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by Elizabeth Cross 

The Victorian National Gallery's recent 
watercolour show signalled fresh departures in 

the work of Dumbrell, Jacks and Majzner 
while affirming the continuing impetus of 

abstraction in the 1980s. ! 

THE RECENT exhibition, 'Colour and 
Transparency: the Watercolou.rs of 
Lesley Dumbrell, Robert Jacks and 

Victor Majzner', at the National Gallery of 
Victoria, 1 was exciting as it was significant, 
notably in the use of watercolours in 
abstraction, but also in the continuing 
impetus of abstraction. None of these artists 
is known as a watercolourist, and for each 
this is the first extended series of works in 
the medium, so this large show provides a 
marvellous opportunity to ponder the 
effects that such a fresh departure can have 
on an artist's work. It also presents new 
directions, particularly in Victor Majzner' s 
work, which are largely independent of the 
fact that the explorations are in water-
colour. Despite intimations in his recent 
large scale work of a move towards figura-
tion, the autobiographical character and 
narrative aspects of these pieces come 
as a surprise. 

Lesley Dumbrell, too, is moving away 
from purely formal abstraction, becoming 
less concerned with ephemeral effects and 
more concerned with the solidity of struc-
tures. This movement towards monumen-
tality is the more unexpected as it runs, in 
some sense, against the nature of the 
medium, or at least against its reputation 
fordelicacy. Alsounexpectedisaslight, but 
distinct, return in Robert Jacks' s work to 
Minimalism. He shares with Dumbrell a 
debt to Cubism, while Majzner owes much 
to the anecdotal and iconic effects of photo-
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VICTOR MAJZNER ARRIVER$ (DETAIL) 
(1984) Watercolour 80.5 x 105.5 cm 
Courtesy Christine Abrahams Gallery, Melbourne 

graphic collage and filmic montage: 
Yet this show has a strong visual coher-

ence, partly because of the unusually large 
scale all three artists adopt (many of the 
works are 102 x 152 centimetres), but more 
importantly because of the exuberant use of 
colour. Dumbrell and Majzner use strongly 
hued and translucent watercolour, while 
Jacks prefers to diffuse pigments in delicate 
hatching strokes of wash in which colour 
glistens and melts across the paper's white 
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surface. Where Dumbrell' s colour is drama! 
tic and intense and Majzner's Byzantine, 
hallucinatory and occasionally descriptive 
Jacks is cooler, imbuing his watercolours 
with an ethereal quality. In all three there is 
a strong impulse for pattern making whicJ-

'\ is inextricably interwoven with notions of 
style and finish. Indeed the clarity and !r 

polish of these paintings belie the sugges-
tion that they originated as ways of clarify-_ 
ing ideas or resolving an impasse. Even .: 
down to their meticulous edges these paint·_-; 
ings proclaim themselves to be the produc :'· 
of assured image mal<lng. · 

In her catalogue essay, Irena Zdanowi~ : 
uses the phrase 'instinctive grace' in discuss nu 
ing the work of Jacks. This seems even mom~ 
pertinent to Lesley DumbreU's painting \,, 
where sensuality is so precisely formalized,\i, 
so nearly Islamic in its complexity. Long fas,~ 
cinated with the sensual, tactile quality of \· 
her surroundings, Dumbrell, in her abstraC\} 
tion of these phenomena, displays an / 1 

extraordinary range. Sometimes it is the ", 
quality of velvet she conveys in Study for , 
Tramontana or the luminosity of twilight ,\ 
skies (Study for the last light), or the palpable -~ 
desert air and density of heat and sand ' 
(August) . Along with Mootwingee, August ,\ 
was painted in 1982 in response to a field ~--
trip to Tibooburra . This trip was importan\ : 
for Dumbrell; it facilitated her use of water- \ 'I 
colour and the transition from the strict _: · 
linear formalism of her work in the J970s to ', ~\ 
the looser, more painterly and evocative :,,1 
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images of the earlier works in the present 
show. 

These buoyant, poised paintings and the 
subsequent more tightly structured works 
are some of Dumbrell' s finest. Sometimes 
in these works the effects of Dumbrell; s 
colours and configurations are electric. In 
the small untitled work of 1982 (Catalogue 
5) dashes and dots of leaf green, blues, 
mauves, sienna and greys flicker and erupt 
like a shower of fireworks against an inky 
background figured with rich yellow, 
greyish blue and pale red . Compared with 
this exuberant image the refinement and 
restraint of Study for taffetas 1 and 2 are a fas-
cinating contrast. The lustrous quality, the 
evocation of exquisite sensations in Study 
for taffetas 2, are particularly ravishing; 
greys, blacks and violet and shot through 
with orange, pink, white and blue in faintly 
jagged diagonal movements are splendidly 
reminiscent of taffeta's sheen and rustle, 
yet equally convincing as a work of formal 
abstraction. In this delicate balance lies 
Dumbrell's power as an artist. 

In the most recent watercolours 
Dumbrell, consolidating an enduring con-
cern with spatial ambiguities, shifts away 

from the schematic and formal depiction of 
sensations to more substantial themes in 
which structure and volume occupy her 
attention. In the two works titled Still life, 
from 1985, and an untitled work from the 
previous year, Dumbrell is much closer to 
Synthetic Cubism. Here her characteristic 
zig-zag shapes are modified, gain weight 
and size, are subtly marked and take on ele-
ments of collage. One work, Still life 
(Catalogue 20), adopts the new device of 
cramming these shapes together in a wedge 
between two unfigured areas which appear 
as background. This creates something of a 
landscape effect - an avalanche of shapes -
in which the whole surface is densely 
worked, almost mottled. In this work, 
together with its namesake, the paint is 
thicker and more painterly in its applica-
tion, even opaque. Both works resonate 
with a dark drama. 

The other three images from 1985 have a 
similar quality. Dumbrell's trip to Italy in 
that year seems to have confirmed charac-
teristics that were already becoming appa-
rent. Patterning is now stripped away and 
the decorative element is gone. Her palette 
is enriched by the colours of the Italian 
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LESLEY DUMBRELL STUDY FOR TAFFETAS NO. 2 
(1983) Watercolour 65.9 x 103.4 cm 
Collection Simon Parr 

Renaissance or perhaps the Mediterranean, 
and the monumentality and gravity of these 
paintings may well owe something to the 
great fresco cycles of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries. In marked contrast to 
the watercolours, listed under Catalogues 
1-14, these works owe much of their drama-
tic presence to the move away from trans-
parent watercolour to a malleable and 
dense gouache. 

Always a brilliant colourist and eloquent 
of mood and moment, Dumbrell, in the 
recent works, is entering a new phase, dis-
playing a new sensibility. The mood has 
darkened.Sonorous,subdued,opaqueand 
heavy - like colours seen in nature before a 
storm -these works have an edginess about 
them. They lack the finesse, the brilliance 
and sparkle which we have come to think of 
as vintage Dumbrell - they are even a little 
awkward - but they are unpredictable and 
very interesting. 

As a technique, watercolour is unforgiv-
ing - marks made can neither be rectified 
nor overpainted. Victor Majzner has dealt 
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with this need for precision by stippling col-
our, mosaic fashion, to build up the compo-
nent parts of his images. While these works 
belong structurally to collage or montage, 
they could just as profitably be understood 
in terms of the complex spatial disunities 
found in narrative painting prior to the 
introduction of Renaissance pictorial 
perspective. The results of this handling of 
colour and space are highly charged, inten-
sely luminous pictures. 

Majzner is now allowing the autobio-
graphical, narrative and figurative elements 
previously encoded and buried in his 
abstract works of the last fifteen years to 
surface. As Zdanowicz contends, 'Majzner 

confronts himself head on in the water-
colours in a symbolic exploration of the 
question of cultural identity through sub-
jects taken from Jewish stories and themes 
of displacement, migration and searching'. 
A significant part of this searching is in the 
complex area of human sexuality. Some-
times the means for this exploration are 
symbolic and metaphoric - landscape ele-
ments are charged with meaning; some-
times they are literal and explicit - images 
which here transcend their source but are 
commonly the stuff of pornography; play-
ful and wry - the image in vermilion of a 
dog licking its genitals recurs. A daisy-chain 
of lovers is transformed in at least one 

instance from an emblem of lu,st in Judges 
one of avarice in Prahran. /." 

Meanings are fugitive, often layered. T 
resplendent image of the. strutting cocke 
iri Who is afraid of voices obviously functio 
as a sexual symbol and pun as well as allu 
ing to Jewish lore. _Marc Chagall., a usefu 
comparison here, often rejoiced in exact! 
this double entendre. However, none of 
this is initially apparent. The outline oft 
cockerel forms a kind of window throug 
which we see a hatted male figure before 

LESLEY DUMBRELL AUGUST (1982) 
Watercolour 57.5 x 77 cm Possession of the arti 
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'1 dark sea . There are strong suggestions of 
' cinematic sources here. In the vocabulary 
of films the sea is commonly charged with 
sexual meaning, and the hatted male figure 
is decidedly Bogartian. This figure which 
frequents the paintings is the loner beloved 
of B-grade films, his shadowed face set 

, against fate, the dubious machismo figure 
I of male childhood. He serves Majzner both 
I as a voyeur and a more dispassionate I observer. Adjacent to the cockerel are an 
, eye and vertically placed lips which, with I the nose in other works, symbolize genitalia 

I 
and sensory confusion.. In the centre a 
plummeting figure frames another sea, a 

I visionary, biblical tableau in which the wat-
1 ers part to reveal an apparition, a blue 
I gowned figure with arms upraised in a 
I blaze of lilac light. 
I The motif of lighted candles which en-
, circle the cockerel's outline in Who is afraid of 
, voices and which appears elsewhere, while 
' doubtless tolerant of numerous metaphoric 
I uses, has its particular origin in a story 
, known to Majzner from childhood and 
which he illustrates in Procession of safety. It 
tells of a nineteenth-century rabbi who 
forestalled a pogrom by causing his people 

to process slowly through the dark town 
bearing lighted candles on the brims of their 
hats. This vision inspired awe in the hostile 
citizens who withdrew in fear. As with the 
boatload of voyagers radiant on a scarlet 
sea (who incidentally bear torches) in Arriv-
ers and less joyfully in Decoys and arrivers, 
we are witness to both allegory and rites 
de passage. 

Arrivers is a marvellous image sustained 
by a central enigmatic shape which, though 
clearly iconic, seems like a visitor from 
Majzner's abstract canvases. (In the process 
of reinventing himself he has not aban-
doned everything.) This shape, an elon-
gated cone, is pale pink and marked with 
exquisitely coloured curious scars shaped 
like mouths. The whole is encased in a yel-
low halo. Zdanowicz reports that the shape 
derives from unfurling bolts of fabric which 
Majzner witnessed in a :lathing factory 
where he once worked. 

These conical forms reappear in Go/ems 
but seem more contrived here, their use 
more wilful. The Golem himself, however, 
is a potent image who appears in Majzner' s 
works in a blaze of fiery, hairy splendour, 
molten from some mythic furnace. He is a 
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LESLEY DUMBRELL STILL LIFE (1985) 
Watercolour 70.4 x 100 cm 
Possession of the artist 

creature of Jewish myth, who only takes on 
a distinctive identity when supernaturally 
brought to life. This combination of the 
mystical, the magical and the lurid per-
sonified by the Golem is the essence of these 
watercolours for me. The series is complex 
and ambitious, executed with panache and 
a touch of theatricality . Majzner indulges in 
some of the mannerisms of post-modernist 
compulsion, for example a silhouetted, 
footless, handless flying superman, mod-
ishly reworked from the popular cartoon. 
This seems a pity. His material is compel-
ling enough, and its spangled richness a 
pleasure to behold. It is also misleading, 
because these are pictorial, humanist 
images needing no fashionable philo-
sophical props. Common experience and 
imagination suffice. 

In Robert Jacks's hands abstract mini-
malism is alive and well. At the heart of 
these austere, lucid pictures is a formalist 
dialectic. Jacks plays with paradox: within 
these compositions structure is monumen-
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left 
VICTOR MAJZNER 
METROPOLIS (19 
Watercolour 
102 x 152 cm 
Courtesy Christine 1 

Abrahams Gallery, 
Melbourne 

left 
VICTOR MA)ZNER 
WHO JS AFRAID OF 
VOICES (1985) 
Watercolour 
102 x 152 cm 
Courtesy Christine 
Abrahams Gallery, 
Melbourne 



ROBERT JACKS SUMMIT BOTANNICAL (1984) 
Watercolour 152 x 102 cm 
Collection Anthony Pryor 

tal while the quality of paint and colour 
speaks of transitory effects. He is concerned 
to evoke a sense of the ephemeral presence 
of colour and light in nature. Like the 
Impressionists he lays colours (frequently 
complimentary hues) side by side so that 
they fuse in the spectator's eye into an illu-
sion of vibrating hues. 

Watercolour assists wonderfully in the 
realization of this idea since its transpa-
rency enables the diffusion of light. The 
hatching technique which Jacks employs is, 

as Zdanowicz observes,' . . . an elegant solu-
tion to the problem of maintaining a 
minimalist discipline while exploiting the 
luminous and lyrical possibilities of the 
medium' . These images are remote, reflec-
tive, private, yet dynamically orchestrated. 

Jacks encases his delicate webbings of col-
our in a severe architecture - a scaffolding 
almost Gothic in its soaring framework. 
Zdanowicz informs us that it was Jacks' s 
encounter with the Texan desert and his 
discovery of the Navajo Indian interpreta-
tion of that same topography which gener-
ated a catalytic series of drawings and 
etchings. In these Jacks's reliance on the 
grid composition was 'supers':ded in an 
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ROBERT JACKS PLAITED PLANTER (1984) 
Watercolour 152 x 102 cm 
Collection Augustine Dall'Ava 

asymmetrical explosion of buoyant curves 
and zig-zags which took their energetic 
form from the energy of the landscape'. 

However it seems that these works, more 
nearly symmetrical, derive as much of their 
effect from the energy of the metropolis as 
from the energy of nature. They conjure the 
dynamic angularity of New York or even 
Sydney. Some works seem aggressively 
urban while in others Jacks softens the 
geometrical framework in subtle ways in 
order that it suggest a more organic feeling. 
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right 
ROBERT JACKS HIGH TRANCE (1982) 

Watercolour 152 x 102 cm 
University Gallery, University of Melbourne 

below 
VICTOR MAJZNER ARRIVERS (1984) 

Watercolour 80.5 x 105.5 cm 
Courtesy Christine Abrahams Gallery, Melbourne 

It is the cultivated nature of city parks and 
gardens which Jacks summons, not the 
wide open spaces. 

In these works Jacks is clearly indebted to 
Paul Cezanne and the Cubists, although 
his hatching technique is not structural and 
his faceting and fracturing of the picture 
plane are formally arranged, abstract, dyna-
mic signs rather than descriptive marks, as 
they are with Cezanne, or analytical, as 
they are with Georges Braque and Pablo 
Picasso. Sometimes Jacks, like Jasper Johns, 
appears to be mimicking the veiled formal 
renderings of Analytical Cubism. He adopts 
its tautness and centrality, pushing this into 
a strict vertical division against ':"hich the 
irregular polygons have a diagonal thrust . 
It is as if Jacks posits two halves of a whole, 
yet both are like reflections in water, one of 

the other. 
Jacks uses a limited palette to great effect. 

He frequently restricts himself to two prin-
cipal colours. In Summit botanical these are 
red and green and the effect is like the vib-
rance of dappled light. Plaited planter is all 
soft browns and madders, the mood muted 
and languid. In the very recent Mind's orna-
ment the hatchings of reds and sienna 
browns are dispersed in limpid pools so 
that internal spaces melt and open up in 
tranquillity to our gaze . High trance, an ear-
lier and compositionally looser work, is a 
miracle of silvery tones created from prim-
ary colours. Jacks's titles are sometimes 
simply descriptive or evocative, but often 
they are drawn from Joyce's Ulysses, a 
characteristically whimsical act of homage, 
as Zdanowicz observes, to American 

Abstract Expressionism. 
The excellent catalogue which accom-

panies the exhibition was made possible by 
the sponsorship of Vitrex Camden Pty Ltd. 
It is amply illustrated in both colour and 
black and white . Irena Zdanowicz, Curator 
of Prints and Drawings at the Gallery and 
responsible for this show, deals with each 
artist lucidly, informatively and accessibly, 
placing the present contributions of each 
within a larger context. 

1 'Colour and Transparency' will be travelling to Perth in 
May-June 1986 and thereon to Sydney. 

Elizabeth Cross is Lecturer in Art History at the School of 
Art and Design, Phillip Institute of Technology. 
All photographs in this article by Helen Skuse. 


