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Dirt & Ash displays a dynamic exchange bdetween two
mid-career artists, Fone Fell and Kellie O'Dempsey. The
exhibition explores the links between anists' bodies
and practices via their respective mediums of clay
(Fell} end charcoal (O'Dempsey). The artists work with
an expanded definition of these deceptively simple
mediums, incorperating sound, video and live art/
performance. Within this interrogation however, the
ourest and most essential characteristics of clay and
charceoal remain sacred. The exhibition cpens up the
artists' processes and allows us to see their work in
ooth its rawest and most sophisticated ‘orms. Instead of
neing presented with ‘the perfect work of e’ we see the
artists' imperfect struggle to find it.

This is not the first colledoration by Fel and O'Demosey.
It follows & significant instatation, Dirt & Ash, Pieta,
exhibited in Barcelona, Spain, in January 2015. This work
(e'so appearning as a video work in this Lismore exhibition)
oresents & blackened space and then a wandering line
of “ght {drawn by O'Dempsey using digita' projection),
exposing Fell cradiing one of her ceramic sculptures.
The work reveas the usually unseen relationship
netween artist and work of 81, and the work’s uitimate
dependence on the aist

These themes are continued in the extension of this first
teration. Expanding on the original installation, the artists
sometimes reduce their work 10 its simplest eements.
Works are bDuilt, stecked, re-formed and owverlepped

through performance and live drawing, expesing the
bones of the artists' creative practices. In addition, the
artists position their chosen materials as having equal
power to them when meaxing their an.

At ‘ece velue, Fell and O'Dempsey have very different
approeches to art. Fell's process is privete and studio
based. O'Dempsey’s performance drawing is a public
spectacle. In Ditt & Ash they step out of the confines
of their independent rituals, exploring each other's
practices, and attending to different facets of their own.

Tne finality of exhibition usually renders the consuming
relationship that antists have with their work invisible. We
see resclved and finished works - not the artist’s battle
to tame the wayweard ones. We do not see the glistening
body of the work, wet, pliable, and fi'ed with potential,
breathing and responding to the anist's hand. Dirt & Ash
attempts to change this dynamic, pulling unberm works
out of the studio. Much of the work on display consists
of vestiges from the opening performance. These
remnants, accompanied by video, prejection, and sound
from the fve performance, mean that the ghost of that
event is clearly present.

Fel's relationship with her werk has aways been one of
the most interesting aspects of her practice. Her work is
alive 1o her. When she is working towerds a show Fell's
ceramic sculptures call out to her night and day. In her
studio she pushes and prods them into being, wrapping
them in plastic and spraying them with water to stop
them from hardening before they have met their




potential. She tries 10 rescue works she has touched tco
much and to come to terms with inevitable traumas that
texe place in firing.

More recently, Fell has integrated her figurative ceramics
with a more abstract, material-driven approach. She
has begun 1o dissclve her rigid material of fired clay,
incorporating it n other states that we wou'd not
usually see in traditional ceramic practice. In involuntary
muscie, wet clay haes been manipulated in plastic, two
heavy forms descending in perpetual flux. In ntra/active
(experimental exchange), sendpaper which is & by-
product of her process (used to painstakingly surface
her sculptures and then cest aside) is brought ocut as
finished work. The hard work of sanding is embedded 'n
them to create unconscious drawings. They accompany
automatic ink drawings by O'Dempsey. Both sets of
drawings appear to embody the forces and feelings of
their creation.

O'Dempsey’s approach to drawing also interrogates the
parameters of her medium, butin reverse. In her work the
temperal act of drawing is entirely public. Her process
applies drawing as an immediate practice, shared with
and influenced by her collaborators and audience.
O'Dempsey's ines (applied with both experimenal and
conventicnal anists' tools) are leid down with a grace
and confidence thet comes from 1000s of drawing
hours. In her performance work she bravely shares the
vulnerability of missteps usually hidden or cvercome in
a completed work.

With Fell, the body is present in the figurative nature
of her ceramics, and in the new work, in the clear
physical associations of her materials. For O'Dempsey,
it is there through the performative nature of her work.
O'Dempsey’s large scale work is energsed by her own
pody and those of her subjects {usually collaborators
with whom she is performing — for example, dancers,
musicians and fellow visual artists). In her live
perdormances her moving subjects instruct the fiuidity
of her fines, forcing pace, and preventing any fussiness
from entering the work. When figurative references to
the body disappear [the work frequently becomes purely
about mark meking), the body remains in the scale and
physicality of O'Dempsey’s marks. Her drawings speak
pack to her body, the reach of her arms, the velocity of
having to build up marks quickly, end the exhilaration
and exhaustion of performing.

O'Dempsey’s finished performance drawings could be
regarded as powerful and meaningful relics, referencing
the dance of drawing at the centre her work. In the
ead up to this exhidition she completed a number of
drawing sessions in the studio with Fell, texing back
this public nature of her process. Lixe the drawings of
her perormances, Ash -l are fresh, spontaneous, but
they are done without her usual audience weatching
on. Imprewvisation, happenstance, and the drama of the
perdormance have no pan in these works. Nor dees a
predesignated timeframe for completion of a drawing.
Trey are private studies of her friend at work. At the
exhibition opening O’'Demosey pulls Fell with her into the
public domain, reversing the exchange just described.
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