
Zero Emotion 

There is a phrase I return to in almost every conversation about my work, because it is the only way I know 
how to explain what I am actually doing: a person can display only one emotion on their face - fear, joy, 
sorrow, desire - but in the soul, a person has many faces. All these intertwined experiences, from love to 
hatred, merge into one deeply hidden feeling. I call it Zero Emotion. It is not the absence of feeling. It is the 
sum of all feelings, compressed into a single point so dense that, from the outside, it can look like calm - 
though it is anything but. 

I did not arrive at this idea in a studio. I arrived at it through movement - Ukraine, Israel, Germany, the United 
Kingdom. Each border I crossed demanded that I perform a different version of composure. In Ukraine, 
resilience had a very particular face; you learned early how to survive in a post-Soviet society where a 
century-old illusion was collapsing. In Israel, I lived among devoutly religious people who carried centuries 
of conflict and hope in the same body, often in the same sentence. In Britain, I encountered yet another 
register of restraint - that polite surface which Denise Zygadlo, in her essay on Helen Chadwick, called "U" 
behaviour: legs crossed, elbows tucked in, eyes averted, a storm of emotion held just beneath the ribs. 
Wherever I went, I noticed the same architecture - a public face doing very disciplined work to contain a 
private flood of feeling. 

I began writing about this before I turned to painting it in earnest. My 2014 book Zero Emotion was an 
attempt to name the alienation I felt watching people - myself included - perform single emotions while 
carrying many others within. But a book can only describe a feeling; it cannot display it the way an image 
can. So I returned to the studio with a different task: capture it visually. 
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This is why my practice, at this point, deliberately splits into two visual languages that look like opposites but 
are not. The ink drawings - line by line, gel pen on paper, sometimes taking weeks - are my slow breath. They 
are meditative, obsessive, almost devotional in their repetition, the way chanting a mantra is devotional. 
Working this way, I can approach Zero Emotion through rhythm alone, the way a monk might approach 
silence through chant. The digital collages are the opposite gesture: fast, dense, confrontational, built from 
fragments of news, religious icons, political logos, internet debris - what I sometimes call TikTok on fast-
forward. Where the drawings whisper, the collages scream. But I have come to understand that both 
describe the same interior weather from two different directions. An overload of feeling, taken to its extreme, 
begins to resemble its own absence. Panic and numbness share a border, and I find that border endlessly 
worth returning to.  
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I resist the temptation to resolve this tension for the viewer. When I place a symbol - an icon, a flag, a meme, 
a brand logo - into a collage, I am not offering a code to be cracked. I am staging a collision. I want the 
surface to stay cool even while everything beneath it is churning. This is the discipline of Zero Emotion as 
method: keep the pathos out, so the ambiguity stays in. The moment a work begins to explain itself, it stops 
being a mirror and becomes a slogan, and I have no interest in making slogans. I want the viewer to bring 
their own unresolved feeling to the collision and find, somewhere in the wreckage, a fragment that is 
unmistakably their own. 

I often think of what Greg Bryce wrote about his Fracture series - that resistance, the friction between 
intention and material, is not an obstacle to the work but the very mechanism that produces it. I feel this 
most acutely in the space between drawing and collage, between the meditative and the overwhelming. Zero 
Emotion is not a destination I paint toward; it is the resistance itself - the friction between what a face is 
permitted to show and what a soul is actually carrying. Life, and art, generate their charge at exactly this 
point of tension, just before something either breaks or transforms. 

When someone stands before one of my drawings or collages, I hope not that they will decode some fixed 
meaning, but that they will notice the gap between the calm surface of the image and the chaos pressing 
against it from underneath - and recognise that gap as their own. This is a small glitch in the usual way of 
seeing - like the entrance to a rabbit hole - just large enough to let one question slip through: how much of 
what I show the world actually matches what I feel, and where, if anywhere, does that difference go? 

 

Matthew Morpheus (Serhii Matveichenko), July 2026 


