Noel VicKenna: Artists’ Artist

SYDNEY CURATOR FELICITY FENNER CONSIDERS THE POWERFUL EFFECTS AND LINGERING
IMAGERY OF ONE OF OUR MOST PROMISING CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS...

“A cartain strangeness,
something of the
blossoming of the aloa,
ks indead an alamant in
all trug works of art:
that thay shall axcite ar
surprise us is indisponsable.
But that they should give
ploasure and exort a charm
ovor ug Is indisponsable
toc; and this strangeness
must be sweat alsa -

8 lively sirangeness,”

WEALTER PATER, 1393,
THE RENAISEAMCE
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ane ned those applauded (n history books
o lilestyle magatines, but those quiet.
peivate moments In suburbia not considered
ladty enough sublect matter for high an: a lane
panent daydmaming while waiting for a child
on the merrp-go-round; 8 councll worier
changing the bulb ol a strestfight in the dead of
night: an owl perched high above a McDonald's
nean sign: a rural ndghtscape Mluminated by a
jpassenger trabn crawling silently through i
The sirangeness and charm of Mckennas
Emagery arise fram the anist's delicate blending
of wn incisive wit with wry understatement: the
strangeness of his visual narative les in [s
capacity to exutde innocence and vulnerabifty

T he experisnces Moel McKenna visualises

AUSTEALIAR ART COLLECTOR

on the one hasd, black humaused pessimism on
the other. A disiurbing union of banal comedy
arud filmie foreboding permeates his wor Mr
Bean meets Cavid Lynch In Biguratie vigneltes
which are usiversal and timeless in their emo-
tive content, yet specilic to the Australlan urban
landscape in their visual reference.

In the sieenth cantury, itallan artist and
schalar Alberi wrate that images were Iniro-
duced by the church because people better
remember stoches told bn pletures than woeds.
MecKenna's limited palette, subdusd tenal gon-
trast, relatively sparse compositions and
ellective use of simple perspective is & conlem-
porary reflecthon of early renalssance painting.
panicularly the easelally calculated compasi-
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tioes ol Piero dells Francesca. |n the whimsical
subject matber with Its sometimes macabee invg-
calicns. ane can also race in Mckenna's woek the
principles of de Chirces ‘Sewals Metafisica®
whese fownder simed “to evoke those disquieting
states of mind that peompt one to doubt the
detached and impersonal existence ol the empir-
Il weuldl, judging each object Instead as cnly the
external part of an experience which s chielly
enigmatic in meaning”. This ks the stuldl of dreams
= In McKenna's case suburben dreams of the
lanady, disiocated and ecoentric

Bom In Brisbane In 1954, McKenna studled
architectuve and ant before moving to Sydney bn
the late 70s. His practice today spans painting
and watercoloyr, drawing. printmaking and
ceramics, with woeks ranging in sire lom [wo
metre canvases bo small kitchen riles. He counts
ameng his collectos state and national gatleries
corporations and movie stars. He has twice won

the A Gallery of New South Wales Trustoes
Waterealour Price |awarded In conjunction with
the Wynne Prire) and In 1994 was awarded the
Sulman Prize for genre painting with a character-
istically cartoons|for dephction of & boy dressed as
Batman, kis aloneness encapsulating the feelings
ol desolatson which can haver lke clouds over the
suburban  childhood experience. In 1991
McKenns was included in the Mo#t & Chandaon
touring exhibition with & diminvutive painting of a
man Mying & kite by moonlight, and in recent
rears he has bean a regular exhibitor in the Saln
des Refictet at the Matlenal Trust's 5 H Ervin Gallery,
the quirkiness of his refatively unsdarmed
Archibald entries were of maore Interest to the
Saloe's art world selectors than the AGHEWY
basiness world trustess. In August this year at
Melbourne's Miagara Galleries. McKenna holds
his 22nd solo exhibition since making his debut
at the Garry Andersen Callery, Sydney. In 1983, &
year after completing his anistbe training at
Alexander Mackie College (now the University of
Rew South Wales College of Fine Arts),
Irderested in ar historcal movements from the
early Malian Renaissance to sumealism to folk am,
#od equally by Mm, fiction and postry |Raymond
Carver and Ralner Mara Rilke both assame an
especil presence n the anisrs visual imaging-
thon, MeKenna's stylistic character ks navertheless
very miuch his own. Thare are echoes of popular cul
ture and sdvestising In bis practice. but they take
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on an almost suerenl signiicance in R
quirky and enigmatie scenes  Fasi food
Mebonalds and Ken Done signs and sym
boks s unguesiioningdy sssimilaied inbo our
colleciive conscioieness, become both Sip-
pant and NBed with leeeboding under
McKennas brush A 195 exhibition progent
Webrom £ Dose Phare, conshdered the implica
fions ol creating a kousing sstabe tevoled o
the dessges of Ken Done What emerped
Irovm the peojert was. less an indictment ol
Downe's comnmercial ublgeny than & g
inig rellection of (e comlon sociery takes i
agcepiable socal signage. which. &8 & mod
win leem of pibalism provides 8 usetio
senss of belonging

Hiz eolloctors recogniae
“an honesty, which prople nre
ravlly loodiang for in ot lese

aspecially young collectars”

McKenna's silent evocations of everyriay
peculiarities are as haunting az they ase
arusing We smibe o (hem with an under-
stamafing and lamiliasity tinged with pty
and disquiet. The ablique sense ol hamour
which underlies his imagery desoribes
human vulresability, hete played ol in an
atmosphere of sllence and apprehension
The guistness of MeKensa's pictures & in
ke gaps that lie between ks charscien -
adens of Eheedtainty of over-lamibsity 1k
cannol be described in words and, in amy
case, have no need lor articulation
Evening often encroaches upon the figures
which appear on McKenna's serle stape
Eincher thee wiell of night humankingd is
revEaled @ s modl candid and imtEmare
Darknhetd piaimpts the efmergande nbl cnly

ol profound thoughts and hidden desires
but the encroachment of learful distur
bances ard surreal diiamion

hicEenna's woirld 18 on the edpe ol the
ohe we know  Hit prolagonisis. whether
heman amimal of somewhere in belween
wxisl on (ke pefiphedy of society and suh
urlha. of e edge of sanity and ol night, in
a suspended pone that lies between deeam
and reality. Mis Last exhibition af Miagara
compeised a seties of bird paintings - soli-
Lary orwls patrolling the cey’s night sy and
a sevies ol budgerigars reduced to alman
abatract markings of line and colear The
hirean protagonists of McEenma's theaies
are stodcally cptimstic. Usually sofnary, oo
petompanied only by an animal, and
seamingly dflent and thonghiful. their
ehillel:like rendeting belies a mind inllected
with aduli cyndeism and disappointment
The tragedy they catry within them i gen
iy wendersd. Bumble and poelic yet
percepiiee Ahd poignant. They are easily
templed by childish delights = toys
MecDonalds, cifcus animals and play-
groundcs ate recurtent themes

Often MeEerha's characiens are anthmo-
pomorphic animali. ihels dicsyncratic
arficy apt metaphocd for the vagames and
vicissiudes of Puman exislence. Tellingly,
these pesive crestures engage The viewer
mare dinectly than McKenna's human peo-
\aganists, making eye contact with us while
theld human counierpans ook awsy
apparently engrossed (s everrdey serbity -
a5 they are bn lie

McKenna's  Melbouine dealer Bl
Buatall of Nisgasa Galleries. claims his ool
bectors enjoy the wosk becauss 0 s
sehsalvee and poetic, quitky and humoscan
= 1hal the amist sews will 8 tnee anmists
eye " Mis collectors recognise in the work
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“an hanesty, which people are really look-
ing lor in art these days, especially voring
collecion ™ Gallerist Daren Knight, wha
repecsends the anist in Sydney, conciirs
claiming that it i the onoompnomising
eandaut of MeKenna's work which imbues
it botk with pictonal strength ard emo-
tional accessibility Mwitall and Knight
agree that one ol the reassuring factons loe
coflectors aboul McKenna's work is its sty
istic consisfency and coherency. Multall
#irys that. like that of Rosalle Gascolgne of
Ken Whisson. MoEenna's work is nod ocaly
“established. coberent and extremely like-

abde. but & easily identifiable You sec a
painting by Moel McEenna and yoo Inow
expctly whose |t b5 . people identily a qual.
By and an honesty in McKenma's work
which brissgs them back again and again
many collectan will puschase & wark Iram
every single exhibfbon, steving with the
arlist s his career evolves. cemain in the
knereledge that he will be an anist for a5
bang as he is om ihis earih

Huttall also belseves that it is not only
the gentle humour of soenbee melancholy
that collecton respand to in MoKensak
work, bt itz immediacy Colleaiors need

io be able to respond 10 something n a
vizual way They olten doni have time o
get very anwolvedd in the scene and the
words thal gowith @ Moel seally appeals
i that son of collector. because his worl
bets pecple im om 3o many levels

in Darren Kright's view “MeEenna's work
1 & somefimes humorout  Somedimes
posgnant Book al small moaments from
everpday hle | think we endoyv hes work
becawse [t is & celebration of what we all
experience bul may rot alwaye nofice” He
beleves that ihe suboban cxpersnces
alluded 10 in McKemna's work resonate in
ke collecine imagination of mosi urban
Ausiralians. and thai “pecple enjoy ihe
hameair = very dry. guite sharp = which can
be seen & Ighi-headed or ndicalive of
snmething mone sinestef

MeEenaws woik Dinds s way snie ihe
modt high pralile privale collections
around Austialie A more inlenesting lact =
that s (ke small, compeiitiree and lashion
consciowt Sydney an world, ciher antists
admise, discuss and even expend their
humble incomes on Mckemnas work, a
Begacy of the arfist having carved a niche los
himsell coiside the usoal aft collecling
cligues in many says “an afists’ arlist” in
fthe words of his Sydney dealer Darmen
Knight. McEenna's work characieristically
evades crilical pipronholing. Perhaps it is
to do with the hemanist guality of his
imagery as joan Mim once said. “Yoo can
look a1 & painting lor & whobe weel and
Ihen newvet think sboan it sgain You can
gl look ot & painting fod & second and
think about it Tof the rest ol your file”
Mckenna's work has the latier ellect on
marsd of 1hose who Encouraer i -

Wi MuKrningd oty al Nt Gallervs
i Mivlbeurss Mgl 1-18

Fine At Gall =
T | Y Mgy A BOYD FINE ART GALLERY
L Estabillished 13 ¥rears AN
i ; : DUGUID I Representing established Australian Artists ) i
i @ @ Regular Solo Exhibitions CGEONG
3 ;Lﬂmrf:::' Large Stock of Quallty Australian Art Prints 1863
Sunshine l.".;inl. Hel @ @ -
u &

[ IR 1 (07 5445 0811 = e ety Em"m: :.nd mm::wwx
Faoc 07} 5445 D441 NISART Launceston i ;h.ﬂﬁﬁ;ﬂrﬂm :1;-:!3,.,.».- Uelesshsl
Frradl: Hpduguicinzemail.com s 57 Cameron Sirest Laoaceston Tasmanis 7250 | Phane: [02] 4648 ;m Email: mboyd@loralnt com.an
Teieghorie. |[1%) 334 8865 Facsimile: Jrf) B34 73656 | Wich pagr Stragglevevn Gallery
ppen Tussday-Fricay 10-5 Saturday 10-4 or by appoinimend | —

AUSTRANTAN AET CBLLECTOR J AMRTRALIAN AWF fOLAELTEA I



