






of conceptual painting to survive premature predictions of painting's demise as
a medium of aesthetic and philosophical relevance.

This reassessment of the purpose of painting saw late minimalism repopularised
in postmodemist critiques in the early 1990s. But the potential for abstract
invention in contemporary painting still depended on the conceptuality
presented in the evocative monumental stillness of. for example, German artist
Gerhard Richter's mirror paintings. Frank's groundbreaking exhibition, 'Star Ship
Troopers and Other Baggage Handlers' at Anna Schwartz Gallery in Melboume
in 2000, saw a refinement in his ongoing experiment of activating colour as a
living identity, drawing certain parallels with Richter's experiments. Yet while
Frank's brightly coloured vamish paintings reflected one another and mirrored
the audience in their embracive pictorial gaze, the substance of these rich
monochrome surfaces operated in sharp contrast, the embedded colour having
a physiological effect and a sensory confrontation with viewers.

Frank handles the physical demands involved in producing his current work
like a stoic athlete. A range of eight chemical vamish dyes are used, sometimes
in felicitous combinations that force strong colours together or apart. To begin
with, he works a canvas horizontally and, depending on the temperature,
humidity and passages of time, he pours further layers onto the original surface,
highlighting points, lines and areas of solid colour by raising and shifting objects
beneath the canvas to control the angle and direction of the flows of vamish. As
the viscosity of the vamish thickens it absorbs the colours beneath. Monitoring
this activity closely, Frank notes the effects of what he describes as 'young' and
'old' colours:

Two colors that were poured at the same time flowing into each other on the surface while

they are 'young' (one-hour old) will have one particular reaction, sWlding and creating

whidpools and mixes Some colours retain their integrity and combine readily with the

emerging pattern, while others lose their Integrity, creating graduations into a third colour. 1

When a young colour meets an older colour a controlled reaction will occur,
whereas when mixed together they 'repel each other'. The lifetime of any
particular community of colours - that is, groups of colours of the same age,
regardless of hue - is also relevant, as are differing colour responses due to age
and chemical affinities, all adding up to, as Frank describes, 'at least twelve
responses and reactions that I have been able to observe and replicate on
demand'.

A recent painting, Wanking with your inner idioC the real you lump start your
body's fat buster New Plymouth landscape, 2004, is a spectacular example of
these highly developed processes at work. Against a pale-blue background
layers of yellowed vamish fall in shrouds of creamy light. interwoven with rich
violet forms which pool gracefully at the base of the painting. Above, a field of
poured grey-green gathers momentum in an orchestrated smothering of the
yellow. There are several passages suggesting light pouring onto a landscape
in this and other paintings in the series, however this is undermined by Frank's
rejection of pictorial sentimentality and of physical references to the natural
landscape in his work, despite the literal titles of his paintings.
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Dale Frank. Wanklng with your inner idiot,
the real you jump start your body's fat buster
New Plymouth landscape, 2004, varnish on acrylic
on canvas. 180 x 180 cm, courtesy the artist.

Grudgingly, Frank admits that some of these inspirational abstractions - the
product of his own numb, unblinking stare at distant hills of pale grey, emerald
green and yellow native foliage lit by purple shadows and shards of glassy silver­
could be considered beautiful. Indeed, Frank's rigorously guarded aesthetic
serenity cannot afford poetry's 'deceitful idealism', as French theorist and author
Georges Bataille put it, to work as true existential experiences of the force of
abstraction, Instead, in his current work Frank proposes that our recollection of
landscape is a cultural imperative, a collective need for nature as an aesthetic to
which we might belong. Frank's ultimate philosophical disillusion, therefore, is
with how we have coveted the great outdoors through works of art which
utterly deny the tedium of our powerful time-based experience of nature. This
syndrome of false recognition, or paramnesia, in our emotional approach to the
familiar is at the heart of Frank's work.

Will it ever be possible to reconcile this gifted abstract painter's antithetical
embrace of the persuasive influence of Australia's natural environment? No.
Frank's witnessing of nature is motivated by his longstanding fascination with
artistic reinvention and his desire to assert superior control over something that
bores the life out of him. The many hours it takes Frank to make his work lends
further irony to his abstracted paraphrasing of the effects of landscape's repetition
on his imagination.

Perhaps it is quite natural that in refocusing on material processes, critical
interest in new conceptual painting strategies has tended to merge with the
increasing appeal of the unique formalities of late minimalism among
contemporary painters in Australia and abroad. To this writer, however, Frank
demonstrates Evelyn Waugh's belief that 'the artist's only service is to create
little independent systems of value of his own'. Although disinclined to accept
fatalisms such as the death of painting, the devalued integrity of intuitively
sourced creativity, or of literal interpretations of the landscape as a source of
abstraction for that matter, Frank's approach to his work seems to correspond
with what American critic Sue Spaid recently described as 'experiential art'; that
is, art which sidesteps postmodemism's lack of material experimentation by
rekindling 'classic existential values like choice, freedom, personal responsibility
and especially capability. Experiential art focuses on the transformative power
of action, [onl art's physical effects upon viewers, [and on] the eye as a vehicle
rather than a destination."

1 All quotes from the artist are from discussions with the author in 2004.

2 Sue Spaid, 'The experiential paradigm: The power to cause things to happen', artUS, no 2,
April-May 2004, pp. 30-35.
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