Debra Dawes

clock wise

d Reinhardt once said that for artists a choice

has to be made between Mondrian and
Duchamp. In the mid-1980s, Debra Dawes made
the Reinhardt choice for Mondrian, moving in the
opposite direction to the general mood of the times
in Australian art, which favoured Duchamp.

There s a parallel in this gesture between Dawes
and another major Australian painter, Fred Williams,
who, in the late 1950s when the local scene rejected
abstraction in favour of Antipodeanism’s surreal
expressionism, also chose Mondrian, producing,

in the Trampoline series (1959-61), a small suite

of etchings, engravings and oil paintings which

briefly adopted Mondrian’s compositional method.
Although the experiment was short-lived, we can
speculate that Williams retained the principle of
dynamic equilibrium for the rest of his career.

Itis this principle of the tensed relation between
vertical and horizontal which structures Debra
Dawes'painting, and is nowhere more clearly
articulated than in her series clock wise (2003-04).
In these paintings, Dawes sets into motion the
perpendicular relation between a horizontally
dominant canvas and a vertical band of colour.
Beginning from a deceptively simple method
quaranteeing a particular daily quantity of painting

(in a time of excessive quantification), Dawes
divides up her canvases in equal stripes, the number
determined by the number of days in a given month.

Having established a principle of practice which in
itself wryly mocks the climate of accountability in
which the artist-teacher now lives, she then explodes
the formula by making colour choices and decisions
that are in no way reducible to the regularity of ‘good
design; as established in the predetermined ‘colour’
template of a PowerPoint presentation.

Until this series, Dawes’ low-key tones have been
grounded in earthy pigments and natural oxides
of burnt sienna and umber, or given depth with



ultramaring. Having worked thomughly with &
restaalned and largely grepblue palette, within
which mireement cooers at the adges of pereption
Iz a mikage an thie harizen, the dack wiss sries
surdchenly dispenses with reticance, thiwing ists
play rich secondary and tertiary oelours. Acid
oranges, pinks, purples ind greess angender &
heightened synthethc effeo, sametimes vielding
stranne hasmanies, and at odher times, a8 mnerdng,
wsettling dssenance.

The Sechnolagical’ cobaur af dlock wiss engages with
an imape space dominated by teledion and vide,
and the fermat of these ameases ssakes the wide

sureen nstalathans of new media an, bt thee works
belong 1o the hisiory of painting and the light-filed
space rather than the darkened soam — and they
Hlemirate mare than the space they acoepy

&5 the series proceeds, different calour relatios
develop, and by the end of the series there & jome
retum B3 a meee minimal appradch, csinciding with
he particular hythm of the acadesmic year, when
adminisirathee pressuses reduce The artist's tme 1o
paint {Dawes thes relabaipress what it means o Be 2n
‘Academic Painber soday).

These are paingings which aris2 fram the everyday
attempt b2 keep art and ife in balance, in a time of

asccramtineg for everything We are iwvited mal dmply
b ek bt o esperiende painting & a hogic of
sersation, n & woeld which oiherwiie owersady the
serisarium, leawing ao room b theught or feelisg.
Denwes' paintings in the dack wite ssiies meawrne
time — and the Times — allowing forpenewal of the
sparce of ation anid memory.
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