Sentencing

‘Language is the main instrument of [our] refusal to

accept the world as it is.’
George Steiner, 1975

Recently, over a stretch of eighteen months, Debra Dawes
exchanged dozens of letters with a young man she’s known
since he was born. During this time of correspondence,
the young man was a prisoner. In the lead-up to his
incarceration, he’d done nothing monstrous, but he’d been
in real trouble. Now he had some hard time to endure.
Hence the steady flow of letters.

Not long before his release, Dawes asked if she could make
art with the words he had sent from the jail. He said that
would be OK.

Writing the letters had helped the young man struggle
through his ordeal. Each word on the page had been a tick
of the clock, one less moment left to spend surviving inside.
And his writing, projected as it was to someone outside
and free, took him momentarily away from the ten square
metres of his long confinement.

The correspondence never came easily. He had to guess
often at words and stumble through grammar. But
sometimes the writing gave him reprieve, some odd time
when he felt paroled out of bounds.

The letters had real information in them too. Which is
mainly why he was 0K with Dawes using them for art: she
might help people understand a little about what it’s like
to be in jail, to fee/ what it's like, maybe, as well as thinking
about it a bit.

There was one extra thing, something that had surprised
him because it was the exact opposite to how the writing
could sometimes take him away: now and then the writing
took him calmly inside, to a state within himself where
space and time combined more pleasantly than they ever
could within the cell or the yard. This inbound escape
came when he was able to enter a meditative state, when
he could hold himself suspended, when he could float
elsewhere from the cell but within himself somehow.

This meditative suspension was brought on by the focus
the writing required. Untutored and accidental in its
inception, this state was not mystical at all. It was just
a consequence of the writing, the odd transcendental
power of it when the right words ranged in his head and
got pushed around the page. He came to cherish how his
word-by-word absorption could lift and lull him away
from anxiety, anger and sadness.

Dawes started to wonder if the writing could be treated
like an intensified transmission signal that, for the length
of his sentence, could be shared and strengthened between
them. What say she rewrote his letters, word for word,
being as attentive as possible to the most distinctive
stylistic aspects of his peculiar script? Could she trace
himself into her herself, his hand guiding her hand? Might
the sentences become a kind of mesh joining him and her?

As she reenacted each of the physical tics and flourishes
that made his script, she felt her mind start to blip with
his thoughts while her nerves ‘remembered’ his emotions
whenever her hand mimicked his own little chirographic
motions. She learned how to ride and render the shapes
and stutters of his words till she could feel some of his
experience embodied, till she possessed for herself some of
the spirit she knew he still had.

To call each of these rewritten sentences a ‘sutra’ would
be too otherworldly, too religious and precious. But if
you imagine a sutra as something secular and demotic,
something homemade and shaped to focus basic yearning
with each statement, then this odd word catches the
sense of distillation that Dawes felt when she spent last
winter, spring and summer reproducing the young man’s
handwriting. Could she chant his inscriptions somehow till
compassion hummed between them and they understood
each other more directly than ever before?

Chanting with brushed paint rather than voice, she
commenced mimicking the motions that had been made
first with his jailed sentences. Thus her hand traced
and replayed some of the emotions that defined his jail
sentence. The connection between them was sometimes
direct and heartfelt and nervous. In these moments a
sentence became more than a sutra; it became something
like a seance written down. Not mystical, not ecstatic.
Rather plain and applied, just an exercise that brought
honest empathy through her muscles and nerves as she
shaped her focus to reproduce his original emotions and
physical expressions.

So Dawes began to make a record of their fellow-feeling;
it was a ritualised routine that yielded almost two hundred
painted utterances. She found that if she could copy the
young man’s expression mindfully enough -- reenacting
and therefore feeling the exertion of each word forming
and falling like a canted consequence of every precedent
word -- if she could could be guided by his scripts as she
doled out her own time and energy exactly within the
tight frames of each sheet of paper, then she was able,
now and then, to sense some dubbed version of what he'd
been through. She could know his ordeal as a continuing
exertion carefully enacted, not as time dully wasted.



Think of his pages and her heavy-paper sheets not only
as jails but also as windows. With each personal sentence
that she re-inscribed, Dawes and the young man shared
some comprehension of the custodial sentence that had
been prescribed for him. Through the pages and paper
sheets, they climbed in and out of jail. Of course it was
nothing like a real release, but it pushed back the futility.
With her handwritten witnessing and self-substitution,
Dawes reached into the young man’s stilled time to catch
some of his walled experience. She caught reports thrown
from him, through her, to the larger world he was now
determined to re-occupy. Deliberating with this slow
version of mindful action painting, Dawes began to know
some of the shapes and shadows in the young man’s jailed
self. With scribal actions shared between them, despite all
his confinement, the young man was not completely stilled
by his sentence. Nor was he stalled. Together they could
carry back and forth a good dose of the jailed feelings and
thoughts that had locked in and around him during this
past 10% of his lifetime.

With her calligraphic brush and paper, Dawes has reached
back and forth for the formal means and the state of mind
to treat the prisoner’s words as something more than just
messages. She has represented the young man’s words in the
form of sly markers that trace precious energy roused and
expended. She has treated his pages as day-to-day graphs
and registers of the spirit. She has found that the words
require real energetic resourcefulness in their reprising.
They are slow to rise, quick to waste and and always ready
to exhaust. But the words have a quality, too, that veers
sometimes towards the transcendental when everyone can
see how they occasionally help the young man atomise the
cruel space and time that every day served to confine him.

The heavy-paper sheet and the Corrective Services
concrete-block cell share a similar ratio of confinement.
Inside both spaces -- the sheet and the cell -- actions
can repeat to worry against limits; time can get bent
and spent; conviction can waste though sometimes it
might concentrate; experience can accrue; amnesia can
blot memory; and futility can smother utility. But small
victories of wit, self-discipline and technique can stutter
through too. This doesn’t mean that the paper sheet and
the concrete cell bear equal or even comparable measures
of pain. But it does explain, to a limited extent, how dozens
of Dawes’ paper sheets combine on the gallery walls to
give a sense of time batched and survived, a sense of
dignity, initiative and energy roused and doused in the
gruff penitentiary rectangle. First composed and recorded
inside a dull cell, then re-inscribed within a blank frame,
each vowel and consonant in each imprisoned word pulses
black against white, like a sore heartbeat or a ceaseless
scratch against a wall.

* kK

Try this as an exercise: charge a brush with black ink and
spend it on a blank page. Watch time and concentrated
effort make a mark in a tight space. Now do it again. And
again. And again until the vowels and consonants comprise
a manacled unit. You've eked out a word. Consider what it
captures and carries. Watch as you make more words and
they shuffle into ganged units that stretch into a sentence.

With each sentence you will have served some kind of
term. Look at the edicts. With each arduous word, you've
fashioned a brief baulk against boredom. Some words will
have cost you tedium, agitation, or even exhaustion. But
so long as you persist, you will prevail through to the end
of your sentence. Each sentence can serve you even as you
serve time. Each sentence can commit a full thought or
considered feeling within your tight space; sometimes it’s
a thought captured and cosseted; sometimes it’s a feeling
mangled and lamented. But with each galley of writing, it’s
something you’ve made of yourself.

Now, hang a room full with these brushed and buffered
edicts.

Next, summon people inside the black and white gallery.
Watch the walls patter, pulse and fidget with the look and
meaning of the marks.

What you’ve made is an exhibition that’s surrounding,
stuttering and shimmering. It’s something visually
agitating. It performs the endlessly stippling ‘ground-
figure-ground’ shifts of ocular stammer that are
characteristic of Dawes’ work. It puts nothing to rest.
In its aesthetics, the exhibition helps you see and feel
through to experiences that are suffocated for most
people by the normal surface of what looks to be
righteous. It may not give you simple pleasure, this
exhibition, but insofar as the texts capture your attention
and inveigle your learning, the gallery pays you well for
your time spent inside its four walls.

All said and done, the installation is a graphic prosecution
and a plea for compassion. It’s a constant contention vying
in background and foreground, pleading what’s detectable
against what’s legible, arguing between agitation and ease,
between compassion and distance, between sign and trace,
inside and outside, malice and grace. It’s an installed cell
made of words. It shows how stuttered time, thought and
emotions sometimes must feel when they’re jailed tight
with the hard consequences that lock on to the black
letters of the law.
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