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Painted Spaces

The walls are the newspaper of the people.
Sol LeWitt

Historically abstraction has broadly moved
through three discursive phases, from the privi-
leging of illusory expression, to the surface of
the two-dimensional object and, more recently,
to the possibilities of an interactive signifying
space. These theoretical conditions, in particu-
lar contemporary concerns with representation-
al space and non-objective painting, are clearly
explored in the wall paintings that constitute
Painted Spaces. These works suggest a reality
beyond the surface of the image.

Upon entering the gallery space at ACCA the
viewer is confronted with floor to ceiling, wall to
wall seamless paintings; a kaleidoscope of
colours and movement. It becomes a palpable
space where the viewer — physically and per-
ceptually overwhelmed — is compelled to con-
sider the dialectics of the experience; the rela-
tionship between each painting, its associa-
tions and its relation to self. The viewer is
placed in the midst of this continuous dialogue
across real and representational space wherein
the difference between figure and ground
seemingly collapse.

For instance, Richard Kirk's work sits quietly on
the wall, its hard edges resonating and defining
the internal workings of the pictorial plane. But
Sabina Ott's work cries out for a different kind
of attention. Its symbolic rose motifs and semi-
grid like structure (overlayed by video projec-
tion) create another type of dialogue; one that
toys openly with the formal abstract aesthetics
in the surrounding show. Simon Morris’ geo-
metric black and white wall painting is similarly
concerned with playing on formal devices and
patterning. But the patterns drawn from every-
day life are reconfigured so that the viewer
must decipher these in understanding his work.
By creating these works directly on the surface
of the gallery walls, removed from the confines
of the canvas/object, these artists are collec-
tively commenting on the art ‘object’ and on the
architectural space and function of the gallery.
8o, rather than being a repository for the dis-
play of artwork the gallery space becomes
‘active’. Its walls speak. If we are just becoming
used to the difference between painting and
installation then this exhibition sit awkwardly
between, alternating, extending definitions of
both, marking some obscured middle ground in
the equation.

For example, the viewer becomes immersed in
the dark depths of David Thomas' stark black
gloss work. Yet, it explicitly suggests real space
in its reflective, contemplative surface. By also
projecting outward it signifies another presence
(like most of the work in this exhibition); the
presence of the viewer in concrete space that
surrounds and frames the work. So meaning is
generated from within and without - in other

words, the work is both externally and internal-
ly determined.

Phil Jones employs a similar strategy in his
manipulation of real and pictorial space where
luminous colours and geometric forms percep-
tually recede and protrude. Indeed, most of the
work in Painted Spaces including Chris
Heaphy's and Wilma Tobacco’s wall paintings —
pop in and out of the picture plane through
visual illusion, simple optical devices, symbolic
codes and differently coloured motifs.

Finally, the works in Painted Spaces are not
permanent objects. Their temporal
existence is emphatic yet transient
where time momentarily stands still
and moves on leaving only a memory
of the encounter. By shifting the
focus from the fixed object to this
fleeting experience, the wall paintings
in this exhibition encourage the view-
er to engage in the continuing dia-
logue about art and painting, and to
explore space and to perceive shifts
in time — to relish in the painted
spaces.

Natasha Bullock
Natasha Bullock is a Melbourne writer
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