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A
ngela Brennan has been flirting with language - taking letters, 

words, phrases etc. and transcribing them across canvases. She has 

been doing this the way a pubescent girl might try on different shades 

of lipstick or watch herself smoke a cigarette, self-consciously, seduc

tively shaping letters with paint. Her text paintings are studies in 

sensuousness, a bit messy and exaggeratedly emphatic. They combine 

her familiar looseness of gesture and attitude to colour with a new 

tightness of legibility. For an abstract painter as intuitive and sponta

neous as Brennan, the addition of text imports relative order inco a 

world of decided disorder, some sort of prescription of meaning into 

good chaotic use of paint. The linearity of written English structures 

these paintings that previously had no beginning or end, so that for the 

first time we feel guided in our reading of Brennan's works, compelled 

co approach them from left to right - or perhaps initially we do -

because text demands it. Unlike her abstractions, which signify in a 

much more ambiguous way, text provides a strong signifying force. 

Brennan uses language's precise descriptive and evocative power as if it 

were an extra-dimension of paint, co articulate particular emotional 

landscapes that can only be communicated by speaking of them, whose 

most efficient mode of delivery is spelling them out. 

Brennan typically combines many different styles of abstraction 

and sizes of canvas in the one exhibition. Her vocabulary includes 

soupy primordial forms with raining veils of glazed colour, robustly 

architecconic structures, busy pastel grids, and soft fields of floating 

ellipses, in the accumulation of an infinite lexicon of form. And her 

text paintings exhibit a similarly wide variety of genre: extracts from 

poems, fragments of songs, recipes, meditations on the alphabet, 

slogans, mantras, protestations and dialectal turns of phrase. Writing 

is a conduit for expression but is minimally expressive in its own form. 

Brennan, however, manages co coax the aesthetic and expressive 

potential from each physical manifestation of language - the graphic 

shape of each written letter as much as the phonological shape of each 

spoken sound. 

Short texts on large canvases, such as the vertical Why wouldn't 

I like it?, are painted with the movement of the whole arm in a 

complaining graffiti scrawl, emphasising the physicality of each 

letter and the insolent gesture of the question asked. Text is a fine 

net in the horizontal To his coy mistress on a Chinese landscape and Song 

of songs. In these two works Brennan has obsessively transcribed 

poems at length . They require real commitment from the viewer co 

read them, as each row of small text is about two and a half metres 

long. The task of reading is frustrated as the abstract interest of the 

shape and colour of the composition as a whole takes over. Reading 

disengages into a more disinterested kind of looking in which the 

eye free-ranges across the canvas interrupted occasionally by words, 

insistent upon recognition, that push out into awareness. The erotic 

charge of the Marvell and the biblical texts is conveyed by these 

assertive fragments and in the fluctuations between shapes of colour, 

shapes of meaning, shapes of letters and shapes of sounds. The 

phenomenological force of Brennan's abstract work, the way she lets 

colour address the viewer physically, is given an oral emphasis in the 

text paintings which employ the voice in articulating sounds put 

into the viewer's mouth by the painted letters. The phonetic shapes of 

the words, 'the song of songs which is Solomon's' ,  buoy the volup

tuousness of the full text in imaginative space, their assonance 

echoed and amplified by a pleasure-giving field of pink, red and 

orange painted circles. 

The vocal aspect of Brennan's paintings is apparent in the 

regular appearance of song. In The stm pours down like honey, a line from 

Leonard Cohen is painted in large red letters over bands of egg yolk 

yellow and purple. The smoothness of the letters combines with the 

waxiness of the colours in a vertical arrangement of words chat in itself 

speaks of the vivid picture drawn by the song writer. With her text 

paintings, Brennan harnesses the pleasures of synaesthetic spillage. She 

lures us away from a dialogue between shape and colour co one chat 

includes the equally abstract and nuanced elements of language, in 

order to incorporate the shape and colour of meaning and voice. In chat 

the texts she chooses are particularly meaningful to her, che paintings 

are like the contents of her mind. They identify her in the way a self

portrait would, or the signing of her name on a finished work. 
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Why wouldn't I like it? (2003) 

oil on linen, 240 x 130cm 

detail from To his coy mistress on a Chinese landscape (2003) 

oil on linen, 137 .5 x 244cm 
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roving hands (2003) 

oil on linen 220 ' x 180cm 
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I painting (2004) 

oil on linen, 110.5 x 90.5cm 
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These are my principles (2004) 

oil on linen, 220 x 180cm 
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Blank wall (2003) 

oil on linen, 150 x 129cm 

The sun pours down like honey (2003) 

oil on linen, 101 x 90cm 
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Preceeding page: 
The Song of songs, which is Solomon's (2003) 
oil on linen, 200 x 270cm 

With thanks to: 

Niagara Galleries 
245 Punt Road 
Richmond Victoria 3121 
tel: 03 9429 3666 
www.niagara-galleries.com.au 

Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery 
8 Soudan Lane (off Hampden Street) 
Paddington NSW 2021 
tel: 02 9331 1919 
www.roslynoxley9.corn.au 

� Colour reproductions sponsored by Sydney Grammar School 
� College Street, Sydney. 
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