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SENSATIONAL EVIDENCE AND SENSUAL REFLECTIONS

Dan Dempster's artwork covers a broad range of disciplines: painting, sculpture,
drawing, essay writing, photography and others still untried. These many means of expression
could make an artist's work seem disconnected, fragmented into distinct categories or separate
aesthetics. But in the case of this artist somewhat the opposite is true because Dempster's
vision rests upon a singular perspective, a unifying theme of correspondences with nature.

Like a botanist in the field, the artist is always about the business of gathering samples,
implications of the creative process encoded within the universal landscape which will point the
way to a larger comprehension. In order to do this he selects different tools for different jobs,
specific mediums for specific points of view. For example, several years ago he showed me a
series of photographic studies taken along the rock craggs of Ireland's southern coast. I
thought at first that the images were satellite photographs - they seemed to be taken from
above. But they were in fact small details, sample micro-cosmic worlds taken at various points
in the rock faces.

This sense that one is glimpsing the vast and the finite at one and the same time is one
of the many perceptual shifts common in Dempster's motifs. Such shifts give the viewer a new
role, that of a participant in both space and time, a grainy specimen that can appear to be a
surface but which is in fact a depth of understanding. Within this unit, isolated and defined in
the format of a photographic image, lie the implications of everything immortal, the big issucs
of existence.

Still, it would be incorrect to say that all the sensations that flood the senses are aimed
at the metaphysical. Synchronistically, even as the image is presenting itself for inspection, the
medium is present, evidential. The quality of the photographic technique and the unique
abstract compositional elements have a direct aesthetic impact on the senses. The hand and the
eye of the artist are not suborned by the allure of what is pictured but share the ground of
perceptual response equally.

This is the unifying character of Dempster's work: there is a common cffort in each of
the disciplines he uses to expand the expressive resources of the medium, not only in order to
express the idea and notions, but to express with greater immediacy sensations, the irreducible
elements of experience.

I first met Dan when he came to my TriBeCa studio in Manhattan four or five years
ago. He had come to show work to galleries and to have a look at some of the mainstream
issues operating in the contemporary art of the moment. Characteristic of his methodology,
the artist inspected certain standpoints and left himself open to influences which can also be
said to be correspondences when art itself becomes the focus of attention.

It brings up the issue of artists who choose to develop their aesthetic in neutral envi-
ronments outside of the café-socicty regimen of urban centers. Often they are overwhelmed
by the minutiae of over-scrutinized issues and salient details of philosophical speculation. But
Dempster's work showed a remarkable resiliency when faced with the new stimulus and he
almost immediately was taken on by the Fulerum Gallery in SoHo. Rather than radical changes,
his work underwent subtle transformations. He was aware that he had his finger on the
immortal and nothing that the contained aesthetic hallways of art criticism had to offer could
sway him from a central belief in the forces of creation that he had assumed as both subject
matter and essential leitmotif of his process.
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His vital elements are light and water and there are some specific reasons why they
play out so centrally to his beliefs, not the least being that his home base is Bermuda where
these ondines share domination, not only of the natural environment but of the cultural con-
sciousness as well. This seraphic spirit juxtaposes oddly in the contemporary art scene. It has
the almost geological sensibility of the scientist working in the field and bringing his observa-
tions for review by a pundit elite of critics and the public - and it works. Light and water are
not just subject matter for Dan's art form, they inhabit the content and intent of the work
itself. There is the living evidence in that environment of a thematic beatific presence
underlying all of creation. Things wash ashore transformed by the abrasive sea and its storms.
Nature there is emotionally present, erodes to spectacular forms and lyrical contour both the
landscape and the psyche of its inhabitants. They are compelling muses and they have
entranced Dempster beyond any lure of citified views of acceptance in the art hierarchy. He
remains devoted to their beguiling ways.

In 1995 he brought evidence of his symbiotic attachment to these elements into Man-
hattan when he suspended Urbanos from the ceiling of the Fulerum Gallery. The work was
both a commentary on Anti-form and brashly lyrical at the same time. What he had done is to
take plywood and steel down to the sea where he plunged them into the briny water much like
Richard Serra submits his work to the iron foundry. The result was a work of art forged by the
sea, created in partnership with nature. Urbanos remained in the water for many months until,
transformed and beatified, it was returned to civilization. But present always is that larger
implication, this Emersonian idea that, “... beneath every deep another deep opens.” As the
mobile composition of forms floated in the gallery, there was the awareness that their new
oxygenated environment, the acid rain and urban grit air, was stll at work eroding to
completion a work of art that was as much concept as object, as much theory as practice, as
much method as medium, and as I have said, it worked. If juxtaposition may be said to be the
benchmark of Post Modernist thought, this piece of sculpture underscored that benchmark
with the added impetus of a naturally formed innovation.

The truth about light is not specific to the realm of the scientist nor is it new to the
eye of the artist. That is, the truth which says that all we see and all that we are capable of seeing
is the reflection of light bounced off of the world and into the cornea. This awareness provided
much of the stimulus for the Impressionist artists. Painting ax plein air, in nature, they
understood that photons explode from the sun, shoot across the universe, bounce off leaf or
flower or smiling lips and right into the human eyeball. Monet, in his later work, remained
steadfast in his appreciation of the qualities of reflective light, especially because his corneas
were fogged over with cataracts. For this reason, much of his later work was not deemed
relevant by curators after his death. It remained rolled up in a corner of his studio. When the
demand for Monet's canvases reached a peak, these later works were finally stretched and
exhibited. '

The French word for the Asian experience of spiritual enlightenment in nature (rather
than in the dark chambers of a temple or monastery chapel) is eclairecissement, and what these
later works by Monet exposed was a vision of nature which was explicit, if not directly
expressive of, just such an experience. The eye of the true artist, physiologically or conceptually
different from the common eye, is nonetheless capable of illuminating human consciousness.
Undeniably his greatest works and the inspiration for many later Modernist art forms, we learn
that the truth of light - of anything - can be perceived from different standpoints and through
different modes of perception.




