




















opposite left

Brent Harris, Just a feeling (no. 2), 1996,

oil on linen, 106.5 x 85 cm, Monash University
Collection, Melbourne.

opposite centre

Brent Harris, Just a feeling (no. 4), 1996,

oil on linen, 106.5 x 85 cm, Monash University
Collection, Melbourne.

opposite right

Brent Harris, Just a feeling (no. 6), 1996,

oil on linen, 106.5 x 85 cm, Monash University
Collection, Melbourne.

Matisse were on view at Centre Georges Pompidou.
Harris also saw again the two rose pink, deep pale
blue, grey and black studies for Matisse’s Barnes
Foundation Mural of 1931-33.

‘Sleep 1-20" consciously uses the lessons of
Matisse's construction. His method of pushing
coloured volumes together; the soft flattened forms,
coloured volumes and flat planes that are more
important to the artist than the depicted subject
of his work, be it a woman in a chair or a still life.
Other aspects of Matisse's work were as keenly
observed, such as his reds, achieved by careful
application of transparent red over an ordinary
yellow ochre, and his handling of decoration, making

this less-regarded aspect of his art a great achievement.

Paris was followed by a week in Florence where
day after day Harris visited the Pieta, 1550-55, the
more than 2-metre-high, four-figured monumental
marble carving that Michelangelo intended for
his own tomb. It is now in the Cathedral Museum
(Museo dell'Opera del Duomo). On his return to
Australia Harris drew on what he had admired in
this work, searching for an emotional response as
random lines coalesced into heavy forms, tumbling
forward, and overall a feeling of sadness, of weight.
He wrote of a ‘feeling that returns to my mind ...

It is about finding a visual equivalent for this’. He
worried out the title for the series, ‘Sleep’. What
emerged again were images of dreaming. He had a
recurrent dream in boyhood of rocks that enclosed
him among stone heads and bodies. Nothing could
move. "You would think “Sleep” would be horizontal
... although the memory | have of this craggy
mountain, representing everything, was a vertical
climbing thing.’

Charcoal drawings were made directly onto primed
linen; the charcoal is easily dusted off, leaving ghost
lines over which to draw again. Harris tried to keep
the process open to change: ‘| connect with my
feelings more if | keep the charcoal line active longer,
without letting an image take hold too soon.’

Harris felt he had to hold himself to the subject of

‘Sleep’ while the ‘drawings want to go everywhere'.

After painting Sleep no. 9, a two-part work, he
began to make the connection between sleep and
death. At this point he felt the series could be
extended, perhaps to twenty works, for his show
at Kaliman Gallery.

The paintings were numbered in the order they
took form. Painting with thin layers allowed the

marks from trial charcoal drawings to show through.

Just as the drawing wanted to go everywhere, so
did the colour. Hot and sharp colours did not survive
from day to day, nor did the most adventurous
effects of rubbed-back surfaces of trial shapes and
lines. They were at odds with the elements of old
age that were emerging. He also thought of death.
Harris was at ease with the cartoon imagery of
the first faces. Although surprised by them as they

emerged, he knew he should not try to make them
look any different. The process he was using had
allowed them to appear. Shapes with multiple
brows, closed eyes, in soft colour like the work of
Agnes Martin: odd yellows and brown; pink is also
used, but never for faces. The colour cuts up the
surface, like pieces of a jigsaw. Their volumes and
correct weight achieved as much by rubbing paint
off as by application.

The pictorial devices in these twenty paintings
are the most varied. Their small size encouraged
experiment. Forms are stacked in NMo. 7 and No. 2,
while they they melt and hang in No. 3 and No. 4.
In No. 4 the rocky profile head to the left seems to
be consuming the pink and white forms, while in

No. 5 the scarred and overpainted form at the

bottom may be devouring something, or perhaps
emanating ectoplasm. Numbers 6, 7 and 8 all
employ soft, locking, rounded forms. Four of the
paintings have bracketed titles: No. 7 (silence), No.
17 (closed eyes), No. 18 (closed eyes) and No. 79
(the idol). These reference the titles of some of
QOdilon Redon’s nocturnal visions. No. 70 to No. 74
'look like apostles’, Harris says, and the horned head
of No. 75 hangs within a torso, the body space of
dreams. Of the large drawing for No. 76 Harris says:

I’'m looking at this faint drawing on my wall and | see a

face in a tree. Agnes Martin said [that] sometimes you just

have to wait for inspiration. |'m ready. A big difference
between what the mind sees and the hand can deliver.

Well | got my face in a tree, quite amazing after hours of

chasing emptiness on again off again.

He then implies action in the painting with a pink
form that seems to punch into the face from the left.
Another punch is delivered in No. 78 from the lower
right. Movement is also shown in No. 77 and No. 18
as a black shadow passes behind the head form.
These are the first such active forms in Harris's
work. While many of his forms vibrate, rise and
fall, and cause the viewer's eye much exercise in
following them, they have never been set in motion
as they are in ‘Sleep’.

In No. 19 (the idol), ‘I have my eye on you’, and
so into death, No. 20, as Harris predicted before he
began the series.

1 Essay edited by Steven Heath.

2 Quotes from Brent Harris are from his drawing books or from
interviews with the author in 2003-04.

3 References to Myron Stout in Sam Hunter, American Art
of the 20th Century, Thames & Hudson, New York, 1973;
Sanford Schwartz, Myron Stout Exhibition Catalogue, Whitney
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Brent Harris is represented by Kaliman Gallery, Sydney,
and Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne.
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