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Three 
Strands of 
Modernism

W O R D S :  E D W A R D  W I N T E R S       

Apprehending the worlds 
of Langlands & Bell, and  Brian dawn Chalkley 



On a hot day in August, the opportunity arose to visit 
three very different exhibitions in London. Each, in turn, 
cast light upon the place of human psychology in both the 
making and appreciation of art.

Modernism, from which we continue to emerge into an un-
certain light, was greatly influenced by Clement Greenberg’s 
essay, ‘Modern Painting’. Greenberg was himself influenced 
by German philosopher Immanuel Kant. He took from Kant 
a notion of formalism that Kant did not hold. Nevertheless, 
Greenberg’s formalism was at the heart of Abstract Expres-
sionism. Jules Olitski, a favoured painter, described a visit by 
Greenberg to his studio (Danto 1996):

“Greenberg would stand with his back to a new painting un-
til it was in place, and then wheel abruptly around to let his 
practised eye take it in without giving the mind a chance to 
interpose any prior theories, as if it were a race between the 
transmission of visual stimuli and the speed of thought.”

It is a Kantian thought about perception that sensation 
has to be transfigured by concepts to establish experience.  
Experience uses concepts to organise experience, to bring 
it under the regulation of our understanding. If Greenberg 
is right, then, arguably the purity of sensation in isolation 
— unmodified by conceptual constraint — is what provides 
our sense of formal beauty. Kant doesn’t make that claim.  
In painting, as a fine art, the coloured surface is brought un-
der representational concepts, the like of which licence aes-
thetic ideas. No wonder the conceptualists got cross. Green-
berg’s abstraction denies social content a role.

Nevertheless, the Americans, it is claimed, pursued this 
abstract art with the notion that it alone expressed the indi-
vidual freedom of the artist and, just as cool school jazz was 
broadcast on the radios to be picked up clandestinely in the 
Soviet Bloc, so the international sweep of American art pro-
vided an antidote to Soviet Socialist Realism. It is small won-
der then, that an exhibition of work by Ukrainian refugees 
would still be fighting for abstraction against their Russian 
oppressor. Of the pictures in the 2024 exhibition ‘Serendip-
ity’ at the HJ Art Gallery in London, Igor Kudelin’s painting 
Treatise on Contemporary Art 5 (2022) was the best example. 
It is an enjoyment of the freedom of abstract art.

Post-Medium

Langlands & Bell have developed work from that strain of 
modernism that contained both Surrealism and its later 
contribution to conceptualism; that is: a narrative content  
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E S C A P I N G  T H E  C O N S T R A I N T  O F  M E D I U M  S P E C I F I C I T Y , 
T H E  A R T I S T S  A R E  P E R M I T T E D  T O  I D E N T I F Y  T H E  W O R K 

I N D E P E N D E N T LY  O F  A N Y  E X P E R I E N T I A L  I N T E N S I T Y

Title: Brian Dawn Chalkley, Unreal Dreaming, 2024
Right: Langlands & Bell, The Kitchen, 1978
Next: Igor Kudelin, Treatise on Contemporary Art, 2022
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late nights in Soho, their reflections in the rippling puddles 
and the bright and gaudy flamboyance of those who shamble 
around the streets after midnight. That is, Langlands & Bell 
invite the participation of the viewer to make associations 
rather than merely to read meanings. They engage in that 
particularly human part of our psychological scaffolding, 
which is, in itself, a sign of the aesthetic that has remained 
constant from its inception in their 1978 piece, The Kitchen.

When W. H. Auden wrote The Age of Anxiety in 1947 he 
brought together and contrasted two temperaments, each a 
reaction to a fundamental aspect of the human condition: 
the fall from grace. The Utopian regards our life’s work as 
a dedication to the task of climbing toward a better, if ul-
timately unattainable, place. The Arcadian, by contrast, 
feels as if we must struggle to regain our rightful domain. 
Moreover, both temperaments can be found within a sin-
gle breast. And so the centrepiece at ‘Traces of Living / A 
MUSE UM’ can be seen as a development of The Kitchen,  
whose details are: 

Multimedia environment: found materials, found objects, 
mirrors, prisms, 2 x Kodak Carousel projectors, audio track 
of natural sounds. 

240 x 240 x 240 cm

The Kitchen was Langlands & Bell’s first collaborative art-
work: an installation of two kitchens constructed side by side. 
The visitor entered a decrepit Old Kitchen replete with rotten 
floorboards, peeling wallpaper, dirty crockery, and rusty pots 
and pans, to view a new kitchen through a fixed window set 
in the wall that divided the two spaces. 

A mirror image in layout, the New Kitchen was appointed 
with the same inexpensive furnishings and utensils as in 
the old, but all in new cheap shiny chrome, steel and glass.  
The New Kitchen’s physically inaccessible space was lit with 
prismatic coloured projected light. 

Typically, when you look at the work of mature artists, the 
later work refines and guides us in our reception of the earli-
er — just as Beethoven’s late quartets prove persuasive in our 
refined appreciation of the earlier pieces. 

Langlands & Bell rescue the aesthetic in art by reconciling 
modernity with contentful experience, which better recog-
nises our psychology. The newer work of L&B has its roots  
in the earlier and it retrospectively illuminates both  
The Kitchen and ‘Traces of Living / A MUSE UM’.

(of sorts) that establishes our grasp of conceptual content. 
Their first work as a collaboration was influenced by Ed 
and Nancy Kienholz. (Nikki Bell wrote her degree thesis at 
Middlesex Polytechnic on Kienholz.) The American artists 
worked with figurative content, before going on to use text 
and object to make conceptual works that moved away from 
experience toward meaning. In the case of both Ed and Nan-
cy Kienholz and the Langlands & Bell partnerships, this move 
took them away from the surrealist psychological model and 
onto this more intellectualised conception of art. Escaping 
the constraint of medium specificity, the artists are permitted 
to identify the work independently of any experiential inten-
sity. Arguably, this is a move away from aesthetic ambiguity 
toward conceptual clarity. We might come to see this ‘shift’ as 
the death, not of painting or sculpture or any other medium, 
but of aesthetics itself. 

Whilst many might welcome such a shift — for instance, those 
now engaged in doctoral study by practice — I doubt this 
shall be so. The bit that Greenberg got right is that the aes-
thetic is a constitutional fragment of what it is to be human 
and it speaks of our peculiar psychology that we find things 
beautiful and we can make and appreciate works of art in 
this realm. However, aesthetic appreciation engenders ex-
perience, rather than intellectual agreement. The content of 
an artwork, when experienced, persuades us of its ‘rightness’. 
Therein lies the beauty. What the conceptualists got right is 
that beauty is not the mere pleasure of sensation.

Langlands & Bell are adept at working with extraneous 
materials. Thus their oeuvre contains found objects, hand-
made architectural models, colour prints, neon signs,  
maps of flight paths, photographs, airport codes (usually 
three capital letters) and more. Their vitrine ‘Negotiating Ta-
ble’ (1991) was the centrepiece of their 2024 show ‘Traces of 
Living / A MUSE UM’ at Apt architectural practice in London.

The variable materials exceed any one medium condition 
but they hang together as a body of work because of their 
second-order content. The opening paragraph from Lang-
lands & Bell’s website reads:

Artists Ben Langlands & Nikki Bell explore the complex web 
of relationships linking people and architecture and the 
coded systems of communications and exchange we use to  
negotiate a fast changing technological world.

The use of these disparate materials, nevertheless, licences 
the spectator to make connections between modern codes 
and methods of projecting meaning. Neon signs remind us of 
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A Modernist Return to the Pre-Modern

In the past, artist Brian Dawn Chalkley was a modernist con-
cerned with the activity of painting, as that showed up in 
the contrived surface. It was not that content was forbidden,  
but that it was severely diminished in status in the scope of 
the spectator’s attention — this last providing her with in-
tense experience. So much so that narrative content was 
completely missing. Painting was to tell no stories. That ear-
ly work was strongly influenced by Jasper Johns and Robert 
Rauschenberg. Johns’s flags had content but were, arguably, 
non-representational. (His Flags were flags, his Numer-
als numerals.) Chalkley’s measurements (containing actual 
rulers and tape measures) were measurements, so that the 
world became part of its measurement and thus, one sup-
poses, a kind of non-narrative representation.

Brian Dawn Chalkley (they/them) has shown their new work at 
Lungley Gallery in London in ‘The Untold Depth of Savagery’,  
a 2020—21 exhibition that returned to narrative; so much so that, 
at first blush, the work might be that of a naïve or an outsid-
er. Chalkley used this as a means of redressing the modernist 
rejection of content. What inures the work, preventing such an 
interpretation, is Chalkley’s return to the worked surface con-
taining loops of coloured thread, other physical surface dis-
turbances and hand-written text that alludes to commentary 
on both Freud’s analysis of ‘The Wolfman’ and Wittgenstein on 
meaning. The modernist exclusion of content is overwritten 
by a confessional diary — a commonplace book — of the psy-
chological journey from secretive transvestite to performative 
trans-sexual. In this later stage it stands beside Tracey Emin’s 
confessionals. Neither crosses the line from confession to con-
trition. Each, in their own way, announces a way of living with-
out any call for absolution.

Richard Wollheim was Grote Professor of Mind and Logic at 
UCL at the time Chalkley was studying at the Slade (a de-
partment of UCL) in the 1970s. Here is a Wollheim comment 
upon the Wolfman:

“[T]here are the wolves themselves, and they are a multi-
ple representation, according to the boy’s infantile mode of 
thought, of the parents interrupted in intercourse, but par-
ticularly — and, for certain bits of the meaning of the dream, 
exclusively of the father. The basilisk gaze is punitive. It con-
tains a dire threat, which it is also about to put into practice. 
What it threatens — as associations to various fairy-tales 
made clear — is castration. The eyes of the wolves zero in on 
the little boy’s penis, which, the dream implies, they are fully 
competent to remove.”

The paintings and drawings created by the Wolfman do not 
include him. He is the consciousness central to the dream 
and is, therefore, not represented. In Chalkley’s pictures the 
subject is in the representation. But they, too, are staring 
out at us. Thus, Chalkley inverts the dream and it is our gaze 
that is both penetrative and punishing. Chalkley runs with 
the wolves but hunts with the hounds. The wolves and they 
confront us.

Other works in the exhibition include similar nocturnal park 
scenes, where people hang around together in groups or 
sets, they sit in trees or are seen in isolation by the side of a 
pond. The spools of coloured thread that clutter the surface 
are like bushes or shrubbery in which some sexual danger 
lurks or lures. Looking at and being looked at, is similar in 
psychological tension to Jean-Paul Sartre’s voyeur looking at 
a scene through a keyhole, only to suddenly realise that he 
too is being spied upon. 

All three exhibitions exploit different fragments of human 
psychology, each relying upon the mechanisms by which we 
apprehend the world, both ‘out there’ and ‘in here’.

Previous: Brian Dawn Chalkley, BDC Freud’s Study of the Wolfman, 2020
Right: Langlands & Bell, Traces of Living, 1986, detail of chair with model of 
National Gallery, Trafalgar Square.

Reference 
Danto, Arthur C. 1996. ‘From Aesthetics to Art Criticism and Back’. The Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism, 54(2). doi:https://doi.org/10.2307/431083
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Story 

Brian Dawn Chalkley’s new exhibition 
opens at Lungley Gallery 
261732 

 
Written by 
Eleanor Harvey 
 

November was a big month for Brian Dawn Chalkley; he was preparing for his latest 

exhibition, ‘The Untold Depth of Savagery’ which opens at the Lungley Gallery on 4 

December 2020. It also marked his thirtieth year of teaching at Chelsea College of Arts, 

UAL, where he is currently BA (Hons) Fine Art Senior Lecturer. 

Lungley Gallery director Mark Lungley is a former student of Brian's. It was whilst Mark 

was completing his MA Fine Art at Chelsea that the two bonded over a shared interest 

in the work of gender and queer theorist and author Jack Halberstam. 

Brian Dawn’s work is intrinsically linked to identity; where the development of the female 

persona Dawn allows the artist to create work that is not tied to the same restrictions as 

Brian. Education also plays a large part in his practise too, as we found out when we 

spoke to Brian and Mark recently. 

 

http://lungleygallery.com/brian-dawn-chalkley/
http://lungleygallery.com/
https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/chelsea-college-of-arts/home
https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/chelsea-college-of-arts/home
https://www.arts.ac.uk/subjects/fine-art/undergraduate/ba-hons-fine-art-chelsea
https://www.arts.ac.uk/subjects/fine-art/postgraduate/ma-fine-art-chelsea
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_Halberstam




Brian Dawn Chalkley 

Brian Dawn, this month marks thirty years of teaching at Chelsea. You’re also a 

graduate from the College, so you’ve seen the College through a lot of different phases. 

How has it changed? And has anything remained the same? What has been the 

highlight of your time at Chelsea?  

I started at Chelsea on the BA painting course in September 1969 at the age of 21. I 

had few academic qualifications, however, I was allowed in under a clause for 

exceptionally talented students. During this period Chelsea was based in Manresa Road 

just off King Road which was the coolest place to be at the time. Coming from 

Stevenage, I felt like I had made it into a world beyond my wildest dreams. 

The studios were divided into a broad range of disciplines, with appropriate staff 

teaching in each studio. The studio cohort was made up of first, second and third-year 

students, which when I look back was very challenging but amazing at the same time. 

My first real encounter with a tutor asked me about my work. He eventually said 'sorry 

but I don’t have anything to say to you', which was a big learning curve at the time. After 

6 weeks, the first year students were transferred to another studio with a different 

discipline and approach to teaching. I ended up in the mainstream painting studio, as it 

was then called, where I stayed for the next three years. I was being taught by Mick 

Moon, Jeremy Moon and Malcolm Hughes, all serious mainstream artists with 

international reputations. They all proved central in the development of my practice and 

my future career in teaching. I then went on to do my Post Graduate at the Slade, which 

fortunately for me coincided with Mick Moon and Malcolm Hughes taking up teaching 

posts at the same time. 

I took up a full time Senior Lecturer role at Chelsea in November 1990, where I became 

third-floor studio leader for the BA course; before going on to develop the Post 

Graduate Diploma course. This was followed by a time as Program Leader and MA 

course leader. In addition to working closely with the Development Department at 

Holborn. I am now back where I started teaching BA students which is great. 

The College has gone through what can be described as substantial development 

during my time there, in particular, moving sites to Millbank and becoming part of the 

University of the Arts London (UAL). However the main principle set by Lawrence 

Gowing (headmaster of Chelsea School of Arts, 1958-1965), that students should be 

taught by practising artists has remained central to the teaching philosophy at Chelsea. 



For me, this is the bedrock of what Chelsea is about. Together with a strong critical 

approach to help and encourage students to develop their own language/practise. It’s 

important for me that the student can engage with the idea of fun as part of a teaching 

and learning tool. My Post Graduate Diploma course was entirely based on this 

principle, which was quite radical at the time. 

My main highlight at Chelsea is being privileged enough to be taught, and now teaching 

at Chelsea. Chelsea has a star studied history that I am honoured to have played a role 

in. 

 

Alongside your teaching, you’re a successful artist in your own right, and your work 

crosses a lot of different media. Can you tell us more about your practice? How has 

your work changed and developed over the years? 

It is important when discussing my practice that a strong element of that practice is 

teaching. Teaching has given me a platform to exchange ideas and creative processes 

with a younger generation, they have been vital in my development as an artist. 

A major turning point in the practice was the creation of a female persona named Dawn. 

Dawn allowed me to take on another identity that was not subject to the same historical 

backdrop as Brian. Adrian Searle wrote, “Obsession, repression, sexual fantasy, 

secrets, solitude and a very bleak kind of humour are among the artist’s subjects. The 

work is full of character, and the character is the artist’s best invention”. The idea of 

being someone else was exciting and allowed for new opportunity’s to be explored in 

the practice for example storytelling, the performative, identity and above all dreaming 

of being someone else. 

 



Your current exhibition ‘The Untold Depth of Savagery’ is currently on at the Lungley 

Gallery in Dalston, London. The works you’re showing include handmade crafts such as 

embroidery, portraits, as well as handwritten and stitched text, all presented on 

pillowcases and fabric. Can you tell us more about the works? 

The current work uses domestic materials such as pillowcases, felt pens and 

embroidery to create a narrative of dreaming, in some cases a nightmare narrative. My 

mother used to make me shirts when I was in my teens, which was exciting as no one 

else had one like it. So this current work looks back to a pre-art school-age of 

homespun myth and expression, allowing for a broader range of representation and 

methodology. 

The late work of Phillip Guston has always been a major influence on my practice, 

together with American folk art, Antonin Artaud and Samuel Beckett. 



 

Mark Lungley 

Brian was your tutor whilst you were studying your MA at Chelsea, and your gallery is 

exhibiting ‘The Untold Depth of Savagery’. How did your relationship develop from that 

of professor/student into a professional one?  

We have been planning 'The Untold Depth of Savagery' since Brian Dawn's first 

exhibition 'Missing' at the Lungley Gallery, in November 2018. 

Brian and I shared a common interest in the work of Jack Halberstam which is how we 

were first introduced to each other. At the time Brian was preparing for a solo show in 

New York and he asked me to help him in his studio pick the pieces for the show.  We 

first worked together on an exhibition when I was running a space called Side Room 

with Ilana Blumberg at Chelsea. The exhibition coincided with a new book titled 'The 

Alterity and Identity of Trans Imaginess' and we have continued to work together ever 

since. 

https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/chelsea-college-of-arts/stories/life-after-chelsea-mark-lungley-ma-fine-art-with-senior-lecturer-brian-chalkley
https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/chelsea-college-of-arts/stories/life-after-chelsea-mark-lungley-ma-fine-art-with-senior-lecturer-brian-chalkley


I don’t think of myself as a curator but as a gallerist, and the relationship between artist 

and gallerist requires a great deal of trust and respect, it is my job to promote the 

work of the artists and also generate money through the sale of work to enable them to 

sustain their practice and keep the gallery afloat without compromising the work. 

 

You're a triple UAL graduate, having previously completed a Foundation year 

at Camberwell College of Arts in 2002, and your BA (Hons) Fine Art at Central Saint 

Martins (CSM) in 2005, before getting your MA Fine Art at Chelsea. What was your 

experience of UAL like? 

https://www.arts.ac.uk/subjects/fine-art/pre-degree-courses/foundation-diploma-in-art-and-design-camberwell
https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/camberwell-college-of-arts/home
https://www.arts.ac.uk/subjects/fine-art/undergraduate/ba-hons-fine-art-csm
https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/central-saint-martins/home
https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/central-saint-martins/home


It was eleven years after graduating from CSM before I decided to pursue an MA at 

Chelsea. The world had changed significantly in that period of time. The cost of living in 

London was at an all-time high and with the scarcity of government funding, it was 

becoming increasingly difficult for artists to sustain a career and for galleries to support 

them. 

I have seen the difficulties facing institutions and students alike and the need to evolve. 

I think all these concerns were important to me which inevitably ended with me rejecting 

a studio-based practice in favour of Side Room. UAL provided me with the time, space 

and opportunity to work through concerns. 

 



As director of Lungley Gallery, can you tell us more about your experiences of running 

your own gallery; what has been your proudest moment?  

I love what I do! 

It’s a privilege to work with artists and spend time with their work. In 2018 I was invited 

to co-curate an exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA) Taipei titled ‘I 

want God, I want poetry, I want real danger, I want freedom, I want goodness, I want 

sin’.  

In October 2019 Lungley was invited to participate in the Manchester Contemporary, 

our first art fair which was an incredible experience. 

 

Brian Dawn Chalkley's 'The Untold Depth of Savagery' is being shown at the Lungley 

Gallery from Friday 4 December 2020 - Saturday 6 February 2021 

http://lungleygallery.com/
http://lungleygallery.com/


Opening times: 

Wednesday to Saturday: 11am - 6pm 

Sunday: 12pm - 5pm 

The Lungley Gallery, currently in residency at Seventeen 

270-276 Kingsland Road, London, E8 4DG 

(Entrance on Acton Mews to rear of the building). 

 

© 2020 University Arts London. All Rights Reserved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
17 Apr 2019 
PROFILE 

Brian Dawn Chalkley Opposes the Binary in 
Fluid Watercolours 

When the British artist was fourteen, he painted a giant 
question mark on his bedroom ceiling. He’s been asking 
questions ever since. As Brian, he was an established 
artist in the modernist tradition, but his female persona 
Dawn accesses a much broader art practice. Words 
by Paul Carey-Kent 

 

Composite portrait of Brian and Dawn in front of Lost by Daniel Devlin / Susak Press 

 

https://elephant.art/article-type/profile/
https://elephant.art/author/paul-carey-kent/


Was is it really only thirty years ago that Judith Butler first 
proposed that gender is a performance, that there is no physical 
sex-identity which precedes the social—that your gender is 
something you “do” not something you simply “receive”? That 
shift in thinking, so radical then, is becoming increasingly 
mainstream. Brian Dawn Chalkley—now seventy—is an artist 
who, even thirty years ago, was aware of his gender as a 
construction. He was a modernist painter in the then-
conventional style, but in private he was a transvestite. That 
became public in 1996, and movement between his personae of 
“Brian” and the extravagantly bewigged “Dawn” has since 
become the wellspring of his art practice. Brian continues to 
teach at Chelsea College of Art—he loves it and never wants to 
stop. Dawn makes all the art. 
 
Lots must have changed since you grew up in the 1950s? 
 
Yes, the boundaries of male-female are being re-contexualized, 
and there’s a different imagination being applied by the younger 
generation. Thinking about that takes me back to my school in 
Stevenage. The whole aim seemed to be to train people to work 
in a factory, and I failed miserably in everything. I remember 
horrible moments of being confronted as different, and I see on 
reflection that even at eleven I didn’t have the male bonding 
expected. 
 

https://egs.edu/faculty/judith-butler
https://elephant.art/bet-day-explores-life-forty-non-binary-transgender-communities/
http://www.briandawnchalkley.com/
https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/chelsea-college-of-arts


 
Screwing Up My Career Was Never About Drugs and Booze, 2011. Watercolour on paper 30.5 x 40.5 cm 

 
You realized very young, then? 
At ten. I remember trying on the lodger’s underwear, so that 
questioning of society has been there all my life. My parents 
were very liberal, though—at fourteen I painted a big question 
mark on the ceiling in my room. My father didn’t scream and 
shout “Get rid of that!” but said “That’s interesting, I wonder 
about that question mark”—and he left it there until he moved 
out himself, twenty years later. 
 
Did you resist the construction imposed on you as a boy? 
 
Exactly, yes. I couldn’t have articulated that then, when you’re 
like that you just don’t know what’s happening. Whereas now an 



adolescent can say “I want to be a woman.” That’s a problem 
too, I think, as it still implants a binary division between female 
and male, whereas I want to oppose that. The very word 
“masculinity” seems to define a clarity which I resist. I’m not 
denying masculinity, but embracing it in a much broader sense. 

 
Tonight I’m Not Taking Any Calls, 2011. Watercolour on paper, 30.5 x 40.5 cm 

 
You became known as a painter, and led the MA at Chelsea 
College. When did you make your true nature public? 
 
In 1996 I started to appear publicly as Dawn. It took a lot of guts 
at the time, but I was obsessive, going out every night to 
exhibition openings and performing as Dawn, too. There were 
mixed reactions. Some artists asked why I had to do that, 
but Paul Noble said “Great, send me some work!” and that led 
to me showing a film at City Racing in 1998. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/paul-noble-2767
https://archivesoftheartistled.org/projects/city-racing


 
Can you pin down the appeal? 
 
Both personae are constructed, but the interest is in the point of 
transition between them. It’s that moment of “becoming other” 
which matters. You could say, if you’re looking at it 
conventionally, that most trans men look dreadful, but no one 
questions it in that world: it’s the change which matters, not its 
aesthetic. I’m quite conventional in my female representation, I 
don’t see myself as drag, or as theatrical in the way 
that Grayson Perry is—I used to see him often at parties in the 
nineties. As I wrote in my Manifesto of a Tranny in 2005, which 
looked to define such differences, “I am not for the respectable 
face of drag, as parody, as vaudeville, as family entertainment” 
but “I am for the badly applied make up. I am for the mirrored 
excess of beauty.” 
It’s the Same for Any Working Woman. You Try Not to Let 
Anything Drop, 2011. Watercolour on paper 30.5 x 40.5 cm 
 
Your partner is a woman. Whom did she meet? 
 
She met Dawn in The Way Out Club. She loved Dawn, and said 
to me for a long time “I don’t want to see Brian,” so I had to 
dress up every time she came round until I said “We can’t carry 
on doing this.” I think she was attracted to the relinquishing of 
the male, rather than attracted to a woman as such. I come out 
of bisexuality—again, I see that as fluid. 
 
How has being both Brain and Dawn influenced your art 
practice? 
 
Dawn opened a broader landscape than I had as Brian, the 
macho eighties painter of big landscapes and steel 
abstractions. Being Dawn doesn’t carry the same art historical 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/grayson-perry-4657
http://www.briandawnchalkley.com/manifesto.html
http://www.thewayoutclub.com/


baggage. Her pictures started with line drawings on board—
shown as Dawn in Wonderland in 2012-13: I noted them down 
at five in the morning, when I got back from the clubs. They’re 
very sexualized. 
 

 
“The very word ‘masculinity’ seems to define a clarity which I resist. I’m not denying 
masculinity, but embracing it in a much broader sense” 

 
You introduced more complexity with the series Career 
Girls at Horst Schuler Gallery Dusseldorf in 2011. They 
have colour, narrative titles and elaborate backdrops and 
sneak the language of abstract painting into clothes and 
décor… 
 
Yes, I started to paint figures of “becoming” Dawn, then I 
realized I wanted a background, so I invented settings to suit 

http://www.briandawnchalkley.com/career-girls.html
http://www.briandawnchalkley.com/career-girls.html
http://www.horstschuler.com/


the figures as I imagined them, e.g. if I thought she was a 
croupier from LA then I would match that. Possibly I was trying 
out the characters I would like to be. Painting as Dawn allowed 
for a certain naivety in the painting… flat, and with lots of 
emphasis on the makeup. Putting on makeup is like painting a 
sculpture, and also performative. 
 
 

 



Your ongoing new series of watercolours, Lost, are much 
simpler—but there were already 454 when you showed 
them at the Lungley Gallery last year. How do you see 
these working? 
 
Watercolours are a fluid medium in which to explore fluidity, and 
also suit how Dawn enables me to embrace the amateur. I like 
to bring figures and narrative together, and many of the 
watercolours incorporate fragments of text painting, integrated 
as imagined monologues rather than as titles. The words come 
in response to the image after I’ve painted it, drawing on a bank 
of texts I’ve jotted down from conversations or reading. The 
idea is to show them as an installation, as at the Lungley 
Gallery last year. The viewer jumps around between scores of 
characters and builds up a narrative view across the whole. 

 

 
#118 Brian Dawn Chalkley, Everything I am not. I am becoming. 
 
2 - 21 March 2015 
 
Brian Dawn Chalkley was born in 1948. He studied at Chelsea 
School of Art and the Slade. Brian currently lives and works in 
London. 
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A conversation between Jessica Moore, Brian Chalkley and 
Dawn Chalkley. 
 
Jessica Moore: In your watercolour paintings you said they 
were of ‘all the people I want to be’. Does Dawn inhabit the 
worlds of these women? Is the feeling of becoming something 
that you are thinking about when you are painting? 
 
Brian Chalkley: I think we should ask Dawn about that 
because she’s got some views on that, so Dawn, what do 
you think? 
 
Dawn Chalkley: Well, oh my god, all the people I wanna be. 
I wanna be everybody I really do. I mean those glamorous 
girls out there and all the ones that you paint, I want to be 
them, I want to be her in every way. I want her hair her eyes 
her nose and I wanna just be fabulous all the time. 
 



JM: Using watercolour seems to be subversive in this context, 
perhaps even perverse or humorous? 
 
BC: Yeah that sounds like a real art question doesn’t it, 
subversive watercolour? I mean what I like about 
watercolour is it comes out of a kind of amateur painting 
and I don’t mean the word amateur in a bad way but 
enthusiastic painters, which is something I’ve never been. 
But people learn classes in watercolour painting. What I 
liked about it was its so downbeat, so un- arts. Um, so what 
do you think Dawn? 
 
DC: I think watercolours are for amateurs, I never 
understood why you use that method. It’s so crap. 
BC: Crap! What do you mean by crap? 
 
DC: I mean who the hell uses watercolour anymore? 
Anyway, I don’t want my portraits painted in watercolour. 
Why don’t you use oil? 
 
BC: Dawn, shut up, you don’t know anything about art. 
 
JM: You mentioned that the tree sculpture is connected to 
Sigmund Freud’s Case The Wolf Man, about a dream his 
patient had of a tree with wolves sitting in it. You’ve dressed the 
tree with pieces from Dawn’s outfits, is this to reflect the 
fearlessness of the wolf? 
 
BC: Yeah I think The Wolf Man is really important. I’m not 
sure as to the symbolism for Freud in that but I knew that 
the Wolf Man was Freud’s patient and he had a dream, 
these wolves sitting in trees and Freud found this 
incredibly significant. I think he spent most of his life in 
Freud’s analysis and when he was asked at the end of his 



life if it had been effective he had doubts about it. I’ve been 
in Freudian analysis for fifteen years and I suppose this is 
my Wolf Man tree. My Dawn personal tree. 
 
DC: What do you mean dawn? 
 
BC: What? 
 
DC: I’m not a fucking kind of mad person! I’ve never been 
to psychoanalysis in my life. The only analysis I’ve had is 
in the Way Out club in the darkroom. 
 
BC: Yeah, well Dawn you are a completely different 
creature aren’t you? Anyway, I think analysis has been 
useful, regardless of what the Wolf Man might say. 
 

 
 
JM: In the film you are narrating vignettes of nights out. Is it 
important you tell stories? It’s like each different medium you’ve 
used is a window into Dawn’s world. Or we are watching Dawn, 



gazing out of the window at the trees outside and in the direct 
gaze of the women in your paintings. 
 
BC: I think narrative is really important in the work. And 
very early on when I started to develop Dawn as a persona, 
I did it without any intention of it being an artwork. I 
remember somebody saying to me, is Dawn a way of 
getting into the art world? And I said absolutely not. She 
has nothing to do with art, she doesn’t really like art that 
much and it wasn’t anything to do with a kind of trick, or 
some art kind of idea. It came out of a desire that had been 
there since the age of ten, and wanting to somehow have 
this femininity that I had in my head about being a woman. 
Not necessarily wanting to be transgender in that way, but I 
felt like this was such a strong part of my personality that 
I’d repressed for so long and it had brought me lots of 
problematic situations in covering up Dawn, of trying to 
deny Dawn’s presence. 
 
It was only in 1997 when I did the first show at City Racing 
with Hillary Lloyd and Jemima Stehli. Paul Nobel invited me 
into that show, I will always be thankful for his insight into 
what I was doing. It gave me a chance to put on a show of 
Dawn and other people that were associated with some 
kind of transgender. From people I found in clubs who had 
never made any artwork in their life to people who were 
professional artists like Grayson Perry and Dawn Mellor. In 
that show I made a piece about being in a cab and telling 
these stories about the people I’d met in night clubs. 
There’s a way I think I can tell a story and visualise it in my 
head at the same time. I think narrative is incredibly 
important and if you look at the watercolour portraits of 
Dawn’s friends and colleagues and people she’d like to be. 
It’s like a film clip in a way that the narrative suggests the 



work is not necessarily what you see but maybe what’s to 
either side of it, where that narrative might go so that the 
spectator can then get involved with their own narrative in 
relation to it. I think that the models that you see and the 
quotations in current fashion magazines are the 
philosophy and the narrative of the present. They are in a 
way the common philosophy, the one about your personal 
obsession with beauty, your career, making it and being a 
celebrity. I’m interested in the notion of the celebrity where 
a certain kind of attitude comes out which I think is very 
much about being part of a social structure. So the work is 
trying to not be about art practice. I’m using all the 
materials that I used when I left school and worked in an 
architects office, using tracing paper and Rotring pens, and 
in my lunch hour I was tracing Pirelli calendars and hiding 
them under my bed from mum. 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 
 



 
PAUL’S ART STUFF ON A TRAIN # 109: 

 ‘UNCRUSHED DREAMS’ 
 

By Paul Carey-Kent • 13 May 2015 
 

 
Brian Dawn Chalkly: ‘My dreams get crushed on a regular basis. I guess that’s down to 

the life I’m living’, 2012 – Watercolour on paper – 42 x 59. 
 
Who’s the best transvestite artist in the country? Grayson Perry is, of course, much the 
most famous, not just as an artist, but as a media figure, especially when dressed as 
Claire. But to my taste the better artist is Brian Dawn Chalkley, similar enough in 
inclinations to have accompanied Perry to the Torture Garden back in the day. Leading 
the MA at Chelsea College as Brian and going out as Dawn by night, he’s an abstract 
painter who turned to performance, film and – latterly – figurative watercolours. His 
slightly washed-out paintings of women look a little naïve at first, but there’s lots going 
on: having sourced a photographic starting point with the right air of anxiety, Chalkley 
then designs clothes to suit how he sees his ostensible subjects’ personalities – often 

https://fadmagazine.com/author/paul/
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still referencing abstract art – and then follows a parallel process to decide on a 
background. A disjointed allure results, pointed up by the lengthy titles quoting from 
fashion magazines. They gesture towards fleshing out the character but leave us 
wondering if it’s all a pretence – which it might very well be, for these paintings also 
represent Chalkley’s own dreams of how he’d like to be, of the act he’d like to pull off. 
You can see six of Chalkley’s paintings in a three person show (with Jacqueline Utley 
and Charles Williams at Studio 1.1 to 31 May) which is themed around the construction 
of narratives. 

 

 
Brian as Dawn 
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