ART ROCKS! by SIMON POOLE

Art Rocks, an exhibition by Simon Poole is showing at the Cairns Regional Gallery until the 28th June 2009. The word powerful keeps raising its clichéd head in relation to this exhibition, not only because of Poole’s rendition of the rock filled landscapes, but because of the subject itself. These are ancient geological outcrops, perhaps some of the oldest in the world, carved by the elements into sculptural forms of colossal proportions.
Poole is in no way intimidated by these immense spaces, but is constantly aware of the constraints of the artist, especially the artist who wishes to express the potency of this landscape on a two dimensional surface. He brings other tools and media to the task, and in this exhibition that task is partly the proposition. 

The depiction of the three dimensional rock forms on the two dimensional surfaces in acrylic paint is executed through an analytical process using photography and the computer.   Poole deconstructs a photograph of the landscape separating it into its basic tones and colours, at the same time simplifying the many nuances of nature. He finds that: “by themselves they are flat and incomprehensible as the rock in the original photo, but once they are layered on top of one another they again take on form and we can sense it has 3 dimensions.”

The paintings are then re-constructed layer by layer, one colour or tone at a time. This method of painting could be construed as a metaphor for the process by which the rocks were created.
The genesis for this body of work was discovering Annan Gorge during a journey around Australia in 2001. Besides being inspired by the spectacle of this remote landscape, and the way the light described the strong three dimensional forms, Poole felt a metaphysical connection to the place. In the Annan Gorge Rocks! series He invites the viewer to sit back and let our mind seek out the latent spirits of this rocky space in much the same way as my Grandmother urged me to see the creatures and beings in the embers of the fire as a prelude to her story telling. Poole is endeavouring to capture more than the physicality of the landscape. He looks beyond to something he senses is there: the elusive spirits of this country. At the same time, as in Annan Gorge Rocks! 5, he adeptly succeeds in achieving the strong illusion of a three dimensional space.
 In Annan Gorge Rocks! 2 , a large painting with strong visual impact, the earth colours give way to complementary blues echoing the ice ages that helped sculpt this ancient country.  We are reminded again of the history and perhaps even the vulnerability of this country in Mt Isa Rocks! The force of nature has thrust an imbalance into the landscape so that the rocks seem to lean precariously on each other while small broken pieces are testament to the impermanence of even the most awesome of places.

Like Monet’s, Simon Poole’s paintings cannot be shown to advantage in a small space. Paintings like Irvinebank Rocks! and Kakadu Rocks! suffer from the restricted space and come to life much more when viewed from the ramp of the Loft Gallery.  Kakadu Rocks! 3 shows the deep shade that descends into gorges and I found myself searching in the sunlit ridge for a way to get out of this virtual reality. In Annan Rocks! 3 the viewer is brought closer to the rock face. There is a freer use of paint, and a stronger use of colour with brighter yellows and deeper reds that give this painting an extra vigour. 
In Rex the Lookout Poole expresses one of my favourite maxims – that art should be fun. In this painting, on one level, he is commenting on the human need to leave our mark on rocks, sometimes in the form of graffiti, and on another he is still seeking the evasive spirit of the rocks.

Turning to another medium Poole uses polystyrene to interpret the landscape in three dimensions. In Digital Landscape Kuranda Range variations of size, colour and angles of the rock formations are recreated and displayed on the wall so that light carves out recesses and reflects surfaces. 
In an installation called Degrees of Vision Poole reminds us of how limited the artist’s vision is when recreating a landscape. He invites us to take the viewpoint of the artist looking through a mask of his face. Our gaze is confined, and we have no sense of the sounds, the smells and the tactile experiences that being in the actual landscape brings.
Indeed the experience of being in the mask seems to amplify the silence of these works. Poole’s quest is to therefore explore a range of media to help the viewer have a more complete understanding of this landscape
From painting sculpture and installation Poole moves with ease to the more contemporary art form of digital media to create 3D Rocks! Animated Movie in order to give the viewer yet another experience of a rocky gorge. The tour we are taken on is reminiscent of wandering through the ruins of an ancient temple. There is a mysterious blue waterfall whose reappearance we look forward to, perhaps because it connects sky and the river path, or perhaps because it suggests a way out of this chasm. From a hill we are teased with a brief glimpse of the horizon beyond. Rocky formations show the presence or absence of sunlight; surfaces reflecting or blocking the light.  The river path goes round and round, occasionally pausing at a door-like niche which I sense could be a portal through which this talented artist will continue to explore and discover. 
Christine Eyres
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