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As a performer, Bryan Dawe is universally and 
highly regarded. But there’s another, perhaps 
less well-known, side to Bryan — his parallel 
career as a visual artist. 
The vivid and quite audacious works that line 
these walls represent a significant departure for 
Bryan. In fact, by his combining the hand-
drawn with the digital, Bryan has more or less 
created a whole new idiom for himself.  
The exhibition has been assembled by curator 
Krista McClelland, and I thank her for her 
knowledge and good advice.  
As they say, nothing comes from out of 
nowhere. These images have their roots in 
Bryan’s photographic works, which were 
themselves also transformed beyond ordinary 
reality using similar technical methods. 
In fact, the more I see these works in situ, the 
more they are in harmony with the carefree and 
capricious creative spirit of Montsalvat itself — 
the same cocktail of joie de vivre, Belle Époque 
and (to mix linguistic metaphors), Weltschmertz, 
or world-weariness. 
There is much to absorb from Bryan’s painterly 
images. For example, his earlier Moroccan-
inspired works, bring to mind the aspiring 
artist Nessim, in Lawrence Durrell’s novel, 
Justine, the first of The Alexandria Quartet, set in 
the shabby Egyptian city of the same name. It is 
Nessim who is said to have ‘thought and 
suffered a good deal but he lacked the 
resolution to dare – the first requisite of a 
practitioner’. 
But dare does Dawe!  
The artistic striving is palpable in these images. 
Bryan’s melancholy romantic images of 
Morocco have opened a door to a new 
dimension to his work. In displaying a 
vigorous and confronting world, these works, 
like Durrell’s fictitious Egypt, summon feelings 
of longing, even a sense of grief and loss; they 
recall a dusty, once strongly scented, but no 
longer vibrant world.   
The spirit of times past, however, hovers on the 
periphery of memory, like the westerly sun  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

slipping over the horizon into a blazing golden 
orb, all too swiftly extinguished. 
In Immigration, Bryan’s unabashed homage to 
René Magritte, there is an unsettling beauty: a 
view of a serene coastal horizon cluttered with 
flying black umbrellas and bowler hats.  
Lost umbrellas, usually a forlorn sight, are here 
buffeted by the winds of change. Thus does 
Bryan transform an iconic, almost bureaucratic 
object — the symbol of a protected, 
claustrophobic world of meaningless 
conformism — into a something more 
displaced and uncertain. 
Bryan’s technique is fascinating. Working on an 
iPad, he draws freehand, paints and transforms 
his imagery on the virtual plane and brings the 
images to full realisation as exquisite and vivid 
pigment prints. 
There is a poetic discord, too, in Bryan’s parade 
of stylised figures that populate his 
underworld: this cast of musicians, circus 
performers, and women with red lips and 
heavy-lidded eyes. It speaks of cabaret and the 
louche decadence of pre-war Berlin. Like the 
understated figures in Jean Cocteau’s poetics of 
line, the women in these pictures dwell in a 
nimbus of smoky shadows and alcohol’s sweet 
release; they are conveyed in ambiguous and 
abstracted shapes as if slipping in and out of 
consciousness.  
But these are not cruel, merciless or 
irremediable figures. They are more 
empathetic; more vulnerable denizens 
inhabiting a fragmented, uncertain world. 
Bryan is a bit of a tightrope-walker himself, as 
he takes us into a liminal world of his own 
devising, ever maintaining his own balance, his 
own aesthetic equilibrium and aesthetic poise. 
You can’t help feeling the compassion he has 
for his fellow human beings and perhaps that’s 
what makes his art and his humour so 
compelling. 
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