool is intentional. As
well as being a physical manifestation of the
transfer of reversed image to plate, it provides
an opportunity for the artist to express and
convey a deeper poignancy between the
viewer and the traditional picture plane.
Cameron exploited the idea of reflection in
many of his landscapes.16 Take for example,
the mountains reflected in a Scottish loch in
Ben Lomond (1923) or the dark foreboding
trees in the The Pool (Firth) (1921).17 The
Ben Ledi print however, seems to be the
only example where he uses it so dramatically, playfully engineering the topographic
contours to best reflect his own devotional
sentiments.
Only recently has the mistranslation of
the Gaelic Ben Ledi been attributed to its
1791 source.18 Throughout Cameron’s own
very spiritual and religious life, he would
have understood the symbolic mount as ‘Hill
of God’, directly visible north of his studio
in Kippen.19 Now however, it is correctly
translated as ‘Hill of the Slope’ or ‘Hill of
the Shoulder’. One of the reasons for the
mistranslation was Lochan nan Corp (Little
Loch of the Dead) on the lower slopes,
directly on the old coffin road from Glen
Finglas to St Brides Chapel at Loch Lubnaig.
Cameron gave up etching soon after
creating the Ben Ledi print – between 1917
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and 1923. Although this was seen as a
protest against the commercialisation of the
medium at the time, there is no doubt he
amassed prodigious wealth from the sale of
his prints up until the Great Crash in 1929.
As well as gifting his extensive collection of
Rembrandt etchings to the National Galleries
of Scotland, he donated his own copy of
Hokusai’s Mount Fuji to Perth Museum &
Art Gallery on his death. Was he imbuing
Ben Ledi with Fuji’s own sacred power and
symbolism? He certainly regularly printed on
Japanese Mulberry Paper.20
Although created before his experience
of the First World War, there is a reflective
melancolia in Ben Ledi, also apparent in
many of his other prints and paintings. He
was commissioned by the Canadian government to work in Flanders where he created
Flanders from Kennel in 1919. The latter is
a work charged with religious symbolism,
where the differentiation between helpless
victors and victims is lost amidst the smoke
and flame of trench warfare.21
In what seems like another era completely,
Marcel Duchamp was busy creating The
Large Glass between 1915 and 1923, arguably one of the most potent and influential creations of the 20th century. It is well
known that Duchamp played with visual and
verbal puns in French and English. There
are clear examples of word palindromes in
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his work, most notably Anemic Cinema,
1926, where the rotoreliefs reverse texts
endlessly in playful repetitiveness. Not
always completely precise, they convey the
essence of repetition and reversal rather than
direct palindromic authenticity. Duchamp
constantly played and experimented with
these verbal forms, such as ‘Abominables
fourrures abdominales’ in his alter ego Rrose
Selavy’s Biens Nouveaux (1939).22
In response to The Large Glass, I would
argue that it is in fact a visual palindrome.
One of the only 20th-century pieces of
art where both sides of the work can be
seen simultaneously, it incorporates all the
individual elements of each diametrically
opposing view, absorbing their own background features too. Richard Hamilton was
obviously aware of this in his development
of The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors
Even publications, where between the first
1960 and second 1966 (Again) editions, he
evolves the idea of the pages reflecting their
own mirror image.23 He again significantly
develops this with his lithograph of Duchamp
holding part of The Large Glass, Marcel
Duchamp (1967) and in homage to that, his
own mirror print Palindrome from 1974.24

is by Scottish artist Katie Paterson. Entitled
Earth-Moon-Earth (2007), it took Beethoven’s
Moonlight Sonata, and by converting the
individual piano notes into Morse code, was
transmitted directly at the moon from Jodrell
Bank Observatory.29 The resulting reflection,
which was beamed back and intercepted
by Jodrell Bank, is missing those sections
absorbed by the dark basalt craters on the
moon’s surface. Paterson displays both these
codes, before and after, as etchings, incomplete the second time and translated into an
automated grand piano, endlessly playing the
Moonlight Sonata but with haunting gaps, a
reflection of vast physical scale as well as the
sonata’s emotive reflective complexity.
Scotland’s own fame in the solar system
is strangely articulated with the Glenelg
Intrigue. In 2012, when the Curiosity rover
vehicle first landed on Mars, one of its
manoeuvres involved proceeding up a valley
for reconnaissance and then retracing its
steps, ‘running back again’ in true palindromic fashion (Fig.6). To commemorate this
exercise NASA decided to name this valley
after an Earth-bound palindromic place name

In the style of the European avantgarde, Richard Demarco’s first exhibition of Joseph Beuys in Scotland at the
Edinburgh International Festival in 1970, was
palindromically entitled STRATEGY GET ARTS,
and included the palindromic word plays by
André Thomkins.25 Curiously this was similarly
adapted in 2003 by Ed Ruscha for his palindromic Open Books series as Stratotarts.26
Ruscha’s iconic artist’s book Every Building
on the Sunset Strip (1966) is the most subtle,
yet effective, example of palindromic art.27
The receding street numbers and accompanying photographs are through the 200-page
concertina form, mirrored in even digits on
the top page edge and odd digits along
the bottom. In the publication Then & Now
(1973–2004), he revisits or indeed reflects
on this numerical household increment on a
parallel street to Sunset Strip in LA, Hollywood
Boulevard. Across this 30-year gap, Ruscha
creates a poignant visual statement on both
endless cycles of urban growth and decay as
well as the personal domestic states of dream
and reality.28
Audial palindromes regularly appear in
contemporary and traditional music, with
famous titles like Haydn’s Symphony No.
47, nicknamed ‘The Palindrome’, having a
completely reversible acoustic form. One of
the most profound recent palindromic works

and opted for Glen Elg, now twinned with its
Martian namesake.30
To conclude, I would assert that on
first impression, an initial interpretation of
Cameron and his work places him very much
within the 19th-century tradition of landscape
representation. Against the conceptual
and technical panache of Duchamp, his
work looks tired and outdated. With the
demise of printmaking as a highly demanded
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6. NASA, Glenelg Mars,
2012, photograph.
Courtesy of NASA
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commodity with the Great Crash in 1929, his
style of printmaking, very much succumbed
to a period of oblivion in the late 1920s.
However, through that subtle reflection
of the topographical plane, mirroring Ben
Ledi, he conveys a spiritual and reflective
resonance that universally encompasses an
authentic, non-romantic interpretation of the
landscape and he leads us, almost as a seer,
to the bloody and muddy fields of Flanders
a few years later. Cameron’s work portrays
particular emotional and physical power
in the flat contours of a muddy heathland
pool on some nondescript bogland in front
of his much-revered Ben Ledi – the Hill of
God. Indeed this perceived visual spirituality
transcends the complexity of Dürer’s own
Melancolia I, where the I is not a numerical
1 but the first of three stages of intellectual
contemplation, the I of Imaginativa.31
NIPSON ANOMEMATA ME MONAN OPSIN 32
IN GIRUM IMUS NOCTE ET CONSUMIMUR IGNI 33

13 http://www.davidfaithfull.co.uk/archive.php?ref_
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16 David Young Cameron, Ben Lomond, c.1923,
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NOTES

22 Translated as ‘Abdominals furry abdomens’.

1 Cerith Wyn Evans (in conversation with Andrew
Maerkle), ‘Cerith Wyn Evans: Part I Hic et
Nunc; or, The Delirium Beyond Translation’,
2006 http://www.art-it.asia/u/admin_ed_
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2 David Young Cameron, Ben Ledi, 1911, etching
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Sculpture Frieze by Gerald Laing, 1999, The Michael
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Wise and Foolish Virgins, Matthew, ch.25, v.26.
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27 Ed Ruscha, Every Building on the Sunset Strip,
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wise_and_foolish_virgins [accessed 15 June 2017].

28 Ed Ruscha, Then & Now (Holywood Boulevard
1973–2004), Göttingen 2005.

7 Albrecht Durer, Melancholia I, 1514, engraving.

29 http://katiepaterson.org/eme/ [accessed 15 June
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9 BBC, Artists in print [episode 1]: Etching, 1980.
10 Luke Herrmann, Turner Prints: The Engraved Works
of J.M.W. Turner, New York 1990.
11 Charles Avery, Untitled (World), 2009, pencil,
gouache, ink, acrylic, paper, mounted on canvas,
courtesy of http://artpulsemagazine.com/altermodern [accessed 15 June 2017]. Charles Avery,
Untitled (World View), screen print, 2008, courtesy
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23 Richard Hamilton, The Bride Stripped Bare By
Her Bachelors Even, Again, Newcastle Upon Tyne
1966, p.44.

5 Arepo the sower (farmer) holds the wheels (of the
plough) with effort.
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broadcast 19 March 2013.
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30 https://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/msl/
multimedia/pia16065b.html [accessed 15 June
2017].
31 The three types of Melancholia as defined by
Cornelius Agrippa (1486–1535).
32 17th-century Baptism font, St Martin’s, Ludgate,
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33 C.W. Evans, IN GIRUM IMUS NOCTE ET
CONSUMIMUR IGNI / We Go Round and Round in
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installation.
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