
A DARK AND QUIET PLACE 

David Noonan has made his name internationally 
as an assembler of black and white photographic 
images. Collected from books, periodicals, 
performance and graphic arts manuals, textile 
patterns and archival photographs, the images are 
juxtaposed, edited and collated to conjure tableaux 
with open, symbolic narratives. His first exhibition in 
Western Australia is an immersive monochromatic 
installation taking over two galleries at Fremantle 
Arts Centre. Upon entering the visitor encounters 
the film A Dark and Quiet Place (2017) followed by 
a suite of related wall works made specifically for 
this exhibition.

A Dark and Quiet Place (2017) is Noonan’s first film 
after a decade of making silk-screened collages 
on linen. Images from the artist’s archive were 
enlarged, cut up and stitched together, creating 
elegant images of quietude and gravitas, images 
whose meanings are open and symbolic rather 
than narrative-based. Through consideration of 
the tones of the natural linens, Noonan achieves 
great nuance within his monochromatic palette; 
the texture of the fabric and overstitching bring 
granular changes of tone to the imagery. 

The film continues Noonan’s collage practice. 
It is wholly comprised of still archival images, 
transformed by digital edits rather than cut-outs, 
and exemplifies the artist’s characteristically honed 
craftwork and open-ended scenarios. Noonan 
explains: ‘The images have been heavily doctored. I 
think of it as art directing existing images, stripping 
them back, eliminating actors and set pieces etc’. 1

While the shift in medium may appear significant, 
Noonan sees it as a continuum, describing the 
film as a series of stills in constant movement: 
‘Most of my pictures use a very specific aspect of 
the language of filmmaking - superimposition or 
transition or dissolve’.2 Like many of his collages 
from the past ten years, A Dark and Quiet Place 
uses images from the world of the stage – actors, 

¹  David Noonan, email to the author, December 2018
²  ibid
3  Brian Dillon, David Noonan: A Dark and Quiet Place, London, 2017

sets, props and designs – juxtaposed with 
geometric abstraction. 

For almost 30 minutes, simple forms zoom into 
images of geometric abstraction that dissolve into 
– or are gradually layered with – figurative tableaux. 
Noonan relies on very slow pans and fades to 
create abstracted forms from the figurative sources 
and vice versa. Three sparse lines become a fully 
articulated three-dimensional space inhabited by 
walking figures, and the image slowly transforms 
again. The soundtrack is a meditative drone of 
various electronic sounds that gradually rise and 
fall in volume and complexity, evoking Tibetan 
sonic traditions. 

The film is a distilled experience. What are we to 
make of this reverie? Noonan is known for his long-
held interest in the slippages between figuration 
and pure abstraction, and for his interest in make 
believe and the imagination, but he rarely speaks at 
length about meaning. Tellingly, the book Noonan 
devised to accompany the film features not an 
explanatory text but a parallel fiction by writer and 
critic Brian Dillon.3

While little has been said about the emotional 
tone of Noonan’s work, either by commentators 
or the artist himself, I find in his work, especially A 
Dark and Quiet Place, a strangely comprehensive 
emotional intensity. The film achieves a sense 
of timeless completeness, as if it is some kind of 
compendium of what we can imagine and feel.

Are we to extrapolate from his interest in 
meditative mind states an acceptance of the 
dualities, if not multiplicities, of different emotional 
states? In an insightful article from 2006, Noonan 
spoke about the movies that have influenced his 
practice, beginning with Andrei Tarkovsky’s Andrei 
Rublyov (1969). He describes the opening scene 
in which a hot air balloon floats over Siberia as a 
church bell tolls:
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‘The man in it is elated at the experience, 
but suddenly the balloon loses height and he 
plummets to his death. This image is so haunting, 
so unexpected and so overwhelming – it’s almost 
as if the audience becomes the balloonist. I make 
work very intuitively and am very interested in the 
mystical moments that inhabit everyday situations 
… Inexplicable yet human moments in a film always 
stay with me.’4

The artist’s recollection illuminates his rich, 
symbolic aesthetic, and his description of a 
scenario that shifts so quickly from elation to 
tragedy – an everyday mystical moment helps 
to explain the loaded intensity of his work. His 
observation that Tarkovsky’s audience ‘becomes 
the balloonist’ speaks to Noonan’s invitation to the 
viewer of his film to embrace a world of imagining.

What is the nature of his interest in performance 
and its associated physical and imaginary worlds?  A 
Dark and Quiet Place, with its constant but paced 
transformations and its constant references to 
theatre, can be read as a reflection on imagination 
and the spaces where we conjure reflections of 
our selves, our lives and our worlds. Noonan says 
‘the theatrical set is a construction of an imaginary 
world in and of itself. It is a fiction, one that allows 
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5  David Noonan, email to the author, op. cit.
6  Amy Jones, ‘David Noonan: A Dark and Quiet Place’, Stuart Shave/Modern Art, This is Tomorrow, 9 January 2018

for quite fantastic visions. There is an element 
of science fiction in many of the set designs that 
appear in the film.’ 5

From the flickering light of the film, visitors to 
the exhibition move onto the tapestry, machine 
made by specialists in Belgium, which combines 
a complex op art pattern from the film with an 
image of performers from Noonan’s archive. This 
is a work of sensuous materiality: Noonan’s highly 
manipulated imagery is further transformed by his 
manipulation of the density of the warp and weft.  

Amy Jones has observed that a ‘retrofuturist 
aesthetic’ persists throughout the film, ‘evoking 
the possibility of alternative worlds and futures as 
well as a collapsed sense of time which the world 
inhabits’.6  This sense of an all-encompassing time 
is enhanced in this exhibition at Fremantle Arts 
Centre, which juxtaposes the medium of the 20th 
century – film – with the centuries-old medium of 
tapestry. 

Anne Loxley 
Exhibition curator
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