Thomas Dillon
The Raw and the Cooked

OPERA GALLERY



Thomas Dillon
The Raw and the Cooked

23 October — 17 November 2025

DUBAI

OPERA GALLERY



FOREWORD

Opera Gallery Dubai is delighted to present "The Raw and the Cooked', the
first solo exhibition in Dubai by Thomas Dillon. This exhibition marks an
important milestone in the artist’s career and introduces to our region a body
of work conceived and created entirely for this occasion. The title, borrowed
from Claude Lévi-Strauss’s influential text, is more than a reference; it offers a
conceptual lens through which Dillon’s paintings may be read. In his structural
analysis of myth, Lévi-Strauss identified binary oppositions—nature and
culture, raw and cooked—as fundamental tools by which societies organize
meaning. Dillon, in his own way, adopts and transforms this framework,
testing the limits of painting as a medium that can bridge instinct and intellect,
gesture and structure, matter and form.

Each work in "The Raw and the Cooked' is born out of a tension between
immediacy and deliberation. Dillon’s canvases retain the urgency of the
hand and the physicality of raw mark-making, yet they are carefully shaped
through a considered compositional process, resulting in works that feel
simultaneously spontaneous and meticulously crafted. The surface becomes a
stage where oppositions converge rather than cancel out: expressive gestures are
counterbalanced by geometric restraint; earthy pigments dissolve into luminous

passages; improvisation is held in dialogue with order.

By grounding this exhibition in Lévi-Strauss’s ideas, Dillon signals his interest
in how meaning is constructed and transmitted. Just as myths encode the shared
imagination of a culture, Dillon’s paintings act as contemporary myths of their
own—visual narratives that embody both the raw intensity of lived experience
and the “cooked” structures of cultural memory, intellectual inquiry, and artistic
tradition. They are works that ask us to reflect on the systems through which we

interpret the world, while never losing sight of painting’s material vitality.

For audiences in Dubai, "The Raw and the Cooked' is an invitation to witness
an artist at a pivotal moment, presenting a body of work that is at once deeply
personal and conceptually expansive. Dillon’s paintings remind us that art
continues to operate like myth: as a space where chaos is given form, where
the elemental becomes symbolic, and where human thought—raw and cooked
alike—finds its most resonant expression.

Gilles Dyan Sylvain P. Gaillard
Founder & Chairman Director
Opera Gallery Group Opera Gallery Dubai
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INTERVIEW

"The exhibition title, “The Raw and the Cooked’, borrows
from Lévi-Strauss’ structural anthropology. What
about his exploration of myths and oppositions felt
relevant to your painting practice? The book title and his
theory on how myths develop over time via transmission
are of the utmost interest to me. Its correlation between
the artist and his work over the course of their career, the
engagement with the audience over time, and the mythic
structure that’s exchanged between the artist and his
work. It’s a self-realisation that gets played out painting to
painting, each one generating another node in the story of
artistic progression. His belief of these myths being culled
from the raw collective consciousness and cooked via
culture feels relevant to my practice, that’s how I interpret
my painting. A processing of raw materials into paintings
that can be viewed through culture.

Your paintings often seem to existin a state of transition
rather than resolution. What draws you to this kind
of instability? Reality, or our perception of reality. We
operate with the illusion of static objects, the material,
and solidity. This is how we maintain internal order. The
truth is it is simply a trick we play on ourselves. The
paintings that are processed through me, function in a
space of transition. They are moments in flux, a snapshot

of an ever shifting reality.

Some works feel raw and immediate, while others
appear more layered and reworked. How do you
determine how far to take a painting? The painting
determines itself. Some function best as immediate
and raw expressions, others work best reconfigured and
layered. The objective, regardless of the level of time
spent on each work, is to have it feel loose, intuitive and
clear. The only difference is time and material spent,
the end image is always the end image. It needs to feel
spontaneous and unforced. An image of sleight of hand.

At times, forms in your work seem to gather into
structures that suggest figures or symbols. Do you see
them that way, or do they function differently for you?

I see figures, faces, body parts, animals, and silhouettes of
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the real. The eye and the mouth usually appear clearest
in the work. It’s a large part of how we communicate and
I believe a part of me is yearning for some connection
when I'm alone in my studio. It’s a quiet process and I
connect with the characters that emerge in my work as
much as the viewer.

You've described painting as something that happens
as much as it is made. How does that perspective shape
your creative process? If you believe in evolution, it’s an
adaptive and creative type of evolution, if you believe in
the divine, it’s a divine creator. Painting is similar, remove
the ego and the societal concept of the artist in time and
you have the same type of creative force moving through
you. Each painting is a birthing process. They undergo
a physical development and they are born fully realised.
Painting turns into an impulse when you do it everyday.
It becomes a necessity for life.

These paintings invite interpretation but also resist

being “read” too easily. What role do titles play in the interpretation of your
works? Are they intended to guide the audience? The titles are my impulses
towards the work. They aren’t clarified or reduced. They are my understanding
of the work, a word or phrase pops into my head, or a song title comes to
mind, or a feeling comes to me. I look at the title to invite curiosity for the
viewer not to be expository. I don't analyse the title. It’s intuitive.

In a culture dominated by fast, digital images, painting can seem slower,
heavier, and more physical. How does this difference affect painting’s
role today? Painting is one of the last remaining arts that can’t be totally
reproduced by the digital. Its physicality can’t be simulated like a photo, song,
video, or voice. It’s one of our last creative fields that cant be subsumed by
the digital ether. I paint large and explosive because it’s human. It’s messy, it’s
unresolved. I paint like a dying primate clinging desperately to its humanity
before we enter a world of the unobstructed.

Have you ever had a moment in the studio where a painting seemed to
confront you unexpectedly—where it took on a life of its own? Those
moments happen, when you “find” the painting. It’s a little miracle, that
through the noise and abstraction a form emerges from the field. You see it
and it gives you hope, a moment of clarity in the chaos. It’s at that point I
pursue the image to its finalised state. There’s also a surprise when I'm lost
in the work, focused on smaller sections and step out of it to find that I took
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the painting somewhere else, that it’s evolved through
micro actions that seemed disconnected but were still
attached to the large composition without my awareness.
It reaffirms trust in my intuition.

Looking back on this body of work, what surprised you
most in making it or in seeing it installed as a whole?
I created this work in a new studio space on a fairly
quick deadline. Those two factors forced me to work on
multiple paintings at once, perceiving and developing
them simultaneously, with a greater sense of urgency.
'That approach changed how I thought about progression
and rhythm across the body of work.

You've also worked with sculpture and writing
alongside painting. Do you see these other practices as
extensions of the same ideas, oras distinct explorations?
Sculpting wood is reductive. It is directly opposed to the
additive nature of my painting practice. In that sense
it balances my energy levels and brings in a hypnotic
passive presence to the creation that’s slower than
painting. It feels like I'm watching a baseball game. It’s
pastimey and at times comforting. Writing was my first
creative love. I stopped for awhile as it felt constrictive,
notably when trying to write for an audience or a market.
As a technology it takes awhile to convey the message in
writing. There’s an immediacy and vagueness to painting
that I love. The image is unavoidable. You can't hide from
it. Books require time and investment. There’s a place for

it in my practice. It will find itself there when it’s time.

Whatdirections or questions do you feel this exhibition
opens up for you going forward? I look at painting as
a lifelong progression. The question reformulates itself
after every painting. You learn a little more with each
painting and the work evolves gradually.

Finally, what kinds of experiences or feelings do you
hope visitors experience when faced with your works?
I hope they sense humanity. Their humanity, mine,
collective humanity. Degrees of suffering exist in these
paintings. Some tragic, some comic. It exists in the
background at all times.
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And the band played on

2025
Signed and dated on the reverse

65x 65 in | 165.1x 165.1 cm

Acrylic and ink on canvas

14



Another ride around the roller coaster
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
60x701in | 152.4x177.8 cm

16
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Betty and her shadow
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
60x48in | 152.4x 121.9 cm

19



Cosmic Shock
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
60x48in | 152.4x 121.9 cm

21



Crucified Christ
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
90x 80 in | 228.6 x 203.2 cm




Crystal Ball

2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
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Daydream of the time

we laughed at the fool
2025

Acrylic, ink and dye on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
74x90in | 188 x 228.6 cm

26







Deluge
2025

Acrylic, ink and dye on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
60x 84in | 152.4x213.4 cm

31






Dog Star
2025

Acrylic, ink and dye on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
86x 120 in | 218.4x 304.8 cm
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Fried

2025

ink and dye on canvas

Acrylic,
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Greez‘ing in passing
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas

Signed and dated on the reverse
28x36in | 71.1x91.4 cm

38




Hawkeye
2025

Acrylic, ink and dye on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
80x 90 in | 203.2 x 228.6 cm

41



Idol play
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
65x 65 in | 165.1 x 165.1 cm
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In the astral

2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
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Just one look
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
70x60in | 177.8 x 152.4 cm
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King Carrot

and his black Swan
2025

Acrylic, ink and dye on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse

70x 60 in | 177.8 x 152.4 cm

51



Mother of Eros
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
90x 741in | 228.6 x 188 cm

53






New threats from the soul
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
80x 70 in | 203.2x 177.8 cm

56




Sheila
2025

Acrylic, ink and dye on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
60x48in | 152.4x 121.9 cm

58




String Theory
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
80x 701in | 203.2x 177.8 cm

61






Thank you for the memories
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
60x 70 in | 152.4x 177.8 cm

65






The Sycamore Parade
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
90x801in | 228.6 x203.2 cm

68




Thousand yard stare
2025

Acrylic and ink on canvas
Signed and dated on the reverse
48x36in|121.9x91.4 cm

70
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Signed and dated on the reverse
80x 80 1in | 203.2x203.2 cm

Acrylic and ink on canvas
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Dillon’s invocation of 7he Raw and the Cooked
draws attention to painting not as a medium of resolution,
but as a mythic structure in its own right.
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Portrait of Thomas Dillon at the 'Body Work' exhibition at Opera Gallery Madrid, May 2025 © Enrique Palacio




Thomas Dillon in his studio, 2024 © Thomas Dillon
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‘Thomas Dillon is a painter whose loosely figurative work explores the act of painting
without conscious intention, reaching towards deeper meanings by breaking with
traditional notions of authorship. Though faces and bodies can be seen in his
paintings, his work is firmly planted within the abstract tradition of automatism.
Born in Staten Island, New York in 1986, he taught himself to paint following earlier

creative pursuits in music and writing. He currently lives and works in Philadelphia.

Dillon employs a unique painting process that begins with a ritual meditation
involving incense, mantras, breathwork, and automatic movement before he
enters the studio. The artist actively seeks to eradicate any sense of authorship
from his work, positioning an intuitive creative impulse, rather than a conscious
sense of intention, as the creative engine of his practice. For Dillon, this kind of
passivity, which he describes as “denying the self,” leads to a primordial kind of
painterly communication. He describes a two-way relationship between him and
the image unfolding on the canvas; a creative push-and-pull where the tools of
its creation — including his hands, squeegees, syringes, toothpicks and chopsticks

— work in unison.

In this respect, Dillon joins a long and global lineage of artists interested in creating
art without conscious thought, often grouped under the term ‘automatism’. From
Kazuo Shiraga (1924-2008), who engaged his whole body in physically intensive
painting processes, to Karel Appel (1921-2006), who famously encouraged
painters to disengage their refined critical faculties and “start again like a child,”
this movement encompasses some of the most important painters of the last
century. For Dillon, automatism is a path towards a true and distilled expression
of humanity. It is a way to reach beneath his everyday ways of thinking and acting,
towards a more instinctive and universal mode of understanding concepts such as

image and movement.

Many of Dillon’s paintings centre around pairs of eyes that emerge from chaotic
storms of abstraction, revealing loosely-rendered characters around them. These
are not human subjects, nor are they animals; they are the impossible-to-categorise
products of the artist’s automatic painting process. He is interested in how the
inclusion of eyes lend a kind of legibility to an image, bringing his abstractions a
sense of relatability and the possibility of a two-way dialogue between painting

and viewer.

Dillon’s work has been shown around the world, including venues in the United
States and Europe.
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Thomas Dillon in his studio, 2024 © Ted Degner
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