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Beyond the Surface

At its core, David Tress's source material is Nature: mostly
land, and this mostly now situated in what passes for the
British Isles. His world’s view is marked by some of the
most powerful drawing in contemporary British art, for at
the heart of every work there is either a clear manifestation
of realism — some essential note of a pre-existing subject
or feature of the chosen scene — or some visual shorthand,
explicit annotation. Tress will use these to transform an
experience into a visceral two-dimensional expression

with which an audience may easily engage.

Together and apart, drawing and tone form the bedrock
beneath the whole of Tress's oeuvre. They give his art its
quintessential balance, and without them, its plasticity,
energy and vitality could not fully coalesce. In the past,
Tress has referred in conversation to an eclectic range
of forerunners whose art has been based on very similar
principles, from the eighteenth century to the present:
Turner, Sickert and Bomberg are but three. In his own work,
with its signature layers of paint and torn paper, structure
is everywhere: he often uses the word ‘palimpsest’
to describe both the act and evidence of continuous
superimposition in each work’s evolution. By this, Tress
does not simply mean the inevitable physical interaction
between the artist and the picture plane or surface. He
is also emphasising the ceaseless layering of experience
on which he draws in equal measure in the articulation
of every picture. Each new work makes demands of all of
his accumulated wisdom and technique, and so, at some

level, each of his works is a work re-worked.

Tress's printed catalogues date back to 1995, and, in
them, successive commentators have accurately charted
the restless change and growth in his art and beliefs.
Yet, though the chronology of Tress's 40-plus years as
‘a painter’s painter’ is undoubtedly impressive, at one
level it is only a list, removed from the realities of a
sharply reflective process hard at work. In this, the word
‘revisitation’ acquires a certain aptness. Though his
catalogues communicate the urgency and energy that

continue to inform his work, the Tress of today states
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with certainty that he is ‘fighting his corner’, a phrase he
repeats in conversation. If at first this belief, that all his
outcomes are hard-won, seems to be an exaggeration,
upon reflection it is clear that, as a landscape painter
of the post-millennial era, Tress's singular pursuit of a
contemporary ‘Sublime’ is increasingly a struggle against
the cheap artistic standards of others. At that level, every

work in this exhibition is a cry of defiance.

In reality, Tress's ‘corner’ is indefinite. It is both real and
symbolic, physical and abstract, a versatile metaphor.
Rather like his work it is elastically responsive to many
different situations, to be altered according to need, to
permit the adoption and adaptation of different ideas,
intentions, perspectives, layered, or extended. That Tress
is not in reality besieged is the result of an arduous career,
spent developing meaningful, ever-changing drawing
and painting, to attract audiences that continuously shift
also. Thus, the corner is both a place from which to sally
forth, and a retreat, a place to breathe and think and look

around again.

It is an April afternoon in Haverfordwest, David Tress's
backyard for four decades. We are at his framer's
workshop, and before us are the spectacular Light
Passing, Beinn Bhan (2016) and Beinn Bhan, Sun Breaking
(2016). Tress makes his work in the studio, based on the
drawn notes of his primary outdoor experiences: though
he takes photographs in the landscapes he paints and
draws, he rarely refers to them unless there is a need for
specific detail. The orange afternoon of Light Passing is
reflected in several recent drawings built up on deeply
striated paper with Tress's characteristic charcoal and
graphite marks. All these works are exemplar material,
major statements that are not only indicative of all the
structures present in Tress's work, whatever its size, but
also of the lineage of this exhibition. Collaged strips and
cut and torn shapes are now familiar devices to Tress's
admirers, but it might be argued that they have come to
represent a further seam of topography, built up out of
years of looking at, being in, and responding to the land
itself, any land, from his on-the-spot sketchbook drawings
and written reminders, and from spatial decisions arising

in the studio, caused by practical necessity and intuition.



‘Putting in’,  ‘taking away’, ‘speculation’ and
‘rearrangement’ are all expressions applicable to Tress's
work, and since the later 1990s that activity has intensified.
In that era his graphite and charcoal drawings were unique
of their kind, unusual in their large size, often technically
brutal in their breathtaking energy: despite the power that
sometimes took them to the brink, they were, and remain,
believable, intelligible, and exciting. Change has chiefly
occurred in the last decade, especially following Tress's
researches and experiment around Edmund Burke's (1757)

expositions on ‘the Sublime’ in painting’.

What Tress came to term 'Sublime Light? is a rejection
of Burke's prescriptive proposals, which can never be
the emotional driver in expressive painting. Using as his
source material the paintings of the Romantic generation,
Tress learnt his own lessons, to arrive at outcomes that are
literally sensational in their poetry?, whose settings are his
own ‘corner’, in Pembrokeshire, or elsewhere in Wales, or
in other favoured locations. His achievement since 2008 has
been his continuing ability to successfully convey in paint or
graphic media the relative stillness of a place when the light
and air above and around it are constantly in motion, often
violently so. In such scenes, the Sublime — awe-inspiring
Nature — has always made major demands on any artist for
whom landscape visions are pre-eminent. In Tress’s hands,
the possibilities are many, but for him, as for others before
him, the place, the location, is always the subject. On
one hand, calm may reign; on the other, restraint may be

pushed to its boundaries and beyond. His pictures are not

begun with clearly defined visual outcomes, but, standing
before them, the question "Why do we need the Sublime in
British art?’ is emphatically answered.

There is little of repose in David Tress's art. From concept

to completion, in theory and in practice, each picture is

imbued by an electric restlessness even after completion,

an insistent search for new meanings at several levels,
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whether at home in Wales or much further afield. Years
of investigative reading and reflection support his work
in his preferred locations, but a return to anywhere will
result in wholly new perceptions, and new pictures.
Recently, Tress's thinking has turned to the ways in which
seventeenth century British Antiquarians thought about
natural phenomena in their surroundings, with or without
residual ruins, and he has sought to respond to this. In
this exhibition Tress's ‘Landfall’ paintings are informed by
speculative thinking concerning the arrival of Christianity
in Wales, and the part played in this by very rudimentary
seaborne travel. St Non, St Justinian and St Gwyndaf are
not new locations in his work, but the coastal views are
significant. All are bays, and, as their place-names imply,
they have strong associations with the changing past. An
audience without this information can only depend upon
the visual messaging of the paintings, their thematic titles,
their tonal similarities, and the deceptive spontaneity
brought to bear in the gusty treatment of each, in which
sea and sky battle with the landforms. The same mysteries
exist in other works: the clear titles are climatic statements,
and the audience must do the rest. The sodden
atmosphere of A Very Wet Day (near Combe, Devon) and
the celestial tumult of Day Ending, Last Sun, Beinn Bhan
are merely two of many contrasting but related images.

In recent years, a new audience, including many students,
has been attracted to Tress's drawing and mixed media
paintings, perhaps because they have found something
that is often absent in the work of contemporary expressive
artists: what John Piper termed ‘the tree in the field that

everybody is working for* — the subject in art, elusive since
Cubism. In Tress's drawn and painted landscapes, the tree,

or a field boundary, a cliff-edge or some other geological
or structural element will always be present, some formal
notation made to fix the scene before more forceful,
gestural marks follow. The elemental, chemical mix of
weather that is ‘Sublime Light’ remains at the heart of a
vital series of atmospheric essays in painting and drawing,
7. Red Thorn (Clegyr Boia), 2016 the results of David Tress's deeply reflective observations
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