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exhibition 

The 
Grey before Dawn 

By utilising key aspects of photography, focus and light, Kathy Prendergast has created a series of 

ethereal watercolours for her exhibition at the Kerlin Gallery this June, writes JUDITH WILKINSON 

/ 

In response to an invitation by the Douglas Hyde Gallery 

in 2003 to contribute to a publication entitled 33 Happy 
Moments Kathy Prendergast began thinking about her 

favourite time of day. Between 4a.m and 7a.m she has 

always been her most creative, the artist told me on a recent 

visit to her Hackney studio. In these stolen hours just before 

dawn everything appears in flux - a time when crimes are com 

mitted, love affairs are conducted and morning prayers are 

attended to. Taking this mystical time as her point of departure 

Prendergast began to explore the artistic possibilities of this 

intermediary space. Observing how the objects in her East 

London flat altered as the morning light enveloped them she 

proceeded to document the subtle tonal changes that emerged. 

Bringing together a collection of black and white photographs 
from the 1950s, mostly of other people's families but some of her 

own, Prendergast continued her exploration of the mysterious 

quality of this very particular light. In her most recent body of 

work, drawing on this impromptu photographic archive, she has 

created a series of ethereal watercolours that speak as much of 

what is absent from the image as what is presented. Tracing the 
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outlines of anonymous brides or the haunting face of a pre-pubes 

cent schoolboy (Figs 1&2), these extremely public scenes of jubi 
lation and solemnity form a communal marker of the outward 

passage of time. Extending the language of photography the artist 

has cropped, blurred, dimmed and isolated parts of these bor 

rowed images until all the information regarding their context 

has been removed. Discussing the importance of this process of 

selection for her work she remarked, 'it is because we remember 

bits of things but never the whole thing at the same time'. Like 

the dim twilight with which Prendergast is so preoccupied, the 

dispossessed subjects of these paintings emit an unsettling aura. 

Trapped in perpetual transition the personal significance of their 

memories has been reformulated and recoded by the constant 

reworking of their image by the artist (Figs 3&4). 

Accompanied by an equally enigmatic group of bronzes the 

watercolours form only one part of a deep and ongoing investi 

gation. When asked about the significance of the curious 

objects from which the sculptures are modelled Prendergast 

elaborated that she had, like the photographs, inherited them 

and so could maintain a certain level of objectivity in her 

approach. Quick to stress the ordinariness of the objects with 

which she works Prendergast stated 'they are something that 

every family might have'. 

Descending from a strong tradition of crafts women in her 

Irish family, the mark of Prendergast's hand is very present in 

these works. Roughly hewn bronzes are patinated in varying 

degrees of grey pigment to reflect once again the changing pas 

sage of morning light. Continuing to work up their surfaces, 

drawing into the imaginary hills and valleys of their forms, 

Prendergast creates a complex interlocking web of surface 

residue. Objects pass through the various stages of wax, bronze, 

patination and paint showing the marks on their skin like signs 
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of old age. Comparing the delicate surface filigree to a rash, the 

artist said her decision to paint the objects was born from a 

desire to complicate the viewers understanding of the perma 

nence of bronze as an artistic medium. 

Now mid-career, Prendergast moved to London as a student 

to attend the prestigious Royal College of Art. In 1995 she won 

the Premio 2000 award at the Venice Biennale and has gone on 

to secure an international reputation as one of the most impor 

tant Irish artists of her generation. 'The End and The 

Beginning', her remarkable retrospective at The Irish Museum 

of Modern Art in 2000, received enormous critical acclaim and 

resulted in the museum making a significant investment in the 

artist. Purchasing her largest single body of work to date, 'City 

Drawings' (consisting of over 113 works), now form a substan 

tial part of their collection. 

For her forthcoming exhibitions at the Kerlin Gallery, 'The 

Grey Before Dawn Part I & IF, Prendergast will show a selection 

of these recent watercolours and bronzes. An artist who gener 

ates a compelling conceptual narrative through the very real 

material processes of her work, she views these exhibitions as 

'yet another stage in the works development'. Depicting a nos 

talgic Ireland of the 1950s, Prendergast's powerful images of 

half-lit ghosts and charred bouquets will either comfort or 

unnerve you, depending on how you have spent the wee hours 

of each past morning. 

JUDITH WILKINSON is an independent curator and a PhD candidate at 

Goldsmiths College, London. 

All Images ?The Artist. Courtesy the Kerlin Gallery. 

The Grey Before Dawn Part I', The Kerlin Gallery, Dublin, 8 June-14 July. 

1 Kathy Prendergast 

Blonde Confirmation 

Boy watercolour on 

paper 2007 

11.5 x 15 cm 

2 Blonde 

Confirmation Boy 
watercolour on 

paper 2007 

11.5 x 15 cm 

3 Groom as a Boy 
watercolour oh 

paper 2007 

11.5 x 15 cm 

4 Confirmation Girl 

watercolour on 

paper 2007 

11.5 x 15 cm 
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